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Foreword

When you think of a superhero, you may not imagine a five-foot-two-inch woman with a pen in her hand. But today, journalists operating in authoritarian countries need superpowers.

They face daily threats to their reputation, their freedom, and—in some places—their life. And Maria Ressa is one of them.

To say that Maria fights against the odds is an understatement. In an autocracy, a journalist’s opponent is the state—which makes policy, controls the police, hires the prosecutors, and readies the prisons. It has an army of bots active online to vilify and undermine anyone deemed an opponent. It has the power to take down broadcasters and online sites. Most important: it has a need to control the message in order to survive. Its existence depends on ensuring that there is only one side to every story.

As a famous philosopher once said, there is no greater tyranny than that which is perpetrated under the shield of the law and in the name of justice. Yet under President Duterte, the Philippine government did not hesitate to use legal tools to try to intimidate perceived opponents. The authorities revoked Maria’s media license and filed civil suits that threaten to bankrupt her. She faces a barrage of bogus prosecutions that threaten her to life behind bars.

Not because she has committed any crime—but because the leaders in her country do not want to hear criticism. So she has a choice: toe the government line and be safe, or risk everything to do her job. She has not hesitated to choose the latter. And I know she will never give up.

Throughout history some of the most important voices in society have been persecuted. Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, and Martin Luther King, Jr., were all prosecuted because they criticized the government of the day. At his criminal sedition trial in India, Gandhi told the judge that he did not want mercy for standing up to a government that was trampling on human rights: “I am here . . . to invite and cheerfully submit to the highest penalty that can be inflicted upon me” because “non-co-operation with evil is as much a duty as is co-operation with good.” He spent two years in prison as a result of his words. But he made India a more just society. Mandela was arrested when his views displeased the government: the charge was high treason, and he spent twenty-seven years in prison as a result. But he brought down the evil of apartheid.

Maria’s struggle is one that defines our times. Data gathered in the last few years shows that more journalists all over the world are being imprisoned and killed than at any time since records began. And there are, today, more autocracies in the world than there are democracies.

This is why Maria refuses to leave the country, and is determined to defend the charges against her. She knows that an independent voice like hers is always valuable, but becomes essential when others are silent. She is holding up the ceiling for anyone else who dares to speak. Because if Maria, a US citizen and a Nobel Peace laureate, can be locked up for doing her work, what chance is there for others?

It is ironic that autocratic leaders are often called “strongmen” when in fact they cannot tolerate dissent or even allow a level playing field. It is those who stand up to them whose strength should be celebrated—and some of them are only five foot two.

Elie Wiesel warned us that there may be times when we are powerless to prevent injustice, but there must never be a time when we fail to protest. Maria’s legacy will be felt for generations—because she never failed to protest, to try to bend the arc of history toward justice. And when young Filipino students study history, they will find that the first Filipino person ever to be awarded the Nobel Peace Prize was a courageous journalist determined to tell the truth. I hope that, for the sake of future generations, they will be inspired by her example.

—Amal Clooney





Prologue

The Invisible Atom Bomb

Live in the (Present) Moment (of the Past)

Since the pandemic lockdown began in March 2020, I have been far more emotional than I had ever allowed myself to be. I feel the pent-up anger at the injustice I have no choice but to accept. That’s what six years of government attacks have done.

I may go to jail. For the rest of my life—or, as my lawyer tells me, for more than a hundred years. On charges that should never even have made it to court. The breakdown of the rule of law is global, but it has become, for me, personal. In less than two years, the Philippine government issued ten arrest warrants against me.

I could also be a target of violence. Would the police, my government be stupid enough to target me? Well, yes. The Philippines’ Commission on Human Rights estimated that about twenty-seven thousand people were killed in less than three years of ex-president Rodrigo Duterte’s brutal drug war, from 2016 to 2018.1 True? Who knows? That statistic is the first casualty in my country’s battle for truth. In 2018, I began wearing a bulletproof vest on the road.

Online violence is real-world violence. That has been proven by so much research and so many tragic events around the world. I am targeted online every day, along with thousands of other journalists, activists, opposition leaders, and unsuspecting citizens here and around the globe.

Yet when I wake up and look out the window, I am energized. I have hope. I see the possibilities—how, despite the darkness, this is also a time when we can rebuild our societies, starting with what’s right in front of us: our areas of influence.

The world we once knew is decimated. Now we have to decide what we want to create.

My name is Maria Ressa. I have been a journalist for more than thirty-six years. I was born in the Philippines, was raised and educated in New Jersey, and returned to my native country after college in the late 1980s. I made my career at CNN, creating and running two bureaus in Southeast Asia during the 1990s. It was the glory days of CNN and a heady time for international journalists. From my perch in Southeast Asia, I was an eyewitness to dramatic events that often foreshadowed what would happen around the world: emerging democratic movements in former colonial outposts, the terrifying rise of Islamic terrorism well before 9/11, a new class of democratically elected strongmen who would turn their countries into quasi dictatorships, and the stunning promise and power of social media, which would soon play a pivotal role in tearing down everything I hold dear.

