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"Not Just to Bear Witness'':
An Interview with Jeffrey Gettleman

Eric Leake

The day of my interview zmth Jeffrey Gettleman I awoke to hear him on
NPR's Morning Edition and later PRI's The World talking about the mili-
tarized wholesale slaughter of elephants to feed a burgeoning Chinese desire
for ivory. Tlte story was Cettleman's latest for The New York Times and,
like others, demonstrated his eye for choice and humanizing details, concern
for geographic and historical context, and passion for attracting attention to
injustices against people and nature.

As East Africa btireau chief for The New York Times, Gettleman covers
a dozen countries in perhaps the most troubled region in the world. He has
reported on famines, wars, and nightmarish atrocities, including rape cam-
paigns and the hunting of albinos for the supposed magical properties of their
body parts, nroughout these stories he Ims maintained his capacity to care,
his desire that others care as well, and the optimism that change is possible as
people demonstrate their resiliency in attempting to rebuild their communi-
ties and countries. Gettleman does this at considerable risk, having been more
than once held prisoner or abducted. His work was recognized with the 2011
George Polk Award for Foreign Reporting and the 2012 Pulitzer Prize for
International Reporting, which cited his "vivid reports, often at personal peril,
on famine and conflict in East Africa, a neglected but increasingly strategic
part of the world."

Sometimes I hear about a story somebody read in The New York Times,
and by the way it captured the person's attention and concern or in a detail
shared, I will know tiie story was written by Gettleman. His byline 1ms become
necessary reading. His reporting is impressive on many levels, perhaps most
so in how he neither flinches nor reports with jaundice. I spoke with Gettle-
man across a nine-hour difference and the slight lag of an international phone
connection from his home in Nairobi, Kenya.

WOE: How is reporting in Africa different than reporting in the US?

GETTLEMAN: I think the basics are the same. You want to be accurate
and you want to be fair. You want to write visually and to try to find
emotional threads in the stories you cover. But in Africa there is the
sensitivity that we have to be aware of (without becoming too overly
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politically correct) that we're writing about a part of the world that
a lot of people don't know much about. It has been stereotyped and
oversimplified for centuries. You don't want to reinforce stereotypes
urmecessarily, but at the same time you don't want to over correct and
sanitize what you're coveringbecause you're afraid of these stereot3rpes.
For instance, if I'm covering a conflict in Darfur, Congo, or Somalia—
which is a lot of what I do—^how do I write about it so that I don't give
the impression that all of Africa is in conflict, that there is this inherent
tendency in Africa for people to kill each other? My solution is to try to
be as responsible and thoughtful as possible and to add layers of depth
and to locate these conflicts on a wider spectrum of history.

I arrived in Africa to start this job six years ago. I was in Congo for
the first time and what was happening in this conflict was brand new
to me. In reality it had been going on a long time before I got here. So
I have to try my best to understand the roots of these conflicts, what's
driving them, why they're sucking in so many people. Then, if I write
about it, people can criticize me and say, "Oh, you're stereotyping
Africa as conflict-ridden and chaotic." But I can say, "No, I'm really
trying to study it and explain it in the most comprehensive terms that
a journalist can."

WOE: As a corollary, how do you want people to read your articles?
For instance, should they read them differently than they might read
an article in their local newspaper?

GETTLEMAN: I want people to care. I want them to care about a part of
the world that they don't know much about, that maybe they've never
been to, that doesn't have any direct impact on them. I want them to feel
connected to the people here and what's happening in this region. To
do that, you have to find reasons to make people care. It can't be totally
dry and bloodless and boring. We have to be objective but that doesn't
mean we have to be neutral. We don't have to be stone cold and stand
back and not let our own empathy be invoked by what we're covering.

A lot of journalists struggle with that because we think that our
job is to be objective, to be fair, to be accurate, and that we shouldn't
let our emotions get involved. I disagree with that. I think some of the
best work I've done is because I cared deeply about it. I feel passion-
ately about it, and I have a sense of right and wrong. If I'm writing
about rape in Congo, I want people to really care about that. It really
moves me. This elephant story, for example, which is one of the bigger
stories I've done for the paper, is tragic. If s a slaughter. Humankind is
so shortsighted that they could wipe out these elephants for trinkets.
I don't want to just be like,"Oh well, there are two sides to this, there
are two sides to every conflict." Well, yes and no. Sometimes one side
is not really that sensible.
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WOE: How do you get readers to care? Is it necessary to identify with
the people in the stories?

GETTLEMAN: It's a question of connecting. We can care about people
that we don't closely identify with, at least I can. Maybe you can argue
that the reason why we care is because a part of us identifies with them.
But I don't feel like that. Africa represents a very different way of life
than what we're used to at home in the role of tradition, the levels of
poverty, the levels of coriflict. This is much, much different than the
way most Americans or people in the Western world live. It's going to
be alien, if s going to be foreign, and if s going to seem strange.

