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Twenty five years ago, when I was getting started in journalism, I heard Carlos Fuentes describe how his grandfather got the news. He would wait patiently for the weekly arrival in Veracruz of a packet boat from Europe. I remember Fuentes asking, I have much more information than he did, but am I better informed? Do I understand the world any better?

At the time this anecdote made me think of my own grandfather, who was a carpenter and a saw mill worker in the Pacific Northwest.  I remember my grandfather studying the day's afternoon paper with an almost religious devotion; I say almost religious because it sometimes provoked language that I never heard in church.

I don't wonder today whether we’re better informed than our grandparents. But I'm less sure that we have the same appreciation for the experience of being informed. That appreciation, as much as information, is part of understanding the world and how it works. 

I mention this today because I want to share a few reflections about the state of international reporting in the U.S. media. I'm going to focus less on the quantity of information in newspapers, on television and streaming across the Internet -- which we all appreciate as an incomprehensible volume -- but on the quality of understanding that results from trying to absorb the best of it. 

None of us in this room doubts the importance of journalism in informing public discourse, in making up minds and changing them. We know now, of course, that all politics is global. And not just politics, but markets, culture, and the complex media grid that ties it together.

As an American newspaper editor, I would say that how the U.S. press covers the world will help shape not only American foreign policy, how Americans see ourselves and others, and to a lesser extent how others see us. It will also shape the future of journalism.

International reporting, like American journalism as a whole, faces huge external and internal pressures. The external pressures can be easily numbered. They include  unprecedented security threats and expense in Iraq; Declining newspaper circulation and advertising revenues that threaten funding of robust newsrooms; Competition from opinion and repackaged news on the Internet and cable television; Loss of trust among an audience that can be bitterly fragmented, deeply skeptical or indifferent; and official secrecy and distrust that impedes some traditional news gathering.

Some of our internal pressures relate to these challenges. They include a loss of mission or nerve among some corporate media owners; challenges to the core values of independent news operations; the need for greater diversity in our newsrooms; the difficulty of setting priorities among complex and multiplying demands for coverage; the limits of our imaginations and capacity for risk. 

To state it roughly, the American press must reimagine and revolutionize our approaches to journalism if we are to remain connected with readers, and connect readers with the decisions, events and forces that are shaping the world.

You see models of this emerging. Some of them are discussed in Writing Beyond Boundaries. As Andrew Seeley and Heidy Servin-Baez point out in the introduction, journalists in the United States and Mexico have rejected conventions and traditional stereotypes to tell better stories about each country and the relationship between them. Even so, they write, "The relationship is evolving even faster than the media can keep up with."

Mexico is an unique case in the American press because it is the dominant foreign story for so many smaller, midsized or regional newspapers -- particularly in border states --that do no other original reporting outside of the United States. But the trends described in this book are reflected in the best international reporting from across the world in newspapers such as The Washington Post, The New York Times, Los Angeles Times, Wall Street Journal and other major papers. Talented individual reporters are reshaping what foreign coverage means by bringing greater depth, imagination, investigative techniques and experimentation to telling stories from overseas.

At the paper I know best, the one where I work,  I can think of several recent examples that have changed the way we think about coverage.

In Sudan, Emily Wax's reporting about the Darfur crisis became an exploration of the experiences of women and children as refugees. She transformed her excellent news coverage of Darfur into more than 20 front page stories about the nature of work, childhood and women's health.

In Yemen, David Finkel spent much of last year tracking a small U.S. program of "democracy building" among tribes near the Saudi border that was as good a narrative as I've read about the limits and consequences of the Bush administration's policies -- reporting that said as much about Washington as it did about Islam or the Middle East.

In China, Philip Pan and Ed Cody have spent months chronicling the rise of village protests over land use, corruption and other official abuses. In a very telling moment, Phil Pan went last July to investigate reports of a deadly assault against villagers in a place called Shengyou, who were protesting the seizure of their fields for a power plant. Officials refused to discuss the incident and police had surrounded the village by the time Phil arrived. But a farmer passed Phil digital video recording of the attack, which he downloaded and sent to Washington and which was on the home page of washingtonpost.com that afternoon.  Technology is bringing new voices in new ways into our stories.

And then there is Iraq. Iraq exercises a colossal influence on parts of the U.S. media, and the effects of the experience will mark newsrooms for a generation. It is by far the most costly and dangerous story ever covered by most of our organizations. At the Post about one-quarter of the expense budget for our foreign desk goes to maintaining our operations in Iraq.  Over the last three years, 57 Post editors, reporters and photographers have worked in Iraq. Five have written books,  including two written largely in this building, by Anthony Shadid and a forthcoming book by our former bureau chief Rajiv Chandrasekaran.

