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Today, I want to tell you the stories of two journalists, both working for U.S. 

publications, both based in the Middle East. One is a Wall Street Journal 

correspondent who was stationed in Baghdad in 2004 and covered some of 

the bloodiest months in the Iraq war. Another is a New York Times bureau 

chief who was sent just last year to Jerusalem, and was soon enveloped in 

the recent crisis in Gaza. 

Both of them used digital means outside their own news organizations to 

express their opinions about the conflicts they were covering. Both came 

under intense scrutiny for doing so.  

But eight years separates their time in the spotlight, and the difference – in 

the velocity of changing technologies and the reactions of their news 

organizations – raises questions that, I believe, will affect all of us who 

teach or practice journalism in the digital era. 

So let me start with the first reporter. 

In the fall of 2004, as the U.S. invasion of Iraq was veering dangerously off 

course, Farnaz Fassihi, the Wall Street Journal‘s Baghdad bureau chief 

sent what she thought was a private email to several of her closest friends. 

I want to quote it at some length, because her passion and eloquence are 

important to our discussion today. ―Being a foreign correspondent in 

Baghdad these days is like being under virtual house arrest,‖ Fassihi wrote. 

―My most pressing concern every day is not to write a kick-ass story but to 

stay alive and make sure our Iraqi employees stay alive. In Baghdad I am a 

security personnel first, a reporter second.‖ 

In detail after detail, she showed how American policy had gone awry. ―The 

insurgency … is rampant with no signs of calming down,‖ she wrote. ―If 

anything, it is growing stronger, organized and more sophisticated  … Cops 

are being murdered by the dozens every day, and the insurgents are 

infiltrating their ranks.‖ 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Farnaz_Fassihi
http://www.commondreams.org/views04/0930-15.htm


Then, Fassihi went beyond mere description of the carnage, using what 

she thought was the comfort zone of a private email to go beyond standard 

journalistic norms. ―Despite President Bush's rosy assessments,‖ she 

wrote, ―Iraq remains a disaster. If under Saddam it was a 'potential' threat, 

under the Americans it has been transformed to 'imminent and active 

threat.'‖ She called the war ―a foreign policy failure bound to haunt the 

United States for decades to come.‖ 

As I said, she wrote this as a private update to a close circle of friends – 

something she had been doing for several years, since the September 11 

attacks. ―Close friends and family wanted to know what was going on,‖ she 

told me in a recent interview. 

Keep in mind, this was 2004, when social media was in its infancy – that is, 

this was shortly after Mark Zuckerberg dropped out of Harvard University to 

create Facebook, and years before Twitter would become the powerful 

social network of billions of instantaneous thoughts. 

But something happened with this email, something Fassihi did not 

anticipate. The digital platform acted as an accelerant, providing fuel to the 

spark of her unsparing prose. That, combined with her status as a Wall 

Street Journal reporter covering a controversial war, just months before a 

hotly contested presidential election, ensured that her email would move 

beyond the small group she intended to reach. Indeed, it found its way into 

increasingly larger concentric circles outside that group. It took a few 

weeks, but eventually her private email would be published – in part or in 

whole – on blogs around the world.  

An electronic letter meant for a few friends had become a must-read for 

tens of thousands of people. ―Nothing I‘d done had ever gone viral like 

that,‖ she remembered when we talked recently. ―Suddenly I was getting 

emails from as far away as South Africa, from Australia.‖ 

Many of us found her account compelling. At the time, press critic and New 

York University Professor Jay Rosen wrote, ―It‘s really journalism, an 

eyewitness report, giving impressions and conclusions about the struggle 

http://archive.pressthink.org/2004/10/08/e_fassihi.html


to prevail in Iraq. Not intended for the public, but that‘s different from being 

unfit for public consumption.‖  

Similarly, prominent blogger Andrew Sullivan wrote, ―Is this reporter 

biased? Perhaps. Is it that bad? I sincerely hope not. But are they making 

all this up? I seriously doubt it.‖  

At one point, Fassihi‘s essay even became the subject of a praising 

Doonesbury cartoon. 

But the reaction from conservatives, as well as those who believe reporters 

have no business expressing personal opinions, was much different. One 

blogger wrote, ―My strong suspicion is that Ms. Fassihi is in over her head 

and is terrified by the danger facing journalists in Baghdad.‖ And for many 

readers, the reference to President Bush‘s policies seemed unprofessional 

for an objective reporter, particularly one from such a mainstream 

publication as the Wall Street Journal.  

Within days, the Journal announced that Fassihi would take a month off, 

and the Journal‘s top editor came to the defense of her overall 

professionalism.  

