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      Introduction

      
         
         Mediated Motherhood

         
      

      
      When I went to see Any Day Now (2012), a film about the efforts of a female impersonator named Rudy (Alan Cumming)
         and his partner Paul (Garret Dillahunt) to adopt a neglected boy with Down’s syndrome,
         I was not doing research for this book. I had already sent a draft of my manuscript
         off to my publisher, and I considered my research to be more or less complete. The
         occasion was my son’s birthday, December 20th, and I had flown to Washington, DC,
         on a rainy winter day to see him. We both love movies and so I had suggested taking
         in a show at the E Street Cinema before dinner. Any Day Now seemed to offer a story of some interest to an aging feminist and her gay son, even
         if the plot summary released by the theater suggested a somewhat sentimental treatment.
      

      
      The film opens in Southern California in 1979, complete with the bad clothes of the
         era. When Rudy, the feisty drag queen with a heart of gold, befriends Marco (Isaac
         Leyva), the boy down the hall in the low-rent tenement where they both live, it quickly
         becomes clear that Marco’s drug-addicted mother Marianna (Jamie Anne Allman) is not
         up to the job of meeting her parental responsibilities. Soon the mother’s drug use
         gets her arrested; Marco is relegated to foster care, from which he escapes; Rudy
         acquires a partner who just happens, conveniently, to be a lawyer; and the new couple
         pluck Marco from the street and launch a campaign to keep him permanently. The gay
         men are good parents who counter the arguments of homophobic child advocates with
         heroic resolve. They are presented as persecuted, embattled, and determined. Marco
         and his would-be fathers are all viewed as victims when the still-drug-compromised
         mother is allowed (one might say forced) by the system to regain custody of her son. She neglects him once again, he wanders
         off, and a newspaper clipping read aloud by Rudy tells us that Marco’s life has ended
         under a bridge. A corrupt system and a bad mother cause the death of a child and the
         heartbreak of the men who loved him.
      

      
      In this litany of woe, no one suggests that the mother could have been rehabilitated,
         that she, too, is a victim in need of help as much as her son. She is written off.
         No one wants to take care of her. She exists as the demonic foil to the good gay men who can do her job better than
         she can. If the film reveals homophobia to be irrational, counterproductive, and unfair
         (everyone loses because the gay men are not allowed to parent Marco), misogyny is
         the taken-for-granted default position (bad mothers are bad women whose misdeeds produce
         tragedy, but whose human complexities need not be taken into consideration). Hatred
         of the bad mother is still politically correct. As my son said to me, no one wanted
         to know her story or figure out what she needed. Although she is portrayed more as an unwitting
         pawn of a homophobic system than as a deliberate villain, the depiction of her failure
         to nurture Marco helps the film accomplish its apparent ideological mission: why shouldn’t
         two smart, loving men be allowed to raise the child of an obviously incompetent woman?
      

      
      Admittedly, the film’s blend of sentimentality and sexism is not unique. If I was
         disappointed to find that the pro-gay sensibilities of Any Day Now are not also pro-female, I was not especially surprised. The single autonomous female
         may now be regarded as the equal of her male counterpart in American culture, but
         the way in which she is judged changes immediately when she becomes a mother. An adequate
         fulfillment of her responsibilities in this role may not be perceived as much of an
         accomplishment, but the failure to meet these responsibilities quickly opens her to blame and vilification if anyone
         notices her lapse. Indeed, all mothers are open to suspicion. 
      