I believe the commitment of journalists in Iraq has been heroic, despite being disparaged by some officials and precincts of the blogosphere . Seventy-six journalists and media staff have been killed since the invasion, more than during the last ten years of the Vietnam War. The kidnapping of Jill Carroll of the Christian Science Monitor is another horrifying sign of the peril faced by non-combatants and civilians of all kinds in Iraq, risks shared by journalists. Despite this, journalists have continued to work and live outside the relative protection of the Green Zone. They have continue to test the boundaries between what's safe and what's possible, and done it day after day after day.  

What kind of work have they produced? The best of it has not only reported from both sides, in itself an accomplishment in wartime. It has provided stories in the authentic voices of common Iraqis and captured the honest reflections of American soldiers, with raw and direct observation, and a sense of place, culture and history. Any reader of Anthony Shadid, Dexter Filkins, George Packer, Jon Lee Anderson, Rajiv Chandrasekaran or Allisa Rubin -- an incomplete list -- has had access to storytelling and analysis deeper and more varied than any body of work I know from Vietnam or any other conflict.

Coverage of what is known more broadly in Washington as the war on terror has been less complete. There have been glimpses, especially around the treatment of prisoners; I'm think particularly of Dana Priest's work on secret CIA prisons overseas and New York Times reporting by Tim Golden on abuses of prisoners in Afghanistan. Reporting in the Times about NSA's electronic intelligence gathering in the United States has given us new insight into how the war is being fought. But still, it's remarkable to reflect that if 

the most important things happening today were to be divided into what is invisible to us and what is visible, the balance remains decisively on the side of what’s invisible, and the gap continues to grow.

Iraq and the war on terror strike directly at the core missions of our newspaper: to hold the government accountable for its policies and actions, and to tell readers new things they would have no other way of knowing. Meeting these challenges in Iraq, Afghanistan and elsewhere has been so consuming that it has hurt our ability to apply these principals as widely as we should. The breadth of international coverage has suffered as a result.

Latin America is an example. In 2000, we had five correspondents in four bureaus in Latin America: in Buenos Aires, Rio, Bogota and Mexico City. Today, we’ve hit bottom: for the moment, we have a single correspondent in the region, based in B.A. Coverage of Colombia and the Andean region -- one of the most fascinating parts of the world -- has been mortgaged to the war; the position is actually now in Kabul. Rio is closed. Mexico has been vacant since last summer, the new correspondent assigned instead to cover the aftermath of hurricane Katrina. He plans to arrive in Mexico City next month.

These demands -- and our urgent sense of what we’re missing -- are hastening the overall transformation of our coverage. I think we’ll see a shift from the ambassadorial system of foreign assignments, planting correspondents in fixed positions, to a model that favors movement across borders, subjects and disciplines. We are launching this year a new job that will migrate between Washington and Central America along the invisible bridge of money, culture and politics between here and there; the assignment will be shared by the Metro and Foreign desks. We plan to start several “transnational” beats that span important gaps in our coverage such as the environment, weapons proliferation, health and education. We believe this will prepare us for original work on specific subjects like oil, AIDS, cities, nuclear weapons or global agriculture in much the same way that we have approached terrorism. 

This process needs to place foreign correspondents as closely as possible to the raw material of human experience. It’s frustrating to me that while poverty and disenfranchisement mar the character of life for billions of people, we have been unable to place them at the center of our presentation of the world. We know how to do this: by telling stories. We know too that individual journalists can have the capacity to change, if not the world, then the way we see it.


I find that I remind myself often that daily journalism is a crude instrument for recording history’s chaotic origins. Often we are assembling not pieces of the puzzle, but fragments of pieces of the puzzle. Competing voices, contradictory facts, crowd together on the same page. The best journalism deals honestly and intelligently with the uncertainties and mysteries of events. This can be frightening and deeply unsettling. As Philip Roth wrote recently, "The terror of the unforeseen is what the science of history hides, turning a disaster into an epic." Journalism should live on the edge of the unforeseen.

Will journalism as we most admire it survive and flourish here and abroad?  I think it will.  But as a journalist, it’s occurred to me what an absurd spell it casts over us. When you look beneath the surface, great journalism comes down to the craving for making connections with people through language – language that conveys facts and translates experience clearly, critically, honestly. The irreplaceable purpose of a free press is revealed when it’s under pressure and endangered. That's why it must be defended, and make itself worth defending.

