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ABSTRACT

Since 2005, European and French foreign policy towards Iran
have been caught between the change of Iran policy under
Republican and Democrat administrations, on the one hand,
and the Islamic Republic nuclear diplomacy on the other hand.
To illustrate this argument, the article will provide a detailed
history of Iranian-French relations, particularly pertaining to
nuclear technology. The French discourse on a future nuclear
Iranian threat reflects the dominant discourse within Western
nuclear-weapon states on the nuclear ‘other’. Therefore, this
article aims to shed light on the growing gap between
France’s official nuclear ideology and the reality of internal
and diplomatic developments of the Iranian nuclear program.
| will deconstruct the official discourse produced in France on
the Iranian quest for nuclear power to explore the complexity of
the factors determining Iran’s nuclear choices and the conclu-
sion of the 2015 Nuclear Deal.

Introduction

This article aims to shed light on France’s diplomatic role vis-a-vis Iran from
the 1970s onwards and on the role (or the absence of role) played by the
French mediations in the nuclear tensions between Iran and the ‘international
community’. It explains shifts in French policy vis-a-vis the Iranian nuclear
programme and identifies the role of the strategists and the so-called French
‘neoconservatives’ in the new Iran policy of Paris after 2005-2007, based on
a uniquely rich set of primary sources detailed below.

This fills a triple gap in the literature. First, there is currently no compre-
hensive study of the French-Iranian nuclear cooperation and tensions over
a long period, namely from the 1970s until today. Some articles are dealing
with the EU-3 group as a case study to tackle the broader issue of the role that
informal organisations can play in international diplomacy.' Other studies are
dealing with European-Iranian relations as a supranational level but do not
analyse the diversity of bilateral relations between Iran and each of the
European member States.” More particularly, no published research is offering
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a detailed historical approach of French-Iranian encounters in the nuclear
sphere since the 1970s> whereas a large number of studies deal with France’s
so-called Arab policy.* Second, while one can find important studies on the
Turkish-Brazilian® and Russian® mediations on the Iranian nuclear issue since
the outset of the crisis in 2002, there is no comprehensive study concerning the
role of France as a would-be mediator on this issue. Third, the evidentiary base
about nuclear diplomacy with Iran faces a problem of self-censorship of
former diplomats and the political bias of their respective narratives on the
nuclear negotiations. Indeed, this base is mainly composed of documents from
the US’ and British archives,® as well as contributions of former members of
the Obama administrations involved in the negotiations of the ‘Tran Deal’® and
of European diplomats involved in nuclear negotiations with the Islamic
Republic of Iran since 2003. The anecdotal dimension of testimonies and the
subjective interpretations of facts are among the main shortcomings of perso-
nal testimonies on nuclear negotiations with Iran since their outset in 2003
and, more broadly, on diplomatic encounters between Iran and the West since
1979.

To offer an in-depth study of the French-Iranian nuclear relations which
avoids the pitfalls of the existing evidentiary base, this article expands the
range of sources on which the analysis is based, on the French as well as
Iranian side.'” On the Iranian side, my corpus of sources is composed of
published memoirs, media and think tanks’ publication and intellectual con-
tributions of Iranian nuclear actors themselves and not only on interviews
with former representatives of the Iranian nuclear programme, especially the
testimony of its founding father, Akbar Etemad."" This corpus is worth study-
ing as it gives us the possibility to analyse the discourse produced by political
actors and/or technical experts involved in the Iranian nuclear programme
during two different periods : 1957-1979 and 1982-2020. Some of them (for
instance Reza Khazaneh) were working for the Iranian nuclear programme
during two different political regimes: the Pahlavi monarchy and the Islamic
Republic.'> On the French side, I used French diplomatic archives on the
economic relationship between France and Iran during the 1970s and mem-
oirs and accounts of French diplomats and former minister involved in the
negotiating process with Tehran.'” It is completed by personal interviews with
French and Iranian diplomats in Paris (2018-2020).

This set of sources allows me to deconstruct the French official political
narrative on the history of the 2015 Iran nuclear deal and confront it to Iranian
perceptions and third party material. The French state will not be analysed as
a unitary actor but rather as a space where competing narratives of several
administrative bodies are produced. First, there is the perception of the French
Ministry for the Economy and Finance (Bercy) focusing more on the potential
of economic cooperation with Iran in particular before the Islamic Revolution
of 1979, between 1991 and 2005 and again between 2013 and May 2018 at the
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time of US withdrawal from the Iran Deal under the Trump administration.
Second, one has to consider the perception of the department of the Quai
d’Orsay dealing with the North Africa and the Middle East regions (ANMO)"*
which focus on the economic and regional dimensions of the bilateral relation
with Iran and adopt a short-term State-based realist approach. This group of
diplomats could be labelled ‘realist regionalists’ and was influential in the
1970s and again between 1991 and 2007. Third, we must take into account
the perception of the group of diplomats called ‘the sect’ or ‘the strategists’,'”
whose influence started rising in the 1990s, focusing on the issue of non-
proliferation after the end of the Cold War.'® I will argue that their obsession
with the Iranian nuclear issue eventually produced a change in French-Iranian
relations during the period 2005-2007 based on the assumption that a ‘nuclear
Iran’ should be avoided at all costs, including a military intervention, because
it will then become a competitor for the French status as a nuclear-weapon
State."”

