
Having put off writing this text, I had the privilege of reading the contributions of this 

evening’s two other speakers before writing my own. This isn’t very fair, but it does allow me to 

make some points that I think may complement theirs. 

I noted in their texts a number of criticisms of journalism. David Samuel points out that the 

major American daily papers and weekly news magazines have abandoned “reporting” for 

economic reasons. Thierry Pech shows that the French press faltered on several occasions 

because it was too quick to embrace the ambient ideology or the reasoning of certain economic 

actors. 

I fully share these criticisms, but rather than turn this evening into a trial of the press, I want 

to add a few positive remarks, particularly in regard to my own specialty, reporting. 

First, the question we were asked to address was that of journalism as a means of 

knowledge.  I must confess that my own college education was limited to what was strictly 

necessary and made no lasting impression on me, so that whatever I know comes to me from 

the practice of journalism. 

I suspect that when the architects of this meeting, Sylvain Bourmeau and Caroline Broué, 

referred to journalism as epistemology, they had in mind the erudition of the reader rather than 

that of the journalist. … The two may be complementary, however. To my mind, ingenuousness 

and a capacity for surprise, characteristics that sociologists and other experts would laugh it, are 

great qualities in a journalist. If used properly—as when the reporter is in a sense an extension 

of his audience—these qualities allow the reporter to understand and to share that 

understanding with others.  They enable him to steer a narrow path between two dangers: on 

the one hand, bad journalism, which seeks only to reinforce the prejudices of its readers and 

which a reporter can really do without leaving his desk, and on the other hand, the all too often 

disembodied discourse of experts speaking to other experts. 



Having lived in Iran for a number of years, I was always struck by the number of people in 

Europe who said, “Ah, Iran, that must be interesting, a country that nobody knows anything 

about!” Yet hundreds of journalists have traveled to Iran every year since the revolution 

(though rather fewer since June 2009). And dozens of scholars specializing in Iran have 

published books about the country. Yet both reporters and scholars missed their targets, in my 

view, though for different reasons. 

Among journalists, one problem is to find the right “angle.” “Angle” is journalistic jargon 

for the way in which the shape of a piece is defined even before it is written. Suppose a reporter 

says at an editorial meeting, “I’d like to spend two weeks in Teheran.” Assuming that the paper 

can afford to send him at all, his editor will invariably ask, “What’s your angle?” And the 

reporter, if he wants his plane ticket, will then be obliged to say, “I’d like to do a piece on 

Iranian women in the avant-garde of the protest against the mullahs.” Or perhaps: “I’ve been 

told that there are young people in Iran who are into rap and who were in the vanguard of the 

protest.” Or: “I’ve got a lead for an interview with some filmmakers who are leading the 

protest.” Or even: “A well-informed source tells me that the merchants of the bazaar have gone 

over to the protesters. This person is in a position to introduce me to some of those merchants.” 

Or again: “More and more religious leaders are opposed to the government. Some even 

advocate a separation of religion and politics and are in the vanguard of the protest. I have 

contacts with protesting mullahs in the holy city of Qum.” 

With so many different “avant-gardes of the protest,” it’s difficult to understand why the 

regime is still standing. 

The trouble with reality is that it has no angle. Reality doesn’t always make for a good 

headline. It is always more polymorphous, more paradoxical, more counter-intuitive, more 

complex, and more surprising than a newspaper article. 



For instance, how would you put the following realities into a newspaper? 

- Iranian women are discriminated against in civil and religious law, but they exercise 

decisive influence within the family. More generally, in a country where the state is a 

recent construction, certain family events such as a successful marriage, seen as an 

avenue of social advancement, count more than a government that responds to the 

aspirations of its citizens. 

- Some young Iranians may not be in favor of the regime, but neither are they prepared to 

die to overthrow it, and in any case their lives are not so unbearable as to radicalize 

them completely. 

- Some bazaar merchants are dissatisfied with the economic situation and with the way in 

which the government operates, but they would stand to lose a great deal more if major 

disturbances broke out in the country. Yet if a majority of the country’s merchants 

decided to go on strike and close up shop, chances are that the regime would collapse in 

a month. 