―Ms. Fassihi‘s private opinions have in no way distorted her coverage,‖ 

Paul Steiger told the New York Post. He then went on to commend her 

track record at the Journal as ―a model of intelligent and courageous 

reporting, and scrupulous accuracy and fairness.‖  

Indeed, this proved not to be a huge obstacle to Fassihi‘s career. In the 

years since she wrote that email, she has returned as a Journal 

correspondent to Iran, to Lebanon and to many of the most volatile zones 

in the Middle East. She continues to practice what her editor calls 

‗intelligent and courageous reporting.‘  

She also went on to write a book, published four years later, about the Iraq 

War, and in the foreword she noted how that email acted as a catalyst not 

just for her feelings, but also for her readers‘: 

http://www.orient-lodge.com/node/86
http://www.gocomics.com/doonesbury/2004/10/12
http://neoneocon.com/2004/09/30/farnaz-fassahis-e-mail/
http://www.poynter.org/latest-news/mediawire/25998/in-baghdad-im-a%EF%BF%BDsecurity-personnel-first-a-reporter-second/
http://www.amazon.com/Waiting-Ordinary-Day-Unraveling-Life/dp/B003D7JUF8/ref=la_B001JPAM9Y_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1363824639&sr=1-1


―Because I was writing to friends,‖ she wrote in the opening pages, ―I spoke 

freely, without the restraints of daily journalism that obliged me to be distant 

and objective. The emotional and personal tone grabbed the public in a 

way that my published pieces for the newspaper seldom did. The reaction 

overwhelmed me. … Strangers wrote to me asking, ‗Is it really that bad in 

Iraq? We had no idea.‘‖ 

Let me re-read the key part of her introduction: ―The restraints of daily 

journalism obliged me to be distant and objective.” She felt there was no 

room for what she called ―the emotional and personal tone‖ that would 

affect readers in ways that standard journalism couldn‘t match. 

I was managing editor of The Journal‘s online operations at the time, and 

was involved only insofar as I was the recipient of multiple reader emails– 

many of them stirred up in heavily orchestrated online letter-writing 

campaigns. I was glad that the Journal didn‘t take punitive action against 

Fassihi, and was relieved that she would soon return to cover the Middle 

East. 

And, truth is, I largely forgot about it, until a few months ago.  

Then, in late November of last year, the New York Times‘ new Jerusalem 

bureau chief came under intense scrutiny for a series of provocative tweets 

and Facebook posts she sent out before and during the Gaza conflict. At 

one point, the bureau chief, Jodi Rudoren, sent a public tweet to Ali 

Abunimah, a controversial Palestinian-American journalist, with these 

inviting words: ―Hey there. Would love to chat sometime. …. My friend … 

says good things.‖  

More controversially, she took to Facebook to post her observation that, 

when she had recently talked to Gazans who ―just lost a relative, or who 

are gathering belongings from a bombed out house, they seem a bit ho-

hum.‖ 

As Fassihi could have told her, a reporter at a premier news organization 

like the New York Times or Wall Street Journal can go only so far in 

expressing such opinions. And in this case, Rudoren accomplished one 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/r/jodi_rudoren/index.html
https://twitter.com/rudoren/status/169499017762439168
https://twitter.com/rudoren/status/169499017762439168
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2012/nov/28/israel-gaza-nyt-rudoren-twitter


unusual thing: She managed to anger people on both sides of the Israeli-

Palestinian controversy.  

She did come to regret some of her language. She told the Times‘ public 

editor, Margaret Sullivan, that she was wrong to characterize Palestinians‘ 

view of death as ―ho-hum.‖  

―I should have talked about steadfastness or resiliency, that was a 

ridiculous word to use,‖ she told Sullivan. Overall, she acknowledged, ―I just 

wasn‘t careful enough.‖ 

That mea maxima culpa wasn‘t enough for the Times, though. After these 

incidents, she was instructed to run her social media posts by an editor in 

New York. According to Sullivan, the Times‘ public editor, ―The idea is to 

capitalize on the promise of social media‘s engagement with readers while 

not exposing The Times to a reporter‘s unfiltered and unedited thoughts.‖ 

This is an important line, and I want to repeat it. The Times wants to ensure 

that its readers not be exposed to ―a reporter’s unfiltered and unedited 

thoughts.‖ 

And how is that going? Rudoren doesn‘t seem very sanguine about the 

new arrangement. We know this thanks to an insightful paper by Gal 

Beckerman, a Ph.D. student at Columbia Journalism School, who 

interviewed Rudoren by email.  