The role of the economic drivers in France-Iranian nuclear encounters

During Mohammad-Reza Pahlavi’s reign (1941-1979), the Iranian Shah’s
admiration for General De Gaulle'® led some French observers to speak of
‘Shiite Gaullism” in connection with the Iranian nuclear program.'” France
was then considered a top European partner. The personal relationship
between De Gaulle and the Shah is mentioned as a key foundation of the
‘excellent relations’ between France and Iran and the reason explaining the
‘comprehensive understanding’ between the two countries.”> According to
Quai d’Orsay in 1969, this privileged partnership was based on the fact that
‘Tranian and French people share the same temperament facilitating intellec-
tual exchanges’.*' This positive perception became an economic reality after
Valéry Giscard d’Estaing’s election victory over Frangois Mitterrand in 1974.
Even before the election, the Shah had not hidden his preference for the
former. The Shah’s visit to France in June 1974 was marked by the strengthen-
ing of cooperation in many fields, including sensitive areas such as armaments,
telecommunications, the automobile industry and nuclear energy.”> In
February 1974, the first French-Iranian mixed commission met, chaired by
Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, then Minister of Finance, and Houchang Ansari, his
Iranian counterpart. The Iranian delegation declared its intention to order five
nuclear power plants with a total capacity of 5,000 megawatts for an amount
between 6 and 10 billion francs depending on the sources.”’ This meant five or
six reactors. This amount includes the creation of a centre for nuclear research
in Iran in the city of Isfahan.** Ultimately, the only definitive contract was
eventually signed in October 1977 for two 900-megawatt reactors, forming the
Karun power station in the province of Khuzestan.>> This was the Darkhovin
nuclear plant project that was supposed to be completed in 1982 and 1983.%°
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The intention to order reactors for 5,000 megawatts was reaffirmed
during the Shah’s visit to France in June 1974. Several agreements were
signed: an agreement on scientific cooperation on nuclear issues; an invest-
ment guarantee agreement; a financial agreement. The methods of imple-
mentation would be specified in the following months. A more precise
nuclear cooperation agreement was signed in December 1974 by Michel
d’Ornano, Minister of Industry, which notably provided for Iran’s partici-
pation in the Eurodif project.”” France had promised to build reactors in
Iran, but first asked for a loan to build a gas diffusion plant in France. In
1974, Iran agreed to invest $1 billion in an enrichment facility, which
would then provide services to a holding company in which the Iranians
had a partial interest, the French state-owned Cogema holding the
majority.”® According to the contract, Iran would have the right to buy
some of the enriched uranium, but the French side would retain full control
over the supply of enriched uranium to Tricastin.*

Iran also undertook to entrust France with the creation of a nuclear research
and development centre with the support of the Technicatome company. It
would be inaugurated in Isfahan in 1975, and Reza Khazaneh would be its first
director.”® The ambition to build four additional reactors after the Darkhovin
nuclear plant was recalled during the French-Iranian meetings without any
implementation of new nuclear projects. In November 1977, Framatome made
a preliminary offer for the construction of four new reactors but this new
nuclear project was stopped by the political turmoil of the Islamic Revolution
(1978-1979). All in all, France had undertaken to construct ten nuclear
reactors in Iran.”'

The official objective of the Iranian authorities was to reach between 23,000
and 24,000 megawatts of operational electrical capacity by 1994.** To reach
this goal, there was a need to build 20 nuclear reactors. At that time, the
Iranian imperial regime was upset by Washington’s attitude towards the risk
of nuclear proliferation. The US was worried that Iran, based on its coopera-
tion with France and Germany in nuclear energy, would develop weapons.
This US proliferation concern increased due to the development of interna-
tional cooperation around Iranian nuclear power.”> On the other side, the
Carter administration’s inflexibility led Iran to seek more accommodating
partners in Europe.”* The Shah was personally invested in the nuclear issue
and he had a personal relationship with Akbar Etemad, the head of the Iranian
Atomic Energy Organization. Going nuclear was a national priority.”> The
Darkhovin nuclear plant, which had a maximum of 5,000 employees, was 10%
to 20% completed in 1979 depending on the sources.”® Regarding the uranium
enrichment facility in Tricastin, in January 1979, Prime Minister Bakhtiar
publicly announced the suspension of nuclear contracts, by a simple four-
line note to the French Embassy in Tehran,”” seemingly without care for the
legal aspects. This political statement ending the nuclear bilateral cooperation
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between Paris and Tehran was one of the main reasons for the legal and
tinancial disputes of the 1980s between the two countries.

