The Good, the Bad, and the Mad

Representations of Iran(ians) in Mainstream European News
Sites

Leyla Sadat Ghavam
Berlin, 2023

A dissertation submitted to the Department of Political and Social Sciences, the
Institute for Media and Communication Studies of the Freie Universitiat Berlin for the
degree of Doctor of Philosophy



First Supervisor: Prof. Dr. Carola Richter
Second reviewer: Dr. Elfriede Fiirsich

Defense date: 25 November 2022



To my father



Acknowledgments

Throughout this long PhD journey, I was extremely privileged to have had the kindness and
encouragement of many in my life:

My Doktormutter, Prof. Dr. Carola Richter, without whose support, guidance, and patience
this thesis would have not been completed.

My second reviewer, Dr. Elfriede Fiirsich, whose valuable advice in the beginning on the
researcher’s position in qualitative work and reflectivity guided me through this project.

Dr. Leonhardt van Efferink, whose enthusiasm and creative course entitled “Media Analysis
Techniques” at Maastricht Summer School in 2014 assisted me with developing my research
design and method.

My dear colleagues at the Institute for Media and Communication Studies. I’'m grateful for
our friendship and for the fruitful discussions and feedback during our (formal, informal)
colloquia.

Mr. Ostermann from the Doctoral and Postdoctoral Examinations center in the Department,
whose warm-hearted email in summer of 2021 brought me back to reality.

My friends, old and new, whose love and presence in my life, near or from afar, helped me
through the difficulties of the past three years. I am particularly grateful to Amir, Sahar, Tali,
and Vivian.

My dearest friend, Dena, who has been a sister to me for over 20 years.

And last, but definitely not least: My parents, whose unconditional love and support I will
forever cherish.



List of Acronyms

CDA Ceritical Discourse Analysis

CDS Ceritical Discourse Studies

CiF Comment is Free

DHA Discourse-Historical Approach
G The Guardian

IAEA International Atomic Energy Agency
LM Le Monde

NPT Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty
SPON Spiegel Online

UGC User-Generated Content

WMD Weapons of Mass Destruction






Table of contents

1. Chapter One: Setting the SCene........cccevviiiiiiiiiiiiiinnnniniiir e 1
1.1 Foreign news reporting and international conflicts...........ccccvvvvnnniiiiiiiiiiisiinnieciiiiiiisinnnnee 2
1.2 Online news production and cONSUMPLION .....cccceiiiiiiiiinieiiiiiiiiiiiiiesse. 4

1.2.1 REAET COMIMENLS ...eviviiiiiieiiitistisie ettt sttt sttt sa e bbb sr et nere e 7
1.3 Thesis OUtlNe......cccciiiiimiiiiiiiiiiiiiniiiitii e sesssssree e sesssssssssneeessessssssssnnee 9

2. Chapter Two: Iran and Western Europe..........ccccceeeiiiiiiiiiiiiiinnnnnnnnnnneieee, 13
2.1 Persia in Western NArratives .....coucineeeieeeiiiiiiiiniiieeeiiiimsieieeemmseeemmseeeesees 13
2.2 Tranian Revolution in historical Context.......cccoovvueiiiiiiiiiiinnnniieiiiiciiinnnieee, 15
2.3 Revolution’s immediate aftermath, Iran-Iraq War and post-war period ............cccceeveueee. 20
2.4 Years of Critical and Comprehensive Dialogue (1992-2003)........ccccovvumrieerriiiiisnnnreeenneienns 27

2.4.1 Critical Dialogue (1992-1997)..c.c.cciiiiieiiiiniirenteteeee st s s e 28
2.4.1.1 The Mykonos verdict and the suspension of Critical Dialogue ...........cceceevvevenincrenienicnenn, 29
2.4.2 Comprehensive Dialogue (1998-2003)......cccciviriiiiniiiinininieieresene et 31
2.5 The nuclear dispute (2003-2013)........uuiuuummnnmnnnmnmmnnnnnnnnnnnennnneeneeeeisemrremrseerremrmemmeere 34
2.5.1 The history of Iran’s NUCIEAr PrOZIaAIM ......cc.evvivriririiiieirerieeree et 35
2.5.2 Britain, France, and Germany: The ‘Big Three’ (2003-2005) .....ccccoceviririrniinenineneneeeenens 37
2.5.3 The EU+3 and nuclear diplomacy under Ahmadinejad (2005-2013)......cccecveveninerenieneennenn. 39
2.5.4 Intra-EU differeNCES ...veeveruiiuiiiiiiriiiiniteeeestere sttt st s s e 43
2.5.4.1 Britain’s discourses and practices Vis-a-Vis ITan..........coeeirveeiiiiieninininieecieneseeeeeenee 43
2.5.4.1.1 Other aspects of British-Iranian relations ..........cccccoceviririeiiiinininiccceeeeee 45
2.5.4.2 France’s discourses and practices vis-a-Vis ITan.........ccoceevireriienieninininiccenseseeeeees 47
2.5.4.2.1 Other aspects of Franco-Iranian relations.........cececerinireeieineneneneeeeeeesesese e 50
2.5.4.3 Germany’s discourses and practices Vis-a-Vis ITan .........coceceeveevienenininiienicienineneceeecnes 52
2.5.4.3.1 Other aspects of German-Iranian relations ...........ccccveeirveeiiineninineeeecese e 56
2.6 Conclusion: Dominant European discourses on Iran..........cccccccviiciinnnniieiiiiciiinnnnecennnnnn, 58
3. Chapter Three: Theoretical Background ...........ccccceeeriiiiiiiiiiiinnnnnnnnneneeeceininn, 61
3.1 Foreign News FePOrtiNG.......cccceeeeiiiiiiiinnieeeiiiiiiiinnnieeeiiiiimsmsieeeeisemssssmeeessisemssssmeeessssens 61
3.1.1 The interplay of media, politics, and SOCIELY ........cccecverrireririiieiienicnene e 63
3.1.1.1 News factors and VAlUES .......c.cccereeiiiieniiiiiiceeeeice e s 63
3.1.1.2 Eurocentrism and Western mMedia.........coceverirerieieniininieieeeiesiesrene e st 65
3.1.1.3 Domestication Of fOr€IgN NEWS.......cccecueriiririiieieieniise sttt st 66
3.1.1.4 Power, access, ANd QIVEISILY ...cccvereerierierieerieeiteeiteeie et et sttt st e st e bt e be et e sbeebeebeemee e 68
3.1.1.5 Media freedom and state control in the reported Country .........coceevevereeceenenieninenseecieneenne, 69
3.2 Representation and the foreign Other ..........iiiiiiiiiinniiiiiiniiiiin, 70
33 Critical Discourse ANALYSis ...cccocvvreieiiiiiiiiinnniiiiiiiiiiniiiems. 74
3.3.1 The notion of ‘discourse’ Within CDA .........cccceeiriiiiininiiiieeeceee e 75
3.3.2 DiSCOUISE ANA POWET ..cuveviuienieiiiiiiieeitetestesie sttt ettt sre sttt sb e s bt be et sesae b sae bt eane e enes 76
3.3.3 CDA and mainstream MEdia.........cceveeeevieriiniiiiieieienisene e st 78
3.3.3.1 Deconstruction of othering in mediated discourses through CDA ..........cccocevvininiirincennnne. 80
3.3.4 The Discourse-Historical APProach .........cccceveeieieiiiniiniiniiieiceescceereee e 83
3.3.4.1 Critique, ideology, and POWET ........cccecueriiiiriiiiieieniise et st 84
3.3.4.2 DiSCOUISE AN CONEEXL. . .eeurerrirririiriieiiiieniiie sttt ettt et sb s r et sa b sre bt st sne e nes 85
3.3.5 CriticiSm 0f CDA and IESPOMNSES ......cevererrerrerrirrieieieniisresieeeeresteste st st st ssesaesreseesresseenesaennes 86
3.4 Iran in mainstream Western media: a review of scholarship.......ccooccuriiiiiiiiiiinnnniennnnann. 88
3.4.1 Iran, the archetypical ISIamMIC COUNLIY .....ocvivririiriiiiiiiiiire s 89
342 TTANS TMAZE . .eveeurerirerit ettt sttt ettt sttt sa e bbbt e b e b e s bt b e sae b e b e b sae e bt et eanenennes 94

4. Chapter Four: Mainstream News Sites and Reader Comments.............cceeerrereeenes 99
4.1 News media in the digital age .......cccovvmrriiiiiiiiiiiiniiiiiiiiiinissree s 99
4.2 Mainstream news sites: a review of scholarship .......cccccovvvnnniiiiiiiiiiiiinniiciiiiciinneeneeen. 100

4.2.1 The enduring impact of media systems and journalistic Cultures ............ccceeeverirerercveneenne. 101
4.2.2. Online journalism in Britain, France, and Germany ............c.ccecevevinieniriienenienineneceeneenen 104
4.2.3. Foreign news coverage in the New News €COIOZY .......ccvevirririeiiniininineereiee e 105

I



4.2.3.1 Newsgathering and produCtion ...........ccecerireririenieneniereee et s 106

4.2.3.2 ONliNE NEWS COMEIE ...vevviuiiuriririeiiieieetete sttt sttt s bt st ae bbbt sre s s e b e sr e b e saeesnesaenes 107

4.3 User comments: reflections from the literature.......cc.ccccveviiiiiriisiiinniiiiiinniinienncnnnenn. 112
4.3.1 The ProduCers’ SIAC .....ecveruieiiiiiiririeitieie ettt st e se e 112

4.3.1.1 Types of UGC features 0N NEWS SILES .......coirrererierienerinrireeiesiesresie s eieeeesne s enesnennes 113

4.3.1.2 Newsroom attitudes towards user participation...........c.ceeereeceerienineneeeenene e 115

4.3.2 TR USEIS’ SIAC ..uveririiiririieiiiiestesie sttt sttt sttt sr et bt et b e sr e bt st snenes 120

4.3.2.1 USETS” PIOTILC ..ueiuiiiiiiiriiciietetete et st 120

4.3.2.2 Users’ commenting practices: how, to what extent, and Why?..........cccecvevevininincncennne, 121

4.3.2.3 The content of 0nline COMIMENTS.......cecueriiririririinieneri ettt s 126
4.3.2.3.1 The deliberative quality 0f COMMENLS ......ccererieriiiiirinirieieee e 127
4.3.2.3.2 What online USers aCtUally SAY .........ccccceririririiinieniiniiinteteesrese st 130

4.3.2.4 CDA 2.0: contextualizing comments and othering online...........c.ccooeveeevenenenineneecneneenne, 133

5. Chapter Five: Research Method and Design .........cccocceiiiinnnnnnnnnneiecceiinininiicininne. 137
5.1 Methodological framework ........cccocceiiiiiiiiiiiininiiiiiiiiiniieiicseee e 137
5.1.1 TeXtUal ANALYSIS ...vevuieririiiiieieie sttt st 138

S L LT TOPICS taveeiiieiieierteste sttt sttt sh et r e e er et nenne 139

5.1.1.2 DiSCUISIVE SLIATEZICS ...c.vveuvenrirerrirtieitetestesre sttt sttt sttt esbe bbbt e nesaesbesaeere e enenaens 139
5.1.1.2.1 Referential and predicational Strate@IeS ..........ccvevverriririeiriieirenienineeeeresrese e 140
5.1.1.2.2 Argumentation StrAt@ZICS ........eeueeeeruerrisrerieiieiete st st ettt sre st sa e e ere et enenne s 141

5.1.2 DISCUISIVE PIACLICES ...veveureureierierriereetetestesresteese et et st sresat et esbe b sresbe st esnesaesresbeereeneennennens 142