The new editing policy for social media ―makes a lot of intellectual sense, 

but maybe not so much practical sense,‖ Rudoren wrote. ―I've found the 

back and forth over what I should write and how I should write it — a back 

and forth very familiar and very welcome in the newspaper-editing realm — 

to mostly feel awkward and off for Facebook and Twitter…. The very act of 

bringing in an editor and having all kinds of exchanges over what to post 

just seems somewhat anathema to the form.‖ 

One of Rudoren‘s concerns was very practical – she sends proposed 

Tweets or Facebook posts to New York editors in the morning, Jerusalem 

time, and they may not be returned by her bosses for seven hours or so. 

―I'm not sure an edited feed is a feed worth following.‖  

http://publiceditor.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/11/28/problems-with-a-reporters-facebook-posts-and-a-possible-solution/


Plus, her Facebook page has now become a forum for Middle East vitriol, 

from both sides. She told Beckerman, ―Especially when combined with the 

fact that my feed has gotten anemic and less interesting, …we'll lose 

whatever momentum we were building.‖1 

And so, what do we make of how reporters should conduct themselves in 

this new era?  

It is a longstanding tenet of the traditional journalistic canon that reporters 

should be objective observers, acting as handmaidens of the facts that our 

readers and viewers need to make rational, informed decisions. That does 

not mean that journalists must simply provide a recitation of opposing sides 

on any issue, without providing much analysis. If anything, it has become 

increasingly important for reporters to play a larger role in explaining and 

analyzing what they see and hear.   

Still, it is not simple. It never was. And in a digital age, it is even more 

difficult. 

We all know one of the reasons for that. Digital platforms accelerate and 

extend the ways our remarks travel among everyone, from our friends and 

family to total strangers halfway around the world.  

In 2004, it took a few weeks for Fassihi‘s email to be distributed and 

eventually published online. In 2012, it took only seconds for Rudoren‘s 

tweets to be read and retweeted endlessly.  

The cycle moves much faster now. Indeed, it is such a cliché that I 

apologize for bringing it up. 

And let‘s remember that reporters – especially those working for such 

prestigious organizations as the New York Times or Wall Street Journal – 

have a deep obligation to their institutions for all they get. 

                                                           
1
 The Times revised its policy on editing Rudoren’s social-media shortly after this speech was delivered. According 

to Public Editor Sullivan, “ A deputy foreign editor, Michael Slackman, told me that Ms. Rudoren’s social media 
presence eventually fell off as she dug into her new beat and that she uses it now ‘primarily to cover the news and 
far less as a public journal.’ When she does post on Facebook and Twitter now, the messages are no longer vetted 
by an editor, according to the foreign editor, Joseph Kahn, but are ‘monitored,’ as are those of other reporters.” 

http://nyti.ms/16ihCHC


First, of course, they receive steady paychecks, health insurance, maybe 

some retirement benefits.  

But they also get two things that are important journalistically: access and 

audience. 

When Jodi Rudoren arrived in Jerusalem as the Times‘ new bureau chief 

last year, she was instantaneously able to reach sources in ways that few 

competing reporters can do. This isn‘t simply because of her past 

accomplishments. It is by dint of where she works.  

The New York Times could send a scarecrow to cover Jerusalem, or 

Athens, or Washington, and sources would start calling to offer their help. 

Reporters like Fassihi and Rudoren have another big advantage -- an 

audience that their institutions have worked for decades to build and 

solidify. That audience is big – with millions of print readers and tens of 

millions of unique users online.  

And this audience has tremendous influence. Any story written or 

broadcast by a reporter from the Times or BBC or NPR will be read or 

heard by diplomats in the US State Department, by members of the Israeli 

Knesset, and by decision-makers in the Palestinian Authority.  

So in that sense, isn‘t the balance of power clear? For generations, 

reporters have owed almost total allegiance to their editors, until they 

decide to move to a different newspaper or station. Thus, journalists have 

from time to time gotten into trouble for making contributions to political 

candidates, or showing up at public demonstrations about hot issues like 

abortion.  

For good reasons, many publishers have found it necessary to continue to 

exercise their authority, now over their reporters‘ use of social media. The 

American Society of Newspaper Editors compiled companies‘ policies in 

2011, and most of them attempt to address the pitfalls that Rudoren came 

across in her posts.  

 

http://asne.org/Files/pdf/10_Best_Practices_for_Social_Media.pdf


One of the most telling policies is from The Washington Post, which states 
that its reporters and editors must ―relinquish some of the personal 
privileges of private citizens. Washington Post journalists must recognize 
that any content associated with them in an online social network is, for 
practical purposes, the equivalent of what appears beneath their bylines in 
the newspaper or on our website.” 
 