In 2012, I cofounded Rappler, a digital-only news website in the Philippines. My ambition was to create a new standard of investigative journalism in my country, one that would harness the social media platforms to build communities of action for better governance and stronger democracies. At the time, I was the truest of true believers in the power of social media to do good in the world. Using Facebook and other platforms, we were able to crowdsource breaking news, find pivotal sources and tips, harness collective action for climate change and good governance, and help increase voter knowledge and participation in our elections. We were a fast success, but by Rappler’s fifth year of existence, we had gone from being lauded for our ideas to being targeted by our government—all because we continued to do our jobs as journalists: to tell the truth and hold power to account.

At Rappler, we exposed corruption and manipulation not only in government but increasingly in the technology companies that were already dominating our lives. Starting in 2016, we began highlighting impunity on two fronts: President Rodrigo Duterte’s drug war and Mark Zuckerberg’s Facebook.

Let me tell you why the rest of the world needs to pay attention to what happens in the Philippines: 2021 was the sixth year in a row that Filipinos—out of all global citizens—spent the most time on the internet and on social media.2 Despite slow internet speeds, Filipinos uploaded and downloaded the largest number of videos on YouTube in 2013. Four years later, 97 percent of our country’s citizens were on Facebook. When I told that statistic to Mark Zuckerberg in 2017, he was quiet for a beat. “Wait, Maria,” he finally responded, looking directly at me, “where are the other three percent?”

At the time, I laughed at his glib quip. I’m not laughing anymore.

As these numbers show and as Facebook admits, the Philippines is ground zero3 for the terrible effects that social media can have on a nation’s institutions, its culture, and the minds of its populace. Every development that happens in my country eventually happens in the rest of the world—if not tomorrow, then a year or two later. As early as 2015, there were reports of account farms creating social media phone-verified accounts, or PVAs, from the Philippines. That same year, a report showed that most of Donald Trump’s Facebook likes came from outside the United States and that one in every twenty-seven Trump followers was from the Philippines.

Some days, I feel like Sisyphus and Cassandra combined, trying to repeatedly warn the world about how social media has destroyed our shared reality, the place where democracy happens.

This book is my attempt to show you that the absence of rule of law in the virtual world is devastating. We live in only one reality, and the breakdown of the rule of law globally was ignited by the lack of a democratic vision for the internet in the twenty-first century. Impunity online naturally led to impunity offline, destroying existing checks and balances. What I have witnessed and documented over the past decade is technology’s godlike power to infect each of us with a virus of lies, pitting us against one another, igniting, even creating, our fears, anger, and hatred, and accelerating the rise of authoritarians and dictators around the world.

I began calling it “democracy’s death by a thousand cuts.” The very platforms that deliver the news we need are biased against facts. As early as 2018, studies show that lies laced with anger and hate spread faster and farther than facts.4 Without facts, you can’t have truth. Without truth, you can’t have trust. Without all three, we have no shared reality, and democracy as we know it—and all meaningful human endeavors—are dead.

We must act quickly, before that happens. That’s what I lay out in this book: an exploration into the values and principles not just of journalism and technology but of the collective action we need to take to win this battle for facts. This journey of discovery is intensely personal. That’s why every chapter has a micro and a macro: a personal lesson and the larger picture. You will see the simple ideas I hold on to in order to make what have—over time—become instinctive but thoughtful decisions, layering experiences upon new experiences of the present moment of the past.

In 2021, I was one of two journalists awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. The last time a journalist received this award was in 1935. The winner, a German reporter named Carl von Ossietzky, couldn’t accept because he was languishing in a Nazi concentration camp. By giving the honor to me and Dmitry Muratov of Russia, the Norwegian Nobel Committee signaled that the world was at a similar historical moment, another existential point for democracy. In my Nobel lecture,5 I said that an invisible atom bomb exploded in our information ecosystem, that technology platforms have given geopolitical powers a way to manipulate each of us individually.

Just four months after the Nobel ceremony, Russia invaded Ukraine, using metanarratives it had seeded online6 since 2014, when it invaded Crimea, annexed it from Ukraine, and installed a puppet state. The tactic? Suppress information, then replace it with lies. By viciously attacking facts with its cheap digital army, the Russians obliterated the truth and replaced the silenced narrative with its own—in effect, that Crimea had willfully acceded to Russian control. The Russians created fake online accounts, deployed bot armies, and exploited the vulnerabilities of the social media platforms to deceive real people. For the American-owned platforms, the world’s new information gatekeepers, those activities created more engagement and brought in more money. The goals of the gatekeepers and the disinformation operatives aligned.