5.1.3 SOCIAL PrACHICES ....verviririieiiiieiesie sttt sttt sa e st nenae 143

5.2 ReSearch qUESTIONS ....eeeeeeeeereeereeeimmeimemiieeiieeiieetteeieeeireerreerrreerreerreererereerreeeeeeeneeenn. 143
5.3 Data and ProCedures.......cccceeieiiiiiiiisnnieeeiiiiiiiiineieeeiiiiiisseieeeeiisstiteesienmseeessisensns 144
5.3.1 SeleCted NEWS SIEES ..evervieueiieiiiieriiiieet ettt sttt sr et sa e bbbt nennea 144

5.3.1.1 theguardian.Com ........ceiiiiiirininiiietete ettt nne 145

5.3 1.2 Le MONACAT ..ottt e et 146

5.3.1.3 SPIEZEl ONlINE ...cuviviiiiiiiiiiiie ittt sttt st 146

5.3.2 Data COIIBCLION. .....evuiiririiiiiiieieie sttt st sr e st nenae 147

5.3.3 Data selection and analySiS........cceeeereeiienininiiieieiencee et 148

5.4 Data analysis challenges and limitations .........cccccceviiiiiinnnniiciiiiciiininniiecn. 151
6. Chapter Six: Dominant topics and themes in Iran coverage .........ccccccvviiiicinnnnnee 154
6.1 Overview of the COrPOTA ........ueeeeieeiiiiiiieiiieiiiierettrerrrrrrrrrereerrrer e rrerreeeene 154
6.2 Salient topics and recurring themes..........cccccceviiiiiinnniieiiiiciinnnnii. 156
6.2.1 FOreign affairs ....cooiiiiiiiiieieienieeeeece ettt st s 156

6.2. 1.1 SYTIAN CIISIS t.uveureruinririieiieieitesie sttt ettt sttt sttt b b sr e sbe et e s e b e b e sbeebe et enenaens 157

6.2. 1.2 NUCICAT ISSUE ..c.veviririieiiiieieite sttt ettt sttt st et s bbbt bt et ae e resaeere et ennenaens 161

6.2.1.3 Terrorism, Islamist extremism, and political ISIam ..........cccceeveiiiriiniiniiiieeeeeee 170

6.2.1.4 CyDEI-POLILICS ...vevviririieiiiieiesie sttt st sa e s et nenae 175

6.2.1.5 Bilateral Telations........cevevueriiniiniiiieieiestie et s 178

6.2.1.60 SUIMMATY ....oouiiiiiiiiiiiiieie s a e e s s sas b b 179

6.2.2 DOMESLIC AfTAITS ...evviiriiiieiiiieieie e 181

6.2.2.1 INterNal POLIICS ..evirviriiiiiiiiieie sttt st st 182

6.2.2.2 PUDBIIC SENTIMENL c..euviiiiiiiiiiiesiieieee ettt sttt sa e st nesne 186

6.2.2.3 HUMAN RIGILS...eeiiiiiiiiiiiiiieieienteceee ettt st st 188

6.2.2.4 SUIMMATY ...ooiiiiiiiiiiiiii e s s b e s a e s s sas b b 195

0.2.3 CUIUIC ...ttt sttt b e bbb b e b sbe bt et enennea 197

6.2.4 Exile, integration, and asylum ...........ccceceviiiriiiiiiiinineece e 202

6.2.5 Disaster and trageay ......ccceevveririiiiieiiiene e e e 204

6.2.0 SPOTLS....oiiiiiiiiiii i e s 205

6.2.7 GIODAL ITENAS ....eovviiiririieiieieee et e e 206

6.2.8 Education, science, and technolOgY .........c.ccoveriiiiiieiiininiiicicicei e 207

6.3 DISCUSSION .uuunnnniiiiiiiiiiiiiiniieitiiiiiiiiieeeiieesisseteeesieesssssssteeesissssssssssstessssessssssssessssssesssns 207
7. Chapter Seven: Self and Other in media texts.........coeeeiiiiinnnnnnrnreieeeeiiniiiiinn. 214
7.1 Building the corpus for in-depth analysis........ccccccviiiiiiininiiiiiiiiiiininiieic. 214
7.2 Referential SIrategies ......cccveiiiiiiiiiinniiiiiiiiiiiiiniieiiiiiisieieeeissiieenmsseeessnne 221



A B N s T 1§ PR 221

7.2.1.1 The Self as a political entity/geographical SPACE.........ccevverervieriinirinieieerise e 221

7.2.1.2 The Self as a geopolitical DIOC........cceviiriiiiriiiiiciencrc e 222

7.2.1.3 The Self as a Eurotropic COlECtIVE .......cciviriiiriiiiiiniinienteietcere et 222

T2 2 TEAIL ettt sttt st et st e bt e e b et e ae e e n b e e e bt e sabeeeabe e s beeeree s 228

7.2.2.1 Iran as a political entity/geographical SPACE.........cccevrrerieiriieniinininiceeresee e 228

7.2.2.2 Tran as ROUNANI.......oociiiiiiiiiieeeee ettt ettt et et sttt e saeesbeeneeens 231

7.2.2.3 TraN @S PEOPIC.....eervieririieiiieeieie sttt e et 232

7.3 Predicational and argumentation Strategies........cccccuviiiinnnreeeiiiiiiininnnieeiiicinnnnneeeenisnn. 234
731 TRE SeIf ...ttt ettt s be e st e et e s ht e et e sat e et e sae e et e nneas 234
7.3.2 The OtREI/ITAN ...coeveiiiiieiee ettt ettt ettt ettt e sat e et e sat e e beesaeeebeenaeas 236
7.3.2.1 Their malign Presence N SYTIA ..o .ee i eereerieeieeieeierte sttt ettt besbesae st e saeesaeesaeeneeens 236

7.3.2.1.1 Their alliance with the ‘bad guys’/Our siding with the ‘g00d GUYS’ .........cccvvvvverceecuenncns 236
7.3.2.1.2 Their destabilizing/destructive role in the FEQiON ..............ccevevviriineeceeceininirieeeeecienaens 239
7.3.2.1.3 Their dangerous regional iNfIUEHCE.................ccuecueriiiriiiiiiiiiiiiiiteteeeeeseese e 242
7.3.2.1.4 The West’s wrongdoings and iNCONSISTENCIES .........ccueveereereeseeiienieniesieseeseeseesieeneeens 243

7.3.2.2 Their NMUCICAT MENACE .....eeveertieiiienieeiteerte ettt et et stt st e steeste e bt ebeeabe e besabesaaesaeesaeesbeenseanseans 244

7.3.2.2.1 Their non-peaceful actiVitieS/INLENIIONS ............ccecuereirceerieesieesieeieeeeie et seesieesieens 245
7.3.2.2.2 Their nuclear threat to regional Stability ............ccccovvvievirviiiiniiniiniiicenese e 251
7.3.2.2.2.1 Their threat t0 ISFACL.........c...ooeiiiiiiiiiieiieieeieee ettt st st 251
7.3.2.2.3 Their (return t0) FAtiONALILY ........coceevieiieiieiieieieete sttt st st st sae e 254
7.3.2.2.4 Their (inherent) untrustworthiness/Our generosity and goodwill .................c.ccccueeeecuennns 256
7.3.2.2.5 Their dangerous motives/ Our reasonable approach and sensible actions ...................... 260
7.3.2.2.6 OUF ODIIGALIONS ...ttt st s sae 264
7.3.2.2.7 Their nuclear rights and good actions/Our missteps and bad actions .................c......... 267

7.3.2.3 Their threat to democracy and human rights .........cccoceeerieiiiienininincc e 270

7.3.3 The Iranian people/CUltUrE.........ccvirieiiiiiriiiiiiceeeeeet et 274

7.3.3.1 The state-versus-soCiety diVIde........cceoeririririiiieiiininineee e 274
7.3.3.1.1 The freedom-loving, democracy-seeking people.................cccccuvirvinverceeceniinieniiienceeiennens 274
7.3.3.1.2 The young and the ROPEIESS .............cccuevueiuieiiieiiiiiiie sttt ettt st st 277
7.3.3.1.3 The reSilient WOMEHN .........ccueieiiiiieeesit ettt ettt ettt ettt ettt sabesate st e saeesbeesbeenbeens 278

7.3.3.2 Similarities With Us (in the WESL) .....cceviiiriiiiiiiiiniiiiniceeeee e 282

7.3.3.3 Iranian culture and social dYNAmICS ........ccceveeeeiieiiininiinieieecee e 283

7.4 DISCUSSION .uuurnnniiiiiiiiiiiiinnitettiiiiiiinseiteeiiiiiisseteeetieiissssstteesiseessssstteesssessssssssssessssessns 285
8. Chapter Eight: Self and Other representations in comment sections................... 292
8.1 Overview of the COTPOra......ccciiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiier s sassreeeesssesssns 292
8.2 Primary and secondary diScourse tOPIiCs .......cccceveeriiiiiissnnnnieeniiiiiininniieeiiicnnisnneeeesisenne 293
8.3 Referential, predicational, and argumentation strategies .........c.occcerrrerriicisssinnneeerniscnnnns 294
8.3.1 The “hate besotted Mad Mullahs of Iran” ...........c.cccocvvivireeeiiineniiniinieieesesee e 295

8.3.2 “And we are continuously told that Iran is the threat to world peace!” ...........ccccocuevuevuennn. 301

8.3.3 “a semi-fascist theocracy run by a cabal of religious cranks and cynical opportunists” ......314

8.3.4 ‘Iran is not as bad as X’/ ‘What QDOUL...?7 " .........cccevueviiiiririieiiiiinine sttt 321

8.3.5 “Ah Islam. Women exiSt. GOt OVEF It.” .....ccuevuireireiieesieesie ettt ettt sttt 328

8.3.5.1 “Ancient Persia, yes, but modern Iran as presently constituted, no!” .........c.ccccoceevuevuennenn. 330

8.3.6 ‘Iranian people # Iranian regime ..........cc.ccucieveereeneeseesieeie ettt sttt ettt ee e 332
8.3.7“[a] much freer and pluralistic society than Saudi Arabia” /*“People so similar to us after all”
......................................................................................................................................................... 336
8.3.8“...auferordentlich freundlich, kultiviert und gastfreundlich” ...........c.ccccccevvevvinviriervuenennenn. 340

8.4 DISCUSSION .uuurennriiiiiiiiiiiiiniiiitiiiicieiiteee ettt ieessssssssteeesssessssssssteessssesssssssreeessssesssns 344
9. Chapter Nine: Concluding Remarks .......ccccceeeeiiiiiiiiiiiiiinnnnnnnnnneieien, 349
9.1 The Iran Story: spotlights and blind SPOtS ......ccccccuriieiiiiiiiiinniieiiiiiiiiinieeeee. 349
9.2 Implications for journalistic Practice .......cccccevvvvneiiiiiiiiiisiinnnieceiiiciinneeen. 355
9.3 Theoretical IMPLCALIONS .....ceeeriiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiir s ssssee e e e 356
9.4 Contributions to research, limitations, and avenues for further work.......ccccccceeeeirnnnnens 359
References (bibliography and secondary SOUrces) .........ceveeeeeemeermennnnisisississssiiisnnnnnenn 365

III



Appendix One — Primary sources (thematic analysis)........cccccvecvnnniiiiiiiinniinniiinnnneenn. 399

Appendix Two — Primary sources (in-depth analysis).......cccccccvviiiiiiiiiinnnnnnnnnieceeiinnnn. 425
Appendix Three — Zusammenfassung der Forschungsergebnisse/ Summary of the

] Rt 431
Appendix Four - Author Resume............iiiiiiiiiiiniciiiiinnnennneeeneenneens 435

