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Matt Labash, 32, is a senior writer with The Weekly Standard, a magazine launched in 1995. Before joining the
Standard in '95, Labash worked for the Albuquerque Monthly, Washingtonian Magazine, and American Spectator. In
2002, Labash was selected by Columbia Journalism Review as one of 'Ten Young Writers on the Rise.' Labash
graduated from the University of New Mexico. He spoke with JournalismJobs.com about the Jayson Blair scandal, on
being a non-embed in Kuwait, and the rise in popularity of conservative media outlets.

JournalismJobs.com: What's your take on the Jayson Blair affair? Who's to blame?

Matt Labash: Probably his editors. | think that's a safe bet. | think Jayson Blair is to blame actually.
I'm up for a good New York Times bashing like everybody else. It's a great paper on balance, but
they screwed up. Obviously they shouldn't have looked the other way.

But truth be told, it's pretty easy to perpetuate a fraud as a journalist as anyone who is a journalist
knows. It's not that difficult to do. You can make things up and nobody's there to check it. It's kind of
an honor system with your editors. In this case, they had all sorts of indications that something was
amiss and they didn't do anything about it. They're getting the beating they deserve right now. It's a
pretty ballsy thing to be filing stories from places you've never been. | felt like | was there when Jayson Blair was
writing. Unfortunately he wasn't. It's pretty unbelievable. If | was going to make stuff up, at least I'd get on a plane
and go through the trouble of going there.

JournalismJobs.com: You recently returned from Kuwait. Were you an embed? What was it like reporting from a
war zone?

Matt Labash: | was embedded at the resort Hilton in Kuwait. The joke was kind of on us -- the non-embeds. |
originally got a draw to go with the 1st Cavalry. | was all excited about that. Robert Duvall's unit in Apocalypse Now. |
could really see myself landing on the beach and burning hooches and all that. It turns out | was advised by
someone who knew better that the 1st Cavalry wasn't going to get off the bench during this war. | don't know if they
ever got out of Fort Hood, Texas.

My editors said, "Screw it. Everybody's embedding anyway. Why not go to Kuwait City and be a floater and view the
media scene and all that stuff." That was easier to broker with my wife as well. We have two young children, a three
year-old and a six month-old. She wasn't too happy about Daddy going out to some place to possibly get shot at in
the service of the story. | said, "Yeah, I'll go to Kuwait and nibble around the edges," fully intending to make my way
in whenever possible, which we did several times on accompanied trips.

Like | said, the joke was on us. All the non-embeds thought we'd have all this freedom and it turns out we had less
freedom than the journalists who were stuck with the units. We were at the mercy of the PAOs. They shut down the
borders and they shut down the third of the country that you had to get through just to get to the border. So even if
you wanted to do a suicide run, the chances were that you were going to get your vehicle stuck in a ditch or get shot
at one of the crossings. Another journalist and | tried to make a run at one time and we hired a driver for $500 . We
thought we were all set. We get there and they turned us back. We tried to bribe them. It was kind of ugly. We were
driving back and we asked our driver, "What gives. We could have gotten turned back all by ourselves." He said, "I'm
not going off-road. They'll shoot you in the back.” It was difficult to get in. Not to say that people didn't.

JournalismJobs.com: Did you don a chemical suit?
Matt Labash: | donned a chemical suit about nine or 10 times a day. The alarm kept going off in our hotel. This was
back when we thought Saddam had chemical weapons and was willing to use them. Everybody took it real seriously

at first. As time went on, people got more cynical. The guy who lived next to me actually unscrewed the alarm in his
room because it was interfering with Fashion TV. At a certain point, you walk out on the balcony to check out the
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scene to see if everyone was like you and you feel like a dork. Everybody else was going about their business,
ignoring it, even though two missiles landed pretty close to our hotel.

JournalismJobs.com: Why have conservative media outlets like The Weekly Standard and Fox News Channel
become more popular in the past few years?

Matt Labash: Because they feed the rage. We bring the pain to the liberal media. | say that mockingly, but it's true
somewhat. We come with a strong point of view and people like point of view journalism. While all these

hand-wringing Freedom Forum types talk about objectivity, the conservative media likes to rap the liberal media on
the knuckles for not being objective. We've created this cottage industry in which it pays to be un-objective. It pays to
be subjective as much as possible. It's a great way to have your cake and eat it too. Criticize other people for not
being objective. Be as subjective as you want. It's a great little racket. I'm glad we found it actually.

JournalismJobs.com: A lot of interesting stories came out of the Clinton administration. Is there less material to
write about with Bush in office?

Matt Labash: I've never been a real hard-core political writer. | sort of live on the fringes and find stories that amuse
me. My editors let me do that. Obviously, there was a lot of low-hanging fruit with the Clinton administration. If | were
on the other side of the political street, I'd think there's probably still plenty to work with Bush-wise. Theoretically,
there is. But with 9/11, all bets are off. The world has opened up to us. People are getting to view things that they
never would view otherwise. | mean, we didn't think we would be covering a war when Bush first came into office.
The agenda started changing. You don't have to worry about making sport of third-rate government bureaucrats. You
have bigger, better things to write about.

JournalismJobs.com: You've written about the pornography business, Monica Lewinsky's new job, 9/11 and traffic
cams. How do you pick your stories and which one are you especially proud of?

