
In April, the prize-winning New York
Times correspondent Anthony Shadid was
asked on the NPR talk show “On Point”
why he kept taking terrible risks to cover
conflicts in the Middle East.

“I kind of wonder if it’s irresponsible of
you,” a caller mused out loud. “Why would
someone put themselves in such a situation?”
Shadid, in his typically modest fashion,
admitted this was “a perfectly legitimate
question.” Then he replied slowly, “I felt that
if I wasn’t there, the story wouldn’t be told.”

Shadid, a two-time Pulitzer Prize winner,
died Feb. 16, apparently of an asthma attack, as
he was making his way back over harsh terrain
from a secret trip to Syria.

But that clip from “On Point,” to which I’ve
listened several times, is a poignant reminder
of the importance of experienced foreign cor-
respondents for our understanding of the
world. Cellphone videos on YouTube can give
us the flavor of the Syrian revolt but can’t
explain who the rebels are, what they want, or
what is really going on inside the country.

As a columnist who makes only periodic
visits to hot spots, I hugely admire those who
still report full time from Kabul, Baghdad,
Beirut, and Cairo.

Shadid was the best of the best. I knew him
only in passing – we last met in Cairo in the
aftermath of the Tahrir Square revolution. But
I was in awe of his knowledge and talents.

The grandson of Lebanese immigrants,
raised in Oklahoma, he spoke fluent Arabic,
which gave him unique access and insights
into the forces behind the Arab Spring. He
had a special talent and empathy for convey-
ing the fears and hopes of ordinary people.

His harrowing descriptions of suffering in
post-war Iraq were an antidote to the good-
news stories emanating from the Bush White
House. That reporting won him his 2004
Pulitzer Prize. His second Pulitzer, in 2010,
was awarded for his coverage of Iraqis strug-
gling to cope with the legacy of the war, as
U.S. troops were leaving.

To get his stories, Shadid repeatedly put
himself in great danger. He was shot in the
shoulder in 2002 while covering Israeli-Pales-
tinian clashes on the West Bank. He stayed in
Baghdad, unembedded, in 2003 during the
U.S. invasion, and risked his life again to
cover Israel’s invasion of Lebanon in 2006.
Last year, while covering the fighting in
Libya, he was seized, imprisoned and beaten
by Moammar Gadhafi’s forces.

Yet, Shadid chose to travel surreptitiously to
Syria – where journalists are forbidden entry,
even as the regime slaughters thousands of
civilians. 

No doubt many who read his obituary will
ask, as did the caller to “On Point,” “Why did
he risk it?” In these days of instant media, do we
really need a print journalist for the story?

Let me offer an answer. Shadid’s goal on

this trip was to interview soldiers of the Free
Syrian Army, the military defectors who are
fighting the regime’s forces. Right now, there
is minimal information available about the
strength and organization of these rebel sol-
diers, or their beliefs. As the administration
and Congress debate whether to arm the
rebels, the U.S. public, and its government,
know precious little about who they are.

Shadid, the quintessential foreign corre-
spondent, wanted to find the answers, both to
satisfy himself and to inform his readers. As
“On Point” host Tom Ashbrook told his dubi-
ous caller, in reference to Shadid’s scary expe-
riences in Libya: “We would know much less
if there were not reporters there. Big decisions
are being made about the extent of American
and other involvement in this country.”

The same words could be applied to our
knowledge of Syria and the rest of the Middle
East, not to mention Pakistan and Afghanistan.
Without foreign correspondents on the ground,
American citizens – and even U.S. officials –
are often in the dark.

Sadly, as Shadid also knew, the number of
foreign news bureaus is rapidly shrinking, as
struggling U.S. newspapers cut staff and bud-
gets to meet the economic squeeze. 

Neither citizen journalists nor freelancers can
fill that gap.

So I understand why Shadid took the risks,
even though the tragedy of his death removes
one of the best interpreters we had of Mideast
turmoil. Shadid was correct that what he did
was important and worthwhile – I’d say vital.
Yet, to be honest, I wish he had not made this
trip.
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Pat Buchanan might have seen the end of
the line coming at MSNBC when last month
network president Phil Griffin commented on
his latest book, “Suicide of a Superpower,” by
saying, “I don’t think the ideas that
(Buchanan) put forth are appropriate for the
national dialogue, much less on MSNBC.”

