THE PUBLICEDITOR

What Do You Know, and How Do You Know It?

By DANIEL OKRENT

T the beg! of the most slal article
published in The Times in the last few months,
writer Peter Landesman described ahouse In
Plainfleld, N.J., that had once harbored a sex
Slavery ring.
- “When I st00d in front of it on a breezy day in Octo-
. nber“hovmemme‘nmamagaammlan.zs.“l
hear the cries of children [rom the playground of
.ax\e!emawry school arotnd the corrier. American flags
* Qliittered from porches and The
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publ imes.com. Telephone messages:
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section, and his Web journal can be found
at nyume:.mm/dnm«tolzmm.

1y enough, to engage the reader; newspaper people say

ualca!y.mwdle-c!nsAnywm. |
visited P! WmmmrmmmA

writers excel not at storytelling but at embrol.
ﬁozhsidumbmuudtmsémmddmse. It's

mmaxevery«mnln' d
.curate. lcan alsa nssureyomhnteverydemil inmymvn
doscﬂpllmlsmm

ble to read a typical day’s Times without cor-
roboration belng attributed to. . . wel), to people who
mkedmwhnvewrmrdsauﬂbmedwumm

.. *When I stopped my car n front of the by a
Mmryday!nFehrusry the loudest noise came from the
_traffic roaring past, Across the street stood a pair of
"body shops; vmulty next door, Friendly Check-Cash-
JIng desultory Yards away sat the

. siagle-mrymotmel:anhl‘abemadeummh.md
".just beyond that the rotting hulk of an enormous S0-year-
‘oid Mack Truck {actory, adark satanic mil! that would

Not every journalist sees every fact from th

say” and all the similarly emp- -

tyvnrlants suxgesx corroboration but don't confirm it
‘The Ttmes's new policy on ancnymous sources, an-  *
nounced last week and available at www.nytco.com
mnrces. may mitigate this practice, but imagining a

™ newspaper without unattributed quotes s like
Imasln!ns the Arctic without ice.

At magazines, [act-checking can help you get de-

tails riam. bul can't pindown the un-pindownable:

pave been at home in any dying Industriat city.”

The assauliton “The Girls Next Door” and its asser-
tons of widespread sex slavery in ths Unlted States be-
“gah within hauraof its publication, mostly on the Web:

. alarmist, unconvincing, undersourced. Socn after, 1 re-
*ceived the first of several messages from Times report-
&7 expressing similar views, their tone ranging trom
. Atudied skepticism to barely containied outrage.
From Times staffers? Don't be sosurprised. The
« | ffilpathy directed toward The Times Magazine by
manyo!mednuypaper’swﬂmudedlmnm
old. St atthe are many say;
_* at' o meeting I attended recently with several dozen
“membersof The Times's Metro stafl, one reporter said,
"Nomhmhmnmwmmmmmry

‘The magazine's defenders make the case that their
‘Slandards are in fact tougher than those in force at the
_Gaily paper. per reporters aspire to b
uonoldlswwdhmbymiy!ngoumthanone

soiirce; magazines, say those cn the other side, dothe
"ﬁs bmmaynmpmvldetbewldenmlnprlm.w
* Jwho review every fact. Mogazine peop!n say mest news.

subject their stories to examination by checkers

will make an assertion — for in-
sunce.thaxhesawmmwamng gh Cottonwood
Canyon.Cam in high heels. (An Editors’ Note address-
ing this matters refating to Landes-
mnnsmlmwmmdmmnmumFehw)wm-
ally all the fact callth and ask,
“Did you see women walkin, ugh ¢ d Can-

story, p argue, it'soften h for the au-
thor to assimilate contrary views and then make a Judg-
ment. Persuaded by his own reponlna. and able tocon-

Mﬂp( of umuman's imcw!ew wllh Andrea, and de-
Itis le not to
believe it in its outlines and in much of its detall, But ex-

vlnne his ed!tors ofits Y it without quaum:auon. or withnm a mnvlnclng
he could find to support what became a ¢ why Andrea’s d
maadvomytwmulkm. eventslhalhappenedm yeaxsmmheﬁevnbh.
But Landesman and the editors carried the advoca- only its credibility. Th is not wheth-

cytoafault. In possession of ahortifying story, they
didn't allow 1 to speak for itself. I won't use the word
“hype," which connotes a mendacity that was iamway
present here. The verb [ prefer is “shout,” which the

er Landesman belleves Andrea — what matters is
mxherhempemmmdmemﬂdmullm
her,

When I first read Landesman’s piece, 1 found him

magazinedid in two different voices, one pi

.andane rhetorical.

