CLOSE UP ON CONTROVERSY

Joe Klein and the Search for Anonymous

Often, loyalty to one’s profession extends to one’s professional colleagues, also.  Media practitioners often consider themselves bonded with those who share their occupation.  This was one reason why other reporters were so upset at Joe Klein, a Newsweek columnist and occasional commentator for CBS news who published the book Primary Colors under the pen name “Anonymous.”  The book was a tale of political intrigue and deceit, a thinly-disguised novel about Bill and Hillary Clinton and the 1992 presidential campaign.  It was eventually made into a film starring John Travola.  Klein repeatedly and directly lied to friends and colleagues, as well as other reporters and White House officials, about his authorship of the book.  He denied outright that he had written it, without resorting to the wiggle words and evasions that politicians use when cornered by reporters.  When interviewed by the New York Times, for example, he said, “For God’s sake, definitely, I didn’t write it.”  He even complained to colleagues that an unflattering portrait of a reporter depicted in the book was apparently him.

Later, when his deception was discovered, Klein explained it in terms of professional obligation.  “I felt that there are times when I’ve had to lie to protect a source,” he said.  “I put this in that category.”
  Klein’s editor at Newsweek knew the truth, but kept it from a reporter doing a piece on the book.  The article was therefore published with information that the editor knew to be untrue, or at least incomplete.  Many experts on journalistic ethics condemned Klein.  One of them pointed out, “You make certain sacrifices in your life to conduct your job as a journalist.  You do not run for office.  You do not belong to organizations that will be seeking favors from you, and you never give up your obligation to deal truthfully with people, whether you are working on a story or in your personal life.  So I think Mr. Klein has lost credibility here, and that hurts all of us.”
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