
SPEAKER 1: So I welcome our next panel to the stage. Jane Mayer, Jill Abramson, and Nicko.  
 
SPEAKER 2: So usually that TH white is a lecturer. And this year we decided to do something a 
little different. Jane and Joe wrote an incredible essay. It is on the Shorenstein Center's website. 
shorensteincenter.org. I encourage you all to go read it.  
 
And instead now, I have the privilege and the absolute terror to have to ask these two 
incredible legendary journalists some questions, perhaps a difficult question or two about their 
essay. And I actually just wanted to start with you together wrote the definitive book really 
about Clarence Thomas confirmation and the Anita Hill hearing. And you write in this essay that 
we just published.  
 
You write this moment of inflection has been long coming. For us, the Kavanaugh confirmation 
process was literally history repeating itself. And I just wanted to hear you talk about that, how 
that feels, and what that means, and how much the same in some ways it must feel.  
 
SPEAKER 3: I mean, it to say it was a flashback is an understatement. The second that Christine 
Blasey Ford made her identity known and was interviewed in the Washington Post. I had the 
immediate sense of history repeating itself.  
 
Because like Anita Hill, she had initially not wanted her identity known. But her story began to 
leak out in the press. Reporters were camped out exactly like Anita Hill.  
 
And the other thing that was striking was over just the space of a few days, she felt the call of 
citizenship. She felt a duty to report information that she felt was vitally relevant to someone 
who was going to get a lifetime appointment to the Supreme Court. And she decided to come 
to Washington, and tell her story.  
 
And at that point, seeing the minute the Senate Judiciary Committee said, there were only 
going to be two witnesses. Dr. Ford and Judge Kavanaugh. I just knew this is absolutely going to 
be what happened to Anita Hill.  
 
Maybe I thought after the Me Too moment, that the senators won't the Judiciary Committee 
was famously all male. And just horrible questions of Anita Hill.  
 
So I had a sense that they were going to find a way to not be on the line. So when the female 
sex crimes prosecutor was chosen to ask the question, I thought OK. They're hiding behind her 
skirts for sure.  
 
But the fact that it was only two witnesses was so important. Because with a lone accuser and 
by having no one else, I mean, over the days preceding the hearings there were corroborators.  
 
Jane wrote a terrific story with Ronan Farrow and the New Yorker disclosing another woman at 
Yale, Deborah Ramirez. She would have testified.  



 
But the whole strategy was to isolate a lone female accuser to have her testify first as Anita Hill 
and have the judge go last as Clarence Thomas famously did when he railed about a high tech 
lynching. And that setup was guaranteed to just end.  
 
And he said she said stalemate with all of those senators saying exactly the same thing that 
they said in 91. The truth can never be known. It's he said she said.  
 
So it was a complete flashback. It was the Anita Hill hearings a little bit Me Too movement. I 
wrote that in my first column. I'm wondering would it be different. But it really wasn't that 
different.  
 
SPEAKER 4: I mean, it was so much the same. That three of the senators were the same as the 
same people that they were there questioning Anita Hill. So I guess I had thought that it would 
be more different after all of this time.  
 
I mean, it's 24 years. So much has changed. And we've seen so many very powerful men tuple 
in the Me Too movement. But when it comes to Washington, and in particular, I mean, we've 
seen Al Franken stepped down. But when it comes to the Republican Party, it seemed 
impervious to this.  
 
So since we're here to talk about journalism, what it's set up, again, was the situation where the 
process that we were watching, the political process was not about finding the truth, which 
then put just welcomed in reporters. We were the last line there to try to figure out, well, what 
is the truth really here? And we were madly reporting.  
 
Ronan and I and several other reporters were out there calling up everybody in these people's 
pasts to try to figure out what is the truth here. And the same thing happened as-- it happened 
to Joe and myself back in the Anita Hill period, which was just for marshaling the facts.  
 
In the case of the New Yorker, there was another woman we interviewed who had her own 
experiences. First hand experiences, she was on the record, she was asking to have the FBI 
come in, which is not usually what people who are prevaricating do. But she had a very strong 
story to tell.  
 
And we told her story and we got attacked for it, which is just what happened with Jill and 
myself too. The reporters have become combatants, unwilling combatants simply for trying to 
tell the truth in these tremendously polarized fights. And it was an unwelcome truth to have 
the country. And they went after us just as they went after the women.  
 
So I think the first time history supposed to be tragedy. Second time comedy. I found it 
unfortunately tragedy both times in this particular instance.  
 



SPEAKER 2: So in this super partisan environment, I mean, you had just a few months earlier 
done reporting on the Democratic attorney general.  
 
SPEAKER 4: Right. And so I had written again with Ronan Farrow who's a wonderful colleague, 
really fun to work with.  
 