      
      While motherhood is endlessly discussed and portrayed in the United States today,
         cultural representations of bad mothers are often rendered problematic by conventional
         social expectations of women. Despite the efforts of feminist scholars like Elisabeth
         Badinter (2011) to deconstruct the notions that women naturally possess maternal instincts
         or the desire to sacrifice themselves for their families, many people remain sentimentally
         invested in these ideas. Thus, because the bad mother is not supposed to exist, many
         mass media representations tend to demonize her as an aberration. At the same time,
         we are fascinated with her, a stock character whose currency is endlessly renewed.
         Through her bad example, she tells us what not to be or do. According to drama critic
         Jennifer Jones (2003, xv), author of Medea’s Daughters, “Representations of criminal women have reinforced traditional gender roles far
         more often than they have challenged them.” Perhaps that is especially the case when
         the criminal woman’s crime involves being a bad mother. Here lies the crux of the
         matter for me: I am interested in the impact of cultural constructions of bad mothers
         on our expectations of motherhood. To try to get at this impact, I will look at contemporary
         American representations of bad mothering in the social context in which these portrayals
         have taken shape in order to learn how bad mothering is believed to be produced. In
         addition, I think that we can learn something about our cultural ideology with respect
         to women and families by looking at depictions of bad mothers. I will argue that portrayals
         of bad mothers not only help to establish what the good mother is by depicting her
         opposite, but also serve to illustrate what the culture fears about mothers and would,
         perhaps, root out if it could. These fears include the ancient horror of female power
         symbolized by Medea as the murderous mother willing to kill her children in order
         to achieve her own goals (Jones 2003). Because Casey Anthony appeared to exemplify
         this notorious outlaw behavior, she became, for a little while, a fascinating figure
         for many people, if reviled by most. Some of our fears about mothers, though, may
         not go back to ancient stereotypes but have taken shape more recently in response
         to social and technological innovations. Now some people worry that too many women
         may choose not to become mothers at all, as birthrates in some developed countries
         have plummeted (Badinter 2011); that drug-addicted pregnant women may be harming their
         fetuses (Belluck 2012); or that working mothers are relegating their children’s care
         to poorly qualified nannies and babysitters (Jones 2003, 76–77).
      

      
      When I began this project, I thought I would argue that in a world where motherhood
         was compulsory for all women, some of us would inevitably fail to do our jobs. We
         might know that we were not cut out for the position, but we would feel that our identities
         as women depended upon the attempt. This had been my experience coming of age and
         getting married (another requirement that had to be met) in the 1970s. Of course,
         contraception already existed, but it was supposed to be used to plan one’s parenthood,
         not escape from it. Now, I find that my assumptions were outdated. Although childlessness
         retains some stigma (Badinter 2011, 12), the force of that stigma appears to be diminishing
         as more young women remain childless (Belkin 2011a) and more adults in rich countries
         choose to live alone (Klinenberg 2012). Women (economically privileged ones at least)
         now have more options. Marriage and motherhood are no longer compulsory.
      

      
      On the surface, these developments would seem to be all to the good. Yet the results
         have not all been positive for mothers. Now that we can pretend that motherhood is
         simply each individual woman’s “choice” and that this choice weaves no thread through
         the larger social fabric, we can also pretend that we owe her nothing, that we need
         not contribute to her well-being or that of her children except in the most minimal
         way (Juffer 2006, 213). The new mother, in the United States at least, is on her own,
         with less social support than ever, but more pressure than ever to do her job well.
         As culture critic Jane Juffer (2006, 168) puts it, “Everyone feels free to judge the
         bad mother.”
      

      
      In the chapters ahead, I look at the ways in which contemporary American books, movies,
         and TV shows may have the effect of cementing our ideological assumptions about motherhood
         in place—or, less often, of disrupting those assumptions, causing us to ask whether
         motherhood could be constructed differently. The potential isolation of the twenty-first-century
         American mother is notable. Neither government policy nor civil society has attempted
         to create a collective or communitarian approach to child-rearing—or even to guarantee
         the existence of safe, affordable child care. Extended families are likely to be far
         away, neighbors unknown, skillful nannies a luxury for the rich. Still, most mothers
         manage. Those who do not, as I will show, may be excoriated by HLN’s Nancy Grace,
         shock jock of family violence journalism. Her evening program packages family dysfunction
         as spectacle, almost pornographic in its invasion of people’s lives, for our viewing
         pleasure.
      

