
ANNALS OF COMMUNICATIONS 

FR.EEDOM OF INFOR.MATION 
_= B :~:.sh newspaper wants to take its aggressive investigations global, but money is running out. 

-- --_-::- on the morning of 
_...::.: .: " ~- Alan Rusbridger, the 

. --= .-;- -.= =-=-:or of the Guardian, 
B==-= ~ ::..... -= : y, was in his office, 
:0= :::- -: _ ~=-.:-.::-e trom Jeremy Hey-

=- =-_ C12--:.e~ ecretary to Prime 
_ ....:.::.....::=.: ~.:--:.:. Cameron. Accompa
.~·-:::s -:.... -_ -'-00 was Craig Oliver, 
C==-- - ~ ':'::e.::-or of communica
tio:-~_ -::::.. ... -=":" _:-- editor, Paul Johnson, 
joir:e':' ==-=: == Kusbridger's office, over
loo~-:o :::e _ ~:'.t·s Canal, which runs 
bek~c ~---?.~ Cro station, in North 
Lone -:.. _ ...... .::.::ording to Rusbridger, 
H e:-\\" .: :o~': !urn in a steely voice, 
"T he P.::':::e . lini ter, the Deputy 
Prime .. <:-i.,,--:er. me Foreign Secretary, 
the .-\rroc:'~- General, and others in 
governme:;: are e..'<."tremely concerned 
about ,,-ha: you're doing." 

Since ]Q-:.e - th, the Guardian had 
been publish' (T top-secret digital files 
prmi.ded b;- Edward Snowden, a former 
contract employee of the National Se
curity ~-\genc:-. In a series of articles, the 
paper re\-ealed that the N.S.A., in the 
name of combatting terrorism, had 
monitored millions of phone calls and 
e-mails as well as the private delibera
tions of allied governments. It also 
revealed, again relying on Snowden's 
documents, that, four years earlier, the 
Government Communications Head
quarters (G.C.H.Q), Britain's coun
terpart to the N .S.A., had eavesdropped 
on the communications of other nations 
attending the G20 summit, in London. 

Such articles have become a trade
mark of the Guardian. In 2009, it pub
lished the first in a torrent of stories re
vealing howRupert Murdoch's British 
tabloids had bribed the police and 
hacked into the phones of celebrities, 
politicians, and the Royal Family. In 
2010, the Guardian published a trove of 
WikiLeaks documents that disclosed 
confidential conversations among dip
lomats of the United States, Britain, 
and other governments, and exposed 
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atrocities that were committed in Iraq 
and Afghanistan; in August, Bradley 
(now Chelsea) Manning, a private in 
the U.S. Army, was sentenced to up to 
thirty-five years in prison for his role in 
the leak. 

Now Rusbridgerwas poised to pub
lish a story about how the G.C.H.Q 
not only collected vast quantities of 
e-mails, Facebook posts, phone calls, 
and Internet histories but shared these 
with the N .S.A. Heywood had learned 
about the most recent revelation when 
Guardian reporters called British au
thorities for comment; he warned Rus
bridger that the Guardian was in pos
session of stolen government documents. 
'We want them back," he said. Unlike 
the U.S., Britain has no First Amend
ment to guard the press against govern
ment censorship. Rusbridger worried 
that the government would get a court 
injunction to block the Guardian from 
publishing not only the G.C.H.Q 
story but also future national-security 
stories. "By publishing this, you're 
jeopardizing not only national security 
but our ability to catch pedophiles, 
drug dealers, child sex rings," Heywood 
said. "You're an editor, but you have 
a responsibility as a citizen as wel1." 
(Cameron's office did not respond to 
requests for comment.) 

