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David Broder: the Person Who Deals with the President
The winter of 1972 was the coldest one in David Broder’s 30 plus year career as a White House journalist. Every week, the tall, distinguished man entered the hostility-filled White House to attend the press conferences.
In June 1972, five men were arrested for breaking into the Watergate Building, the national headquarters of the Democratic Party. The Washington Post ruthlessly reported on the Watergate Scandal, and thus the Nixon administration held a grudge against it. As a journalist on The Post, Broder could not expect any hospitality. As the investigation went deeper, the White House was even more hostile to The Post. Nixon’s campaign team deliberately leaked information to The Washington Post’s rivals rather than The Post.
Nixon would take “special” care of The Washington Post every time he held a press conference. Nixon, irritated at the time, said, “The Washington Post crew are a bunch of sneaky sons of bitches.”
“We always show respect to our presidents, and we obviously did not want to turn the investigation into a personal war between the Nixon Administration and The Post. We did not want to see that. So every time I raised a question, I always added, “Thank you, Mr. President.” 
Sitting in front of me, Broder has white hair, with fingers slightly shaking. Broder was dressed up as a gentleman, with a proper tie and carefully pressed and buttoned white shirt.
Broder spent his most unforgettable time in the White House that summer through winter. “Even faced with those hostile officials, I kept my questions unchanged. I would not make them any less piercing. I told the officials that this event would not change my attitude toward reporting news objectively.”
Broder worked as usual in the White House, reporting on the course of the presidential campaign, working on his minority report, and assisting his two colleagues Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein, who were mainly responsible for the investigation.
While asserting pressure on the journalists involved in the investigation, Nixon also threatened The Washington Post. The Post owned a television station. At the crucial stage of the investigation, the government threatened, “If you still insist in reporting the Watergate scandal, we will not issue you the business permit for the television station.” This was huge economic pressure to the Washington Post Company. However, the executives’ response was two words, “F&%$ you.”
“It was encouraging for the reporters, but it was also a risky decision.” recalled Broder.

In the course of reporting on the Watergate scandal, all reporters on The Post felt proud, but stressed as well – a tiny mistake could ruin the reputation of the newspaper. The movie All the President's Men featuring Dustin Hoffman and Robert Redford was actually about the experience of Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein and other editors. Dealing with sensitive topics like this, the publishers felt unprecedented pressure, and their decisions were crucial for the final product. In their memoir about the Watergate investigation, Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein attributed the success of reporting to their publisher Mrs. Graham.
In the early eight months, The Post was in a very isolated position. The government urged other newspapers to take its side and made them believe that The Post was making up things. The situation did not change until the parties involved were faced with the imprisonment charge and other newspapers followed up with reporting. “When you are doing investigative reporting, you don’t get to know the whole story at once. You always discover bit by bit.”
When everything came to light, Nixon had no other choice but to resign in 1974. The Washington Post made a name for itself by reporting the event. The Post’s news office was crowded with television journalists. Mrs. Graham said during an interview, “The President’s resignation is not something that is worth celebrating. We did something right. But the nation’s interests were impaired and it is not a good thing.” Bob Woodward said, “We did not mean to get the President caught, but to report the news. Coincidentally, the news was about the President.”
After surviving this agonizing period in the White House, Broder reached the peak of his career. The Washington Post won the Pulitzer Prize for Public Service that year. Broder won the Pulitzer Prize for Commentary the same year for his twice-weekly columns. Broder was recognized by editors and Congressmen as “Washington’s Most Respected Columnist” in a survey held by The Washington Post, because of “over-all completeness, preciseness, and prominent insights” in his reports. Broder had become one of the most influential reporters in the nation.

Looking back, Broder said, “What makes me feel proud is that we sought the truth in spite of all the obstacles. We did not feel that way because we caught the President. You know, you report on things because they are important. But you might not feel happy when you expose them to the public, as you create unhappiness and inconvenience. For quite a long time, we did not know who was pulling the strings. There were rumors from the beginning that the intruders were controlled by opposing party, so from the beginning it was clear that the scandal had something to do with politics. However, no one knew that the President was involved, too.”
Since 1960, Broder has been involved with every presidential election. When he joined The Post in 1966, he became a White House reporter and it’s been more than thirty years that he has played this role.
Broder often requested interviews with the Presidents. “However, most of the time, I was rejected or ignored.” Nevertheless, Broder still succeeded in interviewing all of the Presidents except Bush.