      
      In part I, encompassing the first two chapters of my study, I explore what I call
         “The Nancy Grace Effect” on American culture. By looking at criminal dysfunction in the American family,
         the Nancy Grace show reveals an institution apparently in crisis. However, the show does not advocate
         for social policy reforms to mitigate this crisis. Rather, Nancy Grace, as a devoted
         mother and former prosecutor, vilifies the aberrant family member in question while
         cultivating an emotional bond of shared outrage with the respectable people in her
         audience. Bad mothers figure prominently among those deviants scapegoated on the show,
         which diagnoses social problems it cannot, or prefers not to, solve. In attributing
         misdeeds to individual perpetrators alone, Nancy Grace could be seen as reinforcing the structural isolation of the nuclear family even
         as some of its members turn to the show for moral and emotional support.
      

      
      In chapter 1, I examine Nancy’s coverage of Casey Anthony, on trial from May to July
         2011 for the murder of her daughter Caylee, as exemplary of this pattern: that is,
         of emphasizing the wicked deeds of the bad mother while minimizing the social context
         in which those alleged crimes may have occurred. In addition, I juxtapose Nancy’s
         discussions of motherhood with those of the women I call the “motherhood critics,”
         who have written popular books about the near impossibility of mothering well under
         current conditions in the United States (even as they struggle to do so). Depending
         on the writer, current conditions may include anything from the competitive nature
         of yuppie parents to the lack of accessible child care to the outright poverty of
         many families. Together, Nancy Grace and the motherhood critics provide evidence that family responsibilities in general—and
         motherhood in particular—receive little social support other than lip service; nonetheless,
         punishment for failures may be severe. Several times in the course of my study, I
         will note the existence of what I call “neoliberal motherhood”—by which I mean the
         privatization of child-rearing in a society which demands that nearly all mothers
         work—and the ways in which those expectations are reproduced in popular culture. Further,
         I should note that the privatization of child-rearing requires not only economic self-sufficiency
         on the part of each family, but also emotional self-sufficiency on the part of mothers
         who may spend large amounts of time alone with their children.
      

      
      In chapter 2, I compare the stories Nancy Grace creates about neonaticide (the killing of a newborn) with the one bestselling novelist
         Jodi Picoult tells in Plain Truth (2000). As a former prosecutor, Nancy Grace regards herself as a crime fighter and
         advocate for victims. The mother of twins—“two of the tiniest crime fighters” she
         called them in their infancy—Nancy takes all violence against children personally:
         “When I take them in my arms and I look at them, I cannot imagine someone hurting
         a child. And as far as I am concerned, child molesters, child abusers, people that
         kill their children, they can all rot in hell” (CNN.com transcript January 7, 2008).
         Ellie Hathaway, one of two protagonists in Picoult’s novel, has a similar perspective
         at the outset of her story. She is a defense attorney whose clients disgust her, and
         she is reluctant to defend Katie Fisher, a girl accused of killing her newborn. But
         in Picoult’s world, such a character is ripe for conversion: through a gradual process
         of education in which the reader participates, Ellie is able to become slightly less
         judgmental. Like Nancy Grace, Ellie personalizes the situation: how could some other
         woman harm a child when I want one so badly? As in Nancy Grace, this stance has multiple possible effects: it discounts systemic and structural
         causes of the crime, refuses more than a cursory look at gender inequality as a contributory
         factor, and reinforces joyous motherhood as an unproblematic norm.
      