Rusbridger replied that the files 
contained information that citizens in 
a democracy deserved to know, and he 
assured Heywood that he had scrubbed 
the documents so that no undercover 
officials were identified or put at risk. 
He had also taken steps to insure the 
story's publication. Days earlier, Rus
bridger had sent a Federal Express 
package containing a thumbnail drive 
of selected Snowden documents to an 
intermediary in the U.S. The person 
was to pass on the package to Paul 
Steiger, the former editor of the Wall 
Street Journal and the founding editor 
of the online, nonprofit news site Pro-

Publica; if the Guardian was muzzled, 
Steiger would publish the documents 
on Pro Publica. Besides, Rusbridger 
reminded Heywood, the government's 
reach was limited: Glenn Greenwald, 
the Guardian blogger and columnist 
with whom Snowden had shared the 
documents, lived in Brazil, and was 
edited by Janine Gibson, a Guardian 
editor in New York. 

"It was a little like watching two 
Qyeen's Counsel barristers in a head
to-head struggle, two very polished 
performers engaging each other," 
Johnson, the deputy editor, said. The 
Guardian has a reputation as a leftish 
publication that enjoys poking the es
tablishment; its critics object that it al
lows commentary to occasionally slip 
into its headlines and news stories. 
Rusbridger, who is fifty-nine, has been 
its editor for eighteen years. He wears 
square, black-framed glasses and has a 
mop of dark hair that sprawls across 
his head and over his ears. He could 
pass for a librarian. "His physical ap
pearance doesn't tell you how tough he 
is," Nick Davies, the investigative re
porter whose byline dominated the 
Murdoch and WikiLeaks stories, said. 

After an hour, Rusbridger ushered 
Heywood and Oliver out with a thank
you. He had taken what he considered 
a cautious approach to publishing the 
Snowden revelations. He consulted 
Guardian lawyers. He called Davies 
back from vacation and summoned the 
longtime investigations editor, David 
Leigh, out of retirement for advice 
and to help analyze the documents. 
He sought the opinion of two associ
ates: the centrist Guardian columnist 
Simon Jenkins and the liberal Observer 
columnist Henry Porter. "He doesn't 
buckle," Porter, who is a close friend, 
said. "He's extremely calm. He could 
easily head up any of the three intelli
gence agencies here." 

At 5:23 P.M., roughly eight hours AlanRi 
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after the encounter in his office, Rus
bridger ordered the Guardian to post 
the G.C.H.Q story on its Web site 
and then in its print edition. Although 
the British government had taken no 
further action, the mood in the Guard
ian's offices was anxious. As the stories 
based on Snowden's revelations were 
taking shape, Rusbridger had hired ad
ditional security for the building and 
established a secure office two floors 
above the newsroom, just down the 
corridor from the advertising depart
ment, to house the documents. When 
he flew to New York to work with his 
team there on the stories, "he couldn't 
talk on the phone," his wife, Lindsay 
Mackie, said. "He couldn't say what 
was going on." 

It has been the Guardian's biggest 
st6ry so far. With eighty-four million 
monthly visitors, according to the 
Audit Bureau of Circulations, the 
Guardian Web site is now the third 
most popular English-language news
paper Web site in the world, behind 
London's Daily Mail, with its celebrity 

gossip and abundant cleavage, and the 
New York Times. But its print circula
tion, of a hundred and ninety thou
sand, is half what it was in 2002. The 
Guardian, which is supported by the 
Scott Trust, established nearly eighty 
years ago to subsidize an "independent" 
and "liberal" newspaper, has lost money 
for nine straight years. In the most re
cent fiscal year, the paper lost thirty
one million pounds (about fifty million 
dollars), an improvement over the 
forty-four million pounds it lost the 
year before. 

Last year, Andrew Miller, the di
rector of the trust and the C.E.O. of 
the Guardian Media Group, warned 
that the trust's money would be ex
hausted in three to five years if the 
losses were not dramatically reduced. 
To save the Guardian, Rusbridger has 
pushed to transform it into a global 
digital newspaper, aimed at engaged, 
anti-establishment readers and avail
able entirely for free. In 2011, Guard
ian U.S., a digital-only edition, was ex
panded, followed this year by the 
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"And if you think that every time you open your mouth 
around here everyone is going to dance to your tune, you've 

got another thing coming, Mr. Federal Reserve!" 

launch of an Australian online edition. 
It's a grand experiment, he concedes: 
just how free can a free press be? 