List of figures and Tables

Figure 1.1.DiScourse CONtEXt IEVEIS. ....cc.ovuiriiiiiiiiiieieiesieeee et 10
Table 2.1 Total Exports from/to Iran (€ mMillion) ..........ccceeevieriierieerieesiieiieieee e 43
Table 4.1 News performance of the online news sites selected for this study .........c.cceceeverinennennene 111
Table 5.1 Recurrent topoi in articles and COMIMENLS ..........c.evcververiveriierieriereeree e see e seeesseeseeeseeens 142
Figure 6.1 Share of total articles per topic area in all NeWs Sites (90) .....cevevererrenenenieneneeeeeen 154
Figure 6.2 Share of total articles per topic area in €ach news Site (%6).......cevevereerieerieerveseervereernens 155
Figure 6.3 Number of Iran-related articles per topic area in each News Site..........cceevververververiennnnns 155
Figure 6.4 Breakdown of total articles per news site in the ‘foreign affairs’ category (%) ........c....... 156
Table 6.1 Breakdown of articles in the ‘Syrian crisis’ SUD-CAtEZOTY ......covvevveriereerierieriereereeniens 157
Table 6.2 Breakdown of articles in the ‘nuclear issue’ SUD-CateZOTY.........cevververeerierierierierieeniens 161
Table 6.3 Breakdown of articles in ‘terrorism, extremism & political Islam’ sub-category............... 170
Table 6.4 Breakdown of articles in ‘cyber-politics’ SUD-CatEZOTY .....c.cccververeeriereerierierieerieeseeenieens 175
Table 6.5 Breakdown of articles in the ‘bilateral relations’ sub-category .........ccoceevvverververvenieninns 178
Figure 6.5 Breakdown of total articles per news site in the ‘domestic affairs’ category (%) ............. 181
Table 6.6 Breakdown of articles in the ‘internal politics’ SUb-Category ........ccevvvevvereerverieriereeniens 182
Table 6.7 Breakdown of articles in ‘public sentiment’ SUb-CAteZOTY.......cccvevververeerierierieerieerieenieens 186
Table 6.8 Breakdown of articles in the ‘human rights’ sub-category ..........cccevvvevveniienieneenienienens 188
Figure 6.6 Breakdown of total articles per news site in the ‘culture’ category..........cceevevververiennnnne 197
Table 6.9 Breakdown of articles in the ‘Culture’ Category .........ccevvverierierierienie et 197
Table 6.10 Breakdown of articles in the ‘exile, integration & asylum’ category ..........cceevevvervennnene 202
Table 6.11 Breakdown of articles in the ‘disaster & tragedy’ category.......cccevvvevvereerveneeriereeninns 204
Table 6.12 Breakdown of articles in the ‘Sports’” CateZOTY........ccvvvvervverieriierieniereeseeseeseeseeeseeeseeens 205
Table 6.13 Breakdown of articles in the ‘global trends’ category .........cceevveveerierieenierierieriereeniens 206
Table 6.14 Breakdown of articles in ‘education, science and technology’ category ...........ccccevvvenne 207
Table 7.1 Salient and most commented-on topics/issues in [ran COVerage..........cooevvververeerveneennnns 215
Table 7.2 Salient and most commented-on topics/issues in Iran coverage per news site ................... 216

Table 7.3 Number of articles selected per news site for detailed analysis and number of comments 220

1Y%



1. Chapter One: Setting the Scene

‘You can’t dress like this back home, can you?’/'Where is your headscarf?’, ‘Will I get
arrested when [ visit? /‘How dangerous is it over there?’, ‘How big is your family?’, ‘Do you
ride camels?’, ‘Where is your bomb?’ These are some of the most common remarks — at
times out of curiosity and at times facetious or sarcastic — that I, an Iranian woman, have
encountered since moving to Europe 17 years ago. A journey that took me, amongst other
places, to France, Germany, and the U.K. A journey that began in 2005, coincided with the
election of then little-known Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, and planted the seed of this project.

The word Iran evokes the Orient, oil, and Mad Mullahs on a quest for nuclear bombs.
Over the past decades, since the Islamic Revolution of 1979, Iran has come to be regarded as
an object to be feared and a global challenge to be tackled. According to the Pew Research
Center’s Global Attitudes Project (PRC, 2012), Iran’s international image was
overwhelmingly negative in 2012! particularly in the U.S. and the European Union (EU),
most notably France (86%) and Germany (91%). The survey also showed that over 90% of
British, French, and German populations opposed a nuclear-armed Iran and that the majority
were in favor of tougher sanctions (79% in Britain, 74% in France, 80% in Germany). As for
the use of military force, the survey noted some divisions, with British and German citizens
leaning more towards endorsing a military action against Iran. As Iranians were preparing to
elect a new president in 2013, BBC’s Country Rating Poll (BBC World Service Poll, 2013)
announced that Iran was “once again the most negatively viewed country”, with unfavorable
ratings above 80% expressed in EU states, namely France (82%), Germany (85%), and the
U.K. (84%).

The predominantly negative views and perceptions in the West about Iran — specifically at
the time of the above-stated surveys — can be ascribed to various (immediate and enduring)
factors, inter alia, the Iranian leadership’s anti-Western/ideological stance and theocracy;
Tehran’s foreign and domestic policies i.e. its highly-publicized nuclear program, support to
Bashar Assad’s Syria, grim human rights record; and last, but not least, the legacy of
Ahmadinejad’s eight-year presidency, a turbulent period marked by his bellicose rhetoric and
confrontational approach. These topics/issues, whilst related to the ‘real” world, constitute
some aspects of Iran, or what Chimamanda Adichie (2009) terms ‘a single story’. Hence, the

“average westerner holds Iran to be the forecourt to hell. Why? Because western media

'Amid renewed concerns over its nuclear ambitions at the time of this writing, Iran “once again has become a
top focus of international tensions” (PRC, 2020) and continues to be viewed negatively in the West.
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reduce Iran to the nuclear issue, Muslim veiling and Ahmadinejad’s Holocaust denial”
(Hafez, 2011, p.485) whereas, at other times, they laude (or appropriate) the resistance of
Iranians and protests inside the country (Sadeghi-Boroujerdi, 2018), including the much-
hyped ‘Twitter Revolution’ in 2009 and the more recent unrest in 2019, without amply taking
the complexities into account. Iran’s dominant image — defined by Hafez (2000a, p.30) as
“any kind of perception, whether it be based on prefabricated or authentic cognition” — in
mainstream Western media can thus be attributed to a mix of high visibility and negative

valence (Manheim & Albritton, 1984 cited in Zhang, 2012, p.80).

1.1 Foreign news reporting and international conflicts

News, therefore, matters: it provides a space where journalists, media organizations,
politicians and other information sources as well as the audience gather “to inform, persuade,
influence, endorse or reject one another in a collaborative process of making meaning from
events” (Meikle & Redden, 2011, p.1). Besides influencing public opinion, news media can
further reinforce and perpetuate stereotypes — described by Fowler (1991, p.2) as “a socially-
constructed mental pigeon-hole into which events and individuals can be sorted, thereby
making such events and individuals comprehensible” — and prejudices.

Foreign news serves as a window through which we learn about, understand, and make
sense of the world we live in. Each day, while countless events transpire worldwide, a
selected few receive media attention and are placed on the (public and/or policy) agenda.
Journalists and news makers decide, based on a web of complex factors, what their
(intended) audience needs or wishes to know. In the words of Hafez (2011, p.485), “the
foreign news agenda [...] at best just touches the tip-of-the-iceberg of all events and news
produced daily around the world”, thus making the public “inhabit news geographies
containing some hot spots and many pale areas” (p.485). While certain events/issues attract
substantial media attention on a global level, thereby constructing ‘an identical media
agenda’, they are often covered and reported in accordance with ‘their home-grown
narratives’ (p.486). “Today’s international exchanges of images and information”,
accordingly, “are no guarantee for global intertextuality in news, for a growing awareness of
the others’ stories and perspectives or for more complexity in the mass media’s world views”
(Hafez, 2011, p.486). This is of particular importance in the case of a country like Iran with a
rather low number of (Western) tourists’ due in part to its wide reputation as a
dangerous/unsafe place and regular travel warnings issued by foreign ministries in times of

bilateral/international political tensions or internal unrest, thereby adding further to the

2 This study pre-dates the booming tourism after the ‘Iran (nuclear) Deal’, an agreement reached in July 2015
between Tehran and the P5+1 (five permanent members of the UN Security Council, plus Germany).
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crucial role of media, as a primary source, in constructing the image associated with foreign
countries, influencing public perceptions of these places, and exerting impact on intercultural
and international dialogue. Regarding (international) conflicts, the impact of media is
twofold; “they can either promote peace or deepen crises and reinforce conflict” (Hafez,
2000a, p.4). Similarly, concerning intercultural communication, the media “can become
either agents of international and intranational cultural conflict or of transcultural
communication” (p.38). The main aim of this thesis is to investigate Iran’s coverage in
mainstream European media during a decisive period. In 2012, the EU imposed an oil
embargo, amongst other restrictions, on the country, that were “the most far-reaching against
an individual country adopted [...] since the sanctions on Iraq in the 1990s and the broadest
unilateral sanctions regime ever adopted by the EU” (Meier, 2013, pp.15-16). The June 2013
presidential election was taking place in Iran at a critical juncture for several reasons:
tensions were high between Tehran and the West, on one hand, over the nuclear dispute and
renewed threats of an Israeli military action, and, on the other hand, due to Iran’s
involvement in Syria’s ‘civil’ war; and, in addition, it was the first since the widely contested
Iranian election in 2009 which was followed by nationwide protests that came to be known as
the Green Movement — an uprising unprecedented since the 1979 Islamic revolution — and
the violent crackdown that followed. Thus, while bearing in mind the potential effect of
temporary ‘event-oriented spikes’ (Fredette, 2014, p.38; Mertens, 2016a, p.63) on media’s
attention and coverage, the pre- and post-election months served as a momentous period to
examine and compare news reporting on Iran. In this respect, France, Germany, and the U.K.
are of particular interest due to their centuries-long relations with Iran and their ‘presence’, to
varying degrees, in the country’s political history; their roles as key members of the nuclear
negotiating team in addition to being the three most powerful European countries who “play
an informal leadership role in shaping EU foreign policy” (Lehne, 2012, p.3; Patterson,
2013). Moreover, the three countries have diverse media systems and journalistic cultures.
Hence, investigating Iran’s coverage in leading British, French, and, German news sites
attempts a threefold contribution to: (1) comparative research on online journalism that
remains understudied (e.g. Humprecht, 2016); (2) providing deeper insight into the
similarities/differences across Europe with regard to foreign news reporting; and (3) filling a
void in the literature concerning non-anecdotal empirical research on the image of Iran(ians)
in mainstream European media® (outlined in Chapter Three). Thus, the first objective of this

study is to examine:

* To the best of my knowledge, most empirical studies on Iran have, with few exceptions, mainly focused on
U.S. and/or U.K. media, and those that have investigated other contexts (e.g. France and Germany) are mostly
single- country and issue-specific case studies.



Against the backdrop of heightened international tensions in 2013, how was Iran covered in
some of Europe’s leading news websites?

Central to this analysis is tracing ‘othering’ in the form of “the media’s role in explaining
international relations, conflict and culture” (Fiirsich, 2010, p.116), which is closely linked to
‘representation’, a concept that “move[s] beyond understanding media messages as simply a
portrayal or reflection of reality” and is, indeed, “constitutive of culture, meaning and
knowledge about ourselves and the world around us” (p.115). In uncovering the dynamics of
Self/Other representation(s) in mainstream media (discussed in Chapter Three) and Iran’s
portrayal as the Other, this research, it should be stressed at the outset, does not seek to
decipher the ‘truth’ in the sense of elucidating which version(s) of Iran is more accurate than
other(s); rather, to detect what Foucault (1980, p.131) refers to as ‘regimes of truth’. “Each
society”, Foucault (1980, p.131) argues, “has its regime of truth, its ‘general politics’ of truth:
that is, the types of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true”. “The question of
whether a discourse is true or false”, as Hall (1992, p.205) stresses, “is less important than
whether it is effective in practice”. Thus, this study aims to examine the ‘regime(s) of truth’
at work by analyzing what/who is (not) reported in Iran’s coverage in three European news
outlets, namely Guardian, Le Monde, and Spiegel Online*; how mainstream media discourse
constructs and (de)legitimates opposing sides in the face of conflict; and what possible
convergences/divergences exist amongst — and within — the sampled news sites. The reason
behind focusing on left-leaning media for this study, similar to some (e.g. Blackledge, 2005,
p-134), was a keen interest in investigating discursive constructions of Otherness and
dichotomous representations within a ‘liberal’ setting, that is, the liberal left discourse which

advocates and aims to promote inclusion, tolerance, and pluralism.