SPEAKER 3: Not as fun as me.  
 
SPEAKER 4: Not as fun as Jill. That is absolutely true. But we've done a piece about Eric 
Schneiderman, and his sexual misconduct, which was fairly shocking. And he stepped down 
from his role as attorney general of New York and one of the most outspoken Democratic critics 
of Trump.  
 
And I mean, I like to think that we were following in the New York Times tradition without fear 
and without favor and just letting the reporting lead you to wherever it will go. But people 
didn't remember that when we were getting slammed around. But in Kavanaugh.  
 
It was an amazingly tense reporting and moment. It was a political freight train that was trying 
to confirm him no matter what basically. And anyone who got in its way was going to get 
flattened.  
 
SPEAKER 2: The political environment and the media environment, how did it feel different 
than Clarence Thomas during confirmation? Hearing  
 
SPEAKER 4: Well, I mean, one thing that Jill and I took three years to do the reporting then. So 
we weren't stepping out right in front of it at the hottest point of the debate. We still did get 
attacked, which at the time was a surprise to us. But has made us in some ways canaries in the 
coal mine about what it's like when you're stepping into this very politicized--  
 
SPEAKER 3: Right. I mean, almost completely new experience to be suddenly branded as both 
liberals and partisans after both of us have been more the Wall Street Journal. For years and 
years, it was absurd. But it happened like that.  
 
So it was an early glimpse of false portrayals of journalists as partisans. And in 1996, with the 
launching of Fox News an explosion.  
 
And I think in many ways, a tragedy for the profession. Because they were the original glimpse 
of the Orwellian situation we have now, which is their slogan fair and balanced.  
 
AND for years and years, we really at least at the times, we're not paying acute attention to the 
false stories and conspiracy theories that Fox was promulgating. And I think that was a mistake.  
 
Because night after night, O'Reilly later, Sean Hannity, their other stars would attack the New 
York Times as a Democratic rag. Falsely say our stories had holes and shouldn't be believed.  



 
And I think truthful nonpartisan. I want to underscore that journalists failed to respond and 
speak loudly enough for the truth.  
 
SPEAKER 2: So in a media environment, where you have the President of the United States 
saying things that frequently aren't true, demonstrably clearly aren't true. Just reporting that 
fact is then manipulated by the other side, by Fox News to make it look as if it's a partisan 
attack.  
 
And I wonder about that dilemma for political reporters today. I wonder about, is there 
something different we should be doing in our political journalism?  
 
SPEAKER 3: Well, I don't want to hog our time. But I think one thing political journalists can do is 
be less reactive to Donald Trump. I mean, it is just it's overwhelming, and it makes that reactive 
coverage makes it very difficult for the best coverage like the New York Times eight page take 
out, which they reprinted on Sunday is a special section on Donald Trump's tax evasion and the 
really a disgusting way that he acquired you millions and evaded paying gift taxes on hundreds 
of millions of from his father.  
 
But that story didn't really have a chance to fully pierce through. Because everything is reactive 
to Trump. I mean, the cabinet nomination fight was a very important story. But it swallowed up 
all the oxygen.  
 
And that's the way the news cycle works now. It doesn't leave a lot of space for the original 
reporting. That's just vitally important to the public.  
 
SPEAKER 4: I guess, I mean, I think it's a nice idea to think that we could ignore the president 
when he's saying things that are nonsensical. But it's almost impossible. I mean, it really is 
impossible I think.  
 
And so there's a piece that's by Jonathan Rauch that I really like that came out recently, that 
talks about how in the past what we've been able to do when they're people who were 
basically spouting.  
 
Baloney is you shunted aside. And you don't give it a lot of attention. Let them spout their 
baloney. And that and go away.  
 
But the problem is when the White House becomes a baloney factory. That is the problem that 
we've got. And when you are covering national politics, you really have to pay attention to what 
the president is saying.  
 
And it's not just a Trump problem. I mean, I covered Reagan. For the Wall Street Journal, I was 
there White House reporter. And I was there when the Iran-Contra affair happened.  
 



And I realized when that broke that we'd been sitting there like stenographers just jotting down 
what he said every day and what official line was, and missing the actual story, which was the 
Iran-Contra affair.  
 
But the problem is there is a part of the job that is writing about the person who the country 
elected or, at least, the person who won the electoral college. And so you have to do some of 
that. And so and he's a genius at getting attention too.  
 
I mean, and you've written in your book, I mean, part of the Jill Scott a fantastic forthcoming 
book. And part of the problem with our profession now is it's seeking clicks. And he may not be 
any other kind of genius but he's a genius, and he knows how to get attention.  
 