Sometimes Presidents invited journalists to do interviews. For example, the day before the President is going to give the State of the Union address each January, the President invites the three famous anchormen, Tom Brokaw, Dan Rather, and Peter Jennings.  He tells them about the contents of his speech in advance. He also invites newspaper reporters, though more often than not preference is shown to TV reporters.
In Broder’s eye, those men who have sat in the White House’s Oval Office had a variety of characteristics. “President Ford was the easiest to deal with. He was a member of Congress, not a self-centered individualist.”
President Regan was very friendly to journalists, but it was impossible to try to get information other than what he said in his speech. It was most interesting to interview Nixon, Johnson and Clinton. They could go deep into topics and discuss them with you. President Carter did not trust the press, and sometimes despised the press. It is the same with President Bush Junior. Due to the changing of presidents, there is a roller coaster relationship between the White House and the media. During President Johnson’s tenure, the curve reached its lowest point. 
When talking about his daily work as a White House reporter, Broder used the word “stationed” to describe it. Usually there are two other Washington Post reporters who are stationed at the White House. Broder goes only when needed. The two White House reporters alternate every two weeks, which provides reports from different perspectives. During the presidential election, the Post sends more than ten people to the White House.
To enter the White House, reporters are required to have a special entry permit.  Since the White House is very small, they set strict restrictions for incoming reporters. The Associated Press has the most entry permits. Newspapers such as The Washington Post and New York Times have about twelve permits, while small newspapers have only one or two. The White House issues about 400 permits, but the press room in the House holds only 40 people.
Whenever important news occurs, White House reporters arrive almost immediately. Broder said that it is no secret that every White House reporter has a beeping pager – a telecommunication device which is already off the market in China but is still in use among White House reporters. Every time the White House holds a press conference, the staff will beep the reporters’ pagers. In the times before pagers, they used telephones to notify the reporters. Aside from White House press conferences, the Pentagon also holds press conferences, the notices of which are also delivered by pager. Reporters usually do not know what the conference is about, since the message on a pager is very short, such as “The President will hold a press conference at 3 PM. today.” If a reporter misses the conference, the White House will send the script of the speech to him afterwards.
As a White House reporter, Broder has also been recognized by The Washington Post as a columnist with “the least ideology”. Broder explained, “There are many columnists who are have a lot of ideology. Some claim to be conservative, and some liberal. I am not like them in the sense that I avoid being called so.”
Broder has not changed his job since being appointed as a White House reporter. He says, “You have lots of interesting things to handle every day. You never know how something will change from morning to evening. This uncertainty and the surprise greatly appeals to me. I love the job. The reason why I am still working at this age is that I love my job.”
Sense of Responsibility Fuels a Journalist with Power

Dialogue with Chief Political Reporter of The Washington Post David Broder

David Broder, who has been in the news business for more than 50 years, is a national political correspondent for The Washington Post, and writes a twice-weekly column that covers a broad aspect of American political life. The column, syndicated by The Washington Post Writers Group, is carried by more than 300 newspapers across the globe.

A survey for Washingtonian Magazine found that Broder was rated “Washington’s most highly regarded columnist” by both editorial-page editors and members of Congress. In 1990, a survey by the same magazine showed he was considered “Best Reporter”. Broder has been called “the high priest of political journalism”, “the unchallenged ‘dean’” of what many political reporters like to think is their “priesthood”. He was awarded the Pulitzer Prize in May 1973, as well as many other awards, including the prestigious Fourth Estate Award from the National Press Foundation in 1990.

Broder was born in Chicago and is 70 years old this year. He and his wife make their home in Arlington, Virginia.

David Broder, The Washington Post’s Chief Political Reporter, is in Shanghai as a visiting specialist. He has impressed me with a huge pair of brown-rimmed glasses, almost white eyebrows, and a bulky briefcase. Our dialogue, which lasted for an hour, was the first time the “the unchallenged dean” has ever been interviewed by Chinese media.

The widely recognized journalist talked extensively about the bitter and the sweet moments of his journalism career spanning more than half a century and also about his analysis of this year’s presidential election.

About Journalism Career
“President Kennedy’s assassination was the most painful experience in career. On November 22, 1963, the President was assassinated in Dallas. I was on the spot.”
Oriental Morning Post’s reporter (“O” from here below): You have reported on several presidential elections since you started your career as a journalist. Would you tell us the most impressive ones?

Mr. Broder (“B” from here below): The 1960 Nixon vs. Kennedy was the first presidential election that I reported on. The election was very competitive with both candidates being young, energetic and ambitious. No other event could have been more exciting than this one to begin my journalism career.

The election in 2000 was the most recent one that I reported on. The election itself was not as exciting as the events following it. The evening when Supreme Court announced its decision, I was at a party held by Ms. Graham, who was the publisher of The Washington Post. My colleague from The Post called and said, “The Supreme Court will announce the result in 30 minutes. Get back to the office soon.”  Almost at the same time, hundreds of cellular phones started ringing in the hall. I had never seen a party end so abruptly, with people rushing out of the house saying to Ms. Graham, “Thank you. The party was very nice.”

O: What was the most painful memory of your career experience?

B: On November 22, 1963, I was one of the journalists following President Kennedy’s motorcade. You know what happened later – the President was assassinated and I was right on the spot. As an ordinary man, I wanted leave the scene, hide somewhere, and weep. But I managed to calm myself and to report the event in the most objective way.