The 1973-74 oil crisis is a key factor to understand the new French regional
policy in the Middle East, and especially the economic partnership with both
imperial Iran and Saddam Hussein’s Iraq. Indeed, beyond the oil price shock
was a weakening of French democratic ideals that pushed the country into
a new relationship with the oil states of the Middle East. The weakening of
democratic ideals was also linked to the way in which France tried to overcome
this dependence by turning to the oil-producing countries to reduce its energy
bill. The mercantile dimension was thus pre-eminent in the definition of
French-Iranian relations from 1973 to 1979. As Denis Bauchard points out,
it is a question of ‘organising what was called at the time “recycling of capital”
(...) and the promotion of the French economic presence in the Middle
East’.”® Iran became the first client for French exports to the Middle East
and its second oil supplier. Nevertheless, France represented only a 5% share
of the Iranian market, far behind the United States, Japan, Germany and the
United Kingdom.”

Nonetheless, this new abundance of oil led Iran to an economic deadlock
that major industrial infrastructure projects could not hide. This trend was
confirmed in Iran’s budgetary revenue in foreign currency from oil and gas. It
was also reflected in Iran’s vital foreign exchange receipts from oil and gas:
According to Robert Graham, ‘[a]fter an increase of 200% in 1974/5, the
increase dropped in the following year to 2%. In the two years from
March 1975 to March 1977 receipts grew at an average of just under 5%. Yet
during the same period total expenditure increased three times as fast’* The
end of the imperial regime resulted in a pause in the Iranian nuclear program
which would only gradually resume between 1982-1984 in the context of the
First Gulf War (1980-88).

The new Iranian foreign policy based on an anti-Western ideology (kho-
meinism) meant the end of the French-Iranian alliance initiated by General De
Gaulle. French friendship with Saddam Hussein and France’s co-belligerent
status alongside the Iraqi regime during the first Gulf War (1980-88)*'
transformed bilateral nuclear cooperation into a source of conflict. The
Eurodif dispute would not be settled until the early 1990s, but cooperation
in civil nuclear power never resumed. Finally, while the French strategic
community sought to rebalance its bilateral relations in the Persian Gulf for
the benefit of Iran after the Second Gulf War (1991),** it is clear that the limits
of this new economic partnership can be best seen in the history of the French
oil company Total’s presence in the Iranian oil and gas sector from 1996
(South Pars 2 and 3)* until the company’s withdrawal from South Pars 11
in 2018.** This economic partnership was first interrupted due to the new Iran
policy of French president Nicolas Sarkozy, who decided in July 2007 to
sacrifice French economic interests in Iran to better promote the cause of
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nuclear non-proliferation. Paris then moved from a vision of Iran mainly
based on regional issues and the promotion of economic interests to an Iran
policy shaped by a ‘strategic’ outlook that focused almost exclusively on the so-
called Iranian nuclear threat.

I argue that this was the result of the takeover of the Iranian nuclear dossier
by the strategists against the realist regionalists within the French bureaucratic
system. This ideological victory of the so-called French Iran hawks was based
on the accusation that the regionalists were too close to regional authoritarian
regimes in general and the Iranian one in particular since the beginning of the
1990s. The strategists used the Iranian nuclear ‘threat’ as a way to provide
a new definition of French national interests based on the sole idea of non-
proliferation rather than a more balance policy that is also taking into account
the defence of French economic interests. This new French policy ended in
2013-5 with the negotiation and the conclusion of the Iran deal and the effort
of the French companies to reinvest the Iranian market after their first with-
drawal in 2007 under the pressure of the French government under the
Sarkozy presidency.*

The production of the official French nuclear discourse on Iran

On nuclear Iran, the official French discourse hesitates between a will to give
a definitive answer regarding the nature of the Iranian nuclear programme and
an almost impossibility to prove the military dimension of Iranian ambitions
because of the absence of a smoking gun. In other words, French officials want
to definitely say that Iran’s nuclear program is a military one but don’t have
proof. This inability to prove the case of an Iranian military programme is
mainly due to the difficulties to access to reliable sources of information inside
Iran. The high level of secrecy maintained by the Iranian side and the difficulty
of raising suspicions on the diversion of fissile material are also important
factors explaining the lack of Western knowledge about the Iranian nuclear
programme. This idea of an Iranian bomb first appeared in the US in the 1970s
at the time of the Pahlavi regime.*® According to Anthony Cordesman and
Khalid Al-Rodhan, there are many US predictions of an Iranian acquisition of
nuclear weapons that have been set since 1991. In 1991, congressional reports
and CIA assessments estimates with a ‘high degree of certainty’ that Iran has
the capability to build two or three nuclear weapons.*’