SPEAKER 3: He does. And thinking about the upcoming you know midterms are almost over. But 
the 2020 campaign is people called the 2016 campaign, the Facebook election. Social media 
was becoming dominant.  
 
And you see in the way the president uses Twitter that he is probably the most skilled president 
I've ever seen at going over the heads of the traditional news media and speaking directly to 
the public and lying directly to the public. But what's discouraging to me is to not see the lies 
called out enough.  
 
And I think past time that we have this debate about whether to call his lies laws. Their laws. 
And they get picked up.  
 
But I was just looking at a story today that showed a blatantly false thing that Trump had said of 
his rally crazy conspiracy thing, where he claimed of all things that Hillary Clinton was the one 
colluding with the Russians. And NBC News on their Twitter just picked that up and echoed that 
later they amended it saying evidence free or something like that.  
 
But it does get recycled into the mainstream news that USA Today Ope-Ed job. You know what 
I'm talking about? They let President Trump who likes to communicate directly.  
 
Write an Op-Ed again filled with false statements and lies. And I understand the dilemma at the 
times President Bush or President Obama. I had nothing to do with the editorial page.  
 
But yeah when they would occasionally want to write something, you were very tempted to run 
it. But this had no value. It was anti value.  
 
SPEAKER 4: But I think that's why he does it. I mean, I think it's a mistake to look at Trump's lies 
as just accidental or that he doesn't know the difference or any. I think it's a strategy. And the 
strategy is to make the public confused about what's true, what's not true, make the public 
doubt, all sources of information, including the legitimate press.  
 



And I mean, it's a strategy we've read about anybody who's studied authoritarian regimes will 
tell you that the idea is to make the public basically. So jaded, that they don't know what to 
believe so they believe nothing. And then they basically give up on the process.  
 
And I think we have to understand that just busting him on the lies isn't actually quite enough. 
You really have to take apart what he's doing with those lies, which is undermining the fabric of 
democracy. The idea that there are facts, that the public needs to know in order to be able to 
make informed decisions and vote.  
 
And so it's a really pernicious process. And Jill and when we were writing this piece together 
came to the conclusion that for years, those of us in the press have thought, we didn't want to 
be combatants particularly. That's not why you become a reporter. You become a reporter for 
many different reasons, in my case, because I loved history and storytelling.  
 
But we are unwilling combatants. And we had thought for many years that all you had to do 
was let your work speak for you. And that was good enough. But I think what we're feeling is 
we need to speak up for what we do and why it's different from what the politicians are doing 
at this point.  
 
And for why it's different from what Fox News is doing? It's not propaganda. It's not resistance.  
 
SPEAKER 3: And it's reporting. And it definitely isn't the left alternative to Fox News.  
 
SPEAKER 4: I mean, and there may be left alternatives to Fox News. But we're trying to do is 
truly understand, talk to all sides, tell whatever the best available version of the truth that we 
can get. So when we did the book, Strange Justice About Clarence Thomas and Anita Hill, if 
Clarence Thomas had turned out to be telling the truth and Anita Hill had been a fabulist, of 
course, we would have written it. That's what reporters do.  
 
It didn't turn out to be that way. And if in the same thing in the Kavanaugh confirmation 
hearings. If it had turned out that Christine Blowsy Ford was speaking to you directly from with 
a straight jacket, and imagining the whole thing, and you could prove that, we would have 
written it.  
 
But again, the country's got to believe that somebody out there is really trying to get the 
objective facts. And that is really what the press is trying to do.  
 
SPEAKER 2: And what about when that you mentioned that New York Times investigation over 
Trump's taxes? And it feels in any other time, that was the news story that would have taken 
down a president, or would have led hearings, or an investigation. And yet it almost 
prosecution.  
 
Yet it almost immediately disappeared from the-- it felt like it disappeared almost immediately 
from the discourse.  



 
SPEAKER 4: It's again, I mean, I don't want to sound like a troglodyte. I think the internet has 
done fabulous things and democratizing information. But this new cycle where everyone 
expects to know the news that instant it happens, people are overwhelmed.  
 
There's so much of that. So much breaking news. I mean, how many news alerts of some have 
you gotten while we've been on this stage? A lot.  
 
And it makes it difficult for even pretty well-informed readers to discern what's important and 
what's not. And sometimes I open any of the major news apps. And the first seven things are 
various Trump stories not at all on the level of what the New York Times published.  
 
But it almost crowds out any other important investigative work. We got a very difficult news 
environment right now. And everyone who's trying to do the best work is totally exhausted.  
 
Maggie Haberman and the fourth estate program like sleeping when their phones next to their 
years. You're never not working. And it's dizzying.  
 
SPEAKER 3: And the funny thing is Trump. I mean, all of his casting the media is the enemies of 
the American people. He craves the press coverage too. And particularly, the New York Times 
press coverage.  
 