That was the first time we became aware of information warfare tactics that would soon be deployed around the world, from Duterte to Brexit to Catalonia to Stop the Steal. Eight years later, on February 24, 2022, using the same techniques and the same metanarratives he had seeded to annex Crimea, Vladimir Putin invaded Ukraine itself. This is how disinformation, bottom up and top down, can manufacture a whole new reality.

Less than three months later, the Philippines fell into the abyss. May 9, 2022, was election day, when my country voted for a successor to Duterte. Although there were ten candidates for president, it came down to two: opposition leader and vice president Leni Robredo and Ferdinand Marcos, Jr., the only son and namesake of the dictator Ferdinand Marcos, who declared martial law in 1972 and stayed in power for nearly twenty-one years. The first of the kleptocrats, Marcos was accused of stealing $10 billion from his people before finally being ousted in a People Power revolt in 1986.

The evening of the election, Marcos Jr. took an early, commanding lead and never dropped it.7 At 8:37 p.m., with 46.93 percent of precincts transmitting, Marcos had 15.3 million votes compared to Robredo’s 7.3 million. At 8:53 p.m., with 53.5 percent transmission, Marcos was at 17.5 million, Robredo at 8.3 million; by 9:00 p.m., with 57.76 percent, Marcos was at 18.98 million, Robredo at 8.98 million.

This is how it ends, I said to myself that evening. The election was proving a showcase for the impact of disinformation and relentless information operations on social media that from 2014 to 2022 transformed Marcos from a pariah into a hero. The disinformation networks didn’t just come from the Philippines but included global networks, like one from China taken down by Facebook8 in 2020. They helped change history in front of our eyes.

Starting with my Nobel Peace Prize lecture at the end of 2021, I had repeatedly stated that whoever won the election would determine not just our future but also our past. You can’t have integrity of elections if you don’t have integrity of facts.

Facts lost. History lost. Marcos won.

Compared to others in hiding, in exile, or in jail, I am lucky. The only defense a journalist has is to shine the light on the truth, to expose the lie—and I can still do that. There are so many others persecuted in the shadows who have neither exposure nor support, under governments that are doubling down with impunity. Their accomplice is technology, the silent nuclear holocaust in our information ecosystem. We must treat its aftermath the way the world did after the devastation of World War II: creating institutions and agreements like NATO, the United Nations, and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Today, we need new global institutions and a reiteration of the values we hold dear.

We are standing on the rubble of the world that was, and we must have the foresight and courage to imagine, and create, the world as it should be: more compassionate, more equal, more sustainable. A world that is safe from fascists and tyrants.

This is my journey to doing that, but it is also about you, dear reader.

Democracy is fragile. You have to fight for every bit, every law, every safeguard, every institution, every story. You must know how dangerous it is to suffer even the tiniest cut. This is why I say to us all: we must hold the line.

This is what many Westerners, for whom democracy seems a given, need to learn from us. This book is for anyone who might take democracy for granted, written by someone who never would.

What you do matters in this present moment of the past, when memory can be so easily altered. Please ask yourself the same question my team and I ask every day:

What are you willing to sacrifice for the truth?





Part I

Homecoming

Power, the Press, and the Philippines

1963–2004





Chapter 1

The Golden Rule

Make the Choice to Learn
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Class photo, St. Scholastica’s College, third grade, 1973



You don’t know who you are until you’re forced to fight for it.

How do you decide what to fight for? Sometimes it’s not your choice. You live your way into it because the sum of all your choices brings you to that point. If you’re lucky, you realize early on that each decision you make answers a question that all of us muddle through: how to build meaning in our lives. Meaning is not something you stumble across or what someone gives you; you build it through every choice you make, the commitments you choose, the people you love, and the values you hold dear.

In my own life, I see ten-year chunks. When I was ten, my life changed dramatically; the following decade was all discovery and exploration. My twenties were all about choices: what to do after college, where to live, whom to work for, whom and how to love. My thirties were about developing expertise in what would be my calling—journalism—and the search for justice implicit in its mission. Hard work was a constant theme, the one thing I knew I could control.

Then came my forties, my “master of the universe” phase and my self-imposed deadline for finally choosing a home and making a commitment to the Philippines. Now my fifties have been about reinvention and activism: taking a stand on my most deeply held views. I suppose you could call my last decade a “coming out”—coming out against the killings and brazen abuses of power, coming out against technology’s dark side, coming out and owning my political views and my sexuality.

