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What Do You Know, and How Do You Know It?
By DANIEL OKRENT

JK Tthebeglnnbigofiheroostcontroversial article
Mw published inTheTimes inthnlastfew months,

writer Peter Londesman described a house In
m m Plainneld, N.J., that had oncc harbored a sex
slaveryring. j

"When I stood In front of it on a breexy day In Octo-
„ ter," he wrote InThe Times Magazine on Jan. 25,1
,;^ldhearthecriesofdiUdren from theplaygrxxind of
.anitlementaryschoolaroundthe oorner.Americanflags

'.Itliittered from porches and windows.The neighborhood
i*alco(y,mlddl^«lassAnytown.'' I

I vislicdPlalnfleld last week, and l ean assure read-
that every detail in Landesman'sdescription is as-

...curate. I can also assure youthat every detail in ray own
''d^rlptlon is accurate:

"Wbenl stopped my car Infront of the house on a
wintry day in February, the loudest noisecame from the
traffic roaring past. Across the street stood a pairof

' bodyshqis; virttially next door,Prlendly Check-Cash-
,lRgconductedItsdesultory busines3.iYardsawaysat the

> slngle«aryhomeoftheFaithTabernacle Chur^ and

'iidM '̂lhvck factory, a^rksatanic mill thatwi^d
^ave been athome inany dying industrialcity."
-•" NoteveryJournalist seeseveryfactfromthesame

.iangte.
The assault on "niie Girls Next Ooor^and its asser

tions of widespread sex slavery in ths United Slates be
gan withinhours of its publication,isostly on the Web:
.tjarmist,unconvincing, undersourc^ Soonafter,I re-

° ceivedthe first ofseveral messagesfromTimes report-
joiexpresshis similarviews, their tons ranging from
. ;;tudiedskepticismtobaiely containedoutrage.

From Ttmesstoffers? Don't besosurprised. The
. • wiipathydirected toward TheTima Magazine by

°m^of the daily paper's writers and editors Isdecades
dtl. Standards at the magazine are deficient, many say;

' at'a meetingI attendedrecentlywithseveraldozen
;"inefflbeisof TheTimes's Metrostaff, one reporter said,

one in this room would have written that story."
The magazine'sdefenders make the case that their

itandards are la fact tougher than those in force at the
dally paper. Newspaperreporters aspire tocorrobora-
'lim of(fittedfactsbyrelyingonmorethanone
Tniirce; magazines,say thoseon the other side,dothe

ebut may not pitivlde the evidence in print. They

Vwho revieweveryfact Magazine pi^le saymostnewspaperstories areii'|written wellenxi ôrdramatical-

The public editor serves as the rtodtrs'
represmUtllve. HUoplntonsatidconctusUms
are his own. He mcgfbereociicdby e-moil:

(2J2) SSfi-7S52..'ni«public editor's column
appeah at least twlcc monthlyin Ms
stctioa, his Veb Journal can be found
at ni/tliJies.com/dantelokrenl:

ly enough, lo engage the reader; newspaper people say
magazine writers excel not at storytelling but at embroi-
defy.

Both sides are better at of fense than defense. It's
Impossible to read a typical day's Times wlthoat cor-
roboratlon being attributed to... well, to people who
asked not to have their words attributed to Ihem.
"Sources say,""analysts say" and all the simUarly emp
ty variants suggest corroboratioabut don't confirm it
The TImes's new policy on anonymous sources, an
nounced last week and available at www.nytco.com
/sources, may mitigate this practice, but imagining a
modem newspaper without unaUributed quotes Is like
Imagining the Arctic without tee.

At magazines, fact-checking can help you gel de
tails right, but can't pin down the un-plndownable:
sometimes, a sourcewill makeanassertlon—for in
stance, thai he saw women walking through Cottoawood
Canyon.Calif.,in high heels. (An Editors' Noteaddress
ing this and some other matters relating to Landes
man's article appeared InThe Timeson Feb. IS.) Virtu
ally all the fact-checker can do Is call the source and ask,
"Did you see women walking through CottonwoodCan
yon in high heels?"The firmest "^es"doesn't even ap
proach proof. It's often not the fact that gea checked,
but the tact that someone said it was a fact.

Newspaper reporters engage in a daily dialectic,
and try to followa controversialdeclaration with a bal
ancing statement from someone on the other side. Mag
azine writers, believing in the primacy of narrative, will
withhold contrary views until the end of the piece—or,
often, withhold Ihem alMgether. Magazine writing, says
Gerald MaRoratl, editor of the Sunday magadne, "en
courages point of view and authorial opinion." Newspa
per writingdoesnot. (Except,ofcourse,whenitdo^.)