He calls them a lot. I've had him call me when I was doing a story on the Tony Schwartz is the 
real author of The Art of The Deal. And I put in a call to Trump to see if I can talk to him about 
Tony Schwartz. And it was at a point when it was during the campaign.  
 
And I couldn't get Hillary Clinton on the phone. Within a few days, my phone rang. And it was 
this familiar purring voice of this Donald Trump. And where you're from? And you're at the New 
York love. The New Yorker.  
 
And then he was going on. And I said you. So I'm writing about Tony Schwartz love. Tony 
Schwartz. I said I don't think he's going to be voting for you.  
 
And he said he's not. His whole voice sort of change he said that is so disloyal. And then we got 
off the phone. And he said he thinks that's going to be good for him. But he's going to find out 
that is not going to be good for him.  
 
So anyway, I got off the phone and then a few minutes later, it rang. And it was Tony Schwartz 
who said, did you tell the little Trump I'm not voting for you? And I said, well it's true, right?  
 
And he said yeah. But anyway, and then he said Trump called he hadn't heard from him in 29 
years or something. He tracked him down in his car and on his phone. And said to him some 
New Yorker reporter had told him this.  
 



And he said New Yorker, by the way, a failing publication, which nobody reads. So I mean, you 
know what you're in for with this guy who's going to really and work the press.  
 
SPEAKER 4: His favorite put down is the failing New York Times. But when I was managing 
editor, he came, the publisher invited him to a publisher's lunch, which often prominent New 
York politicians, or business people are sometimes the guest at lunch. And he was so in awe. 
Like he couldn't believe he was inside the New York Times building.  
 
And he brought I remember Donald Trump Jr. with him and said, I wanted my son to see this 
place. And just was so over the top. And in his praise of the Times and how important it was.  
 
And of course, the ultimate irony for the failing New York Times is that Donald Trump has been 
the single best solution to its challenge business model. I mean, the Times now has three 
million digital subscribers. And that started after election day.  
 
And he's created a very significant revenue stream for the New York Times.  
 
SPEAKER 2: And the CNN.  
 
SPEAKER 4: Like New Yorker.  
 
SPEAKER 2: And New York. So he craves the coverage. And the coverage of him is 
overwhelming. It crowds out. Nothing else.  
 
And that seems a dilemma, especially heading into a presidential and other presidential year, 
where presumably we'll have a very contested Democratic primary.  
 
SPEAKER 4: Yeah. I mean, that's a big problem on television, especially cable news, which 
covers the campaign most intensely is it thrives off of argument and controversy. I mean, I do a 
little bit of TV appearances.  
 
But I think like they wrote next to my name will not fight. They want you to get on there and 
just be kostic and fighting.  
 
And I think a problem. And we wrote about this in a couple of lines in the lecture. It's I think it's 
a real mistake for political reporters for great news organizations like the New York Times and 
the Washington Post to go on those cable shows and be on panels sitting next to party officials, 
partisan consultants.  
 
The average viewer can't really keep track of who's who. And the money is very tempting. 
There are zillion reporters in the Washington Bureau of the times and at the Washington Post 
who have six figure contracts to go on cable and their editors complain that they're constantly 
running off to do their TV hits.  
 



But I think reporters should be really careful about not being side by side embroiled in 
argumentation with partisan people on Twitter, which I can become addicted to. I don't often 
do more than post my columns in The Guardian.  
 
But reporters somehow go off the wall on Twitter regularly. And that's a mistake too. It plays 
right into the White House's hands and saying we're ganging up against him and rooting for his 
failure, and all that.  
 
I think just more care has to be taken. Reporters have to be a little more strategic and less 
desperate to be seen.  
 
SPEAKER 2: Well, in your essay, you talk about slow journalism, right? Slow journalism a real 
deep focus on storytelling, but investigating telling the story under the story, not getting caught 
up in that news cycle. You also talk about the importance of local reporting, right?  
 
How the news industry's collapse faster than the steel industry in the United States, right? The 
steel industry and newspaper industry are about the same size in 1980. We talk about the Rust 
Belt to describe what happened to the steel industry.  
 
And yet journalism's collapse at a much faster rate than the steel industry even talk about local-
-  
 
SPEAKER 4: It's true. And Alex Jones who's sitting right there wrote a really good book about all 
that called Losing The News.  
 
SPEAKER 3: So as someone who started on weekly newspapers in Vermont, the wethersfield 
weekly had the smallest circulation in the state of Vermont. What when you're working in that 
setting is that the community sees you at work. They see you covering the subjects that they 
understand and know.  
 
You're at the meeting taking notes, talking to people. And they know it's not fake news. They 
know you're not an enemy of the American people.  
 