In February 1992 again a report by the U.S. House of representatives
mentions that Iranian nuclear weapons could become operational before
April 1992.* These predictions continue until today but failed to materialise
again and again. This tendency to set dates was first stopped by the publication
of the National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) in 2007. This report suggests that
Iran has stopped the militarisation of its nuclear programme in 2003.** This
difficulty to assess possible dates for acquisition of nuclear weapons by the
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Islamic Republic of Iran is a reminder of the main bias in the nuclear study
literature regarding an unquestioned Iranian desire to acquire nuclear weap-
ons. This discrepancy between alleged knowledge and actual knowledge is
present in the US but also in France. This is what Benoit Pelopidas calls
‘epistemic vulnerability’ which opens a space for overconfidence in the validity
of existing knowledge. He also notes that

research has already shown the number of problematic postulates shared by French
expertise (.. .) and official discourse: 1) an overall vision of the history of the nuclear age
as the history of proliferation, 2) the idea of a strictly defensive French nuclear weapons
system that poses no risk; 3) the assertion of nuclear deterrence as a guarantor of peace
during the Cold War. Such assumptions limit the conceivable change to horizontal
proliferation and the possibility of a nuclear explosion by actors other than ‘us’: terrorists
or ‘proliferators’. Because of the high rate of repetition of these postulates, the reader
may consider that these are not postulates, but established truths.*

The Iranian example is used in the official French discourse to justify the
priority given by French nuclear strategists to horizontal proliferation.
According to this perspective, there is amongst the ‘expert community’, in
France, this presentation of an unstoppable ‘Iranian military nuclear program’
which shows ‘the limits of diplomatic solutions to the new proliferation
crises’.”" This displayed certainty is the consequence of a conceptual bias
which is embodied in the notion of proliferation. In other words, it assumes
the inevitability of the spread of nuclear technology to new states.”” In addi-
tion, at the beginning of the 2000s, the reference to the ‘Islamic bomb’ was very
present following a shift of this problem from Islamabad to Tehran. Thus,
concern over nuclear proliferation in ‘Islamic’ countries permeates the think-
ing of the media and influential conservative commentators.” In official
French speech, this is reflected in the link established between the nature of
the Iranian Islamic regime and its nuclear program. A similar point has
previously been raised by Hugh Gusterson: ‘There is a common perception
in the West that nuclear weapons are most dangerous when they are in the
hands of Third World’.>* There is an Islamisation of the perception of the
Iranian nuclear program. This new perception is a way for dominant media
and official discourse to rationalise and to justify the existing nuclear order
which tends to transform a Western perception into a universal analytical
tool.”> The Iranian authorities often present their country as a victim of
a ‘nuclear apartheid’.”®

There is also a dominant discourse in the academic, political and defence
worlds in France and the United States. The latter promotes the idea that even
if we can live with the nuclear weapons of the five official nuclear states for an
indefinite future, the proliferation of nuclear weapons in the so-called nuclear
threshold states of the Third World, in particular the Islamic world, would be
extremely dangerous. >’ In other words, the French, and more generally
Western, discourse on nuclear proliferation is ideological,”® because among
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other things, it aims at legitimising the nuclear monopoly of the official
nuclear weapons states as recognised by the Non-Proliferation Treaty
(NPT).”®

There is therefore a double standard on the Iranian nuclear issue as defined
in the official French discourse. This is due to the fact that arguments put
forward by France to legitimise its nuclear program can be used by Iran to
defend its own.*® French criticism of Iran highlighting the nuclear program’s
lack of economic rationality can also be applied to the French nuclear
program,®’ and the same logic can be applied to the question of Iran’s right
to have a ballistic missile program alongside its nuclear program. Khamenei
often refers to the European and US double-standard while criticising Iranian
nuclear capabilities and missile programme. In 2017, he explains that:

If European governments say the same thing that the US is saying, if they say why Iran is
present in the region — well, what is that to you? Why should it not be present? Or when
they echo the US criticisms about us having missiles with a range of two, three thousand
kilometers, this does not make sense. What is it to you? Why do you yourselves have
missiles? Why do you yourselves have nuclear missiles? Why do you have atomic
weapons? If they want to interfere in the defensive power of the Islamic Republic and
speak against it, this cannot be done. We will not accept this from the Europeans in any
way! They should not sing along with the US when it sings songs of bullying and
foolishness.”>

This is the question of mirror imaging in the discourse of nuclear-weapon
states dealing with proliferation issues.”” Furthermore, the economic argu-
ments used by France to justify its own civilian nuclear program are taken up
by Iran.®* France’s nuclear anxiety is reflected in the construction of an
unpredictable, fanatical and irrational Iranian other. To do this, the official
French discourse, projected by French nuclear experts and spokespersons of
the government,” creates an artificial connection between an Iranian ‘mili-
tary’ nuclear program with the nature of the regime of the Islamic Republic.*®
For instance, in December 2006, during a lunch-meeting with the US Policy
Planning Director Stephen Krasner with ‘three of France’s leading strategic
thinkers: Therese Delpech, director of strategic affairs, Atomic Energy Agency;
Bruno Tertrais, head of research, Foundation for Strategic Affairs (FRS); and
Francois Heisbourg, special advisor, FRS’, this issue was mentioned. The
diplomatic cable outlines that:

All three analysts offered a grim portrait of an intransigent Iran run by a secretive cabal
of mullahs deliberately blind to international realities and a president who views
opposition to the United States as the basis of his popular support. The Iranian leader-
ship - including the Guardian Council and President Ahmadinejad - has lost any sense
of limits, and their certainty that they need not fear a U.S. military strike could give rise
to a major miscalculation, they added.®”
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The official French discourse on Iran is tailored to show both the inevitable
and unacceptable character of nuclear proliferation at the level of a country,
Iran, but also at the Middle East regional level. In the same diplomatic cable
the three French ‘strategists’ told the US representative that “absent tough talk
from the U.S., Iran would continue to develop a nuclear weapons’ program
and scorn the IAEA with total impunity” and, according to this scenario, ‘the
U.S. would soon also have to contend with the imminent nuclear ambitions of
moderate Gulf States that fear Iran as an irresponsible rival’.°® This hypothesis
assumes that other Middle Eastern countries, particularly Saudi Arabia and
Egypt, would follow the example of the Islamic Republic and start developing
military nuclear programs.®” However, French discourse insists, since the
period 2005-07, on a distinction between Iranian regional policy and the
nuclear question. This denial of the connection between the regional beha-
viour of Iran and the US policy regarding the nuclear question”® was not
shared by the Obama Administration, which took into account the effect of the
nuclear confrontation between Washington and Tehran on stability in Iraq.
In addition, Nicolas Roche, the French ambassador in Tehran since the fall
of 2022, former director of strategy at the French Atomic Energy Commission
(CEA) and Director of strategic affairs at Quai d’Orsay, one of the few people
expressing French official position in public in France on the issue of the
Iranian nuclear program, claims at the same time that Tehran’s regional policy
is in no way linked to the Iranian nuclear program”" and that the NPT is made
to protect non-nuclear-weapon states from their neighbours.”” The role of the
Obama Administration is perceived in an ambiguous way in the official
French discourse. On the one hand, Nicolas Roche criticises the Obama
administration’s ‘non-concerted’ efforts with the EU 3 group. On the other
hand, he explains the importance of the precursory role of Brussels in the
success of the diplomatic process. He also acknowledges the decisive role of the
Obama Administration in the post-2013 negotiations without mentioning the
limited role of Brussels as a junior partner of Washington.”” As Trita Parsi
explains: ‘The French (...) had earned a reputation of being more hawkish on
this issue [of Iranian uranium enrichment on its soil] than the Obama
administration’.”* Despite the omission of the French diplomats to recognise
an Iranian capability to enrich uranium on Iranian soil, among the short-term
incentives explaining the Iranian decision to seek a nuclear compromise,
Nicolas Roche mentions the Israeli military threats, the election of Rouhani
and the role of EU”® and US unilateral economic sanctions. Nevertheless, he
fails to acknowledge the US change of policy to initiate a direct dialogue with
the Islamic Republic without preconditions as well as the US’s abandonment
of its objective of regime change under the Obama Administration. The very
same omission regarding the decisive role of the Obama Administration can
be found in the account by Gérard Araud,”® another French official, who
claims that Iran developed a ‘military’ nuclear program in 2003 and that ‘the
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Americans were ready to negotiate with the Iranians since 2009; the mainte-
nance of a residual enrichment capacity in Iran had been on the negotiating
map for years even if it had never been officially confirmed since . . . the Iranians
were not negotiating!”’

What is interesting here is a triple denial: of the continuity in French Iranian
policy before and after 2005-7, of the French and European inability to define
the Western strategic line and of the decisive nature of the change in the
U.S. position initiated by the Obama Administration in the explanation of the
short-lived diplomatic victory of 2015.”®

First, none of the French diplomatic actors acknowledge the US decision to
allow the Islamic Republic to maintain a limited enriched uranium facility on
its territory as a turning-point in the diplomatic encounter between Iran and
the West.”” This was, however, a determining factor leading to the Iran Deal of
2015. To hide the French diplomatic difficulty confronting the Iranian dossier,
the diplomats present a biased version of the account of the diplomatic
process: the Iranian refusal to negotiate became an absolute and constant
factor until the final reversal (2013-2015). This Iranian inability to compro-
mise (almost a cultural factor according in this view) is therefore a useful tool
to justify the failure of French and European diplomatic efforts from 2003 to
2013. On the whole, French diplomatic sources are pretending that they are
independent from the US, even though they very much follow the US position
during both Republican and Democrat Administrations.*

A contrario, in his memoirs, John Kerry mentions the anger of European
officials in general and Laurent Fabius in particular®' when a secret Iranian-US
discussion channel in 2013 was made public. Laurent Fabius was playing the
role of the ‘bad cop’ during the nuclear negotiation and he went so far in
pushing for a tougher diplomatic line that he could have jeopardised the whole
nuclear negotiation process.®” He presents his version:

As soon as I arrive on November 8 at the end of the morning, I present to my counter-
parts, and in particular to John Kerry, our requests to strengthen the text on five major
points that we believe are necessary: an explicit commitment Iran’s not to develop or
acquire nuclear weapons; the question long-term enrichment (which Iran wants uncon-
ditionally); a satisfactory processing of the 20% enriched uranium stockpile (Iran
requires take into account, from the first six-month period, the needs related to its
future research reactors); limiting the production of centrifuges to the sole replacement
of broken centrifuges; suspension of all activities related to the construction of the Arak
reactor and the manufacturing and testing of its fuel.®’