- The Iranians may be tired of the government’s use of religion, and they do not always 

turn up for Friday prayers, yet they remain deeply religious, pray at home, and make 

pilgrimages to the country’s many holy sites, so that they find themselves trapped by 

this very clever regime, which the West persists in thinking of as a medieval theocracy. 

If one believes in God, there is a certain risk in going against a regime that invokes God, 

and some people, beset with doubts and perhaps afraid of the wrath of the supreme 

being, prefer to abstain. 

- President Ahmadinejad is detested by part of the population, which of course pleases 

the West, but it is impossible to gauge how large this group is, just as it is impossible to 



measure the number of the president’s supporters, who may be just as numerous and 

who are not all brutes and mercenaries. Furthermore, the dividing line between 

supporters and opponents is not fixed: Ahmadinejad scored points by defending the 

Iranian nuclear program, which is an object of national pride, and he also scores points 

when the West criticizes him, because the West is not always remembered in the best of 

lights in Iran. 

The experts—in this instance Iran scholars—should in theory be in a position to explain this 

complex reality, but most of the time they are not, for several reasons: 

- They do not have good access on the ground, because the Iranian regime is wary of 

them (just as it is wary of journalists who want to spend more than two weeks in the 

country). 

- When they do have access, they seek to preserve it by obfuscating their findings. 

- Their writing is too sophisticated for many readers. 

- They are ideologically biased (sympathetic to the monarchists, the communists, the 

mujaheddin, the nationalists, or the Islamists), so they stick to the beaten track. 

Getting back to journalism, I would like to point out something that is sometimes forgotten: 

the people employed by the media are actually responsible for only part of the content, and 

sometimes a rather small part. A considerable portion of what appears in print or on the 

airwaves is there because others feel the need to communicate. When a high government 

official, a spokesman for a major firm, or a high-ranking military officer decides to speak out, 

their words, their policies, and their ideas appear in the media whether journalists like it or not. 

Take, for instance, Dominique de Villepin’s frontal assault on Nicolas Sarkozy the other day. All 

the French media and some foreign media were obliged to reproduce his words and solicit 



reactions to them, even though they may have had other topics to fill their pages that Monday 

or their broadcasts that Sunday evening. 

I would therefore be curious to read a study of six months’ worth of articles in a daily 

national newspaper to see what percentage are the fruit of a genuine editorial desire to 

understand, describe, and enhance the public’s knowledge and what percentage are directly or 

indirectly reactive, because it is essential to “cover the news” and because that “news” is 

constituted by a telecommunications firms that decides to slash its rates, by a manufacturer who 

introduces a new computer, by a general who states that he is winning a war, or by a politician 

who alleges that his adversaries are incompetent. 

But here I am joining in the criticism of the media, even though I began by promising you a 

more positive picture. 

Perhaps the most positive element is that journalism, like vengeance, is best eaten cold. No 

doubt irritated by being forced to serve ends other than its own, it often tries to deconstruct 

what other people say. 

When George Bush announced in April 2003 that America’s war in Iraq was a “mission 

accomplished,” it was journalists who set out to prove the contrary. When an air force general 

speaks of “surgical strikes,” it is journalists who go out in search of collateral damage and—

often—find it. When a French minister boasts of her “plan for the suburbs,” it is journalists who 

go out and prove that, five years after the riots, nothing has changed in the projects. When an 

Afghan president claimed to be doing everything possible to combat the culture of opium, it 

was journalists who revealed that his own brother is one of the country’s drug barons. 