I still keep the notebook I used at that time, though the words on it are illegible because my hands were shaking too much. But I always kept a journalist’s responsibilities in mind, which fueled me with power.
O: As a widely-recognized “Best Political Journalist”, how did you manage to achieve what you have done?

B: The first thing that I did every day was to go to the Congress and various government agencies. I wanted those busy congressmen to get to know me and trust me. The second thing was to show them my interest and enthusiasm about the work they were doing, and to express my willingness to understand and write accurately about their work. Gradually, I won their trust and thus managed to get more information from them.

About This Year’s Presidential Election

“If the situation in Iraq improves, Bush’s rating might go up. The new government in Iraq is soon to be established, but we don’t know whether it will be welcomed by Iraqis or not.”
O:  Some analysts said that this year’s presidential election will be different from all the past ones. What do you think?

B: Unlike past election campaigns, Americans are more active and involved this year. I think there might be three explanations for this: first, the 9/11 terrorist attack has shocked Americans, and aroused their awareness of the danger they might face; second, other economies, especially Chinese and Indian, are developing very fast, which is increasing the trade deficit of U.S. and is forcing the U.S. into more fierce competition; third, the Bush Administration has made many new policy decisions, such as starting the war in Iraq. 

O: In my view, compared with Bush, Democrat Presidential candidate Kerry has not drawn as much public attention.

B: The focus at the current stage of the election is the judgment of President Bush, rather than paying attention to Kerry. People are trying to decide whether to let Bush get another term or not.

In the fall, Kerry will gain more attention. In September and October when Bush and Kerry start television debates, Americans will “see” Kerry, consider his strong and weak points, and judge if he would be a qualified substitute for Bush.

Actually, in the last week of July, when Democrats have their national convention and declare Kerry’s presidential candidateship, he will become the center of attention.

O: Is Kerry a serious challenge?

B: Kerry made a name for himself as early as in his 20s. He behaved courageously in the Vietnam War and has had a public profile for the past 35 years. His problem is that he has never been in an important position in the Congress.

As you know, Senator Ted Kennedy, also from Massachusetts, is well-known, and Kerry has lived in his shadow over the years. Not until recent years have people begun to realize what Kerry has done. He has specialized in foreign policy and helped to rebuild diplomatic relations between the U.S. and Vietnam. Considering these facts, he is well prepared for the position of President.

O: What are the key issues in this year’s presidential election?

B: Issues regarding Iraq are very important, as well as issues in foreign trade. Domestic policies to improve the employment rate and economic reforms are likely to be more important than diplomatic policies.

If the situation in Iraq improves, Bush’s rating might go up. The new government in Iraq is soon to be established, but we don’t know whether it will be welcomed by Iraqis, whether it will operate efficiently, whether it will govern the state legitimately, or whether it will provide effective oil production or not.

About China

“The first time I visited China was in 1977 when I was accompanying Former President George Bush. This time, I am amazed by the fast development of China.”
O: Is this your first visit to China?

B: No. Actually this is the second time. The first time I visited China was in 1977 when I was accompanying Former President George Bush. I stayed in China for one month during which I met the Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping.

At that time, few Americans had been to China. We traveled all over the country – Beijing, Shanghai, Wuhan, Guilin, even Lhasa. This time, I am amazed by the fast development of China.

1. What made become a journalist?

It was merely a coincidence. I did not plan to do it, but I am happy that I chose it as my career and have made a living doing it.

2. You have been working on the front lines for 44 years. How do you keep your passion alive?

I report on politics, in which the characters and the events change all the time. Every election is different, every candidate is different, and the dialogues among them are different, so the result can never be the same. Sometimes the candidates’ answers are beyond imagination, and surprisingly good, while sometimes candidates get lost in what they are saying, and even break down. Reporting on national politics is like a TV series, the plot of which is different every episode.

3. Would you please tell us who is your most respected domestic or foreign journalist?

I respect and admire a lot of my colleagues. The one political affairs journalist I admire most is Theodore White, the author of Making of the President. He is a brilliant writer, capable of portraying a scene very vividly, as well as making interesting stories out of boring census numbers.

4. What does the Pulitzer Prize mean to an American journalist?

I regard it as a supreme honor. The announcement of the Prize winner is published in every U.S. newspaper. So when I was awarded Prize, many of my colleagues learned the good news, which made me happy.

5. After all these years, what is your view on the Prize?

It was really beyond my expectation to have been awarded the Prize. I went to work on the following day, as usual. Since then, my job as a journalist has continued for another 31 years. The Pulitzer did not change my life. 

6. For this year’s Pulitzer Prize, the Los Angeles Time won five awards. Do you think it is fair?

I personally have never been involved in the assessment committee. I believe the Los Angeles Times deserves the awards. I do not have any grounds to doubt the justness of the result.

7. Does your personal political allegiance affect your work?

In the course of reporting, it is hard to totally abandon personal political belief. However, you have to try your best to do it, though you might not succeed every time. So I always demand that young reporters read various types of newspapers and watch all sorts of TV programs, which will make it easier to accept different voices and views.