Rusbridger and Mackie live in a 
nineteenth-century house in Kent

ish Town, a gentrifYing neighborhood 
in northwest London that was once 
home to Karl Marx and George Or
well. A pug named Angus and a cat 
named Retro roam the main floor, 
which features a long sitting room, a 
fireplace, and a magnificent Fazioli 
grand piano that Rusbridger practices 
on most mornings. This September, in 
the U.S., he published "Play It Again: 
An Amateur Against the Impossible," 
a professional memoir that, amid his 
recounting of the Guardian's coverage 
ofWikiLeaks founder Julian Assange 
and Murdoch's News of the World, de
scribes an eighteen-month-Iong effort 
he made to master a difficult Chopin 
piece, Ballade in G Minor. "He's fo
rensic," Lionel Barber, the editor of the 
Financial Times, says. "He's got a very 
penetrating mind. It's very revealing 
that he learned to play the Chopin 
piece. It's the same thing: 'I am quite 
prepared to spend hours and hours to 
learn Chopin. I'm prepared to spend 
hours and hours to get the story.' " 

Rusbridger was born in 1953 in 
Lusaka, in what is now Zambia. He 
was the younger of two sons ofH. G. 
Rusbridger, an Oxford-educated for
mer missionary who was the Deputy 
Director of Education for the British 
colonial administration. His mother 
travelled to Africa as a nurse and later 
became an amateur artist. His father 
was "very even-tempered, maybe placid," 
Rusbridger said. "Is 'placid' pejorative? 
I mean 'placid' in a non-pejorative 
way. He was very straightforward, very 
solid." Mackie describes her hus
band similarly: "He never comes home 
and kicks the cat." Emily Bell, a for
mer Web editor at the Guardian, de
scribed Rusbridger as "inscrutable" and 
"gnomic." David Leigh, who retired 
this year as the Guardian's investi
gations editor, and who is Rusbridg
er's brother-in-law, said, "His style is 
to be blank. He speaks very quietly. 
He's like a duck: he appears to glide 
along the water, but the legs are pad
dling furiously." 

The family moved to London when 



Rusbridger was five. At fifteen, he read 
the four volumes of Orwell's collected 
writing, and he credits Orwell for his 
decision to pursue journalism. He at
tended a boys' boarding school in Sur
rey and was accepted to Magdalene 
College, Cambridge, where he studied 
English literature. In the summer of his 
first and second years, he worked as an 
intern at the Cambridge Evening 
News. In 1976, after graduation, he was 
offered a full-time reporting job there. 
He stayed for three years, until 1979, 
when the Guardian hired him as a gen
eral reporter, based in London. 

Mackie, who is a few years older 
than Rusbridger, was also a reporter at 
the Guardian. Her sister was married to 
David Leigh, then an investigative re
porter for the paper. Rusbridger ap
proacHed Leigh and asked if Mackie 
was in a relationship. 

"No," Leigh told him. "Good luck." 
"This is a measure of Alan's careful 

approach to things," Leigh told me. 
"He was reconnoitring before making 
his move." Mackie left the Guardian in 
1981 to freelance for the paper; they 
married the following year. 

Rusbridger's work impressed edi
tors, and he was asked to write a daily 
diary column, in which he sometimes 
ridiculed the powerful; in 1985, he be
came a feature writer. In 1986, the 
Sunday Observer offered him the job of 
television critic. ine months later, a 
new opportunity appeared. Robert 
Maxwell, the owner of the Daily Mir
ror and other newspaper and publish
ing ventures, decided to start the Lon
don Daily News; Rusbridger accepted a 
job as its Washington bureau chief, and 
he and his family- the couple now had 
two young daughters-moved to the 
U.S. "It opened my eyes to American 
journalism," he said. '1 had never read 
the N ew York Times or the Washing
ton Post. They h ad ethical debates, 
which we didn't have in the U .K. I 
liked the seriousness of the U.S. press." 
He credits his stint in Washington for 
his decision, some years later, to ap
point an ombudsman and start a cor
rections page at the Guardian. 