In my own case, when an Iranian sang the praises of “temporary marriage,” which allowed 

him to marry as many women as he wanted for a short period of time in addition to the four 



women he was allowed to marry permanently, I let him speak until he contradicted himself and 

undermined his own credibility. When a Teheran rug merchant tried to persuade me that I 

should beware of Jews because they want to rule the world and, I quote, “they always live in 

places where people are stupid, the better to exploit them. And”—still quoting—“there are no 

Jews in Tabriz (his birthplace) today because the people there are too smart for them,” I took a 

perverse pleasure in adding a footnote to inform my readers that in fact the Shi’ite mullahs of 

an earlier era had spewed hatred against the Jews of Tabriz and seen to it that all of them were 

executed in 1830, including 400 who had their throats slit like sheep. 

To demolish discourse in this way is not in itself inimical to the construction of 

knowledge—to return to tonight’s theme. Negative information is still information. The 

problem is that such journalistic work, while necessary to restore the truth, is at odds with the 

maxim that “good news” is “no news, which lends credence to the idea that journalism is not a 

constructive discipline, a positive epistemology. 

And this may explain why, as you probably know, journalists finish next to last year after 

year when the French are asked to list which professions they trust. In last place are prostitutes. 

And journalism achieved its next-to-last place status in record time, since unlike the world’s 

oldest profession, paid journalists did not exist until the beginning of the twentieth century, 

before which newspapers were produced by printers and voluntary contributors. 

This baffles me. But since I love my profession and don’t know any other, I am resolved to 

practice it, though I try to do so with a certain humility. Indeed, it seems to me that journalism 

is at its best when it sticks exclusively to journalism, that is, to reporting the news and leaving it 

to readers, to the public, to decide what to do with it. 

Given the format of news articles—short—and the fact that journalists are short on 

competence, I do not believe that we should be expected to synthesize information and 



construct complex, coherent systems of knowledge. A news article is a thousand words, or 

maybe even 2,591 words, like the text I am reading now, and in such a format every observation 

must make sense and every paragraph must have its truth. Therefore, like it or not, it’s better to 

sift from the wealth of reality just those elements that support the “angle” of the piece. 

That’s why I prefer to describe my work as a hunt for the pieces of a puzzle. When I do an 

article or an interview, I am just grabbing a single piece, from which no picture may emerge. If I 

am able to stay in one place a little longer or return there again and again, I may accumulate 

dozens of other pieces, which I can then lay out on a big table to see if they fit together. With a 

little luck, an image may begin to appear. The task is difficult: unlike the “Peter Pan” puzzle 

that my daughter got for her birthday, none of the pieces has a straight edge, much less a 

corner, to locate it as part of the puzzle’s border. And even if I manage to partially reconstruct 

the image, I know that I will never collect all the pieces. What is more, nobody knows how 

many pieces there are in the Iranian or Afghan puzzles or the French suburban puzzle or the 

Chinese in Africa puzzle: a thousand? A hundred thousand? A trillion? 

The puzzle theory itself is a bit lame: I invented it in an emergency, after two officials from 

the Iranian censors bureau summoned me to their office. They were enraged because of certain 

articles I’d written and wanted to expel me from the country. I pleaded that their sublime 

country, three millennia old, could be compared to a painting by a great master such as 

Breughel that had been cut up into a thousand pieces. Each of my articles was but one of those 

pieces, which they might like if it showed in the lower right corner a pious individual respectful 

of the Supreme Guide and intent on developing their country’s wealth, or which they might not 

like if in some other corner it mentioned a joke against the regime or a young rebel in the 

vanguard of protest. In other words, if they allowed me to stay longer in Iran, I would be able to 

accumulate more pieces, to offset the articles they didn’t like, and ultimately to come closer to a 



true and complete description of their sublime country, three thousand years old. I was 

authorized to stay for another year, but I don’t know whether that was thanks to Breughel or to 

the Swiss ambassador, whose was not without influence. 

Lately there has been talk of “participatory” or “citizen” journalism. This means that 

readers, listeners, and television viewers can also add pieces of their own to the puzzle. To me, 

this comes as a great relief.  I feel unburdened of the duty to bring my collection of pieces to an 

end. Let readers assemble their own images, like Ikea customers, from the bits of information in 

my articles and books and even this evening’s talk, which is also but a fragment of a larger 

whole! Thank you for your attention. 