In other words, no matter what digital identity reporters and editors choose, 

whether they are ruminating on Twitter about an important development on 

their beat or showing off their daughter‘s birthday cake on their Facebook 

news feed, Washington Post journalists must follow the company‘s code on 

ethics and impartiality. 

What we see in these rules is an effort by journalism institutions to retain 

their professional credibility among citizens of disparate background and 

beliefs, in part because they believe it should help them stay relevant in 

public discourse.  

And the reasons for that are well expressed by Financial Times writer John 

Lloyd, who said this a little over a year ago: ―All journalism is a matter of 

power. That power includes the major one – to stimulate and organise 

public opinion in one direction or another, and in so doing put pressure on 

the political level….  To have that power, news organisations need to be 

organisations – which have a collective memory, a clear goal, ideals, 

commercial and legal department[s], a reputation in the world which will 

assist reporters to gain entrance, a career structure so it can attract people 

who see it as something worth doing. That is, such organisations 

professionalise the collection of news, and thus give it a structure.‖ 

So in that light, I want to pose a question to you. Even as institutions seek 

to preserve the traditional lines of conduct by their staff, is it still so clear 

where the institution‘s reach ends and where the individual journalist‘s 

responsibility begins?  

I am wary of exhorting platitudes about how ‗digital changes everything,‘ 

but this is a case where the legacy ways of defining practices and norms 

are coming under intense pressure from the internet and social media. 

http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/polis/2011/06/27/journalism-and-power-the-importance-of-the-institution/


First, the institutions themselves are under increasing financial pressure, 

and that makes the issues murkier.  

Newspapers and TV stations find it necessary to drive more traffic to 

websites and other digital properties. To accomplish that, it‘s critical that 

social media be part of the mix. Their reporters must deploy Twitter and 

Facebook in ways that draw bigger audiences and drive more usage on 

their sites. But many users of social media find they must be consistently 

provocative, or at least interesting, to be successful. And being provocative 

means that some tweets and posts are going to go awry. 

Moreover, encouraging this direct relationship between journalists and 

readers will require rethinking traditional rules about how reporters are 

edited and supervised. At most newspapers, every word of copy that 

appears in print has been read by at least one editor, and often two or 

three.  

Can you do that in social media? As we saw with the New York Times‘ 

Middle East bureau chief, spontaneity and close editing cannot co-exist. 

Remember her words: The very act of editing ―just seems somewhat 

anathema to the form.‖ 

There is another issue, one that goes even more directly to the tense 

relationship of employers and employees. 

Reporters‘ reputations – and by extension, their market value -- depend 

increasingly on their ability to attract an audience. That is true whether they 

work for a huge news organization or are part of a small startup.  

This is hard for many of us to understand. For years, journalists haven‘t 

cared much about how many people read or watch their stories. There are 

several reasons for that.  

For one, most reporters see themselves as members of a large team, and it 

has always been hard to determine with much precision the contribution of 

any individual journalist.  



Second, those metrics have, until recently, been hard to measure. For 

traditional media, you may get a general idea of how many people are 

watching a broadcast or reading a magazine, but you have a hard time 

determining exactly how many views each story gets. 

Third, most reporters are largely anonymous to the outside world. The 

name of who is covering the police department, or the State Department, is 

largely unknown to anyone who isn‘t already a source.  

Now, though, reporters‘ audiences can be determined constantly and 

instantly. Those numbers can become a standard by which a journalist‘s 

value is determined both within a news organization as well as in the open 

market. 

This is rather new, at least for every journalist who isn‘t a popular news 

anchor or a widely read columnist. One can now attempt – if not always 

succeed -- to measure the value of any individual journalist to the overall 

news organization.  

Thus, reporters in a digital world have different, and expanding, sets of 

obligations to fulfill. It is not enough to simply cover a beat, produce a 

video, write a cogent story. Indeed, reporters who limit themselves to those 

traditional tools may find themselves under-equipped to handle the growing 

expectations of news sites that want journalists to bring in more readers 

and generate more page views.  

And reporters have another set of obligations now, too. They have a duty to 

themselves, to their own careers, to build up their presence online, to prove 

to employers, present and future, that they can build and sustain an 

audience. 

So, the audience is measurable. It is visible.  

And here‘s what‘s really scary for some news organizations. Thanks largely 

to social media, a reporter‘s audience is movable. 



Think about how different that is. For many years, when a reporter would 

leave a news organization, the readers would barely notice. They would, by 

and large, stick with the institution.  