I was born on October 2, 1963, in a wooden house in Pasay City, Manila, in the Philippines, a sprawling archipelago of disparate languages and cultures united by the Catholic Church. A feudal society, it was dominated by oligarchs who had been given their lands during centuries of Spanish colonial rule. After the Spanish-American War ended in 1898, Spain gave the Philippines to the United States under the Treaty of Paris. A year later, Filipinos say the Philippine-American War began, long a footnote in US history books, which referred to it as “the insurrection.”1

It was a time of “manifest destiny” in the United States. Rudyard Kipling published his famous imperialist poem “The White Man’s Burden” to encourage the Americans to govern the Philippines in 1899. They did until 1935, when the Philippines became a self-governing commonwealth. Its Constitution, which had to be approved by US president Franklin D. Roosevelt, was a virtual rewrite of the US Constitution. The joke about colonial rule is that the Philippines spent three hundred years in a convent and fifty years in Hollywood.

In 1964, my father, twenty-year-old Manuel Phil Aycardo, died in a car accident when I was a year old and my mother, Hermelina, was pregnant with my sister, Mary Jane.

My mom took us away from my father’s family, and my sister and I lived in a half-built home with my mother and my great-grandmother, who reeked of alcohol but took care of us. We were so poor that we brushed our teeth with salt and constantly worried about where to get the next meal. Our treat was when Mom, wearing the yellow uniform of the Labor Department, where she worked, came home at the end of payday with a box of Kentucky Fried Chicken.

When I was five, a family feud re-erupted, and my mother moved to the United States to join her own mother, who had recently moved to New York City. My mother was twenty-five years old when she landed in San Francisco on April 28, 1969.

My sister and I moved in with my father’s parents on Times Street in Quezon City in Metro Manila. It was a quiet, modest middle-class neighborhood with houses set back from the road.

My paternal grandmother, Rosario Sunico, was deeply religious and helped shape my values. She told me stories about my father: young, intelligent, a skilled pianist from a family of musicians. She taught me to work hard in school and instilled a mindset of delayed gratification: the coins I saved from my school allowance would go into a bottle we watched fill up. She attempted to shape my perceptions, too; she told me that my mother was no good and that she had gone to the United States to be a prostitute.

That was confusing stuff for a daughter to process, especially during my mother’s periodic visits. At least once a year, Mom would stay with us, and it would turn our household upside down. Even that young, I could feel the strain between my mother and my grandmother, a seeming competition that often forced me to take a side, which I refused to do.

Black-and-white memories flicker in my mind of those visits: sitting on a bed with my mother and sister when I was about seven or eight years old. My mom was larger than life: petite, beautiful, always full of laughter. Once she was talking to my sister when I remembered a new word I wanted to show off. I waited until the right moment, then jumped in.

“Amazing!” I yelled. There was a moment of silence before my mother burst out laughing. Then she hugged me.

I went to school at St. Scholastica’s College, a Catholic all-girls school. Founded and run by German missionary Benedictine sisters, the school placed me in an accelerated pilot class; my classmates and I tested well and were deemed “smarter” than the other kids. At least, that was what one of my classmates, Twink Macaraig, and I used to laugh about.

All that ended the day my mother kidnapped my sister and me from school.

It seemed like any other day when I entered the classroom, sharp rays of sun streaming through the windows. I put down my school bag and lifted the lid of my wooden desk. Then I heard a voice call my name. “Mary Ann!”

Only my family called me that, a contraction of my two names, Maria Angelita. I turned around in shock to see my mother with the school principal, Sister Gracia, at the front of the classroom. They approached my desk and helped me put everything back into my bag. As we walked out, I looked back at all my friends staring at me.

We proceeded to my sister’s classroom. She was waiting outside with my mother’s sister, Mencie Millonado, and another teacher-nun. When she saw our mom, Mary Jane ran to hug her. By that time, we were the only ones in the hallway. Mary Jane and Mom were both crying. Then I heard my mother mumble under her breath that she was going to take us to America.

I remember looking around the school at that point and instinctively knowing that nothing would ever be the same again. In moments like that, you look for anchors. Mine was the library book in my bag that would be overdue the next day.

As we were walking to the gate, I stopped in the middle of the courtyard, pointed to the library, and asked my mom if we could return my book. She said, “Let’s do it another day.”

A car was parked by the sidewalk, and we got in. As soon as we were settled, my mom introduced us to the man in the front passenger seat. “Mary Ann, Mary Jane,” she said, “this is your new father.”

Everything can change in a moment.

I never went back to my grandparents’ house or to school. One day, they were my world. The next day, they weren’t. The door to that world was forever shut, and a new reality opened. I was ten years old.

Within about two weeks, we were on a Northwest Airlines flight at a refueling stopover in Alaska. It was December 5, 1973. I was staring out the airplane window, and I told myself to remember the date. I didn’t know what would happen next, but it was the first time Mary Jane and I had ever seen snow.

When we landed at John F. Kennedy International Airport in New York, it was dark and freezing cold—a cold I had never felt before. My stepfather took our suitcases. I was still negotiating what to call him in my mind, even though my mother said to call him Daddy, and my aunt Mencie said, “Try Daddy Peter.” When we were still in Manila, someone had asked to take a picture with him. “They think he’s Elvis Presley,” Mom had whispered.