      
      In the American mass media, this norm is most often celebrated in a middle-class context,
         whereas a lower-class setting often signals trouble and, sometimes, an evocation of
         what I like to think of as the Stella Dallas solution (after the 1937 Barbara Stanwyck movie): the best thing a poor woman can
         do for her child is to get out of her life. In part II, “Working-Class Mothers in
         White and Black,” I focus on classist portrayals of mothers who are less self-sacrificing
         than Stella. The drug mule Helene in Gone Baby Gone (2007) and the welfare cheat Mary in Precious (2009) are bad mothers the viewer is encouraged to despise. They are the undeserving
         poor, clueless as parents, and lacking in what is supposed to be natural feeling for
         their child. Yet, despite the similarities between these characters, the difference
         in race is critical in their portrayals. Helene, as an attractive white woman, her
         film hints, may yet escape into middle-class respectability through marriage. In contrast,
         Mary, as a poverty-stricken black woman with AIDS, is presented as too degraded to
         be redeemed. Her young, ambitious daughter, thoroughly invested in the American dream
         of success, may be “precious,” but Mary is not. While prejudice against poor women—especially
         poor mothers—shapes the portrayals of both Helene and Mary, the racial difference
         remains stark. One has a future; the other does not. And it is not just that Mary
         has little chance of a better life and can look forward, most likely, only to illness,
         loneliness, and death, but that the viewer has been brought to acquiesce in this probable
         outcome. Taken together, these films suggest that the punishments for bad mothering
         may be relatively light or severe depending upon the race of the mother.
      

      
      In chapter 3, then, I focus on Gone Baby Gone, a work with some important virtues despite its undercurrents of classism and misogyny.
         Praised for its realistic depiction of working-class Boston, this film (directed by
         Ben Affleck, based on the novel by Dennis Lehane) develops an improbable plot in which
         a group of cops stage a kidnapping in order to rescue a little girl named Amanda from
         her neglectful, drug-addicted mother, Helene. More than once, characters in the film
         hint that Helene, too, was once an innocent child who was ruined by a corrupting environment.
         But the film does not really focus on the bad mother or how she got that way. Like
         the mother in Any Day Now, she seems to be more of a plot device to catalyze the men. The working-class hopelessness,
         the drug use, and the grittiness of the neighborhood are grippingly dramatized, but
         only personal, individual solutions are imagined to these social problems, as if these
         people have been abandoned by any larger social institutions that could be called
         upon to help. Because of its obvious empathy for the working-class people of Boston
         (many of whom appear in the film as minor characters and extras), Gone Baby Gone’s ultimate failure of empathy for the bad mother is all the more notable.
      

      
      If the white working-class mother remains too easy to criticize, in chapter 4, I show
         that the black welfare mother can still be vilified with impunity. Black women on
         welfare have never been popular, but the Moynihan Report (1965) helped focus and justify
         those prejudices. A well-meaning white liberal, Daniel Patrick Moynihan pathologized
         the African American family and, according to Hortense Spillers (2003, 205), contributed
         to “a class of symbolic paradigms” that fixed in place “‘ethnicity’ as a scene of
         negation.” Now a well-meaning black director, Lee Daniels, has dramatically intensified
         that picture in Precious, making the triumph of his titular character all the more remarkable given the suffering
         she endures at the hands of her demonic mother, Mary. Thus, I examine how the film
         reinforces long-standing stereotypes of lazy black welfare mothers who become degraded
         by their dependency. In addition, I show how the self-help mystique is embedded in
         the story, making it easier to write off Mary because she, apparently, refuses to
         help herself. Given the support of Precious by African American cultural icons Oprah Winfrey and Tyler Perry, a critical look
         at the film’s endorsement of negative mainstream attitudes toward poor black women
         becomes all the more important.
      

      
      Ironically, the brilliantly successful career woman may be trusted no more than the
         welfare mother, even though the former gets more respect. In part III, including chapters
         5 and 6, I explore portrayals of “Alienated Maternity in White Professional Women.”
         These depictions suggest that even relatively privileged women in contemporary American
         culture may experience motherhood as difficult and disappointing or as inimical to
         their professional success. Echoing the complaints of the motherhood critics in chapter
         1, this section argues that the disillusionment of the new mother with her situation
         may be common and ordinary even as the culture persists in portraying the overt rejection
         of maternity as monstrous. The individual woman, then, is left to bridge the gap between
         what she is supposed to feel and what she does feel, between what she is supposed
         to do and what she can do (Maushart 2000).
      