But a journalist who is building his or her brand is in another category. 

Howard Kurtz, a prominent media critic in the United States, had around 

70,000 Twitter followers when he worked for the Washington Post. Then, 

two years ago, he left the Post to write for the Daily Beast. His Twitter 

audience didn‘t stay with the Post. It moved with him, and now he has 

about 120,000 followers.  

Andrew Sullivan, a prominent blogger, just announced he‘s leaving the 

Daily Beast to start his own media business – and guess what, his 83,000 

Twitter followers are accompanying him out the door. And when Jim 

Roberts left the New York Times earlier this year, his 80,000-plus followers 

became part of the ThomsonReuters audience. 

The message is getting through to reporters. When I spoke to Ms. Fassihi, 

the Journal reporter I mentioned at the beginning of my remarks, I asked 

her about this trend. She doesn‘t have personal accounts on social media, 

but she does use Twitter to learn what‘s going on in the Middle East, to find 

and contact sources, and so on.  

During the Iran uprising of 2009, she said in our interview, a Journal editor 

told her that her name had become ―one of the most searched terms on the 

website.‖ That‘s when it occurred to her: ―We‘re turning into brands. I don‘t 

know if this is a good thing or a bad thing. You can increase your audience.  

―But it can also be a bad thing. Some of the name brands are overstressed. 

Reporters spend hours now figuring out how to time their tweets, when to 

send them overnight.  

―That‘s not why I became a journalist. I didn‘t become a reporter to become 

a celebrity. You have to have interaction with the real world -- not just the 

virtual world.‖ 

https://twitter.com/HowardKurtz
https://twitter.com/HowardKurtz
https://twitter.com/sullydish
https://twitter.com/sullydish
https://twitter.com/nycjim


I couldn‘t agree more with my former colleague. As powerful as social 

media have become, they cannot substitute for the vital acts of journalism 

that reporters commit daily and, in many parts of the world, courageously.  

But it is also important not to see it as an either-or proposition. It is entirely 

possible that social media will soon be seen as a journalistic tool no less 

vital than a phone or a camera. 

And as with any tool, journalists need guidelines. 

Chief among them is that reporters must understand that a social-media 

post can be as powerful as any story they write, any video they produce. 

Indeed, Fassihi found her email to be the single most viral thing she had 

written at the time. Each time a reporter sends out a tweet or puts 

something up on Facebook, the self-editor must engage. 

The new era also means that reporters must more closely examine who 

they are and what role they want to play. If your intention is to be an 

advocate for one side or the other, often downplaying or ignoring 

contradictory evidence, then so be it. There are plenty of examples of 

reporters acting in that mode, going back many years. Advocacy journalism 

has a rich history, in the U.S. and around the world, and digital platforms 

make it only more powerful. 

But recognize the implications of that role. You may be diminishing your 

potential audience, preaching only to the converted. You are likely cutting 

yourself off from sources who feel they won‘t get a fair hearing in your 

media. More fundamentally, you are probably failing to invite or consider 

opinions and facts that could make your own journalism more textured, 

more authentic, and more valuable. 

For those who value the search for truth, a search unencumbered by the 

obligation to satisfy a specific point of view, I would simply say this: 

Whatever you write, whatever you say, has now become a part of how your 

reporting will be viewed. You cannot separate your tweets from your 

articles or your broadcasts. And the sooner you see your social media as 



integral to your journalism, and not a sideline, the more easily you can 

adapt to the new possibilities and risks.   

When I began researching this speech, I took the time to reread Fassihi‘s 

email from 2004. It is a piece of journalism that, with minor editing, ought to 

have run in the Wall Street Journal. It is the Journal‘s loss that she felt too 

constrained to offer it to editors like me, and it is the world‘s loss that her 

message had to be spread as if it were contraband furtively shared by 

insiders rather than a vivid depiction of events that deserved widespread 

attention and acclaim.  

When Fassihi and I talked a few months ago, I asked her how she now 

views that email from Baghdad, eight years later. Here is what she said: 

―Things have changed a lot. I didn‘t have a direct audience as you have 

now with Twitter, Facebook and blogs. ... Now the conversation becomes 

public. You‘re much more conscious that whatever you say is not private.  

―There‘s something about technology… there‘s an intimacy to it makes you 

forget it‘s a public domain. You mistake it for a conversation with a friend.‖ 

And as for the email itself, she says this: ―Though it was difficult, I don‘t 

regret it. As a journalist, ultimately what you try to do is have impact. You 

try to get people to see things in a different way. My email succeeded in 

doing that.‖ 