When the mercurial Maxwell closed 
the Daily News, six months later, Rus
bridger welcomed an offer from the 
Guardian to return to London as a fea
ture writer. In 1992, the editor, Peter 

Preston, offered him the editorship of 
a weekend supplement. Rusbridger in
troduced a mixture of life-style and 
other topics, including a narrative of a 
visit to a nudist colony. Rusbridger was 
dismissed by some as a middlebrow, 
but weekend circulation jumped. Pres
ton then appointed Rusbridger to edit 
a new daily feature section, the G2. 
When Kurt Cobain died, the section 
ran an extensive account of his life and 
death. "All the graybeards came and 

said, Why are we doing this?' " he re
calls. "I said, 'Our daughters are crying. 
That's why we're doing this.''' 

The Guardian was founded in 1821 
as the Manchester Guardian, a 

weekly owned by local merchants. In 
1872, C. P. Scott became the editor 
and, eventually, the owner. During a 
fifty-seven-year reign, Scott steered the 
paper to the left. In 1936, his son set 
aside money and established the Scott 
Trust, "to secure the financial and edi
torial independence of the Guardian in 
perpetuity: as a quality national news
paper without party affiliation; re
maining faithful to liberal tradition." 
In 1959, the newspaper dropped "Man
chester" from the masthead; five years 
later, it moved to London. 

By 1993, the Guardian was a thriv
ing six-day-a-week paper, and the trust 
decided to buy the Sunday Observer. 
The following year, Preston made Rus
bridger the deputy editor. The board of 
the Scott Trust has final say in choos
ing the editor, but the tradition is for 
candidates to nominate themselves by 
writing a manifesto describing their vi
sion for the paper, and to allow a staff 
vote. There were four candidates. The 
ballot results ratified the preference of 
Preston and the trust. In 1995, when 
Preston stepped down, Rusbridger be
came the editor. 

In his manifesto, Rusbridger ex
pressed his desire to change the image 
of the Guardian as a left-wing newspa-

per. "I tried to make sure the report
ing was straight," he told me, while 
weeding out the "mix of reporting and 
opinion" and the habit of "telling peo
ple what to think." The editorial page 
would no longer automatically support 
the Labour Party. "I saw opportunity 
and space in the middle left," Rus
bridger said. The shift fit his own out
look. His friend Henry Porter says, 
"His basic stance is skepticism." David 
Leigh thinks of his brother-in-law as 
"genuinely moderate. From an Ameri
can point of view, he is very left. From 
a British point of view, he is not." 

Rusbridger was intent on modern
izing the Guardian-hiring younger 
reporters, adding color to its black
and-white pages. Eventually, he de
cided to switch to new presses and pub
lish the paper in the Berliner format, 
which is narrower and shorter than a 
broadsheet yet taller and wider than a 
tabloid; it is used by several other Eu
ropean papers, including Le Monde. 
Rusbridger believed that the new for
mat would look fresh to readers; most 
of the U.K.'s twelve daily national 
newspapers were tabloids. The decision 
met with opposition within the paper 
and created an impression among some 
that Rusbridger was imperious. "He 
delegates operationally to his journal
ists more than any editor I've seen," Ian 
Katz, a former deputy news editor, 
said. "But when it comes to big deci
sions he has a tendency to grip the reins 
tighter. The mood of most people was 
that we should go tabloid. We thought 
we'd do a better job than anyone else. 
There was this extraordinary moment 
when Alan said, 'This conversation is 
over. We're not going to go tabloid.' '' 

The new presses cost eighty million 
pounds, and the expenditure was a 
costly mistake, Tony Gallagher, the 
editor of the Telegraph, told me. "At 
best, the press is busy one and a half to 
two hours a day. It's silent because no 
one else prints in the Berliner format. 
There's no way that's a good invest
ment." Rusbridger said, "The option 
was to build presses or rent them. We 
had to go full color. I don't think there 
was any difference in costs." 