8. The film “Fahrenheit 9/11” has been banned in the U.S. due to political reasons. Will it affect your reports on sensitive issues in the future?

It is not that the movie has been banned. As soon as it can be released by other means than through Disney, it will be able to go public in the U.S. I do not feel threatened about reporting on sensitive issues and am not worried about it at all.

9. What is your view on the role the U.S media is playing in the Iraq War?

Overall, the U.S media has done an excellent job in reporting the course of the war. When the war had just broken out, the Pentagon collaborated closely with the media, allowing reporters to be embedded with the troops and report anything. However, since Saddam’s troops surrendered, reporting work has become harder because of the guerilla forces.  Various political factors have influenced our reports too.
Looking back upon last year, despite the fact that the U.S. media has sometimes done well and sometimes poorly, you must bear in mind that war correspondents are risking their lives all the time. Two of my colleagues, who were also my good friends, died in Iraq.  The Washington Post has correspondents in Iraq, too. Whenever they tell the headquarter staff about their encounters in Iraq, I realize how much courage it takes to report live from the battlefield.

10. How do you keep your own views from being affected by the parties?

As a matter of fact, both Democrats and Republicans want to gain control over journalists.  However, they do not have the power to do so. We feel the pressure but we are not threatened. At The Post, whenever there is a presidential election and a new president is elected, we always say this, “Mr. President, we were here before you came and will be here after you leave, so please do not attempt to control us.”

11. Do you think the abuse of Iraqi prisoners of war is just an action of individuals? What responsibility should the U.S. Army take?

I think it is not very likely that the abuse is individual action. I used to serve in the army and I know soldiers must obey the orders of superiors. I think there are some high-ranking officials who should take the responsibility. In fact, the U.S. Army has promised to scrutinize this. The truth will come to light at the end of the day.

12. Is there anything you regret in your career?

If there is anything, I would say I regret not having done more reporting abroad. 

13. What are the characteristics of a good reporter?

At the University of Maryland, I tell my students, “No matter what kind of task you are assigned, you must work every day, be on the spot, and interview all the relevant people. It shows that you are very earnest about your work. The second important thing is that you show a sincere interest, which makes people understand that you are enthusiastic and determined to learn the facts. When they realize this, you will get more cooperation.”

14. If the situation in the Korean Peninsula gets worse, will you become a war correspondent?

I have never been a war correspondent, but I would very much like to go given any opportunity. However, it is not very likely that I would be sent to the Korean Peninsula as a war correspondent, since we have many reporters in our office who have more advanced language skills and more working experience in Asia than I do.

15. What is the purpose of this visit to Shanghai?

I came here by invitation from the U.S.-China Education Trust, for a program co-organized by the University of Maryland, at which I am working as a part-time professor. I regard it as a credit to my journalism career.

16. What is your impression of Shanghai?

It has come a long way and has developed into a larger and better city. There are not enough cars in Shanghai.

17. The Washington Post is still unfamiliar to many Chinese. Could you give us a brief introduction?

The Washington Post is a privately owned newspaper, owned by the Graham family. It was bought by the Grahams when it was near bankruptcy during the 1930s. Through the efforts of three generations, the enterprise has thrived. Also, thanks to the whole staff’s pursuit of excellence, and reporters and editors cherishing the same goal and ambition, our newspaper has also become a prestigious one. I think for the majority of the journalists in U.S., including me, The Post is an ideal place to work. I feel fortunate that I have been working there for 38 years.

18. What newspapers do you read?

Usually I read four newspapers everyday -- The Washington Post, The New York Times, Los Angeles Times, and Wall Street Journal. There are so many other good quality newspapers that one might not finish reading even in a whole day.

19. How do you like the form of online chatting? Do you often communicate with readers online?

I like the form of online communication very much. At The Washington Post’s headquarters, I use our official website to communicate with readers often.

The Washington Post Columnist David Broder Visited Wuhan Again

On June 9, The Washington Post Columnist David Broder and his entourage had an informal discussion at the Hubei Foreign Affairs Office with major provincial media agencies such as Hubei Daily, Hubei Television Station, Hubei Radio Station, etc. The vice director of the Foreign Affairs Office gave Mr. Broder a brief introduction to Hubei’s history, culture, economy and the achievements of opening up.

Mr. Broder once accompanied former U.S. president George Bush to Wuhan. During the discussion, he highly praised Hubei’s great changes over the past 27 years. He also shared with the representatives from the press his views about the function of journalism, how to maintain the accuracy of news reports, and gave us insight into this year’s U.S. presidential election, the history and current state of U.S. journalism, and the War in Iraq.

Mr. Broder is a famous columnist in the U.S., with over 40 years’ experience in his career as a journalist. His articles are carried by more than 300 newspapers in the U.S. every day, thus have great influence. He has participated in 12 consecutive presidential elections since 1960 and was awarded the Pulitzer Prize in 1973. The objective of his current visit is to attend The International Conference on Intercultural Communication. He delivered speeches with titles such as War, Media and the Government, The Press and Congress, and The American Media.

