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8. Shattered Glass: Accuracy, Reliability and Honesty in
Professional Conduct

Sometimes a film is so fundamentally ‘about’ texts, that it has to start with one. Shattered
Glass, a reconstruction of true events, is one such movie. It opens with a black screen
displaying the following titles in classic typewriter typescript.

The New Republic Magazine was first published in 1914. It has been a fixture of
American political commentary ever since.

 

 In May of 1998, its staff was comprised of 15 writers/editors.

Their median age was 26.

 The youngest among them was Stephen Glass.

The character Stephen, or Steve, 25, appears on the screen in a slow motion shot. In a
voice over, he says:

There’s so many show-offs in journalism, so many braggarts and jerks. They’re
always selling, always working the room, always trying to make themselves look
hotter than they actually are.  The good news is, reporters like that make it easier
to distinguish yourself. If you’re even a little bit humble, a little self-effacing or
solicitous, you stand out.

Steve’s voice over ends with these words:

Some reporters think it’s political content that makes a story memorable. I think
it’s the people you find. Their quirks, their flaws, what makes them funny. What
makes them human. Journalism is just the art of capturing behavior. You have to
know who you’re writing for. And you have to know what you’re good at. I record
what people do, I find out what moves them, what scares them. And I write that
down. That way they’re the ones telling the story. And you know what? Those
kinds of pieces can win Pulitzers too. 

 15 October 2015
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After this information-dense, heavily textual opening sequence with a monologue, the
story begins. It’s winter. Steve is visiting Highland Park High School, where he graduated
seven years earlier. He’s there to speak to a full classroom about his journalism success.
The students adore him, and so does Mrs. Duke, his former teacher. Steve talks about
what it’s like to work for a renowned magazine like New Republic. More scenes from this
talk about his success story are interspersed throughout the film. It’s a recurring
opportunity for Steve to comment on the characters and developments in the plot.

The main story takes place in Washington D.C., in or near the New Republic offices.
Steve is depicted as a considerate co-worker. He is friendly and caring towards
everyone. He’s got charm and a sense of humor, and doesn’t shy away from a little
drama. He displays all these qualities in editorial meetings, but always ends his vivid
descriptions of the stories he is working on with a humble statement, which everyone on
the team appreciates.

“Hack Heaven” (18 May 1998) is Steve’s latest article. It is about a young hacker named
Ian Restil who found a way into the computer network of a company called Jukt
Micronics. Despite the crime, the company offers Ian a well-paid job. Steve’s article
describes how the deal is finalized in the sidelines of a hackers’ conference, and how Ian
becomes an instant hero when he describes the demands he made in the negotiations:
‘Show me the money!’ “Hack Heaven” is a highly entertaining portrait of a young
generation and an opportunistic employer.

Enter Adam Penenberg, journalist at Forbes Digital Tool, the online arm of Forbes
magazine. Admonished by his editor for being scooped by Glass, Penenberg decides to
fact-check the story.

Working with a fellow journalist and his editor, he asks New Republic for information
about the sources so they can write a companion piece. They notice how difficult it is to
get the right phone numbers, e-mail addresses and URLs from Steve. Once Penenberg
starts checking them, the calls keep going straight to voicemail, the e-mails are returned
as undeliverable, and the URLs lead to suspiciously unprofessional websites. By all
appearances, Steve has been deceived by the hackers he relied on as sources. That’s
also what Steve’s editor, Charles ‘Chuck’ Lane thinks, although he sometimes expresses
this with a terseness that suggests deeper skepticism.

Steve dislikes confrontations and repeatedly asks his editor:
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Did I do something wrong? Are you mad at me?

Initially, Chuck stands up for Steve. He calls his counterpart editor at Forbes and asks
him to take it easy on his young, talented writer.

However, the Forbes writers persist and discover a growing list of facts in the story that
don’t check out: neither Restil nor Jukt Micronics are traceable. Gradually, it becomes
clear that Steve has made it all up: the events, the names, and even his elaborate notes
including phone numbers and addresses. When the scandal leaks out, his co-workers
don’t believe it.

New Republic has a strict policy of conscientious fact checking, but Steve found a
loophole. His stories are often based on his own participatory research. The facts in his
notes are hard to disprove. The notes themselves looked plausible too. Most importantly,
Steve won the editorial team’s trust. On discovery of the ruse, Chuck, his editor, is
indignant:

He just made it up!

To Steve’s distress, he gets a two-year suspension:

 I am not a criminal!

However, after yet another deception comes to light, Chuck starts re-reading Steve’s
earlier articles and concludes that “Hack Heaven” was not the only story he fabricated.
Chuck is outraged. He fires Steve on the spot, who immediately switches tack:

I can’t stand being alone….. not now…. I am afraid I am going to hurt myself.

But Chuck won’t be fooled anymore:

It’s over….what you’ve done…..it’s indefensible.