When Buchanan was let go last week, no
one was surprised.

I don’t agree with some of Buchanan’s
ideas, especially regarding Jews, his ques-
tioning of whether World War II had to hap-
pen or whether the United States should be
involved militarily in the Middle East, but he
has every right to his ideas, as we all have the
right to our own. It’s called free speech.

The approach to free speech should be like
the one taken by the ACLU in 1977 when
neo-Nazis made plans to march through the
Jewish suburb of Skokie, Ill. While deploring
their views, the ACLU defended the group’s
right to express itself.

Today, is censorship the new pluralism?
Actor Ben Jones, who starred as “Cooter”

on the TV show “The Dukes of Hazzard,”
wrote to tell me about a decision by
NASCAR to ban the car known as the “Gen-
eral Lee” from appearing at the Sprint Cup
series race at Phoenix next month because of
the image of the Confederate flag on the car’s
roof.

Jones said in a recent statement, “At a time

when tens of millions of Americans are hon-
oring their Union and Confederate ancestors
during this Sesquicentennial of the Civil War,
NASCAR has chosen to dishonor those
Southerners who fought and died in that terri-
ble conflict by caving to “political correct-
ness’ and the uninformed concerns of corpo-
rate sponsors.

“This is also an extraordinary insult to rural
Southerners, who are NASCAR’s oldest and
most fervent fan base, and it sends a message
against inclusion and against the need for
diversity.”

Is conformity the new diversity?
Jones is not only an actor, but a former

Democratic member of Congress from Geor-
gia and a strong civil rights proponent.

When the U.S. Supreme Court upholds the
burning of the American flag as free speech,
while the free exercise of religion is being
curtailed at many levels, is this not censoring

a particular category of expression? Censor-
ship is also moving beyond its classic defini-
tion into a more dangerous area.

As The Daily Caller, a 24-hour news site
founded by conservative pundit Tucker Carl-
son and Dick Cheney aide Neil Patel, has
reported, a liberal group known as Media
Matters has not only fed talking points to
some reporters and opinion columnists, it has
been campaigning to get people fired when
they hold ideas with which the left disagrees.
According to the Caller, Media Matters hired
people to investigate the lives of Fox News
employees and compiled an “enemies list.”
Media Matters didn’t respond directly to the
charges; its founder, David Brock, instead
pointed to Reuters’ criticism of the Caller’s
“bad journalism” and “lame propaganda” as
the reason for Media Matters’ silence.

These and many other attempts to suppress
speech and force people into a universal and
“acceptable” belief system harm freedom.
Suppressing speech changes not a single
mind. The freedom to debate ideas and present
arguments in support of a position is what sep-
arates the United States from most nations.

Do we want to become like countries that
have the equivalent of “thought police,”
smothering speech and penalizing anyone
who refuses to toe the party line? Should I be
prevented from asking this question?
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The crime that convicted
murderer Kathy Coy com-
mitted was deplorable, and
some will no doubt feel it is
a shame that she won’t be
put to death for what she
did.

But at the end of the day,
a plea deal was probably the
best avenue for the family
of her victim and for tax-
payers in this community.

On Friday, Coy, 34,
pleaded guilty but mentally
ill to kidnapping and mur-
dering 21-year-old Jamie
Stice, cutting Stice’s unborn
son from her womb and
then kidnapping the infant,
who she tried to pass off as
her own. Luckily, the baby
survived and is healthy.

By entering the plea deal,
Coy escaped the death
penalty and could now face
life without parole. Coy will
learn her fate March 1.

Although this plea deal
doesn’t bring back a woman
who had a whole life ahead
of her, perhaps her family
can take some satisfaction
in knowing this monster can
never harm anyone again
and will spend her remain-
ing days in a small prison
cell.

The guilty plea also

spared Stice’s family a
lengthy trial and appellate
process.

Jeannie Stice originally
wanted to see Coy sen-
tenced to death, but realized
that Kentucky rarely exe-
cutes anyone.

Who could blame Stice’s
mother for wanting to see
her daughter’s murderer
executed?

But she can take comfort
that this plea deal is the next
best thing and justice was
served.

Under the plea deal, Stice
and her family were also
spared having to relive the
grisly nature of Jamie’s
murder.