The delegation included former U.S. Ambassador to Nepal, the US-China Education Trust’s Ms. Julia Chang Bloch and an officer of the U.S. Embassy in China, Mr. Darryl Jenks. Mr. Broder and Mr. Jenks expressed their appreciation to the Foreign Affairs Office of Hubei for excellent arrangement of the event, and their willingness to convey the messages they received in Wuhan to the American government and people.

The Washington Post Famous Columnist Had a Meeting with His Peers in Wuhan

This morning, The Washington Post’s famous columnist, the Pulitzer Prize winner David Broder, had a meeting with his peers in Wuhan. Mr. Broder introduced the U.S. news reporting practice and over 40 years’ experience in his career as a journalist，and shared with us pointers on how to improve the quality of political reports and to maintain the truthfulness of news.

Mr. Broder is among the most influential and respected political analysts and commentators in the U.S., who has reported on more than ten presidential elections.

June 3, 2004

My Impression of the Famous Political Journalist David Broder

David Broder is a political journalist for The Washington Post. He came to visit our newspaper on June 2, and spoke with the staff extensively. I was late, thus had to sit in the back rows. As I am near-sighted, I was not able to see clearly. Luckily communication relies on minds. I could listen and think well enough.

My deepest impression about Mr. Broder is his sincerity. As he is American and we all work in the journalism field, it was natural that our questions were focused on two issues regarding the U.S.

The first issue was how he could explain the U.S.’s excuse for starting the Iraqi War. The 9/11 event was a huge shock to the U.S government and citizens, Mr. Broder said. The American people were easily convinced by the U.S government’s allegation that Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction. Before the breakout of the war, the media and the public generally supported the war. But in fact, weapons of mass destruction could not be found. So currently the media tends to criticize the government.

He was very objective and honest while talking about the matter. To say what he said was actually like admitting to being tricked by the government. Mr. Broder then claimed that recently the U.S. media has been reflecting about why they had been misled by the government. However, now that there are so many injured and dead, a good outcome is desired more than ever. He added that although the media is criticizing the current government, the Democratic Party’s Kerry is still in a delicate situation. He also was supportive of the war in the beginning. The only thing he can do now is to criticize the poor strategies and the chaotic procession of the war and to claim that if he were the president, the U.S troops wouldn’t have faced such a heavy toll. But this argument is not persuasive enough to convince the public.

The second issue was the prisoner-abuse scandal. Mr. Broder thought that the responsibility should be born by high ranking officials, due to his own experience of serving in the army.

Questions followed about whether The Washington Post encountered any pressure from the government when reporting about prisoner abuse, such as the BBC did. Broder said the U.S. media acts upon decisions made by the editorial board, unlike its British counterparts. The government is neither able to intervene nor control the media. The media, in this sense, serves as a monitor for government’s actions. “Our predecessors have long been aware of this. Of course the government exerts pressure on us, but we stick to independent and objective reports. Moreover, this abuse was regarded as wrong by the government also, so it was supposed to come to light. We didn’t encounter pressure.”
Broder acted very naturally when he said this, with no worries of “washing his nation’s dirty linen in public”, nor did he emphasize that the abuse is just an individual action. He put it in a very frank and sincere fashion, and we felt the same way.

Broder then said that he had talked to students from the School of Journalism at Fudan University. They had discussions about the recent reforms in China’s media. He then asked about our opinions, but it was a pity that we were too hesitant to discuss the heart of the matter. Only one reporter said that the power of a good journalist came from responsibility, rather than from material rewards. During the Min Guo period before liberation, we had very high quality reporters. A free environment is very important to a reporter. Broder made affirmative responses to these words.

To learn more about our U.S peers, we then raised two other questions.

The first was about the relationship between editors and reporters, for instance, whether editors are concerned about the topics and contents of stories. Broder told us that editors will usually point out the problems, and give some helpful instructions to make reports more objective. They will not delete articles simply because they don’t fit with the newspaper’s views. Nor will they be concerned about the government’s reaction. “We don’t have the system of censorship,” he said.

The other question was whether there is too much “negative news” in the U.S. Broder said the U.S. media likes to expose the dark side of the society to the public. In fact the public does have complaints about this, as they don’t like to see that much negative news in the paper every day. However, it is our responsibility to report the facts so we are not to be blamed. We would never be affected by the government’s or the public’s opinions.

Replying to the question raised by a young woman reporter about how to become a good journalist, Mr. Broder told us three stories from his career. The first one happened in 1963 when President Kennedy was assassinated; he put aside his grief and managed to report on the spot. Another was about how he calmed his personal feelings and reported on Martin Luther King’s assassination in 1968.