You're right they're shoulder to shoulder with them. I think we've lost that very healthy 
relationship when all they see are a few people sitting around on cable TV earning huge 
salaries. And as Jill says sitting with the partisans fortunately.  
 
SPEAKER 4: It's crucially important not to get all talking about the founders. But it's important 
to remind ourselves that the founders of this country were deathly afraid of overcentralized 
power and the First Amendment is first for a reason.  
 
They envisioned a free press as the bulwark against overly concentrated power. And holding 
power accountable. And I think that seeing the watchdog function, especially at the local level, 
we can is terrible, and is strategically a business mistake.  



 
Because in the world we live in now, Facebook and Google, Hoover nearly 70% of advertising. 
So not only is print advertising disappearing, but Facebook and Google are eating up the new 
digital advertising. So that leaves only one source of viable income for news organizations. And 
that is your readers and your viewers.  
 
But to get them to pay for the journalism, and the Times, and the post, and the journal, I've 
been successful in getting on the New York subscribers. Sorry. And the New Yorker.  
 
But the key is you have to be producing news of value in order for people to pay for it. So 
what's been stripped out has to be brought out that watchdog function of investigative 
reporting that holds local power and state power accountable.  
 
SPEAKER 3: But the slowness is also important. Maybe this is just because I'm getting old and 
slow. I don't know.  
 
But I think that it is-- I remember seeing another talk here, where Robert Caro who like Teddy 
White is one of my heroes. And he was asked by someone, so what do you do to get those 
stories that you've got in the biographies of LBJ? What does it take?  
 
And he said the one thing it really takes is time. You go back to people again and again and 
again. You sometimes as a reporter, you can tell they know something. They're not really telling 
it to you.  
 
It's like this puzzle that you're teasing around in your head thinking, how do I get that? Who do 
they know? Who might know something about it?  
 
It just takes time. And you go back again and again. And eventually, you get the real story. But 
the technology today is all geared towards instant everything. And so people are not going--  
 
SPEAKER 4: And it's too data focus too. I mean, we learn that election night 2016. In terms of 
political reporting, Nico, which you were asking about, we've got to go back to the David Nyhan, 
and David Brodeur and Dan Balz who see our tradition of getting out in the country, and talking 
to voters.  
 
Because even just getting out with the candidates, they're so cossetted and removed, and the 
press pool, and campaign plane are kept far away. But they're kept far away from the voters 
too.  
 
I mean, covering both Hillary and Trump rallies in 2016, it was hard to get out of the pendent 
area to talk to the voters. And the myth story in 2016 was this incredible wave of anger among 
White voters in the middle of the country, where too few of us were spending enough time.  
 



And that's I envied Teddy White for. In 1960, he had such a close up and was sitting in the car 
with Kennedy. And actually witnessed this incredible moment in the West Virginia primary 
when he is with Hubert, and Muriel Humphrey. And their campaign strategist tells Humphrey 
you know it's looking bad and you've got to get some TV spots on the air.  
 
And Humphrey is looking like oh, I don't think we don't have the money. And Muriel Humphrey 
goes into her purse, gets the family checkbook, and writes a check. But that's the thing we 
would kill to be able to see. That you just don't get that kind of human proximity.  
 
But spending enough time to at least really delve into who the candidates are is so crucial. And 
at the times in 2008, I championed a series we did called the long run that took a key moment 
in the lives of all the candidates.  
 
For Romney, it was his missionary years in France. For Obama, it was his relationship with his 
mother. I mean, those kinds of deep stories they take time as Jane was saying. But they end up 
being the ones that are revelatory and important for voters to understand the character, the 
true character of the candidates.  
 
And the posted in 2016, I thought a fantastic series just examining closely one decision that the 
candidates made that was revelatory. And the best one was about Trump's decision to do the 
apprentice TV show.  
 
And Mark Cuban came to see him and surprise surprise. He said yes and less than half an hour 
and consulted nobody. But those are stories.  
 
They're the ones we fear get overwhelmed by just whatever the controversy of the moment is, 
or reporters don't have enough time to work on.  
 
SPEAKER 2: I want to ask you a follow up question. But first, I'm going to say that this is my last 
question. I'm going to open it up to questions from the audience.  
 
We have four mics two on either side here and then two up there. So I'll ask this question. And 
we'll open it to the audience.  
 
And so I just want to go back to that. Why don't candidates let reporters in that close anymore? 
There's something about the way political journalism evolved that turned it into more of an 
antagonistic almost relationship.  
 
And I think part of what makes Trump appealing is that he appears to be totally accessible.  
 
SPEAKER 4: I mean, look at Lesley Stahl did a very close an interview, which I thought she did a 
terrific job. But it was interesting. He held his own no matter what. He was impervious no 
matter how many ways she kind of went right into his face with facts and with questions.  
 