Matt Labash: {Mockingly} There are so many I'm proud of. It's essentially dumb luck. | look for little pockets that go
unmined, which is harder and harder to find these days. The great thing about ideological journalism a couple years
ago was that you could go out on a story with 20 other guys and there would still be stuff left on the table by the time
you took off. You go off for three days on some kind of campaign trip and nobody would write the story behind the
story. Nobody would write the micro stuff. Nobody would write how we get to the story. Instead they covered the dog
and pony show. Now, everybody writes the micro story, and there's the bloggers chewing over all the ideological
angles. These things happen on a Monday. By Wednesday, they're chewed to death.

There's nothing original or interesting left to say. The advantage you have over the bloggers is that you can actually
leave your office and see and do things. That's pretty much what I try to do. The division of labor at the Standard is
you do that and you do Web pieces. The Web pieces are a lot riff-ier, and pop-culture-y and you can polish it off in a
day or two. But other stuff is: go see the world and find an interesting nook and cranny. Those are the kind of things |
like to do best. | like to find little undiscovered pockets or subjects or interesting people and just ride them into the
ground. Things | know other people aren't going to get at.

JournalismJobs.com: What type of journalist would you describe yourself as?

Matt Labash: A magical one? {mock-serious}. | work in the right-wing world, but we have a good understanding at
the magazine that everyone gets to follow their interests and eccentricities. Our editors encourage that. It makes it a
good place to work. They give us a lot of writerly freedom. I'm less interested in scoring ideological points than in
finding good stories. Good stories shouldn’t have to conform to some predetermined formula. A lot of times they
don't.

The best stories are the ones that take a left turn somewhere and surprise you anyway. | basically come off of a
piece and if it's a piece I'm proud of, there's about 30 minutes of satisfaction and then I'm like, "Geez. I'm never going
to find another good piece again." I'm just swinging from vine to vine looking for good pieces. If they conform to our
ideological template, that's great. If they don't, I'm much more interested in keeping my readers amused or
interested.

JournalismJobs.com: What do you aim for in your stories -- are you going for the shock factor?
Matt Labash: If shock pays off and it happens to be true, | do. | don't mind doing that. | like doing that. | like the little
double splash on a story, but | also don't like to do the formulaic, contrarian,

everything-you-know-is-wrong-every-time piece. It's a fun piece to write. | write it plenty of times, but | don't think |
deliberately try. It's hard to shock people anymore. | write occasionally for Nerve.com and Nerve magazine, which

2 of 4 10/10/2005 1:48 PM


Steven
Rectangle


JournalismJobs.com: Interview with Matt Labash, The Weekly Standard ... http://www.journalismjobs.com/matt_labash.cfm

prides itself as a literary smut magazine. They're good people. | like them and they like me and we both like sex. I'm
sort of the house prude and the pet reactionary. It strikes me when I'm doing it. They actually hire a guy like me to
react against sex because it's impossible to shock people with sex these days.

I think our capacity for shock has diminished. It's pretty hard to do it anymore, you know? | don't really know exactly
what shock value means. Everybody's so politically incorrect these days, which kind of erodes the franchise. We
used to have that field to ourselves in the early to mid-90s. Now, who's not irreverent? Everybody is. You really want
to be politically incorrect? Be politically correct.

JournalismJobs.com: Is it true you covered the World Pornography Conference?

Matt Labash: Itis true. | actually used to be a porn star (laughs). It was a professors and porn conference. It had an
academic sheen to it and that was my excuse for going. But | just wanted to write about porn stars, which most
people do at some point. They like to shock the square apparently. They can shock people in a way that | can't. You
like to think that as a writer you can write a piece that can really grab people by the balls. The porn stars actually do
grab people by the balls. That's like their calling card. They'll come up and just, hello, that's not a toy.

It was an interesting little world. | felt like | needed to take a scalding shower for about a week after it. It's no place I'd
want to live. But that didn't seem to stop many of the professors who've actually made it a discipline. They study it
full-time. It's a great way to get their universities to subsidize their spank banks, | suppose.

JournalismJobs.com: In your stories you come across as a pretty funny guy. Have you ever considered a career in
TV as a pundit?

Matt Labash: No, | hate television. | love to watch it. That's my place -- in front of the TV. | have friends who go on
TV a lot and say, "You ought to be on TV." | don't do it partly because of performance anxiety. I'm pretty sure I'm
going to screw it up. Second, it just makes me feel like a fraud. Popping off about issues of the day that I'm
considered an expert on simply because | read the paper that morning doesn't feel right to me, which is surprising
because | pop off a lot in real life. You take me out to lunch and put a few beers in me and I'll pop off all you want.
Going on TV sort of formalizes it. It makes me feel like a dork and that's my rule of thumb public behavior-wise: try
not to be a dork.

A lot of [pundits] pull it off. There are very few people who have expertise across the board in anything, so you have
to find amateurs who can express themselves well. But | think it's unfairly derided. Tucker Carlson used to work at
The Weekly Standard and now he's on CNN. He's a natural — one of the best. He can go on the air and know nothing
about a subject and pull off a beautiful piece of performance art. I'm not convinced | can do that. It's a skill. People
deride television as stupid, saying you're not as thoughtful as a writer. If you're a writer, you have a lot of time to be
thoughtful. You have time to craft and re-craft. To get off the mark on the spot and be able to do that day in and day
out and not run into a wall, there's a lot of people who can't do that, as you see nightly on MSNBC.

JournalismJobs.com: Do you have any aspirations to write for a mainstream publication that's not conservative?

Matt Labash: Whoever lets me do what | want, that's what my aspirations are. And if | get paid for it, all the better. |
suppose | should come up with some sort of game plan, but the Standard is a very comfortable place to work. Even if
your sensibilities don't exactly match the editors, they pretty much let you go your own way.

Copyright © 2003 JournalismJobs.com. All rights reserved.
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