      
      In chapter 5, I look at what might be described as the social construction of postpartum
         depression. That new motherhood often produces misery is a common observation. How
         to conceptualize that unhappiness—as a personal problem, a medical condition, a socially
         produced phenomenon, or all three—remains unclear. The way in which a writer, then,
         portrays the depression that may follow childbirth is not just a matter of literary
         style but of ideology. Brooke Shields (2005), for example, presents her own experience
         as a case study and cautionary tale. Filled with guilt, she shows us how hard she
         must work to achieve the bliss she believes she should be feeling as a mother in a
         surprisingly traditional nuclear family. Novelist Brian Morton (2006), on the other
         hand, deliberately puts his new-mother character, Maud, under stress, almost as an
         experiment to see how much she can take. A philosopher trying to write her dissertation
         on empathy, she feels like a fraud when she can (temporarily, at least) feel no empathy
         for her endlessly screaming baby. Maud’s depression is presented not simply as a personal
         problem, but as emblematic of the over-arching themes in the novel: that autonomy
         is a myth and that the creation of a shared reality is an ongoing, collective, not
         always successful project.
      

      
      In chapter 6, I look at the FX series Damages (2007–2010), which could be viewed as a case study of how the quest for individual
         autonomy on the part of a woman competes with and defeats insistent needs for family relationships. Glenn Close stars
         as the ruthless attorney Patty Hewes, a brilliant strategist who will stop at nothing
         to carry her point. At the same time, she cultivates a mother-daughter relationship
         with her young associate Ellen Parsons (Rose Byrne), an ambivalent dependency which
         turns out to be fraught with danger for both of them. In her desire to eliminate the
         ersatz daughter as a too-powerful competitor, Patty resembles the wicked queen in
         the old Snow White story, while Ellen decides to follow the teachings of her mentor
         rather than to keep her innocence and purity.
      

      
      One might argue that the Snow White tale suggests that mothers and daughters will
         always compete with one another in patriarchal cultures. Similarly, the Medea plot
         hints that children have long been at risk of becoming pawns in their parents’ power
         struggles. But the fact that these patterns have been in place a long time does not
         make them inevitable. The recognition that women and children have rights has been
         accompanied by a somewhat reluctant admission that these rights sometimes conflict
         and must be socially negotiated. How to negotiate these rights without putting mothers under surveillance or children
         at risk is a question American society would rather not engage. Nonetheless, the uneasy
         depictions of conflicted maternity in the mass media are a nagging reminder of problems
         that not only remain unresolved but also have, perhaps, been exacerbated by a diminishing
         public investment in families, however defined.
      

      
      In my epilogue, I discuss how the social and material supports for child-rearing have
         been systematically undercut in the last twenty years in the United States, resulting
         in increasing hardship for many families and in demonization of those parents who
         fail to meet the new obligations imposed on them. Although it is true that Hillary
         Clinton put forward a vision of shared responsibility for parenting in It Takes a Village in 1996, that vision was reduced to a shadow when Bill Clinton signed the welfare
         reform bill presented to him by Congress that same year. The new legislation put everyone
         on notice that child-bearing by the poor was not an activity the government wished
         to encourage. Furthermore, although child-rearing has never, perhaps, been viewed
         as a communal activity in the United States, the welfare reform act of 1996 could
         be seen as an ideological consolidation of the notion that the family should be able
         to solve its own problems without becoming a burden to the state and that, within
         the family unit, it is still the mother who remains responsible for the rearing and
         well-being of the children. The cultural artifacts explored in my study, then, are
         both symptoms of these ideological constructions and responses to them, as people look to the mass media for ways to explain and understand their
         own lives.
      