What follows is a thorough review of every piece Steve ever published in New Republic.
At an internal hearing attended by Chuck, Steve and lawyers representing both sides, it
is established that in the 30 months he worked for magazine, Steve partially or entirely
made up 27 of the 41 pieces he wrote.

When we cut back to Highland Parks High School for the last time, it becomes obvious
that Steve’s triumphant talk before his former high school classroom existed only in his
mind: the seats in the classroom are all empty. The inspiring classroom speech about
being humble, about understanding what moves people, never happened.

When Chuck returns to the office the next day, expecting condemnation from Steve’s
loyal co-workers, he discovers the tide has turned. The whole team has written and
signed a letter of apology to their readers.

The movie then cuts back to the slow motion images, underlaid with the closing segment
of Steve’s opening monologue:
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Some reporters think it’s political content that makes a story memorable. I think
it’s the people you find. Their quirks, their flaws, what makes them funny. What
makes them human. Journalism is just the art of capturing behavior. You have to
know who you’re writing for. And you have to know what you’re good at. I record
what people do, I find out what moves them, what scares them. And I write that
down. That way they’re the ones telling the story. And you know what? Those
kinds of pieces can win Pulitzers too.

Freeze frame of Steve.

 

Shattered Glass, 2003, Billy Ray, USA, 90 minutes

 

Screenplay by: Billy Ray, based on Buzz Bissinger’s review in Vanity Fair, September
1998.

Actors: Hayden Christensen (Stephen Glass), Peter Sarsgaard (Charles Lane), Steve
Zahn (Adam Penenberg).

Virtues and Values

Steve wants to be liked and is hungry for bylines in newspapers and magazines. His
ambitions are big. He stays humble and self-effacing, just like he advocates at the
beginning of the movie. That makes him likable. As a journalist he shows no respect for
the dividing line between fact and fiction. He deceives his co-workers and his editors as
well as his readers.

Chuck strives to be a fair and loyal editor to his writers and to maintain New Republic’s
success as a political news magazine. For this, he needs a team of professional
journalists  and he needs to uphold the organization’s values. Accuracy, reliability and
honesty are the hallmarks of both the magazine and the professional journalist. Anyone
who doesn’t respect these values, can no longer work for the magazine. Decisively
administering a sanction is a virtue in that case.

Form

The screenplay is a dramatization of a well-documented case of fraud. This docudrama
does not cover up anything. Every name in the movie is real: that of the magazine, the
editors and the journalists at Forbes. The main story line is in fact the docudrama, the
high-school scenes tell a side story aimed primarily at illustrating the extent to which
Steve lives in his own world of fabulation.

The opening monologue repeated at the end of the film shows that Steve wasn’t just a
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fabulist, but also a deliberate, ambitious liar who deceived not only others, but also
himself. Winning a Pulitzer prize with lies is impossible, the film seems to suggest at the
end, but this is not necessarily true (see Content).

Just past the halfway point in the film there is a remarkable switch in protagonists; while
we started out identifying with Steve, he gets creepier and creepier as Chuck grows into
a responsible editor. For the last half hour of the film, we identify solidly with Chuck.

Content

Steve was definitely not a conscientious journalist, but he did prove to be a talented
writer. After he was fired, he went on to study law. Also in 2003, the same year that the
movie was released, Glass published The Fabulist, a mostly autobiographical work that
features made-up stories. Chuck Lane left New Republic in 1999 and joined the
Washington Post the following year.

It was tenacious research by the journalists at Forbes that brought Steve’s fraud to light.
The piece they published is generally considered the first piece of internet journalism
with significant impact. It is also recognized as such within the field of journalism.

The question the film leaves unanswered is: what was the weakness in the system that
allowed the publishing of 27 fraudulent articles? Was it the individual writer, the editorial
team, the procedures, or a combination? And what can be done to prevent this?

Stephen Glass’s wrongdoing was not the only example of large-scale fraud by
journalists. There are two other key players in the American canon of journalistic fraud.
In 1980, Janet Cooke got hired by the Washington Post after falsely claiming to have
earned a Master’s degree and won a journalistic prize. “Jimmy’s World,” her piece about
a young heroin addict, was so moving that it won her a Pulitzer prize the following year. It
soon became clear, however, that the article was mostly made up. She retracted the
story and relinquished the prize. Later, she sold the rights to her story to a film producer,
but the script is still on the shelf.

A few months before Shattered Glass was released, a similar case received wide media
coverage. New York Times reporter Jayson Blair turned out to have plagiarized from
fellow journalists and to have fabricated stories. He, too, was fired. Following in Stephen
Glass’s footsteps, Blair in 2004 published his memoirs under the title Burning Down My
Master’s House. Both Blair’s book and Glass’s were received coolly.

Translation: Word’s Worth
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