Meanwhile, Rusbridger was think
ing about the Guardian's digital future. 
In 1994, a year before he became edi
tor, he visited Silicon Valley. "I came 
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back and wrote a memo to Peter saying 
the Internet was the future," Rus
bridger recalls. "I told Peter this would 
change everything and we had to ex
plore it." Emily Bell, the Observer's 
business editor at the time, remembers 
having dinner with Rusbridger and 
others during the Edinburgh TV festi
val in August, 1999, and telling him 
that changes he'd made to the paper's 
Web site were inadequate. She prod
ded him to move more aggressively 
into the online world, with more break
ing news and analysis; in 2001, he 
placed her in charge of turning the 
Web site into a vibrant online paper. 

Bell, who left the paper in 2010 to 
become the director of the Tow Center 
for DigitalJournalism, at the Columbia 
Journalism School, says that she and 
Rusbridger agreed that they would not 
erect a pay wall for their online content. 
"If the core purpose of the Scott Trust 
is to keep the Guardian going in perpe
tuity, there is no choice," Bell says. The 
Guardian has only sixty thousand sub
scribers, far fewer than the Times, the 
Wall Street Journal, or the Financial 
Times. It was competing with the BBC, 
which has the largest free Web site in 
the world. And its newspaper sales in 
the United Kingdom were falling. "The 
Guardian really didn't stand a chance if 
it didn't do something with the digital 
future," Bell says. 

Most important, Rusbridgerwanted 
the newspaper to be known for investi
gative reporting. Under its previous ed
itor, the Guardian had launched a few 
prominent investigations, including its 
coverage ofJonathan Aitken, a Tory 
Cabinet minister; the paper reported 
that Aitken had procured prostitutes 
and made business deals with wealthy 
Saudis and arms dealers, who showered 
him with gifts. Aitken denounced the 
allegations, sued the paper for publish
ing "deliberate lies," and declared that 
he would "cut out the cancer of bent 
and twisted journalism in our country 
with the simple sword of truth." 

Mter Rusbridger took over, and in 
the final stages of a libel trial, a Guard
ian reporter unearthed hotel bills that 
proved Aitken had concocted an elab
orate series of fabrications; he had per
jured himself, and was sent to jail. 'Jon
athan Aitken seems to have impaled 
himself on the simple sword of truth," 
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Rusbridger said at a press conference. 
Rusbridger had proved that "he was in 
fact made of steel," Leigh said; the 
newsroom staff presented him with a 
stainless-steel sword. 

N ick Davies works for the Guardian 
under a freelance contract and op

erates out of his home, just outside 
Brighton; he is sixty, with short-cropped 
white hair and a blunt manner. After 
graduating from Oxford, in 1974, Da
vies worked as a stable boy and a railway 
guard before joining the Guardian, in 
Julyof1979. In 1984, he left for the Ob
server, and then to write books and to try 
other papers, before returning to the 
Guardian in 1989. The Guardian ap
pealed to him because it is owned by a 
trust that is not driven by profits and it 
has a "moral agenda," Davies says. "Over 
and over again, the Guardian has been 
on what I would call the right side of the 
moral barricades in key moments." Da
vies cited the paper's exposure, in 2009, 
of corporations evading their tax liabil
ity. He insists that this liberal bias is 
reflected in "the subjects we cover," not 
in the reporting. "A moral agenda is not 
an excuse for distorting information to 
score points." 