I did a story in Tanzania about albino children and adults getting
killed for their body parts because witch doctors had told people that
albino body parts bring you good luck. This story is a pretty clear
example of the thing I like to do—to try to find an issue where there's
a real injustice, shine a light on it, and make people care. I got an enor-
mous response to that story. So many people emailed me to say I want
to help the albinos in Tanzania—they wanted to send them supplies,
they wanted to give money for different things to improve their lives.

A story like that raises a lot of issues. Are you going to reinforce
the stereotype of Africa as dominated by witchcraft and being "primi-
tive"? But since people are getting killed because of this phenomenon,
you can't be afraid of these things. I think the way to make people care
is to write vividly, passionately, with lots of detail, to put fiesh on what
you're writing about. You write in an original way and you write with
care so that people do care. You just have to breathe the life into your
stories. I try to find stories that move me, and I share that. I write them
in such a way that I hope people will be moved by them.

WOE: I can see how being passionate might come into confiict with
objectivity. But you're saying if s not an issue. It sounds as though if
you're really being objective then you have to be passionate about
something like albinos being murdered.

GETTLEMAN: That's a good way of looking at it. If you objectively
analyze the situation and you conclude that there are real injustices
going on, then that realization would invoke your passions and your
sense of right and wrong. Thaf s what I do.

WOE: Jack Shafer in Slate has celebrated your writing for what he calls
the "Gettleman method," which he describes as direct, easy on the
cynicism, and without a hint of any world weariness. It's writing that
is not embellished and that lets the story talk for itself. Do you think
thaf s a decent description of your approach?
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GETTLEMAN: Yes and no. I don't embellish the material, but I also
don't totally believe in understatement. I think there are times when
more is more. I don't think I'm especially understated. I'm handling
material that I don't need to dress up or embroider. If s really dramatic.
Right in front of you children are dying of starvation and you're watch-
ing them die. You're seeing masses of people show up at refuge camps
with absolutely nothing on the doorstep of death. In Congo I was com-
ing across rape stories of women who had had horrific things happen
to them. You're given all this material and doing these interviews and
going to these places. I'm in a part of the world that really represents
die extreme edge of what people experience and suffer. I think it is
important to play it straight.

But I don't think that means you have to shy away from the really
upsetting details. I don't do that. I think that one way to have some
impact is not to be afraid to talk about people suffering, people dying,
about really nasty things happening, because they are happening, and
it's part of our job not just to bear witness—that term is overused—it's
part of our job to jump into these situations and make people care about
them. That's more than just bearing witness. That is trying to really
get your arms around the material and present it in a way that makes
people feel connected and care about it.

WOE: I see you doing that in a lot of your pieces, sometimes in the
choice of detail to humanize your subjects. I'm reading this elephant
story and there is a comment about how much beer one of the men
drinks as he talks about the stress of his work.

GETTLEMAN: When I was hired by The New York Times I did a story
about a freak car accident in Alabama. If s a good example that you
can write really dramatically and vividly about something that would
be considered commonplace. These are the types of things that I like
writing about, stories that deal with emotions. The challenge in Africa is
this: I am the only correspondent for The New York Times in East Africa.
There are many big stories going on right now. I have to play a different
role here where I have to look for the biggest, highest impact stories I
can do. I can't necessarily take a week to do a human interest story on
one person or to do a light feature. I do some of that, but I have to be
conscious that I'm the only guy out here. So if elephants are getting
slaughtered at a record rate, I should be writing about that. If a huge
famine is brewing in Somalia, I should be writing about that. If the
politics in Sudan are breaking down and South Sudan and Sudan are
about to go to war again, I should be studying and writing about that.

If you look at the work I did in the States like that article in Alabama,
that was part of my job, to dig up those little feature stories. Out here
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one of the hardest parts of the job is being very selective about what I'm
going to cover because there is so much that needs to be covered, and
it needs somebody who knows the region and can do it responsibly.
If s difficult to find the time to cover all these different issues that are
happening. Right now, as I'm sitting in my house in Nairobi, all around
the region there are tons of things I should be writing about, but I can't
get to them all.

WOE: You mentioned the passion you have for the stories you write.
There must be a burden to that kind of caring. How do you handle that
emotional response? Do you get a caring fatigue?

GETTLEMAN: If s hard. I think I do have some post-traumatic stress
from situations that I have experienced. If s difficult to see people whose
lives have been destroyed, to see people die. It takes a toll. I know the
vulnerabilities of flesh and blood. I have no illusions of immortality. But
I think that having an outlet for all this material that I gather—being a
journalist and having a job of trying to distill this material and transmit
it—helps. I'mnotkeepingitbottled up—sharing whaf supsettinghelps.