So very few candidates really want to subject themselves to that if they can avoid it. I mean, for 
years, I mean, with Reagan, with Nixon, with many others, they would try to go over the head 
of the professional press Corps and take questions from far out in the hinterlands, where 
people didn't really were not experts in the subject matter in order to keep the insurgents soft.  
 
SPEAKER 2: The Trump White House has opened up to the Skype seats in the White House 
press briefing to outlets all over the country smaller outlets.  
 
SPEAKER 3: But the wonderful Maggie Haberman of the New York Times. I mean, it's rare that 
you get the proximity. But she actually or in early days.  
 
Trump invited her and other times reporter into the White House residence. And she wrote this 
fabulous story, which conveyed Trump walking around in his bathrobe.  
 
SPEAKER 4: Not knowing where the light switches. A lonely guy was like a great piece. But they 
see being truly themselves in front of reporters as too risky. It's that simple.  
 
And I remember Ruby Cramer of BuzzFeed who's a great reporter, and as the daughter of 
Richard Ben Cramer who wrote one of the best campaign books ever what it takes. And she 
really wanted to do capture Hillary Clinton. She was assigned to travel with Hillary Clinton and 
did for about two full years.  
 
But Hillary Clinton, Rupi would see her in human moments. She told me about her connecting 
with someone who wasn't getting their mental health benefits, and really listening and 
following through with this person.  
 
And she asked Hillary Clinton, can I use that? And Clinton said no. It's off the record. The whole 
thing is off the record.  
 
It's a reflexive thing. They don't want those unscripted moments to be seen.  
 
SPEAKER 4: I just would like to say one less thing before you take on the subject before we go to 
the questions, which is as a reporter, I think it's very important though also not to let this issue 
of whether you get access to them, the candidates, or anyone else for that matter. Don't let 
that decide whether you do the story.  
 
Because otherwise, you're heading off way too much editorial power to the people who are in 
power. And I think you've got to go and get the story. If you see a story, do it anyway. Report 
around them if you have to do it.  
 
I was doing a piece on Mike Pence less, the summer before this. And there was just no way no 
matter how many times I asked that he was ever going to give me an interview.  
 



So I went to his hometown of Columbus and had coffee with his mom. And she told some great 
stories. But you sometimes have to just don't take no for an answer.  
 
Go find the smaller people in their lives, or look at their paper trails, or look at their histories. 
You don't want to be controlled by that issue. I think it's very important.  
 
SPEAKER 2: All right. To the questions. Three rules about the questions. 1. Introduce yourself. 2. 
Keep it brief. 3. Make it a question.  
 
All right. Up here. Yeah.  
 
AUDIENCE: Hello. I'm a recent graduate. And I work at the Kennedy School tracking war costs. 
And according to a recent poll by Rasmussen, 42% of Americans either believe we're not at war 
in Afghanistan or they don't know. How can the press do a better job on this?  
 
SPEAKER 2: I always I think it was super sad true love story, where you could buy a war free 
edition of the New York TImes.  
 
SPEAKER 4: I think it's probably a reflection partly of the incredibly fuzzy lines that we've had 
about what's war and what's not ever since 9/11. So we have an authorization to use military 
force that people don't really understand. And a declaration, a non-congressional declaration of 
war that pretty much makes the whole world of a battlefield for us, wherever there's terrorism.  
 
And so it's a really good question and I think it's a really important issue. And I think you're right 
to ask it and we should think more about how to address it. Because these wars go on and on 
and on.  
 
And I think you're right the public's confused. And I think we're all confused by it, and it's worth 
shedding some light on.  
 
SPEAKER 3: And I think too that Facebook is programmed to give you back things you like. And 
while certain portion of the Facebook 3.1 billion worldwide audience is interested in serious 
news, what most people love is happier news that's shareable. And that's what Facebook most 
likes too.  
 
They want everyone to live on their news feed, and comment, and share. And I would suspect 
that the War in Afghanistan does not rate high.  
 
SPEAKER 2: Right here.  
 
AUDIENCE: Hi. I'm Tim Devine a recent graduate of the college. Earlier, you said that the work 
doesn't sufficiently speak for itself. And you used the adjective Orwellian, George Orwell, of 
course told stories in nonfiction and fiction modes.  
 



Fake news. I might be referencing actually research by the assurances in. Fake news travels 
faster online than regular news. Is there a point of speed of information technology at which 
point telling the truth just doesn't work the same way anymore compared to fiction?  
 
SPEAKER 4: I hope we haven't gotten to that point that facts don't matter and reality is fictional. 
I don't think we're near there yet. But the problem about fake news isn't just the speed at 
which it travels. But it went viral.  
 