InJune of2009, over lunch with Rus
bridger, Davies recounted a story that 
had not received m~ch press coverage. In 
2006, a private investigator and a reporter 
at Murdoch's News of the World were ar
rested, and both later pleaded guilty to 
hacking into the phones of staff of the 
Royal F arnily. News International, under 
which Murdoch's four London newspa
pers operated, calmed a potential contro
versy by assuring Parliament that "a full 
rigorous internal inquiry" had deter
mined that these Wlere isolated acts. Da
vies told Rusbridger that he had leamed 
this claim was untrue; the illegal activity 
was widespread. But digging deeper 
would entail taking on Murdoch, who 
dominated more than a third of national 
newspaper circulation in Britain, and 
who owned a controlling interest in 
BSkyB, a powerful satellite-broadcasting 
enterprise. Rusbridger told Davies to 
pursue the story. "He has a really useful 
piece of equipment that most editors 
don't have, which is a spinal column," 
Davies says of Rusbridger. 

Starting in July of 2009, Davies had 
filed a series of front-page stories expos-

ing scandalous and criminal activity in 
and around the Murdoch empire: hush 
money to hacking victims; payoffs to po
lice officials; and evidence that top editors 
had condoned the hacking. The stories 
initially attracted little attention. But Da
vies and the Guardian pursued the inves
tigation; Scotland Yard was eventually 
compelled to reopen its case, and public 
outrage ensued. Senior Murdoch editors 
and executives resigned and others were 
arrested. Advertisers yanked ads from the 
News of the World, and Murdoch shut 
down the paper. '1 t' s now a billion dollars 
that's been wiped off News Corp shares," 
Rusbridgerwrote in his memoir, describ
ing the night he learned of the paper's 
closure. "Emails until about 1:30 waiting 
for the adrenalin to subside. Realise it 
won't. Not for days. Or weeks." Murdoch 
offered a public apology, which Davies 
calls "deeply phony." 

Davies believes that some of the 
most significant stories in a newspaper 
are buried in brief news items. In 2010, 
he reminded Rusbridger of a small 
story in the Guardian about the arrest 
of Bradley Manning for leaking thou
sands of government documents to 
WikiLeaks. "That's an amazing story," 
Davies told Rusbridger. "I'm going to 
persuade them to give me all the ca
bles." Davies convinced WikiLeaks 
that it should share the documents 
with the Guardian, arguing that its 
publication of them would attract 
more notice than if they were pub
lished on the WikiLeaks Web site. On 
Davies's advice, Rusbridger took the 
unprecedented step of bringing in the 
New York Times as a partner. A British 
newspaper might be blocked from pub
lishing, but an American outlet would 
have First Amendment protection. 

WikiLeaks handed over hundreds of 
thousands of pages of documents. A 
Guardian team spent the summer digest
ing, scrubbing, and redacting them. Rus
bridger was satisfied that the paper had 
eliminated any danger to the lives ofU. S. 
intelligence officials or local people who 
cooperated with them. He was still con
cerned that the release of government ca
bles could undermine essential gover
nance. "Diplomacy relies on secrecy," he 
said. Nonetheless, after talking it through 
with colleagues, he decided to go ahead. 

The Guardian 's accounts included 
transcripts of U.S. officials condoning 



the use of torture by their Iraqi allies, 
and diplomats making public state
ments that contradicted cables they 
were sending to their governments. 
Rusbridger and the Guardian were 
criticized for the stories. Roger Alton, 
the executive editor of the London 
Times, told me that he would not have 
published the WikiLeaks documents 
"in that form. I thought it was taking 
material and throwing it at the market 
without looking at what damage it 
caused. It came from an anti-Ameri
can, Julian Assange." An editor of a 
London paper praised the Guardian 
for publishing the documents but said 
that it stayed "a little too close to As
sange." In his memoir, Rusbridger de
scribes tense negotiations with As-

, sange, an "anarchist" who could be 
paranoid one moment and lucidly 
"strategic" the next. "He's both a col
laborator and a source," Rusbridger 
writes, and his challenge as an editor 
was to persuade the deeply suspicious 
Assange to keep cooperating. But in 
2010, when Sweden began investigat
ing allegations that Assange had raped 
and sexually assaulted two women, 
Davies and the Guardian were the first 
to reveal the details of the charges 
against him. 