1.2 Online news production and consumption

In a world of ‘information overload and one-click communication’ (Fenton, 2010, p.3), the
news environment is marked by both continuity and change (Nielsen & Kuhn, 2014):
continuities with respect to the enduring relevance of historically-inherited national and
institutional variations in different media systems and journalistic cultures as well as shared
cross-national trends i.e. the soffening of journalistic political communication (Otto et al.,
2017); and changes driven by an accelerated news cycle, digitization on the supply side, and
rapid emergence of new news sources (Nielsen & Kuhn, 2014), shaped, in part, by local

conditions in addition to cross-cutting economic and technological forces and professional

4 The timeframe chosen for this study pre-dates the merging of the German news site’s editorial office with that
of the print Spiegel (in 2019) and its subsequent renaming to Der Spiegel (in 2020). For this reason and to avoid
confusion, the outlet is mentioned in this thesis by its former name, Spiegel Online (or abbreviated SPON).
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practices. This ‘new ecology of news’ (Saltzis, 2012, p.473), characterized by convergence —
that is, the “coming together of telecommunications, media content and computing in
multiple platforms, coupled with ongoing processes of industry merger, acquisition and
alliance” (Meikle & Redden, 2011, p.2) — of media forms and textual systems, of media and
personal communication, and of the professional and the non-professional, has enabled a
digital mediascape that functions in real time on a global scale and continues to change “not
only in content, but also in the ways citizens discover, use, consume and interact with that
content” which “have a significant impact on what the media report, the way that their
content is consumed, and, finally, on the quality of informed citizenship”
(Papathanassopoulos et al., 2013, p.701).

Notwithstanding the rise of digital media in an era of varied choices and increased audience
fragmentation, television remains the most popular source for news in Western Europe
(Matsa, 2018; Papathanassopoulos et al., 2013). In the three countries selected for the present
study, with internet penetration levels of 80% (or above), online news — after TV — vies for
the second most frequently accessed news source® (Table 1.1), dominated by legacy media,
namely newspapers in both France and Germany and public service broadcasters in the U.K.
(Nielsen & Kuhn, 2014, pp.7-8). The two mentioned platforms — and traditional brands —
constituted the main news sources (most valued/relied upon) in all three countries’ online
market at the time of this study, with a more fragmented online usage and a stronger
preference for TV in France and Germany (Newman & Levy, 2013). While a generational
divide exists in Germany and the U.K., with younger people preferring the web and older
groups favoring TV, the former continues to remain loyal to television news in France

(Newman & Levy, 2013).

France Germany UK.
TV 84% 82% 79%
Radio 44% 51% 37%
Print 46% 63% 59%
Online 68% 66% 74%

Table 1.1. Weekly news access by source
Source: Reuters Institute Digital News Report (Newman & Levy, 2013, p.25)

Domestic news, followed by international, local, and regional news (especially in Germany)
were the most popular news types in all three countries at the time of this research, with a

strong interest in entertainment and celebrity news (especially in the U.K.) being fueled by a

5 France and Germany have comparatively low levels of online news access and a strong allegiance to
traditional media (Hasebrink & Holig, 2013). According to a survey by the Pew Research Center, preference for
TV over online news is more pronounced in both countries (Matsa, 2018). The majority in the European
countries surveyed, it should be added, use multiple (analogue and digital) platforms for their daily news use.
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growth of this news type in the digital — compared to the analogue — sphere (Newman &
Levy, 2013). In terms of news partiality and polarization, impartial news is firmly supported
in all three countries, who have strong public service traditions, and only a minority (4% in
France, 1% in Germany, 10% in the U.K.) prefer to have their viewpoints challenged by
news media (Newman & Levy, 2013). As for interest in particular stories, a BBC audience
research in 2010 showed “higher levels of interest for global-themed coverage such as
terrorism, economics and climate change than for specific country coverage”, therewith
“reflecting a merging of the international and domestic news agenda” (cited in Sambrook,
2010, pp.61-2). Accordingly, a quarter of those surveyed stated that they would follow news
on Iran over the coming years compared, for instance, to 22% and 13% on China and Africa,
respectively. Another study by Reuters Institute (Sambrook et al., 2013) on audience interest
in foreign news such as natural disasters and the ‘Arab Spring’ on TV and online found that
human-interest and (some) disaster stories stimulated higher levels of interest. Concerning
demographic breakdown, more affluent and educated audiences are reported to have shown
more interest in foreign news (Sambrook, 2010, p.61).

Internet and web-specific affordances have enabled a platform that offers online users a
(potential) space for participation. Thus, in addition to accessing news online, another issue is
how users engage with the news by embracing various interactive and participatory options
available in the online environment. Studies have shown similar cross-national patterns
concerning users’ participatory practices as well as differences in terms of ‘participatory
cultures’® (Nielsen, 2013). Fifteen years ago, Bruns (2007) observed a paradigm shift
whereby the emergence of Web 2.0 applications blurs the traditional boundaries between
active (news) production and passive (news) consumption, resulting in what he labelled the
portmanteau of ‘produsage’. Various terms have entered academic parlance when describing
this phenomenon: ‘citizen journalism’, ‘digital journalism’, ‘online journalism’,
‘participatory journalism’, ‘user-generated content’ (UGC), etc. (e.g. Deuze et al., 2007,
Siapera & Veglis, 2012; Singer et al., 2011). As the most dominant news providers (Nielsen
& Kuhn, 2014) and the most popular news sources (Redden & Witschge, 2010) online,
mainstream news sites offer a selection of editorial content, ‘originated’ (produced for the
Web) and/or ‘aggregated’ (shoveled from the affiliated offline edition) along with a filtered
and/or moderated form of participatory communication (Deuze, 2003, p.208). Measuring

online journalism types against interactivity, a key characteristic of Web 2.0, alongside

® Nielsen (2013, p.78) draws on the definition of participatory culture proposed by Jenkins et al. (2006, p.3) as
one “with relatively low barriers to artistic expression and civic engagement, strong support for creating and
sharing one’s creations, and some type of informal mentorship [...]. A participatory culture is also one in which
members believe their contributions matter, and feel some degree of social connection with one another (at the
least they care what other people think about what they have created)”.
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‘hypertextuality’ and ‘multimodality’, Deuze (2003) argued two decades ago that mainstream
news sites mostly adopted ‘nagivational’ interactive features (p.215) and “tend[ed] to
translate the traditional way of doing things to the web, repurposing not only their content,
but also their journalistic culture (including relationships with publics)” (p.219). More
recently, Siapera (2012) detected seven forms of online journalism, including among others,
‘participatory or civic journalism’ and ‘online versions of mainstream news media’. The
author makes a clear distinction between participatory journalism — in which readers actively
and directly take part in the journalistic process by posting their own news and opinion pieces
— and mainstream online journalism, which is “the traditional form of journalism that for the
most part has merely shifted its platform from print to online” (p.167). While acknowledging
changes in the print-to-online move of mainstream journalism concerning news content and
readers, with the former expanding and the latter having the possibility to give feedback, the
author argues that readers “are primarily positioned in a passive manner” (p.167). By
contrast, Singer et al. (2011) choose participatory journalism to describe the contributions to
news sites by those Jay Rosen (2006) famously described as ‘the people formerly known as
the audience’, arguing that the term “captures the idea of collaborative and collective — not
simply parallel — action” (p.2). The authors add that people in- and outside newsrooms “are
engaged in communicating not only fo, but also with, one another. In doing so, they all are
participating in the ongoing processes of creating a news website and building a multifaceted
community” (p.2, emphases in original). In sum, online journalism has “evolved from
textuality to hypertextuality and then to multimediality and is now inching toward an

amorphous, citizen-led, networked, social media phase” (Kperogi, 2012, p.449).

1.2.1 Reader comments

As Fowler (1991, p.43) states, “being a reader is an active, creative practice”. In reading
media texts that are “polysemic and open to interpretation” (Poole, 2020, p.479), readers
undergo encoding/decoding processes that could include adopting a ‘dominant/hegemonic’,
‘negotiated’ or ‘oppositional’ position (Hall, 1980). Accordingly, “a more holistic account of
how meaning is produced in the communication process” (Poole, 2020, p.479) involves
examining both the elite institutional discourses and representations conveyed and
communicated through the messages of legacy media (e.g. print or online news) and non-
institutional discourses enabled and afforded by Web 2.0-based media (e.g. user comments
and discussion forums) that entail, amongst others, the consumption, reproduction, and

negotiation of communicated messages (Molek-Kozakowska & Chovanec, 2017, pp.4-5).
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Comment sections are one of the most prevalent forms of UGC on news sites and among the
most popular participatory practices (Hermida & Thurman, 2008; Reich, 2011; Tenenboim &
Cohen, 2015; Weber, 2014; Quandt, 2018). This popularity amongst news outlets and their
audience has spurred a burgeoning scholarly attention. Notwithstanding myriad studies
investigating participatory journalism and its signature characteristic — user comments — from
various theoretical and empirical perspectives, the actual content of online comments, beyond
normative assessments of their deliberative quality, remains a relatively understudied domain
(discussed in Chapter Four), a research gap that has been acknowledged repeatedly in the
past years (Abdul-Mageed, 2008; Dorostkar & Preisinger, 2017; McElroy, 2013; Milioni et
al., 2012; Paprota, 2017; Pinto-Coelho et al., 2017; Ruiz et al., 2011; Zamith & Lewis, 2014).
The juxtaposition of online news and readers’ reactions — to the article itself as well as to
fellow commenters — represents an “unprecedented intersection between the two traditionally
separate processes, mass and interpersonal communication” (Lee & Jang, 2010, p.827).
While comment sections often pave the way for ‘dark participation’ (Quandt, 2018)
involving misinformation, hate campaigns, trolling, and cyberbullying, they reflect “a new
public space — serving as a gauge of society’s pulse” (Loke, 2013, p.184). A rich source of
qualitative data, comment sections encompass a breadth of opinion stemming from a safer
medium provided via computer-mediated communication, thereby reflecting more personal
and “less inhibited content from a large audience”, compared with focus groups and face-to-
face interaction (Park et al., 2012, p.730). As such, comments can provide invaluable insights
into public sentiments, or alternative views, about specific topics/issues. Comment sections
have so far been analyzed “largely in isolation, that is without a systematic, content-based
analysis of mass-mediated discourse” (Toepfl & Piwoni, 2015, p.468). Given the dearth of
empirical research in this area, this study seeks to contribute to the extant literature by
analyzing the (re-)production of discourses “grounded in the mass media” alongside those
that “occur in media-defined discursive spaces” (Molek- Kozakowska & Chovanec, 2017,
p.4). In other words, to concurrently explore top-down and bottom-up mediated discourses

and representations of Self/Other. Thus, the second objective of this study is to examine:

Against the backdrop of heightened international tensions in 2013, how was Iran
represented in the selected news sites’ comment sections?

In analyzing reader views and perceptions about Iran, of particular interest to this study is
shedding light on the extent to which the opinions expressed on Iran and Iran-related issues
in comment sections resonate with, or differ from, mainstream media discourse(s). Similar to

what has been noted concerning the dearth of audience research, excluding few (e.g.
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Tornberg & Tornberg, 2016), in an otherwise plethora of empirical work thus far on Western
media representation of Islam/Muslims (see Ahmed & Matthes, 2016; Poole, 2020 for
reviews), no study, to my knowledge, has delved into audiences’ reception of news in the

West about Iran to date.