The first two stories had already moved every one present. We recognized the huge responsibility of a reporter and felt the passion to be good reporters. He continued to tell us the other episode, about how a female reporter rushed to the World Trade Center on 9/11 without a second’s hesitation when she heard about the terrorist attack. The situation was extremely terrifying, and the crowds were rushing out of the building, and she was the only one running inside. Nobody asked her to do so, but her duty and responsibility compelled her to get first-hand information for readers. The audience was deeply moved by her spirit.

Mr. Broder finished recounting the event with the sentence, “If you ask me how to become a good reporter, my answer is to act like that female reporter.”

I recall Mr. Broder as a very sincere, easy-going and incisive journalist with professional excellence. But even when admiring him, don’t we need to contemplate whether we have the right environment for cultivating such good reporters in our country?

Comment 1 by Reader:

Do we have such qualified reporters who persist based on their ambitions and beliefs? 
Comment 2 by Reader:

Can we say that all responsibility rests with oneself? If there is freedom of speech we can attribute success to our environment; if there is not freedom of speech, then we must blame ourselves. 

Water Constantly Dripping Wears Holes in Stone

Dialogue with The Washington Post chief political journalist David Broder

Wuhan’s Changes are Amazing

Reporter (“R” from here below): Is this the first time you have visited Wuhan?

Broder (“B” from here below): No, it is the second time actually. I accompanied George Bush and Barbara Bush to Wuhan in 1977. Last time we visited Three Gorges by boat.

R: How do you find Wuhan compared to your last visit?

B: The changes are amazing. Today’s Wuhan would be beyond imagination in 1977.  Wuhan at that time was on a much smaller scale and with a lot of chimneys – an industrialized city with severe pollution problems. There were no parks, high-rises, and wide avenues as can be seen today.

R: What impressed you the most during this visit?

B: Wuhan University. It is not only because of the university’s beautiful campus, but also the excellent teachers and students there. They raised acute questions, which made me think deeply. Also, my third son taught for one year at Wuhan University in 1982, through an exchange program between Wuhan University and Yale University. I’m happy to give a speech at the place my son used to teach.

R: Based on your activities during your stay here, in your opinion, what role does the media play in cross-cultural exchange?

B: This is a hard question for me since cross-culture exchange is not something I have done much research on or paid much attention to. However, I think with the development of information technology, especially the Internet, people around the world can communicate continuously, and it helps to remove the barriers of cultural exchange between ethnicities.

A Big Warm Family

R: Several days ago, you and your wife celebrated your 53rd wedding anniversary. Fifty-three years is a long time. Would you tell us something about your family?

B: My wife and I met each other at the University of Chicago, where we were both students. We got married soon after graduation. I served in the army for two years. After that we started to work for a newspaper in Illinois, where we began our family life. We are lucky to have four sons, five granddaughters, and two grandsons. We have a big warm family.

R: As a political journalist, you are very sensible. Are you as sensible in your family life?

B: No. I never relate our social life to the politicians I deal with at work. We go to watch dramas, operas, and concerts together. The family has nothing to do with my job.

R: How do you get along with your grandchildren?

B: (Laugh) Oh, my grandchildren are brilliant. We get along very well and joke with each other a lot. We have a house at a lake where we spend the summer. My grandchildren always come to see us there, as they love to swim in the lake and play outdoors. I feel very happy to spend time with them.

R: Besides writing, do you have any other hobbies?

B: Yes, I do. I love playing golf, reading, and carpentry, such as painting the porch and doing some repairs, though I am no expert at all. I walk with my wife very often.

R: You look much younger than your real age. Is it because you play golf a lot?

B: No, I don’t think so. I was always very strong, just like my father. I think it is due to genetics.

Hard Work Wins Respect

R: You were regarded as “the Most Respected Columnist” in journalism circles and among congressmen. What do you think of this title?

B: I think it is just a compliment.

R: Do you think that the comments from your peers and congressmen have something to do with your winning the Pulitzer Prize?

B: Admittedly, it (the Pulitzer Prize) improved my status among editors and peers. However, I still went to work the following day. Over the past thirty-one years, I have been working very hard, instead of being satisfied by the prize only. I also think it was my hard work that won me that prize.

R: As “today’s most reliable and profound columnist in the U.S.”, what untold stories are the most unforgettable?

B: That’s a hard question. Looking back upon my career, there are many unforgettable interviews. However, it is not a single story but President Clinton’s Health Care Reform during 1993-1994 that impressed me most. At that time, I spent a lot of time interviewing the people who were involved, including the President himself and First Lady Hillary Clinton. I think it’s through this job that I got to know more about how the legislature system works in the U.S.

R: You are a reporter on the CNN program “Inside Politics”, and also often appear on NBC’s “Meet the Press”. Based on what standard do you choose to participate in these two programs?

B: I appreciate these two programs because they make you seriously talk about the news and current affairs. There are many other television talk shows that I don’t like, in which people simply scream and quarrel with each other.

Exposing the Dark Side: Turning Bad Things to Good Things

R: In May 1973, you won the honorable Pulitzer Prize. Was it due to your “outstanding reports”?