We piled into a dark blue Volkswagen Beetle in the airport parking lot. My sister and I felt a car heater for the first time as we drove about an hour and a half south. After a journey that had started on the other side of the world more than twenty-four hours earlier, we reached our destination, a suburban house in a newly built neighborhood in Toms River, New Jersey. We unloaded our luggage. I made a perfect footprint in the light snow on the driveway. Then my sister and I entered our new home. My new dad and mom would later explain how he would petition to adopt us, formally changing our last name to Ressa.

I had left behind a country in turmoil. A little over a year earlier, on September 21, 1972, President Ferdinand Marcos had declared martial law, shutting down the largest television station, ABS-CBN, which had always been a locus of media power. Marcos’s one-man rule would mark a new era for the Philippines, which until then had been overpoweringly shaped by the United States. “Territorial conquest began and ended in the Philippines,” my friend Stanley Karnow wrote in his epic In Our Image: America’s Empire in the Philippines. “Americans neglected to establish an effective and impartial administration . . . so Filipinos turned to politicians instead of the bureaucracy for assistance, a practice that fostered patronage and corruption.”2

Feudal patronage and endemic corruption would never disappear from the Philippines. Marcos, first elected in 1965 in the midst of grave economic problems, became the first and only Filipino president to be reelected to two terms. He campaigned on national identity and independence from the United States.

After Marcos declared martial law, Congress ratified the 1973 Constitution, still patterned after the US Constitution but now with revisions that ensured Marcos’s power. That was later approved by the Supreme Court, allowing Marcos to “legally” consolidate and hold power for the next fourteen years, years I would spend in my new reality in the United States.

Our family believed in America: you worked hard, you paid your taxes, and you got what you deserved. The world is fair; that was what the social contract implicitly offered. My parents lived through the erosion of that contract over decades. I know what it does to people, how uncertainty and fear grow, how those who work hard and follow the rules feel cheated when promises are broken. When you throw in social media and information operations, those same people are targeted and susceptible; they believe the lies.
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Peter Ressa on a date with Hermelina Delfin at the Statue of Liberty, 1971



Peter Ames Ressa was born in New York City, a second-generation Italian American. He dropped out of school when he was sixteen years old to help his family make ends meet and then started a job inputting data at the investment bank Brown Brothers Harriman & Co., where he painstakingly worked his way up the ladder. By the time he retired, he was the senior IT manager for mainframe computers, and then he went to work for IBM. Hard work drove him, as well as an uncanny talent for remembering minute details.

He and my mother had met literally bumping into each other on the streets of New York City. After dating for about two years, they got married in 1972, and the following year, my sister Michelle was born. Just a week after that, my parents asked my aunt Annie to take care of their new baby and boarded a flight to Manila to get Mary Jane and me. For my mom, it was both a difficult and a victorious journey.

Peter and Hermelina were a striking couple, something all their children were aware of, like having a spotlight on your parents all the time. In those years, I saw the United States largely through the lens of those hardworking, glamorous figures: leaving the house before dawn for the two-hour commute to their jobs in New York City, returning after dark, working all the time.

At one point, to save money, my mom began sewing our clothes but then realized the time it took wasn’t worth the money she saved. By the time she gave birth to my brother, Peter Ames, Jr., and her youngest, Nicole, I was leading the back-to-school shopping trips behind my mom, pushing the grocery cart in Grand Union, Sears, and other bargain stores every August. I knew how to choose the cheapest clothes and shoes.

During that time, my father’s company paid for his education, enabling him to finish high school. While I was going to high school, he went to college at night. It was only later I realized how much my parents had sacrificed to give their children a fighting chance. They wanted their children to have a good life and go to good schools—and we did.

When I walked into my third-grade classroom at the sprawling redbrick Silver Bay Elementary School, I was, at four feet, two inches, the shortest kid in the classroom—and the only brown one. Though I understood and could speak English, my primary language at home was Tagalog, or Filipino. I marveled at the loud, easy confidence of my classmates and was shocked by how rude they were to our teacher.

I was happy to see that the school, like St. Scholastica’s back in the Philippines, used the SRA Reading Lab, one of the earliest personalized learning programs for reading, writing, and comprehension, which allowed students to move at their own pace. I liked racing against myself and my classmates and had already moved quite far ahead at St. Scholastica’s. When I went to the back of my new classroom to get my SRA reading comprehension card, which tracked our progress, one of the tallest and loudest kids announced to the rest of the class that they were opening for me the box of a whole new section, one no other student was using yet. In that moment, everyone knew I was advanced.

I am by nature shy, an introvert. The transition to American life was so jarring for me that my teachers recalled that I stopped talking for nearly a year. I remember my silence as learning, a continuation of the “speak when you’re spoken to” mentality from my upbringing and schooling in the Philippines. I was soaking in my new world like a sponge.