Fake stories perform better in 2016 in terms of reaching billions of people than real news. And I 
think inevitably, I am skeptical about whether Washington, which is in a complete deregulatory 
mindset under Republican leadership is actually going to hold the big tech platforms 
accountable.  
 
But in my view, Facebook is the biggest publisher the world has ever known. And they're 
beginning to make progress in policing some of the content that appears.  
 
But I've been reading this week. There's plenty of fake news still circulating. And the issue is it's 
going to take human beings to really help police and get rid of the tainted completely 
conspiratorial wrong stories.  
 
And Facebook doesn't want to employ, but a few real journalists or editors, or all of the 
professional people you need to discern. So until that happens, I think it's going to be a sewer 
full of lots of really icky things.  
 
SPEAKER 3: I mean, I think it's long been a problem you think of Twain saying that a lie goes 
halfway around the world before the truth gets its boots put on whatever. And so I mean, I 
think people have always loved a really outrageous lie.  
 
And we just happened to have a new way of spreading them. I guess I'm a more optimistic that 
in the end, the truth wins I think because it is the thing that stands up to everything else. 
Whether it's in science or whether it's economics.  
 
When you say trickle down is going to work and it just doesn't, people begin to say it takes time 
again. It takes time for people to catch up with the truth.  
 
But I feel that it wins out and it's basically I feel it's worth fighting for, which is what we're doing 
every day to just get those facts out there and I think they'll win.  
 
All right.  
 
SPEAKER 2: This side.  
 
AUDIENCE: Hi. My name is Mina Venkataraman, and I'm a sophomore at Harvard College and 
I'm taking Jill Abramson seminar here. So my question is, could you discuss a little bit about the 



challenges of covering the Me Too movement and covering sexual assault and harassment 
survivors? Especially when you have cases like a woman from project Veritas trying to derail 
coverage at the Washington Post or even your colleague Ronan Farrow being discouraged by 
NBC to publish findings. Could you talk about the ways in which you have to deal with power 
and false sources coming to you and trying to distract from the truth and the facts?  
 
SPEAKER 4: So I have not done a ton of Me Too stories compared to Ronan. But I did work on 
the Shneiderman, and I've worked on the Kavanaugh's stories most recently.  
 
And one of the things and of course, we worked on Anita Hill's story. When you get into a 
situation, where it's one person's word against another in which many stories having to do with 
sex wind up being, it all comes down to credibility basically.  
 
I interviewed Anita Hill about this recently. And she said one of the reasons that she thought 
that the Harvey Weinstein stories took off the way they did was the credibility of the accusers, 
the American Public looked at Gwyneth Paltrow.  
 
And they said OK. She's beautiful, she's rich, she's successful, she doesn't need a thing from 
Harvey Weinstein, and she's still saying this there's nothing in it for her. And they decided to 
believe her.  
 
And what Anita Hill was saying is we need to make the public understand the credibility of 
accusers who are not as perfect as Gwyneth Paltrow. And so when you get into that situation, 
at least, for me as a reporter, I feel that it's important often to look at patterns of behavior.  
 
It really helps in strengthening the credibility of an accuser. It helped in the case of Anita Hill 
that there were other people who remembered things very much like what she remembered.  
 
And so many people as Jill and I found out during three years of reporting. So many people Yale 
Law School who remembered Clarence Thomas as just a huge aficionado of pornography. Just 
the opposite of the way he described himself during the hearings.  
 
So looking for patterns of behavior is one of the things you do as a reporter. And when I was 
working on the Eric Schneiderman story, there was one woman I was talking to, she came to 
the New Yorker. And I said when we have three, I think we can do a story. But I think it's going 
to be really hard for you to take on the attorney general of New York state, unless you have 
some company. And so we started looking and it took no time to find for it.  
 
SPEAKER 3: Yeah. And in terms of project Veritas, I think that just to underscore Jane's 
optimism, which I share that the truth will out. I mean, project Veritas, they tried in the 
Alabama Senate race track the Washington Post with a woman who came with false allegations 
against Moore.  
 



And the Washington Post reporters were so good. They sniffed it out. They did not fall for a 
planted bad story.  
 
SPEAKER 4: It's scary though. You're out there on flywire. I mean, when I was a really young 
reporter in Washington very early on, I remember I had a front page story about somebody 
who confessed. He was the town arborist confessed to taking bribes.  
 
And it was splashed across the front page. It turned out he'd made the whole thing up. He just 
wanted attention.  
 
And so luckily, over time, you developed some antenna about these things. But you're out there 
and you've got to be careful.  
 
AUDIENCE: Charlie Frackville from Graduate School of Arts and Sciences. Thanks for persisting 
and telling the story and the truth.  
 