B: Yes, I think so. In 1972, I wrote about five or six columns in The Washington Post, commenting on that year’s presidential elections. When President Nixon succeeded in being reelected, I criticized him for not having told Americans about his plans for his second term and the challenges our nation faced.

R: Many commentators claim there is too much character assassination in current U.S. news, including your reports.  How do you see this issue?

B: I think it is quality assessment rather than character assassination. I consider quality assessment the true duty of a journalist. When we vote for our presidents, it is essential to discern and discover a president’s quality. The lesson we learned from Richard Nixon and Lyndon Johnson is, if a president fails to tell the truth, great harm will be done to the country. So as reporters, we must investigate deep into the presidential candidates’ quality.

R: Exposing “the dark side” seems to be a unique perspective of the U.S. media. Statistics show that among the 580 awards issued during 1971-1990, about forty per cent of them were for exposing the dark side of society.

B: “Scandals”, “evildoing”, and the destruction of beauty are all objectionable. To expose, to criticize and to finally let society recognize and banish these things will help to improve the government’s integrity and to advance society. Only if we have right attitude will we be able to help the government gain better insights, alert the public, and turn bad things into good things.

Making Money Does Not Impair the Monitoring Function of the Media

R: There is an old Chinese saying “desiring nothing makes a strong man”. Can you give us an example of The Post’s success in monitoring?

B: Monitoring is our first task. For example, soon after President Bush came into power, Vice President Cheney announced a new policy on energy. Cheney maintains a close relationship with quite a few energy companies and these companies were involved in the discussion regarding adopting the policy. Knowing this, our reporting team tracked this event for three years, during which time their every action was deterred by Cheney and his men. However, they finally managed to get hold of the list of the participants at that meeting. The list was handed to the Supreme Court for a decision about whether to publish it or not.

R: In a commercialized society, an enterprise sets profits as its ultimate goal. Is The Washington Post the same?

B: Yes. The Post is a private newspaper. It is natural that it will aim at profits. But the owner of the paper has vowed to maintain good quality. The money made is reinvested into the business. The quality of the paper becomes better and better because of profits.

R: Will chasing after profits impair the objectivity of reports?

B: There is no simple answer to this question. Some media companies seek profits and quality at the same time, while others are interested only in how to make more money, thus they reduce the number of reporters and limit the space and time for reports. We have good media organizations as well as bad ones. But it is hard to say whether profit seeking is good or not.

R: There are many journalism stars in the U.S. who make a lot of money appearing on programs and giving speeches on television. What do you think of their commercial speeches?

B: They must be very careful about where they deliver the speeches. I think that reporters should not speak for parties or commercial organizations, as it will easily lead to corruption.

R: Have you been involved in any paid activities besides your job?

B: We have very strict rules at The Washington Post, which forbid us from giving public speeches relevant to the people in our reports. Whenever I am asked to do any paid job other than at The Post, I must obtain approval in advance. I discuss it with supervisory editors and decide jointly with them whether the job is proper or not. I never accept any public job in private.
Mr. Broder Laughed

There are a great many newspapers and reporters in the United States. But, even if a reporter has a big name in the U.S., it is likely the Chinese won’t know about it. When the Foreign Affairs Office informed me several days ago that I was to meet an extremely notable American journalist, I did not have a clue with whom I would be meeting or how profound he would be.

After the first couple of minutes of talk, I could see the 75-year-old gentleman did not put on airs at all. Then I relaxed a bit and started to talk more freely, learning that he had won the Pulitzer Prize and had interviewed more than ten U.S. presidents, being recognized as “the unchallenged columnist”.

As this year happens to be a presidential election year, Mr. Broder asked me specifically about my opinions regarding it. I talked about hot issues such as tax cuts, access to intelligence, prisoners of war in Iraq and so on. I told him frankly that there are two direct perceptions among ordinary Chinese toward the U.S. presidential elections. The first is that the Chinese view of the election campaign is just like the American view of Peking Opera – it is exciting but we do not really understand the intricacies. The second is that it costs so much that one wonders if there is a way of saving some money to help the poor.

Mr. Broder laughed hilariously after hearing me say this. He said it was the first time he ever heard someone comparing the election campaign to Peking Opera and he thought it was a very interesting metaphor. He agreed with the thought that the election campaign is burning money, but he humorously attributed the cause to the fact that television stations charge the candidates too much. If it were not so much, the candidates might have saved some money. I laughed back, and I thought Mr. Broder understood that I implied, through the laughter, that I did not agree totally with him on that.

Chinese usually do not understand how a famous American reporter can be both a journalist and a writer. In reality, there’s no great mystery, because columnists can write about whatever they want. The key thing is to have a byline, and sometimes a picture. It does not matter much whether they write about ethnic problems, children’s problems, or whether they write critiques or poems, as long as there is someone who wants to buy the newspaper. Well-known journalists like Mr. Broder write one article every one to two weeks and sell it to more than 300 newspapers around the world through The Washington Post syndicate. It is a good way to spread both the journalist’s own name and the name of the paper.