Lest we forget, this young
woman was befriended on a
social networking site by
Coy and then betrayed.

Although the Stices will
never get over the murder
of their loved one, perhaps
they can have some closure
knowing that a part of
Jamie still exists in this
world with her son and that
Coy will spend the rest of
her days pondering how life
took such a severe turn to
the dark side.

Stice family may
find some peace
with plea deal

Our view

Attempts at censorship
Attempts to suppress speech are a danger to our freedoms

To anyone watching the
Republican presidential debates
with no prior knowledge of the
candidates, Rick Santorum
would have a natural appeal.
He’s telegenic, good on his feet,
well-versed in issues, person-
able in manner and adept at dis-
mantling his opponents without
sounding mean.

He’s also a tireless campaign-
er: He visited all 99 of Iowa’s
far-flung counties before the
state held its caucuses. Equally
important, he has had the good
fortune to be running against a
collection of badly flawed can-
didates.

Michele Bachmann, Herman
Cain and Rick Perry all had their
moment in the spotlight – and
each melted under the harsh
glare. Newt Gingrich vaulted to
the top of the polls, but only
until people got reacquainted
with his mammoth ego and con-
descending personality. Ron
Paul has always been a niche
candidate, and the niche is not
large.

But Santorum’s greatest asset
is Mitt Romney, who has not
been able to generate broad-
based enthusiasm among
Republican voters. Despite hav-
ing a huge war chest and peren-
nial front-runner status, he has
lost in five of the nine states that
have voted. In six of those, he
got fewer votes than he did in
2008.

Romney often comes across
as clumsy and tone-deaf in relat-
ing to voters. But his bigger
defect at the moment is that con-
servatives regard him as an
impostor, thanks to his past sup-
port of abortion rights, gun con-
trol and an individual health
insurance mandate. An Econo-
mist/YouGov poll of Republican
voters found that only 28 per-
cent regard Romney as a conser-
vative.

That’s a problem in a party
that has moved steadily to the
right in recent years. It’s not a
problem, however, for Santo-
rum, who qualifies as a conserv-
ative with 76 percent of Repub-
licans. When the former Penn-
sylvania senator claims the man-
tle of Ronald Reagan, it’s believ-
able.

But the conservative themes
that have served him well so far
may be a fatal handicap in the
general election – if not sooner.
Often, Santorum seems to be
almost trying to give ammuni-
tion to those who regard him as
a right-wing extremist.

He’s asserted the right of
states to ban contraception and
sodomy, though the Supreme
Court has ruled the opposite. His
2005 book “It Takes a Family”
accused “radical feminists” of
“convincing women that profes-
sional accomplishments are the
key to happiness.”

He accuses President Barack
Obama of advancing the agenda
of “radical environmentalists.”
He says that if Republicans lose
this election, “It will be the end
of the great experiment in the
order of liberty and freedom.”
He warned that a nuclear Iran
might carry out an attack on
North Dakota.

Comments like these may
rouse the GOP’s most conserva-
tive partisans, but they offer a
vast bounty of material for
Democratic attack ads. And they
raise fears among other Republi-
cans that Santorum’s uncompro-
mising approach will repel inde-
pendent voters and disgruntled
Democrats.

That sentiment was likely
reinforced Monday: The Santo-
rum campaign quickly back-
tracked after the candidate’s
press secretary said that Obama
was pursuing “radical Islamist
policies.”

The smashing GOP triumph
in the 2010 House elections,
which delivered a host of tea
partiers to Washington, may
have taught the party the wrong
lesson.

In an off-year, with the econ-
omy struggling badly, a sharp-
edged conservative message
worked. Against a gifted cam-
paigner like Obama, who is now
riding a surge in growth and a
drop in the unemployment rate,
it is more likely to backfire.

A conservative philosophy
can be an asset in a presidential
race, as Reagan and George W.
Bush showed.

But those presidents knew it
needed to be tempered by politi-
cal reality.

Parties that veer too far from
the center often bring destruc-
tion on themselves. Democrats
learned that in 1972 with George
McGovern. Republicans did in
1964 with Barry Goldwater.

Listening to Santorum, con-
servatives hear an alluring song.
But it could be a siren call luring
their boat toward the rocks.

— The Chicago Tribune

Is Rick Santorum
ready for prime time?
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