He also mentions that ‘France will not agree to a discount deal’.** This French
official version is at the centre of the official narrative presenting France as
a key player able to improve the terms of the Deal. This version minimises the
leading role of US-Iran direct diplomatic interactions in the process. This also
contradicts the Iranian preference to negotiate directly with the Americans but
not with the Europeans.® Yet David Cvach, a former diplomatic advisor to
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Frangois Hollande, continues to say that Brussels should get credit for the 2015
nuclear deal with Iran: ‘Never mind that the US owes its only diplomatic
success in the Middle East in more than 2 decades - the JCPOA - to the
Europeans. After opposing their efforts and before undermining the
agreement’.>

The second denial of the French diplomats regarding their own role has to
do with the limits of European economic leverage over Tehran independently
from the US. This is indeed one of the main reasons why European economic
incentives were not taken seriously in Tehran without any US backing.

This economic dependence and the need for Brussels to bet on
Washington’s goodwill while dealing with economic matters hamper
Europe’s ability to play a decisive diplomatic role on the Iranian nuclear
issue. According to Stanislas de Laboulaye, Former Director General of
Political and Security Affairs at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (2002-
2006),% the failure of the first phase of the international negotiations on the
Iranian nuclear issue between 2005 and 2006 can be best explained by the
double refusal of the Bush junior administration: John Bolton’s refusal of an
economic normalisation with Iran, with the gradual lifting of US sanctions
which hamper Iran’s international trade, and US refusal to recognise Iran’s
‘right to enrich uranium’.*® This narrative is contested by Gérard Araud who
denies the existence of John Bolton’s red lines in 2004-2005 and claims that it
is only the Iranians who are responsible for the failure of these negotiations by
their refusal to negotiate.®”

From Sarkozy to Macron: France as a diplomatic mediator

At the end of the year 2007, President Sarkozy presented himself as a mediator
between Washington and Tehran.”® This new diplomatic ambition was in
contradiction with the hardening of the French position on the Iranian nuclear
issue. It was therefore not surprising that this mediation failed, and Paris’
diplomatic initiative was in fact stillborn. Indeed, following the visit of Ali
Akbar Velayati, former Minister of Foreign Affairs and diplomatic adviser to
the Supreme Leader, the French proposal for ‘large-scale bilateral nuclear
cooperation in exchange for abandoning the activities of enrichment’ on
Iranian territory °' was rejected by the Islamic Republic because of the priority
given by Tehran to direct negotiations with Washington, avoiding the
European intermediary.”” The French criticism of the Swiss mediation is
based on the assumption that the Swiss diplomatic action is a hurdle to
Western efforts to pressure the Islamic Republic of Iran; This idea of
Switzerland being too soft with the Islamic Republic has to be understood in
the framework of a European diplomatic presence in Tehran while the US has
had no diplomatic representation there since 1979. Finally, there is also the
idea that the Swiss ambassador Tim Guldiman went beyond his diplomatic
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mandate with an idea of ‘grand bargain’ in 2003.”> A French-leading strategist,

Francois Heisbourg, is going further in his criticism of the Swiss mediation on
the Iranian issue. According to a US Diplomatic cable,

Heisbourg [...] stridently asserted that the Swiss Ambassador in Tehran is a “very
imperfect lens” through which to view Iranian society, although he would not
elaborate.”

The rupture of 2005-2007 in the official French discourse on Iran can be best
explained by several factors: the regional policy of France, which focuses on
relations with the Arab shore of the Persian Gulf and with Israel; the interests
of the French Alternative Energies and Atomic Energy Commission [CEA])
and its obsession with Iranian nuclear programme, > as well as the choice to
privilege the alliance with the United States by abandoning the objective of
independence.”® However, the Atlanticist dimension of Sarkozy’s foreign
policy did not imply a break in the definition of France’s overall objectives,
which remained unchanged. What changed were the means of achieving them.
The new policy was based on the idea that France would be in a better position
to achieve its ambitions within the framework of the Atlantic alliance and the
EU.” The turning point in Sarkozy’s foreign policy is clearly mentioned in the
2008 white paper on defence (Livre blanc), which makes the Iranian nuclear
program a ‘major threat, likely to disrupt international security in the years to
come’.”® To prevent the nuclearisation of Iran became a strategic priority for
France. The third denial if the refusal to acknowledge this policy change vis-a-
vis Iran in 2005-2007, however, continues to be at the centre of the discourse
of the majority of French diplomatic actors involved in this process.

According to Gérard Araud, the existence of a French ideological version of
neoconservatism is an invention. This opinion is a way to justify the denial of
a policy change initiative by the so-called French neoconsevatives:

France maintained, from 2003 to 2015, the same firm line. This has been the case under
three Presidents of the Republic [...] and seven Ministers of Foreign Affairs does not
confirm the claim that our country has joined the camp of the neo-conservatives which it
had opposed in Iraq.”