      
      As one might expect of the products of popular culture, designed to appeal to a mass
         audience, most of the artifacts in my study, despite their utopian moments, tend to
         reinforce the status quo. The work of Toni Morrison is different, her books constituting
         a sort of cultural critique we ignore at our peril. Thus, I conclude with a look at
         the bad mother, Margaret, in Morrison’s Tar Baby (1981). Margaret is a rich white woman whose guilt over her past abuse of her son
         (now grown) makes her seem drunk. When the sins of the mother are finally revealed
         to her husband, the family patriarch, she recovers her sobriety, while he wonders
         how he could have ignored his wife and son so completely—or how he could have helped
         create the conditions of social isolation under which the abuse could occur. One can
         read this story as a parable. Despite the abundant evidence that the current privatized
         version of motherhood dominant in the United States today can be a source of distress
         even for those who mother well, we remain invested in it. We remain blind to the difficulties
         experienced by struggling mothers who spend too much time alone with their children
         unless their failures descend to the level of the criminal. Then we may demonize the
         bad mother on Nancy Grace, pathologize her in movies, or distance ourselves from her as incomprehensible and
         other (trying to forget the time we slapped our kid; it’s such a long time ago now).
         In other words, we succumb to the temptation to privatize a problem that may be, at
         least in part, social and situational in its origins; it is easy to see bad mothering
         simply as the result of individual failure. At the same time, I am mindful of the
         opposite temptation: to see all individual failings as socially produced, the consequences
         of forces beyond one’s control. For those of us who have made mistakes, it is beguiling
         to think that we are not really the ones responsible. It is especially beguiling for
         me, because I was one of those bad mothers. I look back now at my cruelty to my own
         child with horror and regret. My responsibility for what I did can never be erased:
         the fault was and is mine. Thus, I do not wish to excuse the moral failings of those
         of us who do wrong by our children. But I do wish to understand the conditions in
         which these failings are more likely to manifest themselves. The social context and
         the individual mother’s navigation of that terrain must be looked at together.
      

      
      
   
      I

      The Nancy Grace Effect
      

      
         
         
      

      
      
      
      Chapter 1

      Nancy Grace and the Motherhood Critics

      
         
         
      

      
       “The devil is dancing tonight,” said an outraged Nancy Grace on her eponymous HLN
         show on July 5, 2011 (CNN.com transcript). It was the day Casey Anthony was acquitted
         of the murder of her two-year, ten-month-old child Caylee, last seen alive on June
         16, 2008. Ironically, Nancy Grace, shock jock of family violence journalism, may have
         done more than any other single person to make Casey Anthony famous and her trial
         a daily soap opera followed by millions. Nancy Grace’s persistent coverage of the
         Anthony story, from the time Caylee was belatedly reported missing (in mid-July 2008),
         to the trial and its aftermaths, helped to keep the Anthonys in the public eye for
         years. When the trial began on May 24, 2011, CNN’s HLN carried it live, in the knowledge
         that viewers had been primed for the event by Nancy Grace.
      

      
      Perhaps Nancy did not get the verdict she wanted, but the Anthony trial was good for
         business. By June 12, the New York Times reported that HLN’s “audience [had] more than doubled . . . averaging 509,000 viewers
         at any given time, up from an average of 239,000 at any given time in the prior four
         weeks.” Prime-time viewership increased “even more,” from 372,000 to 902,000 (Stelter
         2011). “By July 1, five weeks into the trial, [HLN] was garnering 1.2 million viewers
         at any given time” (Stelter and Wortham 2011). Soon, all the major networks were giving
         updates, and sometimes news specials, on what began to look like a national obsession.
         On the day of the verdict, “a record 5.2 million viewers turned to HLN” (Bruni 2011).
      

