
ON THE ETHICS OF JOURNALISM

Cecilie Løvestam

Dear Marit Christensen,

I do not know you personally, but I know your work as a journalist and
author. I am writing to discuss your latest book, The Mother, the biography of
Wenche Behring Breivik, the mother of Norwegian terrorist Anders Behring
Breivik. I am boycotting this book; please let me explain why.

Just as Americans will always remember 9/11, Norwegians will never for-
get July 22, 2011. On that day, I remember sitting in the kitchen when my
house suddenly trembled. An earthquake in Norway? I soon discovered that it
was a shock wave from a massive bomb that had exploded in the executive
government quarter of Oslo, six miles away from my home. Oslo looked like
a war zone on CNN, the ground littered with glass, debris, and bodies.
Within hours, surreal reports poured in about a shooting that had taken place
at the Worker’s Youth League political summer camp on the small island of
Utøya. Teenagers had been brutally massacred. In total, Breivik murdered 77
innocent people, among them a 16-year-old girl from my high school. Her
name was Margrethe. I did not know her, but we all mourned at her
memorial. 

Almost three years after the attack, we are still searching for pieces of the
puzzle, trying to understand how such a tragedy could have occurred. Who
is Breivik? Why did he commit such a heinous crime? Is he sane? Thousands
of articles, books, and documentaries have been produced about Breivik. The
most controversial, perhaps, is your book, The Mother. You interviewed
Wenche and reconstructed her and her son’s life stories. First, you describe
Wenche’s life from her perspective. Then you present the story again, this
time with your own reflections and analysis (Wiese).

On the night of the attack Wenche was admitted to a psychiatric hospi-
tal, where she stayed for three months. While she was hospitalized, you began
interviewing her in secret, acting as a friend, a therapist, and a journalist
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(Christensen, Interview). You claimed to “always be aware that Wenche was
not well” and to have “[supported] her during her illness” (Christensen,
Debate). Marit, I know from your own autobiography, Liv i Bilder, that you,
too, have experienced ups and downs and have also spent time in a mental
hospital, struggling with depression. I therefore find it admirable that you
were willing to support a fellow lonely woman in need of a friend. 

However, it seems like you had other intentions for this “friendship.”
Though Wenche had expressed second thoughts about the book project,
telling you that it had become too much of a burden on her—she was fighting
cancer at the time—you betrayed her by continuing to write after her death.
You published your book in spite of Wenche’s final wishes (Auestad).

Of course, people from all over the world are curious about Breivik; thus,
it is only to be expected that we approach his case from every angle, analyzing
everything from his favorite TV shows and video games to his political beliefs
as outlined in his over 1000-page manifesto. In his essay, “Criticism,”
Matthew Goulish argues that to understand something, we must approach it
“from any direction” by “using our eyes, our ears, our intellects, our imagi-
nations” (559). In Breivik’s case, this is what the media, psychologists, judges,
and many others are doing. I am sure that you wanted to contribute to this
discussion by offering an alternative source of information. But should a jour-
nalist have contributed in this way? Marit, you are profiting from your
betrayal of your “friend’s” last wishes. How can you justify that? 

You might argue that we have the right to know the truth about Breivik
and his family. But, Marit, is it really truth that we find in your book?
According to Wenche’s lawyer, it is not—she claims that the book is full of
lies and gossip (Elnan). Moreover, while the editor of Norway’s leading
newspaper, Aftenposten, acknowledged that you cover an important story, he
criticized you for picking out “intimate details that do not contribute to our
understanding of what happened [on July 22, 2011] and the person who did
it” (Christensen, Debate). In response, you argued that you had left out
details even more “shocking,” as if that makes up in any way for the details
you did include. 

I do not know what kinds of “intimate details” you describe in your book,
and frankly, I want to keep it that way. Breivik’s motive for the mass murder
was to demonstrate to the world the strength of the anti-Islamic and extreme-
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right political movements in which he believed. For months after the attack,
his face was featured everywhere—on TV, covering newspapers—making me
sick to my stomach. I cannot imagine what a burden this must have been for
the survivors and for the families and friends of the victims. Breivik killed to
achieve this attention, and I will no longer give it to him. I will not read your
book, because I believe it contributes to Breivik’s “celebrity status.”

We have a free press in Norway, which is a vital pillar of any well-func-
tioning democracy. We need the media to keep us informed about what is
going on in our society and the world, to express different beliefs and opin-
ions, and to act as a public “watchdog,” keeping us in line. Therefore, you
had every legal right to publish your book. 

And yet, was it ethical to do so? According to the media’s supposed
“Code of Ethics,” journalists have a responsibility to be accountable and
accurate, to present meaningful news separated from opinion, and to treat
their sources as “human beings deserving of respect” (Straubhaar 481). The
code’s main mantra is to “Seek the truth and report it!” (480). As a writer and
journalist, this is your responsibility. 

I will never forget the sound of helicopters passing over my house that
night, transporting victims to the hospital. I will never forget seeing the
streets of Oslo covered with roses, candles, and pictures of the victims. We
never should, and we never will, forget July 22nd. But after almost three years,
perhaps it would be better to focus on honoring the victims and learning
from the massacre, rather than to unethically publish every detail about the
Breivik family. At the end of the day, it is the innocent victims, like
Margrethe, who deserve to be remembered. 

Sincerely, 
Cecilie Løvestam
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