Somehow, the educators at Silver Bay Elementary School understood the roots of my silence and helped me adjust. One teacher, Mrs. Rarick, gave me free piano lessons every week, which grounded me. My grandmother had always emphasized that my father had played the piano, that her family were patrons of the arts,3 and that my uncle was a concert pianist.4 Somehow you adopt the dreams that float in the air around you.

Playing the piano connected me to the past and gave me a sense of freedom: no need to speak or learn a new language. All I needed to do was to practice until I could play and create music. I grasped early on that in order to play music really well, you have to spend hours and hours practicing so you can let go of the work when you perform. When the world became overwhelming, I channeled my energies into hours of practicing the piano.

But of course, I also wanted to be like everyone else. I would stand in front of the mirror, trying to pronounce English words properly, wishing I had lighter skin and blond hair. When you don’t know who you are and your world has been turned upside down, you don’t want to stand out.

Three lessons have stayed with me from that year I moved to the United States. They have come up again and again in my life even as the context shifts. Each time, the lessons gain new meaning.

The first was always to make the choice to learn. That meant embracing change and mustering the courage to fail; success and failure are two sides of the same coin. You cannot succeed if at some point you haven’t failed. Most people, I realized, chose comfort, remaining in what was familiar: old friends, routines, habits.

Moving to the United States tested who I was. What do I take with me? What do I leave behind? Who am I? Even my name was different: I had been Angelita Aycardo when I left my classroom in Manila, and now I was Maria Ressa. I had moved into a completely new world, with a new language, new customs, new cultural signals that everyone understood but me. It was so overwhelming that at some point that first year, I didn’t want to leave the house.

So I focused on what I could measure: my progress through the SRA Reading Lab; how quickly I could go through Hanon’s exercises for the piano. I learned a lot of things from books, including how to play basketball. On weekends, I would take a book outside onto the school basketball court, put it on the tarmac, and follow, step by step, the instructions for how to dribble a ball, how to shoot a foul shot. I made real everything I learned. All I had to do was practice.

A few months after I had settled in, my teacher whom I idolized, Miss Ugland,5 asked me if I would consider moving to another classroom: the school wanted to push me a grade higher. I was just starting to feel comfortable, and the potential change scared me. That was when she told me, “Maria, don’t be afraid. Always push to learn; you have nothing more to learn in my classroom.”

So midyear, I was moved from grade three to grade four and started all over again. And I learned my second lesson: to embrace my fear.

The trigger? I didn’t know what “pajama party” meant. We didn’t have them in Manila, or at least we didn’t call them that. But I got an invitation for a “pajama party” from Sharon Rokozny, the coolest kid in my third-grade class, and when I asked my mom what the party was, she replied, “It’s a party you wear pajamas to!” That made sense. And I was still in disbelief that Sharon had invited me.

On the appointed day, I put on my pajamas and got into the car with my dad, my mom, and my sister. When we turned into the cul-de-sac, I saw my classmates playing kickball on the lawn of Sharon’s house. No one was wearing pajamas.

I turned in panic to my mom, who sheepishly admitted she didn’t really know what a “pajama party” was, either. By that time, my classmates had already seen our car; we couldn’t leave. When the car stopped, I looked at my parents before I opened the door. Then I stepped out.

My classmates stopped playing and looked at me. I didn’t know what to do. And then Sharon came to the car. “Oh, you’re wearing your pajamas,” she said.

“I thought we were supposed to,” I mumbled, on the verge of tears. It had taken all the courage I had to step out of the car, and now I had none left.

Then Sharon took my hand, grabbed my bag, and led me to the house. “You can go inside and change,” she said while I wiped my eyes and waved to my parents. Good thing I’d packed extra clothes.

When you take a risk, you have to trust that someone will come to your aid; and when it’s your turn, you will help someone else. It’s better to face your fear than to run from it because running won’t make the problem go away. When you face it, you have the chance to conquer it. That was how I began to define courage.

My third lesson was about standing up to bullies, which was connected to a lot of things: fear, acceptance, joining a group, being popular. Since everything was foreign to me, I usually had no choice but to stay quiet, observe, and learn. Because I was already so different from the others, I felt the need to conform much less and had the luxury of observing and understanding the crowd without ever being part of it.

That year, I had a classmate I will call Debbie, a quiet, plain girl who was ridiculed because she wore polyester pants. Everyone made fun of her, although I didn’t totally understand why. I certainly didn’t want to speak up and ask—what if they started making fun of me?

Today, I have a phrase for this situation: silence is complicity.