      
      But why should this be? Why so much outrage over one child when many children are
         lost every year? Compared to other rich countries, the United States is not necessarily
         the best place to be a child. Given that the United States lags behind other industrialized
         countries in reducing child mortality (Rajaratnam et al. 2010), that child homicide
         rates actually rose in the second half of the twentieth century (Pritchard and Butler 2003), and that
         at least three children are killed by their parents every day in the United States
         (Child Welfare Information Gateway 2011), the obsession with the death of this one
         particular child and her negligent, if not murderous, mother may seem hard to understand.
         Moreover, like many other portrayals of filicidal deeds, the mother’s behavior has
         not been presented as one example of a larger social problem, but as an aberration,
         the product of individual pathology or moral monstrosity (See Meyer and Oberman 2001,
         69–72). Yet her alleged misdeed apparently threatens the social fabric, for if mothers
         will not care for their children and try to keep them alive, who will (Jones 2003,
         76–77)? Denominated as “tot mom” by Nancy Grace, Casey Anthony once had a child and
         now she has none, the label reminding us of these facts and distancing us from her
         at the same time because, after all, she did not do her job. If we are horrified by
         her, as Nancy means us to be, we are fascinated as well, and Nancy has fed our fascination.
         (I will refer to Nancy Grace as “Nancy” as consistent with the intimacy she cultivates
         with her viewers.)
      

      
      The Nancy Grace show taps into the conflict-laden, adversarial format of what now passes for news
         commentary on the cable news networks: thoughtful analysis is rare; verbal sparring,
         ostensibly meant to present “both sides,” is heightened for its entertainment value.
         Nancy’s show, in particular, consistently sensationalizes child abandonment and murder,
         titillating the viewer with horrifying detail, even as Nancy presents herself as a
         guardian of family morality. Even before the criminal justice system has a chance
         to assess their guilt or innocence, people suspected of hurting their family members
         are humiliated in the public square, set up as bad examples of what not to do. Any
         psychosocial analysis that might mitigate the guilt of the alleged perpetrator is
         trounced by Nancy as nonsense, so that sociological understanding of crime comes to
         seem in the Nancy universe as itself immoral.
      

      
      Maybe voyeurism packaged as family morality has always been irresistible. But Nancy
         Grace heightens the attraction for some viewers, I believe, through her missionary
         zeal to convert us to her way of thinking. She wants to tell us how the world should
         be, and she believes we will agree with her. In every episode of her crime melodrama,
         she will show us a shocking misdeed—a sin against the family by a husband or a wife
         or a mother—a bad example of what not to do. She will present herself as seeking justice
         for the dead or injured victim—although how she is seeking justice remains an unanswered question. Does she think her show has
         influenced or will influence the jury in any particular case? (Surely, as a former
         prosecutor, she would not approve of that.) But if her show has no effect on the outcome of a case, then how is she seeking justice? Is it that all
         her viewers “remember” the victim—such as Caylee Anthony—and mourn her loss? Could
         it be our feeling for the victim that Nancy really wants to cultivate? In the service of that feeling,
         does our voyeurism seem less crude and our fascination with the alleged outlaw seem
         more justifiable? Tough-talking Nancy gives us access to these vicarious thrills,
         but domesticates them at the same time. As in an old-fashioned Hollywood movie where
         the fascinating bad girl (think Crawford or Davis) will reliably be punished, the
         Nancy Grace show titillates us with bad behavior within a moral framework that reaffirms the
         status quo. If it is true that the Anthony trial or any other case is, more than anything,
         entertainment, and that Nancy’s histrionics are meant to heighten our pleasure and involvement,
         then the façade of seriousness of purpose may simply enhance the creation of that
         pleasure. Yet façade may be the wrong word if it suggests that Nancy is cynically performing a role in
         which she does not believe. To the contrary, Nancy’s single-minded devotion to her
         cause constitutes both her strength and her limitation, bringing her fans and critics,
         possibly in equal numbers.
      

      
      Who is Nancy Grace?

      
      A collateral victim of violent crime herself when, in 1980, her fiancé was murdered, former prosecutor Nancy Grace regards herself as a crime fighter and advocate for other victims.
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