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Janet Malcolm, a prominent journalist and author, is perhaps best known for her incisive explorations
of the complexities of truth, identity, and the ethics of journalism. However, her work is often
intertwined with the notorious case of Robert Durst, a millionaire accused of murder, which has
sparked discussions about the blurred lines between journalism and morality. This article delves into
Malcolm's career, her controversial interview with Durst, and the implications of her work in the
context of crime and ethics.

Janet Malcolm: A Brief Biography

Born on January 8, 1934, in Prague, Czechoslovakia, Janet Malcolm fled to the United States with her
family in 1939 to escape the Nazi regime. She grew up in New York City, where she developed a
passion for literature and journalism. Malcolm attended the University of Michigan, where she earned
a Bachelor of Arts degree before embarking on a career that would span several decades.

Throughout her career, Malcolm wrote for prestigious publications such as The New Yorker, The New
York Times Magazine, and The Paris Review. Her writing is characterized by its keen observations,
psychological depth, and a unique narrative style that often blurs the boundaries between fact and
fiction.

Career Highlights

1. Foundational Works: Malcolm published her first book, "The Journalist and the Murderer," in 1990,
which became a seminal work in the field of literary journalism. The book examines the relationship
between journalists and their subjects, particularly focusing on the case of Jeffrey MacDonald, a Green
Beret convicted of murdering his family.

2. Exploration of Ethics: In "The Journalist and the Murderer," Malcolm famously stated, "Every
journalist who is not a liar is a fool." This quote encapsulates her complex view of journalism as a
practice that requires both ethical considerations and a recognition of the inherent subjectivity
involved in storytelling.

3. Awards and Recognition: Over her career, Malcolm received numerous accolades, including the
George Polk Award and a National Book Critics Circle Award. Her work has been praised for its
intellectual rigor and depth, establishing her as one of the foremost voices in modern journalism.

The Robert Durst Case



The story of Robert Durst—a reclusive real estate heir linked to several suspicious deaths—intersects
with Malcolm's career in a significant way. Durst's life has been the subject of intense media scrutiny,
culminating in the documentary series "The Jinx," which aired on HBO in 2015. But before the
documentary, Malcolm's encounters with Durst helped frame the narrative around his alleged
criminality.

Background of Robert Durst

- Family Wealth: Born into a wealthy New York real estate family, Robert Durst's life was marked by
privilege but also by personal tragedy, including the death of his mother and the mysterious
disappearance of his first wife, Kathie Durst.

- Legal Troubles: Durst's life was marred by accusations of violence and murder. In 2000, he was
charged with the murder of his friend Susan Berman, who was found dead in her home. Despite being
acquitted in a separate murder case involving a neighbor in Texas, the cloud of suspicion continued to
follow him.

Janet Malcolm’s Interview with Durst

In 2010, Malcolm was granted an interview with Durst, which would later be pivotal in shaping public
perception of him. This encounter was marked by a peculiar dynamic, as Malcolm's journalistic style
sought to dissect Durst's psyche while uncovering the truth behind the accusations against him.

- A Complex Relationship: Malcolm's approach to interviewing Durst was both analytical and
empathetic. She aimed to understand not only the facts of the case but also the emotional and
psychological layers that surrounded him. This duality raised questions about the responsibilities of
journalists when dealing with subjects who may be involved in heinous crimes.

- Ethical Considerations: The interview highlighted the ethical dilemmas that journalists face. Malcolm
was criticized for how she portrayed Durst, with some arguing that her work could inadvertently
humanize a potential murderer. This situation echoes themes from "The Journalist and the Murderer,"
where Malcolm scrutinizes the role of journalists in shaping narratives about crime and culpability.

The Aftermath of the Interview

The release of "The Jinx" and the subsequent arrest of Robert Durst reignited discussions about
Malcolm's interview and the broader implications of her journalism. The case exemplified the
challenges faced by journalists in balancing the pursuit of truth with the potential consequences of
their work.