I played the violin and Debbie played the viola, and one day after our school music rehearsal I saw Debbie crying in a corner of the orchestra room. My instinct was to walk away because if I stopped to ask her what was wrong, people might notice, making me a target, too. No one spoke to Debbie except to make fun of her. Then I remembered the Bible’s Golden Rule: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”

I made a decision. I walked out of the rehearsal room into the bathroom across the hall, got a tissue, brought it to Debbie, and asked her what was wrong. She told me that her father had been in the hospital for months.

Talking to her gave me the courage to keep talking to her. At some point, I invited her to sleep over. She wore polyester pants, it turned out, because her family was struggling to make ends meet and the pants were cheap.

Well, after that, I started standing up for Debbie. Once, when her worst bully was picking on her in orchestra, I told him to stop. Right when I thought he would turn on me, some of my friends jumped in to help. All it takes is one person to stand up and fight because a bully doesn’t like to be challenged publicly.

That was an early lesson in pushing back against the cruelty of the herd mentality. Here’s what I learned about popularity: people like you if you give them what they want. The question is: Is it what you want?

Toms River’s public school system gave me free music lessons, computer programming classes, and advanced placement classes that enabled me to compete for admission to Ivy League schools—a future that promised that you can accomplish anything if you work hard enough. By the time I graduated high school, I had been president of my class for three years and been voted “Most Likely to Succeed.”

Because my parents were constantly working, I spent a lot of time with my teachers. The one who helped make me who I am was Donald Spaulding, the head of the Toms River Regional Schools Summer Strings program, a heavyset but fast-moving man with a bearded face that was always breaking into a smile. Mr. Spaulding was not only my violin teacher and orchestra conductor; he helped me learn to play up to eight different instruments. He nurtured me and others like me: kids looking for our place in the world. He would pick me up from the other side of town so that I could join actual gigs. We played at Sunday brunches, at the Ground Round with the peanut shells on the floor, at our local mall in Ocean County, and at Six Flags Great Adventure.6

He pushed me to be better as a person and as a musician. No idea I had was too far-fetched.

“Mr. Spaulding, how about we play ‘The Devil Went Down to Georgia’?” I asked after I heard a riff I wanted to learn. He stopped to think, took out his violin, pulled out blank sheet music, and began to write down the notes so I could follow.

“Why not?” he always responded. Always make the choice to learn.

But there was another lesson you learned while in Don Spaulding’s orbit: that no one can accomplish anything meaningful alone. That’s what the orchestra taught me, and what I would learn again from the basketball and softball teams, the theater productions, and student government. Yet how good a team player you are depends on your skills, your drive, your endurance.

I loved being in the swirl of music, one part listening and soaring, another part counting the beats, watching the ups and downs of our bows, always part of me focused on the conductor, ready to follow, and, as concert mistress, ready to lead. The magic happened when all of the work faded into the background and we lived inside the music, interpreting the notes and creating music together. To get to that point required hours and hours of practice.

Later, I would realize that an orchestra was a perfect metaphor for a working democracy: the music gave the people our notes, our systems, but how you play, feel, and follow—and how you lead—that’s all up to you.

I continued to play sports partly in an attempt to avoid being labeled a nerd. But I was a huge nerd. Above all, books were what explained everything to me that people couldn’t—or answered questions I couldn’t ask. I loved Harlequin romances and science fiction novels, which helped me imagine different worlds such as the ones Isaac Asimov built. But first and foremost I was one thing: a die-hard Trekkie.

I read all the Star Trek novelizations by James Blish and had a shelf at home where I collected them. The books helped me understand my own mind. Sometimes I was Captain Kirk, the leader who listened to his emotions and gut instincts; sometimes I was Mr. Spock, the logical Vulcan, who deconstructed problems. Only much later would I realize that they were two sides of the brain and of human nature—thinking fast and thinking slow, as Daniel Kahneman would later put it. To this day, when someone asks me who my heroes are, I point to the combination of Mr. Spock and Captain Kirk, rational logical analysis tempered by empathy, instinct, and emotions.

Something I didn’t grasp until later was that I was sublimating my negative emotions, like anger. I could never shake the feeling that I was on the outside looking in, trying to understand what was happening so I could fit in. That’s probably why somehow, the extracurricular activities I chose were connected to the Philippines. I played basketball, the most popular sport in the Philippines, and joined the chess team because somewhere in my memory those were important parts of a past I couldn’t return to and that I was yet to fully understand.

Some of those feelings came into the open when it was time to apply to college. I wrote in my application essay about how I regretted that so many of my achievements, so much of who I had become, were a reflection of what others—teachers, my parents—wanted me to be. I had gotten straight A’s when it mattered, but through it all, I had felt as though there was a devil on my shoulder driving me to keep doing better and more, to keep racking up achievements and superlatives because if I didn’t, then I didn’t belong there.

I applied to thirteen colleges including six-year med programs, military academies, and several Ivy League schools. My parents wanted me to be a doctor. I thought I needed discipline. In the end, I didn’t really know who I was, but I felt I needed to achieve. Something. Anything.