1.3 Thesis outline
News is ‘socially constructed’ and is a practice — a discourse — which “reveals the operation

of a complex and artificial set of criteria for selection” that is “far from neutrally reflecting
social reality and empirical facts” (Fowler, 1991, p.2). Journalism, therefore, is “inescapably
connected to the social, political and cultural context (etc.) in which it is written and
consumed” (Richardson, 2007, p.221). Accordingly, media and media-related discourses
should be situated within their ‘setting’, that is, “the social contexts in which journalistic
language is used and the social consequences of its use”, both which are “intimately related
to power” (p.220, emphases in original). The overall approach — theory and method —
adopted in this research is Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), informed and guided by the
Faircloughian model (Fairclough, 1995a, 1995b) that “is perhaps the most established for the
study of media discourse” (Kautsky & Widholm, 2008, p.86) and entails three interconnected
levels of analysis: the textual; the inter-related processes of news production and
consumption (discursive practices); and the relation between journalism and the wider socio-
cultural, socio-political, and historical context (social practices). In this respect, discourse is
viewed “as a circular process in which social practices influence texts, via shaping the
context and mode in which they are produced, and in turn texts help influence society via
shaping the viewpoints of those who read or otherwise consume them” (Richardson, 2007,
p.37). Social and discursive practices of production, on one hand, and the
consumption/interpretation of media texts and social practices, on the other, “exist as a
dialectical (i.e. a two-way) relationship” (Richardson, 2007, p.45): While producers encode
meaning(s) into the text, the text and its conventions i.e. text-genre also shape the production
process (pp.40-41). Readers, on their part, decode the texts’ meanings based on their own
knowledge/beliefs about the world, and texts, in turn, go on to shape these readers’
knowledge/beliefs, either via transformation or reproduction (Richardson, 2007, p.45). CDA
aims to investigate the “mediation between language (microfeatures of discourse) and society
(macrostructures surrounding discourse)” (KhosraviNik & Sarkhoh, 2017, p.3619).Thus, in

299

order to “explicate ‘discourses in place’ (KhosraviNik, 2010a, p.66, emphasis in original),
this study considers the wider social, political, and historical settings in which meanings and
representations are (re)produced, negotiated, and/or resisted in addition to the immediate
context of institutional and non-institutional discourse genres under examination (Figure 1.1).

9



The broad context Processes of

(socio-political) interpretation
v
The genre-specific News User
context » articles comments
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(socio-political) > production

Figure 1.1.Discourse context levels
Source: Amended from KhosraviNik (2015, p.6)

Like print media, leading news sites “reflect the social mainstream (or @ mainstream, given
that in pluralistic societies there is generally more than one)” and thus can be considered
“obvious sources to turn to” if one is more interested in ‘dominant discourses’ than ‘dissident
or idiosyncratic voices’ (Mautner, 2008, p.32, emphasis in original). Besides, the well-known
dialectic of discourse within the CDA paradigm as ‘socially constituted and constitutive’
(e.g. Blackledge, 2005, p.4; Wodak & Meyer 2009, p.2; 2016, p.12) is relevant to established
news sites, given their popularity as online news sources as well as high internet penetration
rates in Western Europe, since “[d]issemination to large audiences enhances the constitutive
effect of discourse — its power, that it, to shape widely shared constructions of reality”
(Mautner, 2008, p.32). It is also worth acknowledging the fact that the countries examined in
this study are democracies, given “the premise underlying this form of government: It rests
on a public that is both informed about matters of civic importance, and, importantly, able to
talk about those matters with other citizens”’ (Singer et al., 2011, p.5, emphases added).
Taking as a point of departure the tenet that current views and ‘synchronous’ (Blommaert,
2005, p.130) narratives about Iran are placed within “a diachronic series of discourses and
histories” (KhosraviNik, 2015, p.6) influencing news production and interpretation processes,
Chapter Two contextualizes the relations between Europe and (post-revolution) Iran from an
historical perspective in order to situate the conflict between the two sides in 2013 and the
associated Self/Other nexus in its broader socio-political context. In so doing, the insights
offered prepare the ground for understanding — beyond descriptive observations such as what

is being said — why certain discursive strategies are constructed/adopted by the media and

7 For normative theories and various functions of media across democracies, see Humprecht (2016, pp.11-23)
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how they correspond to the (assumed) shared knowledge (KhosraviNik, 2015, pp.112-17) of

their respective societies/audience.

Chapter Three is divided into four sections and presents the theoretical framework used
in this study, namely CDA, in the context of foreign news reporting. The first part deals with
dominant patterns/trends in foreign news coverage and some of the main factors and forces
shaping international news. The second part discusses media(ted) representation and the
‘othering’ process therein. The third part outlines Critical Discourse Studies (CDS) and their
core principles/defining characteristics alongside the interplay of discourse (as ‘language in
use’), media, and society. The Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA), adopted in this thesis,
and notions of ‘discourse’, ‘context’, and ‘ideology’ therein are outlined next, followed by
the main criticisms directed at CDA-oriented research — and responses to them. The last

section reviews the current state of research on Western media’s representation of Iran.

Divided into two sections that draw upon separate strands of literature, Chapter Four
discusses the immediate, genre-specific context of the ‘communicative events’ (Fairclough,
1995b, p.58) examined in this study; online news texts and comment sections. The first part
contextualizes foreign news reporting, discussed in Chapter Three, within its national,
systemic, and digital settings. It also briefly sketches online journalism in France, Germany,
and the U.K., and reviews the processes of newsgathering and production as well as news
content in digital era. The second part, divided in two sub-sections, reviews user comments
from two distinct, but overlapping, lines of empirical research that look at (1) attitudes and
perceptions of journalists/producers and (2) the users’ participatory practices. The chapter

concludes with situating online comments in CDA along with the main challenges involved.

Drawing on the theoretical and empirical reviews outlined in the two preceding chapters,
Chapter Five begins by presenting the methodological approach alongside the main
analytical tools/categories adopted and employed in this thesis. Research questions are
subsequently presented, followed by a description of the sampled news sites, the data, and the
stages of data collection, selection/corpus-building, and analysis. The chapter concludes with
indicating the limitations and challenges pertaining to the material examined in this research

and those related to data analysis/interpretation — and how they were addressed.

Chapters Six, Seven, and Eight constitute the empirical part of this research. The first
two deal with the analysis of media texts. Chapter Six begins by presenting a quantitative
overview of the (British, French, German) corpora and proceeds with discussing salient
topics/issues in the selected news sites’ Iran coverage and the dominant themes therein that
stem from an entry-level thematic analysis. Chapter Seven starts by explaining the process to

“whittle down” (Reynolds, 2019, p.57) and build a smaller, manageable corpus for further in-
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depth analysis based on the preceding chapter’s findings as well as other criteria pertinent to
this research and its objectives. The remainder of the chapter is dedicated to deconstructing
top-down Self and Other representations in the sampled articles. Chapter Eight likewise
begins with an overview of the news sites’ comment sections and the three corpora, followed
by discussing the pervasive strategies of Self and Other representations in the non-
institutional media-enabled discourse space.

Lastly, Chapter Nine provides a synthesis of this study’s findings, while highlighting
blind spots in the selected media’s Iran coverage. This is followed by suggestions for
journalistic practice and indicating this study’s theoretical implications. Possible directions
for future research deriving from this research, contributions to CDA-oriented research in

media studies, and its limitations are stated thereafter.
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2. Chapter Two: Iran and Western Europe

This chapter presents an historical account of Iran-Europe relations, focusing on Britain,
France, and Germany in particular. Starting with an overview of dominant perceptions of
Persia (renamed Iran in 1935) that continue to influence Western views of present-day Iran
(Tharoor, 2015), the chapter contextualizes the Iranian Revolution of 1979 and reviews the
Europe-Islamic Republic relations over the following phases: revolution’s immediate
aftermath, Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988) and post-war period; years of Critical and
Comprehensive Dialogue (1992-2003); and nuclear dispute (2003-2013)8. By outlining major
events and prevailing discourses, with more weigh on the nuclear row which has come to not
only dominate but also define European policies towards Iran, this chapter seeks to sketch the
broader socio-political and historical contexts in which the relations between Iran and the
three selected European countries as well as the production and reception of their respective

media in 2013 were embedded.

2.1 Persia in Western narratives

Western perceptions of Persia’ trace back to biblical and classical texts, and ancient Greeks’
early accounts of Greco-Persian wars in the 5% century BC (Hunter, 2010; Nanquette, 2017).
In his seminal work, Edward Said (1978) cites Aeschylus’s The Persians — a play written
eight years after the Battle of Thermopylae and the Greeks’ inconceivable victory over the

numerically-superior Persians — as one of the earliest extant instances of ‘Orientalism’:

What matters here is that Asia speaks through and by virtue of the European imagination, which is
depicted as victorious over Asia, that hostile ‘other’ world beyond the seas. To Asia are given the
feelings of emptiness, loss, and disaster that seem thereafter to reward Oriental challenges to the
West; and also, the lament that in some glorious past Asia fared better, was itself victorious over
Europe (Said, 1978, p.56).
This imaginative demarcation, as Said (1978) argues, rests upon two essential motifs, namely
‘Europe is powerful and articulate; Asia is defeated and distant’ and ‘the Orient as
insinuating danger’ (p.57). In this vein, the Greek tragedy created “a lasting stereotype

whereby the civilized Persians are reduced to cringing, ostentatious, arrogant, cruel,

8 The main focus here is the period prior to, and during, the timeframe selected for the present study.

® In his essay, Ansari (2003, p.8) distinguishes between Persia “as a Western narrative construct emanating from
classical perceptions” and “the indigenous historical traditions of Iran”. Whilst using the premise of Europe’s
‘imagining’ of the East, articulated by Edward Said, as a focal point in his analysis, Ansari posits that “the
‘Persians’ should not be exclusively considered in terms of the ‘other’ awaiting discovery, investigation,
invention and control, but should instead be regarded as part of the totality of the Western narrative, a people
familiar to the Western imagination long before the imperatives of empire and, through a curious transformation
of the narrative, moved from being an essential ‘other’, to an integral part of the self” (p.10).
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effeminate, and lawless aliens” (Davies, 1997, p.103). Through Western narratives over
centuries, the Battle of Thermopylae came to symbolize the triumph of European ideals of
freedom and self-determination over Eastern despotism!® (see e.g. Basu et al., 2007, p.28;
Hunter, 2010, p.78; Santini, 2010, p.469). By contrast, Herodotus painted a more nuanced
depiction in Histories, considered the founding work of history in Western literature. The
Persians, whom he terms ‘barbarians’!!, “are capable of great deeds and have their moral

principles, such as love of truth, justice, generosity” (Asheri, 2007, p.44):

That in 480-79 BC the Persians were the ‘national’ enemy of the Greeks, or rather, of those Greeks
who had chosen to resist them, does not prevent Herodotus from moral evaluation of their virtues
or from calm and objective assessment of their civilization, devoid of ‘chauvinistic’ passions and
of racial hatred [...] (Asheri, 2007, p.44)
Europe’s familiarity with Persia grew through trade and travel in the 16" and 17% centuries
(Ansari, 2005, 2012; Frye, 2003). Amongst their observations, European writers/travelers
propagated the ‘myth of Persian decadence’ which, amid political turmoil in Persia
throughout the 18" century, came to stand for “a salutary lesson of how overindulgence
could lead to decadence, weakness, and ultimately moral if not political collapse” (Ansari,
2012, p.11). By early 19" century, “the dominant image” of Persia amongst Europeans “was
of a country and of a nation which had lost some of its lustre, and which was prone to
‘corruption’ in its many and varied forms” (p.11). Persian decadence was further popularized
by James Morier’s Adventures of Hajji Baba of Ispahan (1824), an English novel replete with
Orientalist tropes that portrayed Persians “as a nation of picaresque characters, quite happy to
indulge in swindling, cheating and stealing”, leaving a lasting mark on Western imagination
and framing of Persia/Iran (Ahmadi Arian, 2016, p.73). In the words of Rastegar (2007 p.138
cited in Ahmadi Arian, 2016, p.59), whilst oriental tales i.e. One Thousand and One Nights
highlighted the Orient’s “exotic otherness”, “Morier was able to innovate the genre in such a
way so as to reflect the change which occurred in colonial discourse from a discourse of
othering to one of knowing” (emphasis in original). Although travelogues including Edward
Browne’s more sympathetic A Year Amongst the Persians (1893) sought to counter Morier’s

depiction (Frye, 2003), Hajji Baba remained a highly influential stereotype of the ‘Persian

10 The Hollywood blockbuster movie 300 (2006) is a case in point. While acknowledging the comic-book
genre’s Hero-versus-Villain mythos, Basu et al. (2007) argue that by portraying Persian soldiers as ‘[s]lavish,
corrupt, and sometimes corpulent..often dark-skinned, serving as unsavory foils for white, lean, muscular
Spartans’ and with the Persian army containing ‘several gruesome, monstrous creatures’, 300 “somehow asks
the viewer to accept a pernicious correlation between physical appearance and moral qualities” (pp.29-30).