Public Reaction

1. Critiques of Journalism: Many critics pointed to the ethical concerns raised by Malcolm's interview



with Durst. Questions arose about the morality of giving a platform to someone accused of crimes,
and whether journalists should engage with subjects in such a personal manner.

2. Impact on the Case: Malcolm's insights and observations contributed to the public's fascination with
Durst, leading to intense scrutiny of his life and actions. The intersection of her work with the legal
proceedings underscored the complex relationship between media and justice.

Legacy and Reflection

Janet Malcolm's career leaves a lasting legacy in the fields of journalism and literature. Her ability to
provoke thought about the ethics of reporting, especially in the context of crime, continues to
resonate with both aspiring journalists and seasoned professionals.

- Influence on Future Journalists: Malcolm's work encourages journalists to reflect critically on their
responsibilities and the potential impact of their narratives. Her insightful commentary serves as a
reminder of the power of storytelling, particularly in cases involving sensitive subjects like murder.

- The Role of the Journalist: Malcolm's exploration of the journalist's role in society raises enduring
questions about the nature of truth, the ethics of representation, and the responsibility to the public.
Her approach serves as a model for those who wish to navigate the complexities of journalistic
integrity in an increasingly polarized media landscape.

Conclusion

Janet Malcolm's journey as a journalist is marked by her fearless exploration of truth and morality. Her
work, particularly in relation to the Robert Durst case, highlights the ethical complexities that
journalists face when covering crime. As the lines between journalist and subject blur, Malcolm's
insights remain crucial for understanding the responsibilities that come with the pursuit of truth. The
interplay between journalism and justice, as illustrated by her career, continues to spark debate and
reflection in an age where media plays a pivotal role in shaping public perception and discourse.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Janet Malcolm and what is her significance in
journalism?
Janet Malcolm was a prominent American journalist and author known for her incisive writing style
and deep exploration of the ethics of journalism. Her work often delved into the complexities of truth
and representation in media.

What is the main premise of 'The Journalist and the



Murderer'?
'The Journalist and the Murderer' explores the relationship between journalists and their subjects,
particularly focusing on the case of convicted murderer Jeffrey MacDonald and journalist Joe
McGinniss. The book questions the ethics of storytelling and the moral responsibilities of journalists.

How does Malcolm's book challenge traditional views of
journalism?
Malcolm's book challenges the traditional view of journalism by exposing the manipulative aspects of
the journalist-subject relationship, suggesting that journalists often exploit their subjects' stories for
narrative purposes without fully considering the consequences.

What ethical dilemmas does 'The Journalist and the Murderer'
present?
The book presents ethical dilemmas such as the integrity of representation, the potential for betrayal
in journalist-subject relationships, and the moral implications of profit-driven storytelling, prompting
readers to reconsider the role of journalists.

What impact did 'The Journalist and the Murderer' have on the
field of journalism?
The book had a significant impact on journalism by sparking discussions about ethical practices, the
responsibilities of journalists toward their subjects, and the nature of truth in reporting, influencing
both academic discourse and practical journalism.

How does Janet Malcolm address the concept of truth in her
writing?
Malcolm addresses the concept of truth as subjective and multifaceted, arguing that journalists often
construct narratives that serve their purposes, which can obscure the complexities of the actual
events and characters involved.

What is the significance of the title 'The Journalist and the
Murderer'?
The title signifies the central conflict and relationship explored in the book, highlighting the tension
between the journalist, who seeks to uncover a story, and the murderer, who becomes both a subject
and an object of scrutiny, raising questions about complicity and exploitation.

How did readers and critics respond to Malcolm's portrayal of
journalism?
Readers and critics had mixed responses; some praised her incisive critique of journalistic practices,
while others viewed her portrayal as overly cynical, arguing that it undermined the integrity of the
profession.



What legacy has Janet Malcolm left in the field of literary
journalism?
Janet Malcolm's legacy in literary journalism includes her pioneering approach to blending narrative
with critical analysis, her focus on the ethical implications of journalism, and her influence on
subsequent generations of writers who grapple with similar themes.
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