And I have a very good family. I have a great marriage and two
kids and close relations to my parents. I'm not alone, and that really
helps. To be honest at times I do get kind of numb to some bad things
happening, but I don't think I'm so numb that I'm not able to cover
them. If it gets to that point where I'm thinking, "Oh yeah, more kids
are dying, whaf s the big deal, it happens all the time," then if s time
for me to do something else.

WOE: What do you see as the public role of journalism? Not just your
work, but what should journalism accomplish socially?

GETTLEMAN: Journalism is quick information about yesterday's
events that people are going to care about. But there's another kind of
journalism that opens up people's eyes to things they wouldn't think
about or care about. Thaf s what I see as the role of journalism, to push
people to expect more. If I'm going to write a story about elephants in
Africa, that doesn't really affect you back home. But a lot of people care
about that. Americans are more empathie and intellectually curious
than I think most people give us credit for. Most people would be really
interested to come visit Africa for a couple of weeks—they'll never do
it, but if they had the opportunity they would get a lot out of it.

Thaf s what I see as our mission—to really open up our readers.
Stories have to combine a human interest dimension that will make
people care with an emotional current, and they also have to have
some news, some information that has an impact. The key is blend all
of that, and I think good journalism does that.
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WOE: This is a rather troubling time for journalism with papers suffer-
ing and struggling to adapt to new technologies and business models.
How optimistic are you about the future of journalism?

GETTLEMAN: I am concerned about the future, but I also think this
is a moment of opportunity that could slip away or be seized. Right
now more people read Tlte New York Times than ever have before. But
the business of the paper is not as secure as it used to be because of all
these different mediums and the competition from the internet. Because
of some of these changes, I'm very accountable for what I write. Back in
the day a foreign correspondent could go to a village in the middle of
Kenya or Somalia or Congo, write whatever he wanted to write, come
back, and nobody in that village would ever see The New York Times—
they literally wouldn't be able to have access to the paper. But today
I go to Somalia, I write a story, and local guys get on the internet and
read it because there are internet cafes everywhere. I'm accountable to
them. If I get something wrong, they can write me. They'll see what I do.

It's a big challenge business-wise to figure out how to make money
off of the internet and fund this journalism we're talking about because
if s not cheap. On this elephant story it cost a lot of money to get to these
places where they're slaughtering the elephants. It takes resources. Let's
be realistic—there has to be a business thaf s going to support this.

But the internet itself has also democratized journalism and in-
formation in this totally epic way. I'm part of that, and I like that. I like
the fact that I feel connected to these areas and these people. I put a lot
of work into what I do and I want people in Congo, Somalia, Sudan,
or wherever to be able to read the story I wrote about them. Hopefully
they'll think, "OK, this guy may not have understood everything, but
he did his best to be honest and accurate and fair to what we're going
through." Thaf s what I want. Thaf s my goal.

WOE: For those teaching potential news readers and perhaps future jour-
nalists, is there anything you' d like to emphasize concerning education?

GETTLEMAN: I did not have an interest in journalism as a younger
person. I liked to write and I took a lot of creative writing in college,
but I didn't ever think that working for a newspaper would be a good
outlet for that. I thought of journalism as pretty boring. I think that if
there are people who like to write, journalism is a great career. Yes, there
are dry aspects to it. But there are a lot of opportunities to write well.
If you're good at writing, journalism is a great opportunity because
you can reach a lot of people with your words. That would be number
one—consider journalism if you like to write.

And number two is, just try to read literature. Try to seek out
really good writing wherever it is—if it's literature, if it's really good

10 - Writing on the Edge



nonfiction writing, if if s really good journalism—^because the only way
we're going to become better writers is by reading really good work and
thinking about it and trying to understand how these writers were able
to do what they're doing. I'm not perfect at this. I'm busy and I don't
always sit down with beautifully written books and try to learn from
them. But I make an effort to do that. I try to emulate good writing,
even in the newspaper work. And I think that's totally possible. So in
a way the two points are connected. I think if s really important to be
a good reader to be a good writer.

WOE: You studied philosophy at Cornell and then atOxford as a Marshall
Scholar. I'm curious about the cormection between that and your work
in journalism. Was there a particular area in philosophy that interested
you and how has that study affected your reporting and writing?

GETTLEMAN: I think my background really kicks in with my writing
because a lot of what I cover is about rights and wrongs. The field of
philosophy that I was interested in was moral philosophy—what is
right and what is wrong. I wrote a lot about what kind of sacrifices we
should make to help other people. There's a whole field of philosophy
that deals with this. For example, as you walk by, there's somebody
drowning in a pond. If it just takes you getting your clothes wet to
save them, you should save them. But what if you have to lose your
arm to save them? Thaf s a tougher question. What if you have to risk
your life? I studied a lot of that. John Rawls's book A Tlteory of Justice
was very influential for me. If s all about how we arrive at the right
principle to govern society.