This analysis is the product of an official narrative based on key talking points
(EDL, éléments de language). Along with Justin Vaisse, the then Director of the
French Policy Planning Staff (CAPS), he wrongly claims that there is no
change in French Iran policy from 2003 until today. Nevertheless, in
July 2007, president Sarkozy decided to sacrifice French economic interests
in Iran to comply with US unilateral sanctions as well as to put in place and to
implement a new regime of economic sanctions at the European level. The
objective is to use all the economic tools available in order to reach the goal of
a non-nuclear Iran.'” Some weeks later the new slogan of the French diplo-
macy became ‘an Iranian bomb or the bombing of Iran’. This slogan means
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that French diplomacy at the time sees only two possibilities: an Iranian quest
for the bomb or the bombing of Iran by Israel and/or the USA. French-style
Iran hawks'®" also supported the Green Movement, an Iranian democratic
social movement in 2009-10 by focusing on the Islamic Republic’s violation of
human rights. At the same time, Rama Yade, Secretary of State for human
rights was instructed never to speak about the human rights situation in
China.'*

The idea that the Islamic Republic could accept a limited opening focusing
on economic relations with the outside world is then seen in Paris as contrary
to the nature of the regime. That is why the only solution would be to use the
threat of military intervention against the Iranian nuclear installations and, at
the same time, to pursue a policy of regime change against a totalitarian state,
namely the Islamic Republic of Iran.

The Obama administration’s policy of engaging Iran was perceived by the
French Iran hawks as ‘naive’, because in Washington, after the election of
Obama, the new US Administration was expecting to obtain quickly results
with the Islamic Republic of Iran. In addition, there is ideological hostility on
the part of the French-style neoconservatives towards the idea of offering Iran
economic incentives in exchange for concessions on the nuclear issue. This
ideological position is based on the conviction that if US or European com-
panies are used as a diplomatic tool in nuclear negotiations, this will be
perceived as a Western weakness by Iranian leaders. This reasoning turned
out to be wrong a few years later when the nuclear agreement was signed in
2015 between the Islamic Republic of Iran and the P5 + 1 group.

Ethnocentrism is one of the causes of failure of the French Iran hawks
analysis on the Iranian nuclear dossier. Indeed, the idea promoted inside the
group of French strategists is that ‘Iranian are liars’ and ‘they understand only
force’.'” This cultural bias is the main factor explaining the lack of under-
standing among them of the promise of the new Iran policy of the Obama
administration. Their pessimism was based on the fact that the Islamic
Republic of Iran will not respect its word and therefore it was a waste of
time to negotiate a diplomatic compromise with such a political entity. This
ethnocentrism was also grounded on the confusion of this group of French
diplomats between ‘being Iranian’ and ‘being an agent of the Islamic Republic’.
They did not understand that the Iranian identity was going beyond the
definition given by the Islamic Republic and that even in an authoritarian
regime, public opinion has a role, albeit limited, in shaping strategic decisions.
Without any knowledge of contemporary Iranian society and history, this
group of nuclear experts did not understand the complexity of the decision-
making process on the nuclear issue inside the Islamic Republic.

Their refusal to study the factors explaining the Iranian nuclear quest and
the use of arguments of authority to justify the double standard of Paris
between, on the one hand, the denunciation of the Iranian nuclear program



130 (&) C. THERME

and, on the other, the refusal to raise the issue of Israel’s unacknowledged
possession of nuclear weapons demonstrate the politization of the question of
nuclear proliferation amongst the French strategists. In addition, this official
discourse emphasises the role of France in the European framework but it
denies the major role of the United States and the constructive proposals of
Russia, in particular the so-called ‘step by step’ proposal by Lavrov in 2011
which will inspire the diplomatic method leading to the signing of the JCPOA
on 14 July 2015.

Finally, a question arises: why did France, in the 1970s, accept this same
Iranian nuclear program with an ambiguity regarding its end goal, peaceful or
military, and why did Paris start criticising it from the 1990s onwards? It is
quite simply because the imperial regime was considered an ally and the
Islamic Republic a rival of the West. Why not simply recognise that the
French position on the nuclear problem is largely determined by the fear of
French diplomatic actors vis-a-vis the Iranian regime? In official discourse, the
issues of Iran’s nuclear sovereignty, prestige and national pride are never
addressed. An autopsy of the failure of the French Iran hawks strategy vis-a-
vis Iran remains to be written.'” Nevertheless, the strategist approach was
more and more disconnected from the reality of the evolution of the nuclear
negotiation between Washington and Tehran from 2011 until 2013. The
French legal claims about the absence of an Iranian right to enrich uranium
under the NPT was not enough to hide another failed political agenda with the
conclusion of the Iranian Nuclear Deal in 2015. The Iranian capability to
enrich uranium was then recognised mainly due to the political and diplo-
matic will of the Obama Administration.'®