1 Some scholars view ‘barbarian’ through its modern-day pejorative connotation (e.g. Basu et al., 2007; Frye,
2003). Iranian-American historian Abbas Milani (2003), for instance, states: “Though in what must be the first
clear instance of smug Eurocentrism, he [Herodotus] calls Persians ‘Barbarians’, he nevertheless marvels at
their many accomplishments”. Others argue that the word, as used by Herodotus, was not a derogatory remark
and referred to “non-Greek language or culture, for Persians and others equally” (Kasravi n.d.,p.7).
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character’ and only with the emergence of Orientalist and post-colonial critiques in the 20%
century “the myth of Hajji Baba as an accurate representation of the Iranian national
character was gradually laid to rest” (Amanat, 2003). Parallel to this popular Oriental genre,
ancient pre-Islamic Persia was ‘re-discovered’ in European intellectual circles in 18" century,
with a reinvigorated interest in Zoroastrianism!'? gaining momentum and, alongside
Aryanism!3, becoming profoundly mythologized through to the following century (Ansari,
2012, p.15). This is evident in the works of German thinkers i.e. Nietzsche’s Also Sprach
Zarathustra and Hegel’s inclusion of Achaemenid Persia as the ‘first Historical People’ in his
Philosophy of History (Ansari, 2012, pp.15-17). To Hegel, Persia, part of the Oriental world
(albeit belonging to the Caucasian race), was a place where the European “finds himself still
somewhat at home, and meets with European dispositions, human virtues and human
passions” (quoted in Tibebu, 2011, p.272). Similarly, according to Hourcade (1987), French
orientalists traditionally placed more emphasis on ancient Persia compared to modern Iran —
a tendency that changed by mid-20'" century (Nanquette, 2017, pp.25-6) — and on the Aryan
character of Iranian peoples in contrast to Semitic and Turkish civilizations. Citing the
Lettres persanes (1721), Hourcade argues: “It was not by chance that Montesquieu chose a
Persian instead of a Turk or an Indian to symbolize the independent foreigner” (p.2). This
construction of Persia as an object of study that was ‘not entirely alien’ (Nanquette, 2017,
p.25) was disrupted by the Iranian Revolution that turned Iran into an ‘incomprehensible

Other’ (p.58).

2.2 Iranian Revolution in historical context

It was merely a fortnight after the visit of Jimmy Carter to Tehran — during which, in his
famous speech on New Year’s Eve 1977, the U.S. president toasted Iran as “an island of
stability in one of the most troubled areas of the world” — that widespread protests erupted,
culminating in the 1979 revolution. This event, which marked a turning point in Iran’s
history and its relations with the West, and the birth of an Islamic Republic that espoused a
populist, anti-imperialist, and pro-Third Worldist Weltanschauung based on a certain
politico-ideological reading of Islam, are placed within the country’s interaction with
imperialism throughout the 19" and 20™ centuries'®. Seen in historical perspective, the

revolution was, inter alia, the continuation of a centuries-long struggle against failed

12 The official religion of Persia prior to the Arab conquest in the 7" century AD. For the impact of
Zoroastrianism on Western thought, see Bekhrad (2017).

13 See Motameni (2014, pp.183-227) for how the history of Persia and the ‘Aryan Myth’ was appropriated by
Nazi propagandists in shaping Aryan nationalism. See also Ansari (2005, 2012).

“Although Persia/lran was never colonized, it was divided into spheres of influence under the Anglo-Russian
Convention (1907) and, later, occupied by British and Tsarist/Soviet forces during both world wars.
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modernization attempts by despotic rulers coupled with the quest to curb foreign domination
and interference, starting from the Tobacco Revolt (1891-92) 15, a watershed event that,
amongst other factors, led to the Constitutional Revolution (1905-11), which replaced the
hitherto absolute monarchy with a constitutional one and established the Majlis (parliament);
and the oil nationalization movement, led by Mohammad Mosaddeq (1951)!¢ (Kaussler,
2008a; KhosraviNik, 2015; Rakel, 2009).

The revolution’s anti-imperialist component and its impact on shaping the country’s
identity and foreign policy trace back to Britain’s legacy in Iran!’. Current relations between
the two countries should be understood in view of the following milestones in Anglo-Persian
relations since the 19" century'® (Ansari, 2013; Kaussler, 2008a, pp.351-72): The Definitive
Treaty (1814), which obliged Persia to declare alliances with European powers (hostile to
Britain) null and void, turning it into a pawn in the Great Game of British and Russian
Empires (1856-1907); the Reuter Concession (1872), which granted Britain an all-embracing
monopoly that even the imperialist Lord Curzon described as a ‘complete surrender of the
entire resources of a kingdom into foreign hands that has ever been dreamed of, much less
accomplished, in history’ (quoted in Kaussler, 2008a, p.356). The concession, annulled the
following year amid domestic outrage and Russian hostility, laid the ground for the Tobacco
Revolt; the D’Arcy oil Concession (1901) that awarded Britain exclusive rights for 60 years
to oil in Persia. The concession, later assigned to the Anglo-Persian Oil Company —
established in 1908 shortly after the discovery of a large oil field — was renegotiated in 1933
and ultimately cancelled in 1951 after Iranian oil was nationalized; Persia’s division under
the Anglo-Russian Entente (1907), which officially marked the end of the Great Game;
disregarding Persia’s neutrality during World War I, after which Britain became the
uncontested dominant power in Persia; the Anglo-Persian provisional Agreement (1919),
annulled by the Majlis which, if ratified, would have turned Iran into a de facto British
protectorate; the British-backed coup in 1921 that brought Reza Khan (later Reza Shah

15 The Tobacco Concession, granted by the Qajar king in 1890, which gave Britain a monopoly over Iran’s
tobacco trade that constituted a substantial part of the country’s economy, was withdrawn following public
outcry and the clergy’s fatwa (religious decree) calling on Iranians to boycott tobacco sale and consumption.

16 In 1951, the Majlis voted unanimously to nationalize the oil industry and Mohammad Mosaddeq, the bill’s
leading advocate, was elected as Iran’s prime minister. Subsequently, the Anglo-Persian Oil Company and its
holdings were replaced by the newly-established National Iranian Oil Company (NIOC).

17 Historically, both Britain and Russia competed over exerting influence in Iran. In fact, over the past two
centuries, Russia “posed a much greater threat to Iranian sovereignty than Britain ever did. It was the Treaty of
Turkmenchai in 1828 that reduced Iran to the status of a second-rate power, confirming the loss of territories in
the Caucasus” (Ansari, 2013, pp.381-2). Yet, while the Islamic Republic forged a strategic relationship with
Russia, it branded Britain ‘Little Satan’ from the outset that has endured until today.

18 According to Sir Denis Wright (2001), long-serving British ambassador to Iran, until the early 19" century
“Britain’s interests in Persia were not considered of sufficient importance to justify the establishment there of a
permanent diplomatic mission. Generally speaking, Persia was regarded as a remote, fabulous country, difficult
of access, of some commercial but minor political importance” (p.1).
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Pahlavi) to power; the Anglo-Soviet invasion of Iran in the wake of World War II that forced
Reza Shah’s abdication in favor of his son Mohammad Reza (the Shah); and the CIA-
orchestrated coup in concert with the British MI6 that ousted the democratically-elected
Prime Minister Mossadeq in 1953, preserved the monarchy and empowered the Shah, while
turning the U.S. into the ‘Patron Power’ — supplanting Britain — in dictating Iranian policies
(Kaussler, 2008a). Britain’s interference in Iran’s affairs bequeathed a legacy of distrust and
paranoia in both popular and elite mindsets. Anglophobic sentiments and conspiracy theories
linking the country’s misfortunes to ‘the hidden hand’ of Britain — the “myth of Perfidious
Albion” (Ansari, 2013) — were already embedded in Iranian psyche before the revolution, as
exemplified by the TV series My Uncle Napoleon (1976), adapted from an eponymous novel
from 1973. “The English”, according to a famous line from the comedy-satire show, set
during the Anglo-Soviet invasion in early 1940s, “are always the enemy of those, who love
their homeland” (quoted in Adib-Moghaddam, 2008, p.232).

Despite early encounters dating back to the Middle Ages, it was not until the 17" century
during the Safavid epoch that Franco-Persian relations deepened (Tork Ladani, 2018).
Considered the golden age of Franco-Persian ties, this period, which saw the flourishing of
economic, cultural, and political relations, was disrupted by the Afghan invasion of Persia in
the 18" century and, later, the French Revolution. Relations were restored in the beginning of
the 19" century and the Qajar king, playing the French card to counter Britain and Russia,
concluded the Treaty of Finkenstein in 1807 that led to the formation of the Franco-Persian
Alliance. However, the Treaty of Tilsit, signed the same year between Napoleon 1% and
Russia, coupled with British diplomatic maneuvering rendered the alliance void. Between the
resumption of ties in mid-1830s and the First World War, relations, while continuing in
commercial and diplomatic realms, were primarily culture-centered (Tork Ladani, 2018).
This included the establishment of Dar al-Fonun — the first modern institution of higher
education in Persia — with French support and modelled on Ecole Polytechnique, with the
curriculum, initially based on military subjects, later extended to medicine and non-military
topics; a monopoly over archeological excavations in Persia!?; and the Iranian intellectuals’
adoption, and later inclusion, of French Revolution’s principles, namely the notion of adalat,
the Persian equivalent to égalité [equality] in the Constitutional Revolution (Nanquette, 2017,
pp.11-13; Tork Ladani, 2018, pp.153-57). Thus, despite the lack of France’s visible colonial

ambitions in Persia, as Nanquette (2017) argues, “some imperialist processes were

1% French Ministry of Public Education had the monopoly from 1894 to 1931. “In charge of uncovering the past,
of unearthing the splendors of the pre-Islamic era”, Hourcade (1987, p.2) states, “French archeologists thus
helped embellish the image of a prestigious Iranian civilization distinct from the Muslim, and mostly Arab,
Middle East”.
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nonetheless at stake between France and Iran throughout the cultural domain in the last two
centuries” (p.11).