I was wondering if you pay attention to the phenomenon that that's allied to this. But 
sometimes goes under the radar.  
 
I was watching c-span this morning. They have the calling. And the moderator took a break and 
read from a newspaper as they often do is reading from the Washington Post.  
 
And I read an article that said Senator Warren revealed the results of a DNA test showing that 
she had some American Indian heritage. Right after that, he put on the screen a headline right 
from Breitbart news, which said that the Cherokee Indian nation was infuriated with Senator 
Warren for claiming tribal membership, which, of course, he didn't and something about a 
leftist conspiracy that was a sub headline.  
 
What do you do about things like that, where there's somehow c-span, which is supposed to be 
neutral is putting Breitbart next to the Washington Post?  
 
SPEAKER 4: Well, I mean, it's distressing because it creates the very of false equivalency that we 
were both so disheartened by and wrote about in this lecture. I mean, I can't see why I 
Breitbart should be seen as a legitimate news source.  
 
SPEAKER 3: Especially when you think remember what Steve Bannon said about his theory of 
journalism when he was running Breitbart, which is what you have to do is just flood the zone 
with shit. And his idea is just get people so confused about what's true and what's not true.  
 
I mean, the truth is though, in this case, I think there was a Cherokee official who did dump on 
this DNA test. It's just a shame that they used Breitbart version of the story. And you could 
certainly call up c-span and yell at them about it and shame them about it. I'm all in favor of 
little shaming here and there.  
 



AUDIENCE: Hi. I'm a high school senior from a local public school. And I was just wondering the 
two of you were talking about going back to traditional journalism in order to establish news of 
value like investigative and slow journalism. But how effective do you think that will be in the 
21st century if we've already abandoned it? And what kinds of modern journalistic strategies 
would you recommend for young journalists who don't have a very patient audience?  
 
SPEAKER 4: Stories. I just think the human race is geared towards an interest in stories and from 
the time we're born basically. And what happened next? How did it happen.? What did the 
person do something right or wrong?  
 
We're interested in each other in other characters and in the big issues that face us as the 
human race. And I just think if you tell a story, you'll grab your audience. And the mistake is to 
get too far away from that.  
 
AUDIENCE: Thank you. I'm Elizabeth. I'm here at Harvard in the Public Affairs and 
Communications Office. My question to you-- and thank you so much for being here tonight. --
is what role journalists have and not just writing the news, but promoting the news and the 
truth?  
 
In being advocates for the truth, it's a very strange place to be where you're unbiased, but also 
have an agenda to promote the truth and to promote facts. And what creative ways have you 
seen some news organizations doing that getting their news in front of people?  
 
As you said, people don't want to read certain sorts of stories these days. How do we get the 
truth and that information in front of people in a 24-hour news cycle of all sorts of information? 
Thank you.  
 
SPEAKER 3: Well, the first thing I wanted to say is the honor of all hours. And Jane and I are so 
you know gratified and thrilled to get this award.  
 
I have seen some to answer your question. News organizations have been creative. I mean, the 
times during my tenure as managing editor and executive editor had almost no money at all to 
spend on marketing because things were really tight.  
 
I thought a very good advertising campaign that was just the words the truth huge like on the 
Academy Awards, and the Super Bowl. And they're starting to do more of that.  
 
So I think the day the Boston Globe and other newspapers banded together, and did Op-Ed 
about the value of digging out the truth and reporting the truth is a good step. But there has to 
be-- it half truth has to get louder.  
 
And it may take more marketing budgets. It may take making more considered television 
appearances to just take a battering to that point.  
 



SPEAKER 4: Maybe backing each other up a little bit more. There's a great scene. I don't know 
who saw the movie The Post.  
 
But there's a scene in there where it's about the Pentagon Papers. And there's an effort to try 
to suppress their publication. And what happens is somebody brings one of the editors brings in 
a paper, a big grocery bag, and pulls it out, and behold. There the front page headlines from all 
the other papers in the country running exactly the same thing.  
 
You can't suppress it because it's everywhere. And I think it would be nice if the papers would 
pick up on each other's struggles and back them up when they're telling the truth and getting 
clobbered.  
 
When I was a White House reporter, I always felt one of our big mistakes was when you'd ask 
your question in the descrim and White House press conference. And then the next person 
would come.  
 
And they wouldn't follow up. The president wouldn't answer you. And then it would just die.  
 
We need to sort of follow up on each other's questions and keep pressing it together a little bit 
more, and looking out for each other a little bit I think.  
 
SPEAKER 2: Folks, I know we have a lot of questions. But unfortunately, I think we're out of 
time. I just want to thank you both so much. You are American heroes.  
 
SPEAKER 4: Thank you. 