For Landesman, the dialectical approach would
havebeen pAttydifficult—it's notea^tofind pei^e
whtfDmake the.case for sexual slavery. But diere are
always doubters, and Iknow Landesman talked to sev
eral In a newspaper story, they wouldhave been quoted
orparaphrased,even ifleftunidentlf^; In amagulne

Th-e- fJ tu) '̂ oYtLTimci.

story, practitioners argue, it's often enough for the au
thor to assimilate contraryviews and then makea Judg
ment. Persuaded by his own reporting, and able to con
vince his editors of Its accuracy, Landesman marshaled
all the evidence he could find to suppon what became a
pieceofadvocacyJournalism. .

But Landesman and the editors carried the advoca
cytoa faulLInpossessionofa horrifyingstory,they
didn't allow it to speak for itself. I won't use the word
liype,"which connotesa mendadiythatwasInnoway
present here;The verb I prefer Is"shout,"which(he
magazine did in twodifferent voices,one presentational
andoneihetorlcaL

The presentational excess began with the cover line.
"Sex Slaves on Main Street," whh the Anytown impUca-
tion it carries. The cover photograph depicted a part^
obscured young woman who we later learn Is 19years
old,but whoseclothing (knee socks, kilt, sweater vest)
suggested someone much younger. Inside, the display
type abovethe headlinedeclared that "perhaps tens of
thousands" ot young women "arecaptive and pimped out
for forced sex" in the United States. Always beware

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

"perhaps,"the mostdangerouswordtoJournalism.As
often as not, it's a synonym for "Whoknows?"

Tbe barely more refined number—30,000-30,000—
in the piece itself, put forward by die president ofAmeri
ca's latest anti-slaveryorganization. Isanexampleot
the article's rhetoiical problems. If your material is
strong enou^—and I believeLandesman's was—you
don't need to underscore, capitalizeor quantity, espe
cially when there Is really no way ofcoming up with a
number accurate enough to be meaningful.

If your material is strong enough,youdont needto
cite prosecutionsthat may have involvedsmuggling
women for voluntary or temporary prostitution, but not
for what you'd call slavery. Youdon't need to bring in
tangential references toother formsof sexualhorror
that have nothing to do with slavery. Youdon't need to
rely onthe testimony of a pseudonymousyoungwoman,
"Andrea," for the most dramatic, detailed and harrow
ingdescription intheeali|;epiece. I'veread(hetran

script of Landesman's interview wlOiAndrea, and de
spite some internal contradictions, it la impossible not to
believe It in iu outlines and in much of its detail But ex
cerpting it without qualification, or without a convincing
explanatioa of why Andrea's detailed memoriesof
events that happroed many years ago are believable,
only undercuts its credibility. The qoestlon is not wheth
er Landesman believes Andrea—what matters Is
whether he can persuade the rest of the world to believe
her.

When I first read Landesman's piece, I found him
credulous. Havingexamined the article more closely,
and havingdonesome reportingofmyown,I'm con
vinced that the proper adjective wouMbe Inllamcd." As
be went deeper into his repotting, the degradation and
the horror he encountered rendered him passionate—
hardly an insult, but in the newspaper business often a
dlsqu^fler.Hebrought intothestoryfigures, factsand
circumstances ibat he felt added to his aigument. In-
slead they turned some readers intoskeptics, some
skeptics into critics.IN the weeks after Landesman's article went to '

press, authorities Inboth Mexicoand the United
States brought charges against what The Associat
ed Press described as "a family-based ring that

lured girlsand women Intosex slavery in Mexicoand in
New York"— an qxratlon based In the townofTenanc-
Ingoand described Indetail in Landesman's article. In
late January federal officialsbusted asuspected sex
slavery ring in Queens. Afew days later, LosAngeles
authorities .brokeup.anotheroperatingoutof a motel
across the street from Dlsneybmd.

The road from West Front Street (o Anaheim is a

long one, and every mile along the way provides a baule-
fleM fortheongoing warbetween nen^per reporters
and magazine writera. One Journalist presentsone set of
facts; tte otherpresents another. Both make choices
thftt ffhapftthftterrain of &narticle. Eoch rriies on &dif*
ferent descriptive technique, and on different claims of
proof. Based on my examination of Landesman's ma
terials, on conversations with law-enforcement authorl^
ties and on the biteraal evidence itself, his chdces were
fairer arrived at. But diey weren't Justifiedterribly wdl

Sodoyou tear Landesmanapart becauseyoudon't
believe his sources,or becau^ you can't locate an audit
trail to some of his assertions? Or do youaccept the hid
eous realities he describes and emerge convinced that
sex slavery is a genuine pnAlem? I do the latter—I Just
wish he and his editors had been more circumspect In
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