T he Guardian's third major scoop 
owed nearly as much to Glenn 

Greenwald as to Edward Snowden. 
Greenwald, who is forty-six, graduated 
from N.Y.U. law school in 1994 and 
was recruited by a top corporate law 

firm, Wachtell, Lipton, Rosen & Katz. 
After eighteen months, Greenwald 
left. "I'm not an institutional person," 
he told me. "I was not looking to rep
resent Goldman Sachs and big corpo
rations." He recently told BuzzFeed, 
the news site, "If I had to do that one 
more day, I was going to jump out the 
window. I knew thatI didn't want to be 
representing rich people. I wanted to 
be suing them." 

He set up a private practice and took 
on pro-bono civil-liberties cases. In 
2004, looking to make a change, he 
rented an apartment in Rio de Janeiro. 
On his second day, at the beach, he met 
David Miranda, a nineteen-year-old 
Brazilian. They became a couple and 
remained in Rio. In late 2005, Green
wald started blogging, focussing on the 
N.S.A. and the Bush Administration's 
surveillance policies, which he ab 
horred. He has written four books, on 
civil liberties and Washington politics, 
and in 2007 was hired as a columnist 
for the online publication Salon. In 
August of 2012, the Guardian invited 
him to be a part-time blogger and col
umnist. Greenwald readily describes 
himself as an activist and an analyst. In 
his blog posts, he has encouraged read
ers to participate in an anti-surveillance 
rally in Washington, D. C., and has de
nounced the "rampant, Strangelove
like megalomania in the National Se
curity State." 

In January of2013, Snowden, who 
was working as a computer specialist 
for Booz Allen Hamilton, an N.S.A. 
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''But that's enough about me. Tell me, what do you do?" 

contractor, made contact with the 
filmmaker Laura Poitras, who was 
working on a documentary about sur
veillance. She had already made two 
documentaries exploring the conse
quences of the American invasion 
ofIraq and the war on terror. Snowden 
reportedly was a fan of her work, 
and he sent her a series of anonymous 
e-mails that contained explicit infor
mation about what he said was police
state-style spying by the N.S.A. Poi
tras consulted, among others, Barton 
Gellman, a former national-security 
reporter for the Washington Post, 
whom she had met in 2010, when they 
were fellows at N.Y.U.'s Center on 
Law and Security. Poitras knew that 
Gellman, now a senior fellow at the 
Century Foundation, had written ex
tensively about government surveil
lance programs. Snowden asked her to 
contact Greenwald, with whom she 
had earlier developed a friendship. 
Both men told Poitras that the e-mails 
she'd received from this unnamed 
source seemed legitimate. 

Greenwald told me that Snowden 
initially sent him a small number of 
encrypted documents through Poitras. 
In May, Snowden offered to share 
extensive government documentation 
of what the N.S.A. was doing. That 
month, with the Guardian's approval, 
Greenwald and Poitras met with Snow
den in Hong Kong. For reasons he will 
not discuss, Gellman, who also ob
tained documents from Snowden, 
chose not to go. Nevertheless, as Gell
man later wrote in the Post, Snowden 
offered to share with Gellman "the full 
text of a PowerPoint presentation de
scribing PRISM, a top-secret surveil
lance program that gathered intelli
gence" from Silicon Valley companies. 
Snowden asked that the Post publish 
"the full text" of the PowerPoint pre
sentation within seventy-two hours. "I 
told him we would not make any guar
antee about what we published or when," 
Gellman told me. 

Gellman and the Post produced 
some impressive N.S.A. exclusives, in
cluding the first account of PRISM, on 
which Poitras shared the byline. But 
Greenwald and the Guardian domi
nated coverage of the leaks. With sto
ries of such complexity, a newspaper 
often delays publication while it meets 