Right now I'm living that out. I am in places where people are
suffering, and I come across these injustices all the time. I see my role
as trying to spotlight these issues with the hope that there will be some
remedy. I'm not an aid worker. I'm not a government official in charge of
coming up with policies of how to help make Africa a better place. But
I can use my platform as a journalist for a big paper to spotlight these
issues with the hope that people will be motivated to do something. I
do a lot of that. I really sit down and think which stories can I do that
will help the most people or will have the greatest impact. I'm not
always right about Üiat, but that's kind of how I look at my work—to
be sensitive to these bigger issues of how you help people and do the
right thing. So, yeah, in that regard there's a connection between my
work and what I studied.

WOE: Are there other ethical considerafions that go into how you
write about people's stories? For instance, whenever you're writing
about people you're also choosing which details to include and how
to construct a person for other people to read.
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GETTLEMAN: I don't see that as a real ethical dilemma. I think you
have to be honest and accurate and to try your best to represent the
essence of whatever you're writing about. The tougher ethical ques-
tion for me sometimes is how much to expose somebody if somebody
has really important information. Lef s says there's an African coun-
try where the government military is abusing, raping, killing its own
people, and I have information about that. And lef s say the United
States government is helping this military but I'm going to put people
at risk to get that information. Thaf s a really tricky situation because
I'll serve the greater good by getting that story out, maybe. Am I going
to try to really push people to give me information that can put their
lives at risk? I'm not going to force anybody.

The ethics are clear-cut at many levels. We don't pay people for
information. If somebody tells us not to use their name, we're not going
to use their name. If somebody doesn't want to talk to us, we don't talk
to them. It gets greyer out in the field because we can persuade people
to talk to us. We can get them to give us information that maybe they
shouldn't give us, just by keeping a conversation going. That's what
journalists do. You get people to really open up and spill their guts,
and sometimes thaf s not in their best interests. If s in your interest as
a journalist to get your story, but if s not in their interest. Maybe later
they're going to be really embarrassed when everybody knows all these
things that they just told you. Or, in my case, maybe they're going to be
in danger. Those are really difficult ethical quandaries that I confront
quite often. I always err on the side of protecting the sources and not
putting people in danger.

No matter how fired up I am about the story, I'm not going to do
something that will put people in danger when I get on the plane and
come home. These people are then sitting in places where everybody
knows they just talked to the Western reporter. They have abull's-eye on
their head. Even though it might not come up while you're there, when
you leave you could leave these people in a really vulnerable position.
I'm very sensitive to that. Sometimes I'll leave people's names out of
the story even though they didn't ask me to because they don't quite
realize that even though I was talking to them in the middle of Congo,
people can read this on the internet and they could get in trouble for it.
I'll just take their names out, and then I'll feel better about that. Those
types of issues I deal with a lot, and those are really tricky.

WOE: Is there a best piece of writing advice or lesson that really helped
you become a better writer?

GETTLEMAN: No, I wish there were. I think it's an evolution. You
become a better writer. You don't get a piece of wisdom and all of a
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sudden you've cracked the code. I think it comes from a lot of steady
work and trying different things and putting a lot of care into your work.
But you can teach somebody to be a good journalistic writer. There are
certain things that we do, certain devices and tactics that we use, that
you can teach: to be visual, to write in a natural, conversational way. If
you read a sentence that doesn't sound like anything you'd ever utter,
then don't write it like that.

There are lots of things that you can teach, tricks like that, that
I think will help people be better writers. You can create suspense in
your work and not give away everything that happens in the top of a
story. Even if you're covering a suburb or something that would seem
commonplace in the states, you can still do it in a way that is visual
and descriptive. Take the time to see what's hanging on the walls in a
house or the way that a lawn is mowed or how somebody cleans up
their room or doesn't, what they're eating—little details like that. That
you can teach.

I think a lot of people have this impression that either you're a re-
ally good writer or you're not. I don't buy that. I think there are ways
to bring out good writing in just about anybody.

WOE: When you talk about taking the time to see things, writing sounds
like a way of being in the world, looking at what's around you and
whaf s happening and being curious about people.

GETTLEMAN: Thaf s a really interesting observation and a good point.
If s a way of being aware, being present, and paying attention.

WOE: I know there is no shortage of important work in East Africa,
and that you've had great success there. But as for future plans, is there
anything that you'd like to do that you haven't done or would like to
do more of?

GETTLEMAN: I'm trying to work on a book. I'd like to write a good
memoir about my experiences. Thaf s what I'd like to do next. I don't
want to do that totally at the expense of my journalism career, so I have
to figure out a way to balance the two. But thaf s my goal. I think it
would be really wonderful to share a lot of the experiences I've had in
a deeper, more personal way than I can in a newspaper.

Eric Leake teaches at the University of Denver.
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