Ultimately, in the Iranian case, the overestimation of the risk of prolifera-
tion is explained by the over-representation of the nuclear prism in French
analysis of Middle Eastern geopolitical developments. The possible nuclear-
isation of Iran was presented by President Sarkozy as a catastrophic choice
between ‘the bomb or the bombardment’'*® of Iran. This ‘bomb or bombard-
ment’ slogan suggests that only the military option is relevant to preventing
Iran from crossing the nuclear threshold and developing a military nuclear
capability. Likewise, this vision is based on the assumption that only the
acquisition of nuclear weapons could protect Tehran from the bombardment
of its territory. This is an explicit reference to the theory of General Lucien
Poirier who considers that nuclear weapons sanctify the territory of the state
endowed with nuclear weapons.'”” Eventually, French official discourse is also
the product of a neoconservative turning point in France’s Arab policy which
accentuates this anti-Iranian prism of French diplomacy.'®®

Therefore, it was not surprising that, in 2017, President Macron’s new
strategy of presenting France as a bridge between the United States and Iran
encountered obstacles. Even if Paris argues that there is a risk that
Washington’s confrontational approach will weaken the Iranian President
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while strengthening the conservatives, without credible alternatives to the
JCPOA, they say, the preservation of the status quo is preferable to creating
a vacuum that favours the most strident factions inside the Iranian political
system. Moreover, France has emphasised the importance of international law
to achieving non-proliferation.

In the case of the Iran deal, this means respecting the authority of the UN
Security Council and the role of the International Atomic Energy Agency as
the only legitimate authorities to oversee Iran’s compliance with the deal. Paris
is also concerned that regime change might return as a US policy option on
Iran, even if French policymakers share US concerns over human rights abuses
in Iran and the limits of President Rouhani’s political authority. Another
difference between French and US approaches to Iran is whether to link the
JCPOA and Iran’s regional behaviour. Paris does not see any relationship
between Tehran’s support to Shia militias in Iraq or Hezbollah and the
JCPOA.

To avoid the Cornelian dilemma between the transatlantic friendship and
the promotion of French businesses in Iran, President Emmanuel Macron has
presented himself as a mediator between Trump’s America and Iran. Yet
Macron’s strategy faces hurdles. Indeed, the main asset of French diplomacy
in dealing with Tehran is the economic incentive for French companies to
invest in the country. But, since May 2018, French economic actors have
followed US unilateral economic guidelines on Iran — not French ones.'”
The French State has been lacking political will to defend its rhetorical
diplomatic support to the JCPOA between 2018 and 2021. The absence of
juridical protection against the extraterritoriality of US law both at the
national and at the EU level is provoking a crisis of credibility of French and
European policy towards Iran. Nevertheless, according to the EU representa-
tive for foreign policy, there is a need at the European level to protect
European-Iran trade:

Iran, for its part, must return to full compliance with its nuclear obligations; but it also
needs to be able to reap the economic benefits envisioned in the agreement. Having
already established measures to protect our companies against extraterritorial US sanc-
tions, we in Europe can do more to satisfy Iranian expectations for legitimate trade.'"

This idea of a need to bolster European economic sovereignty is still a work in
progress more than five years after the conclusion of the Iran Deal and more
than two years after the US withdrawal. As a consequence, trade became
a source of dispute between European states and Iran. The effect for French-
Iranian bilateral relations has been decisive. The fall of bilateral trade and the
so-called mediating efforts of France have provoked an Iranian rejection of
any French influence on the nuclear dossier. Even if President Rouhani
continues to have a dialogue with Emmanuel Macron, one has to consider
the return of anti-French feelings amongst the most conservative political
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factions inside the Islamic Republic. In other words, rather than a decrease of
international tensions around the Iranian nuclear issue and Tehran’s regional
policy, there is now a bilateral crisis between Tehran and Paris. This the result
of French regional alliances (both the ‘Arab policy’ and the alliance with Israel)
as well as the consequences of the untold story of French alignment on the
Trump Administration policy towards the Islamic Republic of Iran.'"!

Conclusion

The takeover of the Iranian nuclear dossier by the strategists against the
regionalists within the French bureaucratic system''? resulted in a growing
discrepancy between the French official and media discourse on the Iranian
situation, and the reality of the developments in the Iranian nuclear program.
Unlike the US system,'"” the absence of change within the French technocratic
superstructure, dominated by the énarques,"'* led the French bureaucratic
elites to re-write the history of international negotiations around the Iranian
nuclear issue to better dissimulate their analytical shortcomings. The French
example illustrates the danger of an approach not taking into account the
national and regional specificities for the analysis of nuclear issues. As Ken
Booth points out, the problem with strategists is that an explanation based on
national stereotypes will always find greater acceptance than one that involves
careful and multifaceted examination of the facts.""> On the Iranian nuclear
issue, ‘ethnocentrism’ is an important analytical hurdle because it obstructs
one’s understanding of the opponent ‘software’ — his intentions, style, pre-
judices, hopes and fears”."'® These analytical biases largely explain the growing
marginalisation of French diplomacy on the Iranian nuclear issue between
2003 and 2015.
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