‘The presentational excess began with the cover line,
“Sex Siaves on Main Street,” with the Anytown implica-
tion it carries, Tha cover depicted a partly
obscured young woman who we later learn is 19 ysars
old, but whose clothing (knee socks.lkﬂ:.a :w&:;:;-s;m)
suggested someone much younger. Inside, lay
type above the headline declared that “perhaps tens of

‘women “are captive and pimped cut

thousands™ of young
. for forced sex” In the United States. Always beware

An article about sex slavery
ignites a war over both style
and substance.

8
ymmh!ghhaurmﬂrmm“yu”dom'lmnp-
proach proct. [t's often not the fact that gets checked,
but the fact that someone sald it was a fact.

Newspaper reporters engage in a daily dialectic,
andtrytofollowa withabal
ancing statement from someone on the ather side. Mag-
azine writers, believing in the primacy of narrative, will
withhold contrary views untii the end of the piece —or,
often, withho!d them altogether. Magazine writing, says
Gerald Marzoratl, editor of the Sunday magazine, “en~
courages point of view and authorial opinicn.” Newspa-
per writing does not. (Except. of course, when i dogs.)

For Land
havebeen ﬁuydﬂmm—u'snumytnmldpm
whn’nnnkeﬁneamlo:m:hvety.mm:te

, and [ know 1 tatked tosev-

eral.in anewspaper story, they would have been quoted
. pawmﬂum’éwﬂlmwmmcrdnmm « orparaphrased, even it X

mwnmau@d ina

rhaps,” the most dangerous word in journalism, As
oftens as not, it's a synenym fer “Who knows?™
‘The barely more refined number = 30,000-50,000 —
in the piece itself, put forward by the president of Amert-
cn'slargest anu-s!nvcrywwxmim.lnnmmpleof
is

u ' e3pe-
clally when there is mllymwnyofcomm upwltha
number

1f your material Bstmawmymdm'tmedm
clte prosecutions that may have involved smuggling
women for voluntary or temporary prostitution, but not
for what you'd callslavery, Youdon't need tobring in
] other . { sexual horror

/]
that have nothing to do with slavery. You don't need to
rely on the testimony of a pseudonymous young woman,
“Andrea,” for the most dramatic, detailed and harrow-
ing d intheentile plece. I've read the tran-
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lous. Having ined the article more closely,
and having done some reporting of my own, I'm con-
vinced that the proper adjective would be “inflamed.” As
be went deeper into his reporting, the degradation and
the horror he him
hardly an insult, but in the newspaper businessoftena
disqualifier. He brought into the story figures, facts and
circumstances that he felt added to his argument. In-
siead they turned some readers into skeptics, some | -
skeptics into critics.

IN the weeks after Landesman's nruclewemm .

press, authosities in both Mexico and the Unlted

States brought charges against what The Assoctat.

ed Press described as “a family-based ring that
lured girls and women into sex stavery in Mextco and in
New York"— an operation based in the town of Tenanc-
ingo and described in detall in Landesman’s article. In
late January lederat officinls busteda sex
slavery ring in Queens. A few days later, Los Angeles
authorities broke up ancther operating cutaf a mutel

Digneyland.

* across the street from

mmd(mmwml-‘mtsmamunwmhn
long one, and every mile along the way provides a battle-
field for the ongoing war between newspaper reporters
and magazing writers. One journalist presents one set of
{acts; the other presents ancther. Both make choices
that shape the terrain of an article. Each relieson a dif-
{erent descriptive technique, andondmmnz claimso!
proof. Based cn my s ma-
terials,on withl f authori-
ties and on the internal evidence itsel, his choices were
falrty arrived at. But they weren't justifiad terribly well

Sodoyou tear Landesman apart because you don't
betieve his sources, or because you can't locate an audit
umiwsomeofmmnlmswrdommmmd-
eous realities he describ
sexslaveryisa umymb!em?ldothelazm-l]ust
wlshhaandhuedlmhndbemmcmdrmmmcl n
makiing the case. 4 3