After World War I, France sought to bolster its presence in Persia via a number of
initiatives: setting up a French bank in Tehran; increasing the number of French instructors at
Dar al-Fonun and at the newly-established Law Faculty at Tehran University; and founding a
lycée frangais and an agriculture school (Tork Ladani, 2018). Amid developments in cultural,
commercial, and military spheres, relations were ruptured in late 1930s, following the
publication of satirical articles about Reza Shah in the French press, and resumed on the
occasion of the Persian crown prince’s wedding ceremony and were further strengthened
after the Vichy regime was established (Tork Ladani, 2018). On Norouz (Persian New Year)
1941, Reza Shah declared that “the French have finally realized, like us and after us, that in
order to be strong, there needs to be a strong government” (Elahi, 2016). However, the
Anglo-Soviet invasion and Reza Shah’s abdication weakened bilateral ties until 1944 when
General de Gaulle visited Tehran and expressed support for the Shah, a gesture that stood in
stark contrast to that of the Allied leaders at the Tehran Conference®® the previous year,
during which Churchill summoned the young Shah for a brief meeting and Stalin was the
only leader to visit the Shah in his palace?!. Nevertheless, factors including the Algerian and
Indochina Wars, which tarnished France’s image amongst Iranians, the Shah’s over-reliance
on Washington and his increasingly repressive policies after the White Revolution — a series
of modernizing reforms — created mutual reservations (Tork Ladani, 2018). While trade
expanded between the two countries during the 1970s when Iran’s purchasing power
improved dramatically thanks to increases in oil revenue, “diplomatic relations remained
cordial but static” (Tarock, 1999, p.45). This was evident when French President Georges
Pompidou sent his prime minister on his behalf to attend the 1971 Persepolis celebrations,
marking the 2,500" anniversary of the Persian Empire.

Historically, German-Persian relations have been characterized by “more or less friendly
mutual opportunism” (Lane, 1995). Imperial Germany, in the 19™ century, saw Persia as a
fertile ground for trade and, to the Qajar kings, Germany represented a source of top-quality
technology as well as a neutral power to counterweigh Britain and Russia (Lane, 1995;
Rakel, 2009, p.207; Tarock, 1999). In 1906, a year before the Anglo-Russian Entente, Persia,

having lost its financial independence, offered a banking concession to Germany, which was

20The strategy meeting of the so-called ‘Big Three’ (U.S. President Franklin Roosevelt, British Prime Minister
Winston Churchill, and Russian Marshall Joseph Stalin) from 28 November to 1 December, which led to the
opening of a second front against Nazi Germany. Iran, under Anglo-Soviet occupation, would become the fuel
and supplies route to the Allies, known otherwise as the ‘Bridge to Victory’.

2! In other words, “Iranians themselves will neither be informed of this vital meeting on their soil nor invited to
it” (Anvari, 2015).
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rejected, as Germans considered the expansion of investment in the politically-fragile Persia
too risky (Bast, 2015). After World War I, Persia, now ruled by the Pahlavi monarchy,
became an attractive emerging market thanks to the revenues from the Anglo-Persian Oil
Company (Motadel, 2015). Subsequently, Germany became involved in various sectors in
Persia, including the air force and the Trans-Iranian Railway. In order to further increase its
economic and political influence, Germany established the National Bank of Persia (today’s
Bank Melli) in 1927, upon which Reza Shah relied for his modernization projects. German-
Persian relations suffered several setbacks in late 1920s and early 1930s such as the
publication of anti-Shah articles in Berlin and the corruption scandal involving the National
Bank’s management (Motadel, 2015). Nonetheless, relations continued after the National
Socialism takeover. The close ties between Reza Shah and Nazi Germany, ascribed to the
two regime’s supposed ideological sympathies and geopolitical calculations were primarily
driven by mutual economic incentives (Jenkins, 2016). On the eve of World War 11, Germany
was Iran’s “foremost trade partner” (Jenkins, 2016, p.728). Ultimately, the Anglo-Soviet
occupation thwarted Germany’s influence in Iran (Lane, 1995). In the post-war period,
relations between Tehran and West Germany were restored. Most notably, the Shah acquired
25% of Friedrich Krupp GmbH, the West German steel and engineering concern, which, as
the New York Times (1976) reported, was “the first foreign stake in the 164-year-old
company”’. Moreover, Bonn is said to have refused to allow Amnesty International to hold a
conference in Germany on Iran’s human rights and even passed on information about
political dissidents to the SAVAK, the Shah’s notorious intelligence service (Lane, 1995). It
should also be reminded that it was the Shah’s visit to Germany in 1967 and its aftermath that
marked a turning point in the German Student Movement and the history of the Federal

Republic (Abadi, 2017).

This brief overview demonstrates that, historically, “Iranian interpretations of their role in the
region’s political evolution and in international affairs were by and large neglected and never
incorporated in European discourses”, a pattern that partly shapes Europe’s attitudes vis-a-vis
Iran today, “in isolation from Iranian own readings and discursive justifications” (Santini,
2010, p.470). Current European perceptions of, and policies towards, Iran should thus be
placed in an historical trajectory marked by both continuity and change: On one hand, they
are situated in an historical disregard for Iran’s independence i.e. ignoring the country’s
neutrality during both world wars and interpreting the Shah’s efforts in the mid-1970s to be

treated like an ally, in lieu of a client, as part of his regional ambitions and self-
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aggrandizement??, leading the West to adopt “what at best could be called a complacent
attitude” towards the events unfolding in 1977 in Iran and escalating the following year, and
“at worst [...] a policy in support of replacing the Shah” 23 (Hunter, 2010, p.80); On the
other, they are placed within the climate of mutual distrust and intersubjective otherization in
the post-revolution era?* (Behravesh, 2011). The revolution marked a paradigm shift in how
Iran perceived itself and the outside world: the Islamic discourse adopted by Ayatollah
Khomeini laid the foundation for the formation of an oppressed/oppressor (Islamic world vs.
non-Islamic West) dichotomy and a crusade to empower the former, while demonizing the
latter, as manifested in the two slogans of ‘Independence, Freedom, and the Islamic
Republic’ and ‘Neither East, Nor West, (only) the Islamic Republic’ (Behravesh, 2011,
p-333). This anti-Western stance is closely intertwined with the construction of a perpetual
enemy, real or imagined, embodied by the epithets of ‘Great Satan’ (the U.S.), ‘Little Satan’
(Britain), and the ‘Zionists’*® (p.328).

2.3 Revolution’s immediate aftermath, Iran-Iraq War and post-war period

Whereas U.S.-Iran relations were hostile since the Islamic Republic’s inception, those
between Tehran and Western Europe, as Tarock (1999, p.44) states, had “a rather auspicious
and promising beginning” for three main reasons: (1) Despite its strong ties to the ancient
régime, Europe (excluding Britain) had not been so deeply involved as the U.S. in Iran’s
affairs and, as such, was not the primary target of the revolutionaries’ anti-Western rhetoric;
(2) Europe had granted a temporary home to Ayatollah Khomeini, who had been forcibly
exiled from Iran since 1964 and later from Iraq in 1978. It was in the Parisian suburb of
Neauphle-le-Chateau where the Ayatollah spent four months — and enjoyed substantial media
access — prior to returning to Iran on February 1, 1979, two weeks after the protests led the
Shah to flee the country. Notwithstanding his official neutral stance on the conflict between
the Ayatollah and the Shah, French President Giscard d’Estaing foresaw the latter’s

impending downfall and admired the early revolutionary and anti-authoritarian fervor (Tork

22 In 1974, American journalist Mike Wallace asked the Shah: “The brown-eyed peoples are teaching the blue-
eyed peoples something. Is that it?”” to which he responded: “Well, we really are not teaching something. The
blue-eyed people have to wake up..from this complacency..from this torpor in which they put themselves by
taking maybe too many sleeping pills”. The clip ‘Shah’s Message to the “Blue Eyed People™ is from a 2002
documentary by CBS News and the History Channel entitled 20th Century with Mike Wallace: Crisis in Iran—
Death of the Shah and the Hostage Crisis. Posted by ‘Goodfellow62’, September 18, 2006 [Online video].
Available from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DKYlvyZwHHU

23 See Simpson (2017) for how the U.S., deliberately or inadvertently, misread the events unfolding in Iran.

2*In his critique of Said, Halliday (1993) cautions against the tendency to consider Orientalism an historical
continuity without taking the socio-political dynamics into account: “The thesis of some enduring, trans-
historical, hostility to the Orient, the Arabs, the Islamic world, is a myth” (pp.158-9).

25 Before 1979, Iran and Israel had a close, strategic alliance (Menashri, 2006; Rezaei & Cohen, 2014). The
statement on the last page of the Iranian passport, in Farsi and English, that “[t]he holder of this passport is not
entitled to travel to the occupied palestine [sic]” is indicative of the Islamic Republic’s position on Israel.
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Ladani, 2018, pp.246-8); and (3) the Islamic Republic realized that it would be unfeasible,
economically and politically, to confront both the U.S. and Europe. Nevertheless, various
factors precluded the normalization of Europe-Iran relations throughout the Khomeini era
(1979-89), most notably the Hostage Crisis?®; Iran-Iraq War and Europe’s support for Iraq;
and Tehran’s ideologically-driven foreign policy based on the notion of ‘Exporting the
Revolution’ aimed at liberating Muslim- and non-Muslim countries from their “oppressive
and corrupt rulers” (Rakel, 2009, pp.147-48). Iran’s support for the Shia militia in the region
and backing the hostage taking of Western nationals during Lebanon’s civil war alongside its
(alleged or confirmed) implication in the assassination of exiled dissidents, “made it easier
for the West to take a critical stance on issues where — given their behavior elsewhere in the
Middle East, such as regarding Iraq —they otherwise might have remained reticent, namely,
on Iran’s human rights record” (Halliday, 1994, p.312). Hence, while Washington severed all
ties with the Islamic Republic?’, Europe and Iran entered a decade-long phase that Moshaver
(2003, pp.292-93) characterizes as ‘Cold Peace’.

After Iran’s invasion by Iraq in September 1980, a war broke out between the two
neighboring countries that lasted eight years. “At the outset”, Halliday (1994, p.312) states,
“Britain and France, as permanent members of the UN Security Council, were seen (correctly
s0) as having connived at Iraq’s aggression by not demanding an immediate cease-fire and
withdrawal”. At the time, it was believed that Saddam Hussein could save the world from
Islamic ‘fundamentalism’ (Tarock, 1999, p.43). Despite its official neutral stance, France
became one of the biggest arms exporters to Iraq against the Islamic Republic that was
widely perceived as a threat not only to the stability of the Middle East, but also to the West
(Tork Ladani, 2018, p.252). France’s support for Iraq continued following the 1981 election
of Frangois Mitterrand, who, shortly after assuming office, sent a message to Saddam,
reassuring him of French support while stressing the necessity to maintain equilibrium
between the Arabs and the Persians (Razoux, 2015, p.94). French Foreign Minister Claude
Cheysson declared that “Iraq is the only barrier to an Islamic onslaught that would destabilize
the entire region and topple the moderate Arab regimes” (quoted in Razoux, 2015, p.95).

Similarly, in spite of its official neutrality in addition to signing a UN Security Council

26 On November 4, 1979, a group of Iranians belonging to the Students Following the Imam’s Line took over
the American embassy in Tehran, demanding the Shah’s extradition from the U.S., where he was receiving
medical treatment for cancer. The diplomatic stand-off, during which 52 Americans were held hostage for 444
days, ruptured the two countries’ relations and continues to have reverberations today. The 2013 Oscar-winning
film Argo is a case in point. According to former hostage John Limbert, the movie, which was presented with
the Best Picture award by first lady Michelle Obama, “highlights the negative attitudes that the two countries
have held toward each other for decades [...]” (quoted in Rogin, 2013).

7 Despite the U.S. embargo, the Lebanese magazine Ash-Shiraa exposed, on November 3, 1986, a clandestine
arms-for-hostages deal involving Iran, Israel, and the U.S. The next day, The New York Times revealed secret
negotiations between the Reagan administration and Tehran over the liberation of American hostages in
Lebanon, a controversy that came to be known as the ‘Iran-Contra Affair’ ( Hijazi ,1986).
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resolution that called upon member states to ‘refrain from any act which may lead to a further
escalation and widening of the conflict’, the government of British Prime Minister Margaret
Thatcher was “covertly supplying military equipment to Iraq as early as 1981 (Stothard,
2011). This included the construction of a clandestine chemical plant in 1985, as the
Guardian disclosed in 2003 (Leigh & Hooper, 2003), amid British ministers’ suspicion that it
might be used for producing mustard and nerve gas, and despite the fact that Saddam was
known to be using chemical weapons against Iranian troops?®.