This old man, who is very earnest about his career, has not changed his job for several decades, which seems rare in a country like the U.S., which is famous for job hopping. He explained that there are many different new things you will be faced with every day and you never know what will happen at the end of the day. The uncertainty of the job appeals to him and keeps surprising him, which in a way explains why he is still working at this age. Mr. Broder goes every day to the White House and the Congress, so he is familiar with the officials, and can get his reports from the front line. Regarding this, he agreed with me when I mentioned the three principles that Chinese journalists stick to: be objective, be realistic, and be close to the public.

I asked him how he managed to be “least ideological” in writing commentary about presidential campaigns, knowing that he will also exercise his own right to vote. He cleverly answered that he never writes according to personal likes and dislikes, but when voting day comes, he acts based on his own judgments. He might even keep it a secret from his wife, leaving only the ballot box knowing what he does. With this, he laughed broadly again.

I laughed together with him. Both of us knew that I took it in the spirit that it was said. I do not doubt Mr. Broder’s honesty, but I am doubtful about secrecy of his vote. If he thought that Mrs. Broder could not figure out his choice, he would be underestimating his wife’s ability. At my words, Mrs. Broder started to laugh.

The First Touch

Yesterday afternoon, the “unparalleled” Washington Post Chief Political Journalist, the 1973 Pulitzer Prize winner David Broder, was invited to our newspaper office. The first thing he said was, “Coming to the Youth Daily Newspaper is my first opportunity to get in touch with Chinese media.”

The Pulitzer Didn’t Change My Life

“What does the Pulitzer Prize mean to a journalist?” Reporters from Shanghai Youth Daily and the public both raised this question. This seems to be an inevitable question for a Pulitzer Prize winner.

“Actually, before I won the prize, I knew nothing about it. It was the editors of the newspaper who submitted my work (to the committee). I didn’t know about it until the very day I was announced the winner. The Pulitzer Prize is a supreme honor for a journalist. However, as a journalist, I don’t work to win any prize. We work to satisfy the needs of readers.” On the day after the prize was awarded, Broder went to work on time as usual. He has continued his job as a journalist for another 31 years. “The Pulitzer didn’t change my life.” said Broder.

The Painful Memory of Witnessing Kennedy’s Assassination

What is keeping Broder’s passion alive after half-a-century’s career as a journalist?  A lesson may be learned from his “most painful” experience.

“On November 22, 1963, I was one of the journalists following President Kennedy’s motorcade. You know what happened later – the President was assassinated and I was right on the spot.” 

“As an ordinary man, I wanted leave the scene, hide somewhere, and weep. But I managed to calm myself and to report the event in the most objective way.” He was just a young reporter then.

“I still keep the notebook I used at that time, though the words on it are illegible because my hands were shaking too much. But I always kept a journalist’s responsibilities in mind, which fueled me with power.”
Another agonizing memory was the day when Martin Luther King died in 1968. Broder was with the former Vice President flying back to Washington D.C. in a helicopter. When the helicopter was hovering over the central Plaza, he saw a huge crowd and torches all over. Angry people and riot police were all over the place.

“It was a big shock to me. It was hard for me to believe something like that would happen in Washington.” 

Nevertheless, Broder had to ignore his own emotions and start working. As he put it, “I must act as my profession requires and perform my duties.”

How to Become a Good Journalist

“How can one become a good journalist?”  A female reporter just out of college raised the question.

Mr. Broder answered by telling the story of a colleague and the 9/11 event.

“She is a young female reporter in The Washington Post’s New York office, who writes for the fashion page. On September 11, 2001, she was in her office when heard the news. She ran out of the office, got to the Twin Towers, and managed to get into the building. At the time, people were rushing out of the building in fear. Only reporters were running in. In fact, nobody ever asked her to take the risk, but as a reporter, she did so and succeeded in providing the newspaper with a first-hand report.”

As “Best Political Journalist”, Broder had his own experiences. “The first thing that I did every day was to go to the Congress and various government agencies. I wanted those busy congressmen to get to know me and trust me. The second thing was to show them my interest and enthusiasm about the work they were doing, and to express my willingness to understand and write accurately about their work. Gradually, I won their trust and thus managed to get more information from them.”

Youngsters in China are Fortunate

It has been a long time since his first time visit to China. Broder said he could not connect today’s Shanghai with what he remembers. “They are nearly two different cities. The Youngsters in China are fortunate.” He said affirmatively.

Broder was a few minutes late for the interview due to the heavy traffic, but messages from internet users showed earnest expectation and understanding. He was asked to say something to the youngsters in Shanghai at the end.

“Through various newspapers I have read in the U.S., I got the impression that China is developing very quickly and vibrantly. What’s more, Shanghai has created an economic miracle. Besides economic and technological advancement, the quality of life in China has been improving greatly, which has left a deep impression on me.”

“As a youngster in China, you should feel very fortunate. China’s development has created unlimited opportunities for you and your offspring to work for a brighter future.”