I knew that drive came from a place of insecurity. Still, I was pragmatic. Even if I didn’t understand the devil on my shoulder, I knew that learning—and learning beyond standard school books—would only help me.

I figured you can’t go wrong if you make the choice to learn.





Chapter 2

The Honor Code

Draw the Line


[image: image]
Part of every Princeton application is a pledge to follow the Honor Code.



College was when I began to explore and think for myself. My Manila education had emphasized rote learning and memorization: to follow the rules and speak when you’re spoken to. In the United States, I did just that. Until college.

Princeton University was my choice. I loved the idea that students could attend precept classes or small discussion groups with world-renowned professors, even a Nobel laureate. It was also roughly an hour’s drive away from Toms River, so I wasn’t too far from home. I would spend hours walking around the gorgeous campus with its buildings that radiated history, watching the leaves change. Or sitting inside the chapel, which quieted my mind. Sometimes, if no one was around, I would stop at the imposing Blair Arch to find the point in the middle where my whisper would reverberate around the walls. Late at night, coming home from Firestone Library, I would stop at the 1879 Arch to listen to impromptu performances by our singing groups before walking back to my dorm, singing the last song.

I had been assigned an eighty-eight-square-foot room, just big enough for a bed, a dresser, and a desk. My mom brought along a huge statue of the Virgin Mary that she placed on top of my dresser, looking over the bed. I didn’t even realize how strange that was—although it did make for some great conversations with my boyfriends right before we fell asleep.

Religion was a huge and thorny issue for me. My grandmother’s deep religiosity had pounded organized religion into my sister and me. She made us say the rosary twice a day, in the morning and at night, and attend Mass almost every day. My freshman year, I studied all five major world religions: Christianity, Buddhism, Islam, Judaism, Hinduism. I wanted to define what I believed logically; but of course, there’s nothing logical about religion. For a time, I thought about becoming a Buddhist, but then daily life took over, and my beliefs intertwined with what I studied.

I entered Princeton pre-med, and I finished all the requirements for medical school in my first two years. I saw how the rules of science, of physics, were philosophical, like the laws of thermodynamics: how everything moves to maximum entropy or chaos, and how it takes energy to maintain order. Or Newton’s laws of motion; my favorite was the third: that for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. Or the Heisenberg uncertainty principle, which I would use as the epigraph of my first book: that the very act of observing changes what you observe and that the more you drill down, the more unknowable what you are searching for becomes. Who said religion and science don’t go hand in hand?

But the thing that infused my values and shaped me the most at school was the Honor Code. On every paper and every test, students at Princeton must write the Honor Code Pledge: “I pledge my honor that I have not violated the Honor Code during this examination.”

When you write that, you guarantee not only your own behavior but also that of everyone around you. Once an exam is handed out, the professor leaves the room. Implicit in that pledge is that you will report anyone else you see cheating, because if you don’t, it will tear down your own honor. You are responsible not just for yourself but also for the world around you, your area of influence.

I love that idea. Though I didn’t think much about the Honor Pledge while I was in college, I was already living it. Only later did I realize that I assumed everyone was doing the same: taking responsibility for the world around us. Some family and friends would later criticize that trait of mine as dogmatic and elitist, and it can be annoying, I suppose. But the strict code of honor simplified the world for me and helped me make quick decisions.

That Honor Code helped me define my values early and clearly—before any moral dilemma could tempt me to rationalize selfish, bad behavior. It helped me avoid situational ethics later in life. It was simple. Draw the line: on one side you’re good; the other, you’re evil.

It turned out at Princeton that my passions were in the arts, not the sciences. I took an excessive course load so I could squeeze in all my enthusiasms: comparative literature, Shakespeare, theater, acting, playwriting, psychology, history. Those subjects taught me how to cope with the stresses of daily life and how to understand my own history and identity. They made me realize how much I had compensated for being an outsider, always pursuing perfection to fill the absence of belonging. And they nurtured my tendency to inquiry, probing why we were on this planet and what I was here to do.

Of them all, I learned the most from theater, even things as simple as breathing: lying down, breathing deeply, visualizing air and energy going in and out, centering yourself in the moment. Letting your mind and body work together to be absolutely present. Another theater exercise was mirrors, in which a leader and follower find the line between leading, following, and creating. These may seem like simple exercises, but they have proved incredibly useful in some of the worst moments of my life.

It was in one of those theater classes, too, that I called out what I considered unfair behavior and ended up solidifying one of the most important relationships of my life.

Leslie Tucker, a light-skinned black American, was among the first people I met at Princeton. Tall, pretty, and charming, she seemed to be my opposite. She was funny, a born storyteller, someone who naturally captured the spotlight. She was also brutally honest, at times even mean, which somehow, instead of offending
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