Whereas Britain and France pursued “an anti-Iranian policy during the Iran-Iraq War”, as
Rudolf (1999) argues, “Germany, looking back on a long, good relationship with Iran, stuck
to a position of neutrality” and “even tried to moderate between the warring parties” (p.73).
While Chancellor Helmut Schmidt opted for neutrality on the grounds that the German
Constitution prohibits his country’s involvement in armed conflict, Bonn supplied Iran with
‘nonoffensive’ military equipment i.e. Mercedes trucks and tank transport trailers, so as not
to jeopardize Germany’s privileged economic relations with Iran (Razoux, 2015, p.97). There
were also negotiations between Bonn and Tehran over the sale of type 209 submarines,
which ultimately failed due to pressure from Paris, Riyadh, and Washington. In March 1984,
at Iran’s request, the UN Secretary-General sent a team of experts to investigate Tehran’s
allegations that Saddam was using chemical weapons. Following their visit, the specialists
reported unanimously that “chemical weapons, in the form of aerial bombs” had been used in
the areas inspected in Iran (The New York Times, 1984). At the same time, West German
companies, including Karl Kolb GmbH, were assisting Iraq with its chemical weapons
infrastructure, disguised as selling pesticide laboratory equipment. Pressured from
Washington, Chancellor Helmut Kohl stepped up investigation into German companies’
trades with Iraq (Markham, 1984) and, months later, imposed restrictions on export of
chemical manufacturing equipment (Tagliabue, 1984).

Situated in this turbulent context, bilateral relations between individual European
countries and Iran, unsurprisingly, also faced constraints. Despite a promising start, by virtue
of having offered residence to the founder of the Islamic Republic, France’s relations with
Tehran deteriorated rapidly (Tork Ladani, 2018, pp.248-63). Difficulties began when France
granted political asylum to members of the Pahlavi family and notable opposition figures i.e.
in 1979 to Shapour Bakhtiar, the last Prime Minister under the Shah, and in 1981 to the

Islamic Republic’s first president, Abolhassan Banisadr, and Massoud Rajavi, the founder of

28 See also McEldowney (1997) for the Arms-to-Iraq affair (the ‘Scott Inquiry”).
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the exile group People’s Mujahedin Organization of Iran* (MEK), designated by Tehran as
a terrorist organization. In response to France’s ‘hostility’, Iran prevented 157 French
nationals from leaving the country, resulting in the withdrawal of respective ambassadors
(Tarock, 1999, p.46). Notwithstanding prospects for rapprochement in mid-1980s after the
expulsion of Rajavi from France, relations were strained due to several impediments,
namely the two countries’ dispute over nuclear deals from the Shah era (see section 2.5.1);
the hostage taking of French nationals by pro-Iran militants in Lebanon; and terrorist attacks
and assassinations on French soil — including the failed attempt on Bakhtiar’s life in 1980 —
that Paris accused Iran of either encouraging or sponsoring. Ultimately, the Gorji affair and
the subsequent ‘war of embassies’ [ ‘la guerre des ambassades’]*° culminated in the rupture
of the two countries’ diplomatic relations in July 1987—Ilasting until June 1988, two weeks
before the end of the Iran-Iraq war and after the release of French hostages in Lebanon
(Tork Ladani, 2018, p.262).

While Franco-Iranian relations suffered a series of crises, those between Bonn and
Islamic Republic, Tarock (1999, p.53) states, “began on a very positive note and continued
almost trouble-free” throughout this period, owing to the lack of historical bad memories,
German government’s neutrality during the Iran-Iraq war, and Iran’s economic needs
(Hunter, 2010, p.81). Germany’s share in the Iranian market rose from 21.9 to 26.2 percent
between 1978 and 1987, becoming the leading exporter to Iran following the complete
departure of the U.S. from the Iranian market (Rudolf, 1999). Furthermore, as the first
Western official to publicly blame Iraq, Foreign Minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher’s
characterization of Saddam as the aggressor in the Iran-Iraq war, during his 1984 visit to
Iran — the first such by a Western official since 1979, which, from the Iranian standpoint,
“served as a token of recognition of post-revolution Iran” (Reissner, 2004, p.48) — is argued
to have been a decisive factor behind Tehran’s acceptance of the UN cease-fire resolution
(Struwe, 1998, p.15). In fact, as will be shown, Germany played a prominent role in shaping
European — and later EU — diplomacy with Iran since the revolution, which “not only was

due to its commercial relations with Iran, but also stemmed from the special historical

2An Islamist-Marxist group that seeks to overthrow the Iranian regime and sided with Saddam against Iran.
MEK was designated as a terrorist organization by the U.S. in 1997 (until 2012) and the EU in 2002 (until
2009). On the controversial de-listing of the group, see Greenwald (2012).

30 Gorji was wanted in connection with the 1986 bombings in France. After the French authorities encircled the
Iranian embassy compound, where Gorji took refuge, the Pasdaran [Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps]
blocked the French embassy in Tehran (Tork Ladani, 2018, p.262). The Gorji affair was at the forefront of the
1988 presidential elections. During their televised debate, Prime Minister, and presidential candidate, Chirac
contested President Mitterrand’s account regarding Gorji’s implication in the attacks, daring him to challenge
his own version — that Gorji’s guilt was never proven — to which Mitterrand famously replied: “[I look you] [i]n
the eyes, and I challenge that” [“Dans les yeux, je la conteste”’] (Markham, 1988).
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relationship between Iran and Germany that began in the nineteenth century” (Reissner,
2000, p.36).

Unsurprisingly, relations were more complicated with Britain, a country denounced by
Ayatollah Khomeini as the “aged wolf of imperialism” (quoted in Tarock, 1999, p.58).
Historical animosity juxtaposed with Britain’s support for U.S. policies as well as various
incidents i.e. anti-British protests in Iran amid the seizure of the American embassy, the
1980 siege of the Iranian embassy in London by a group of anti-Khomeini dissidents, and
the closure of British embassy in Tehran in mid-1980s following the abduction of the British
chargé d’affaires by the Revolutionary Guards — in response to Britain’s backing of Saddam
— rendered bilateral relations volatile throughout this period (Halliday, 1994; Hunter, 2010).
According to Kaussler (2008a), using Iran’s intermediary role to negotiate the liberation of
British hostages in Lebanon and the need to release two Britons held in Iran on charges of
espionage prompted London to restore diplomatic ties and re-open its embassy in the Iranian
capital in late 1988. However, the outbreak of the Salman Rushdie affair’! in February 1989
which, in the words of Hunter (2010, p.82), became “a litmus test for freedom of speech and
expression and the safeguarding of Europe’s liberal and democratic values”, not only
disrupted the resumption of diplomatic relations between the two countries®?, but also
hindered the normalization of European-Iranian relations. Whereas the ambassadors of other
European states, who were withdrawn in solidarity with Britain, returned to Iran a month
after the Rushdie crisis ensued, Britain became the only European country to be represented
below ambassadorial level in Tehran for years (Rudolf, 1999, p.74). It should also be
mentioned that amid their acrimonious relations, Iran was Britain’s second largest market in
the Middle East, even in the wake of the Rushdie affair (Rakel, 2009, p.206).

The end of the Iran-Iraq War in August 1988, the death of Ayatollah Khomeini less than
a year later, and the election of Ali Akbar Rafsanjani as president marked a new chapter in
European-Iranian relations. The post-Khomeini era, which Ehteshami (1995) labels the
‘Second Republic’, witnessed a shift in Iran’s discourse and foreign policy, from the
ideological and confrontational stance during the revolutionary and war periods to the
adoption of a more pragmatic approach vis-a-vis the West—with the exception of the U.S.
(KhosraviNik, 2015, pp.32-5; Tarock, 1999). During his presidency, widely termed the
Period of Reconstruction (1989-97), Rafsanjani distanced himself from ‘Exporting the
Revolution’ doctrine, focusing more on post-war reconstruction needs, re-integrating Iran

into the international economy, and improving ties with Europe as well as the Persian Gulf

3l After the publication of The Satanic Verses, Ayatollah Khomeini issued a fatwa against its author. The
controversy saw Muslims engage in widespread protests, calling for a ban on the book deemed blasphemous.
32 See Kaussler (2008a) for a detailed account of the Rushdie affair’s impact on British-Iranian relations.
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countries i.e. Saudi Arabia (Rakel, 2009, p.148). These political dynamics, situated within
the broader post-Cold War context and regional developments e.g. Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait
in 1990 (the Gulf War) which, Hunter (2010, p.83) argues, “invalidated the dominant view
in the West, including Europe, that Iraq could be the West’s new partner in the Persian Gulf,
replacing post-Shah Iran”, paved the way for improved relations with Iran. Replacing its
economic self-sufficiency policy with seeking foreign investment, Iran launched a multi-
billion reconstruction program, namely the First and Second Five-Year Development Plans
(1989-1993 and 1995-1999) (Tarock, 1999, p.52). By 1991, European-Iranian trades
reached a high record, and while Britain and France were major importers of Iran’s oil,

Germany became the biggest importer of the country’s non-oil exports (Reissner, 2000).

Against this backdrop, Franco-Iranian relations “oscillated between détente and tension”
(Tork Ladani, 2018, p.265). In 1990, President Mitterrand pardoned the Lebanese militant
Anis Naccache, who was serving a life sentence for the 1980 attempted assassination of
former Iranian Prime Minister Bakhtiar — a decision that was widely suspected, at home and
abroad, of being part of a bargaining chip for the release of French hostages in Lebanon
(Simons, 1990). The contentious release of Naccache, whose arrest had been at the heart of
bilateral tensions throughout the 1980s (Riols, 2015), marked a new episode in bilateral
relations, with a series of high-level delegations visiting Tehran and Paris respectively (Tork
Ladani, 2018, p.266). In December 1990, Iran’s Foreign Minister Ali Akbar Velayati visited
France where he met with President Mitterrand (Rakel, 2009). His French counterpart,
Roland Dumas, visited Iran the following May, after which he declared: “Nothing else
stands in the way of restoring highly desirable normal political relations, both for expanding
trade with a country that is entering a reconstruction stage and for an indispensable
diplomatic cooperation at a time when a new regional order is taking shape” (quoted in Tork
Ladani, 2018, p.267). The main purpose of Dumas’ trip was to prepare the ground for
Mitterrand’s forthcoming visit to Iran (Ibrahim, 1991) with the aim of “crowning the
complete normalization of the two countries’ relations” (Tork Ladani, 2018, p.266).
However, the scheduled visit — the first by a European head of state since 1979 — did not

transpire due to the assassination of Bakhtiar in August 1991.

Similarly, the planned visit of British Foreign Secretary Douglas Hurd was cancelled
after three Iranians (two embassy officials and a student) were expelled from the U.K. for
having conspired to kill Mr. Rushdie (Halliday, 1994, p.322). Amidst the Rushdie crisis,
with Ayatollah Khamenei, the new Supreme Leader, reaffirming his predecessor’s death
decree against the author, there were positive developments in British-Iranian relations,

namely the 1991 release of Terry Waite, the Church of England envoy who was held
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hostage in Lebanon — with Iran’s help (Sciolino, 1991). Kaussler (2008a, p.188) sums up
Britain’s policy towards Tehran between 1989 and 1992 as follows: “Whilst the government
continued its protective measures for the author, the fates of the hostages [in Lebanon, added]
ranked higher on the agenda in Downing Street [...].What was more, the fact that Iraq had
invaded Kuwait and was defeated by a multinational force, produced a dynamic in the region
that positioned Iran to fill the vacuum left by a weakened Iraqi regime and to act as a reliable
economic partner and diplomatic player”. In this vein, Britain undertook a number of
initiatives (Kaussler, 2008a, pp.192-95): the decision in 1990 not to go ahead with a
paperback edition of The Satanic Verses; the humanitarian response of Thatcher’s
government in the aftermath of the Manjil-Rudbar earthquake in Iran®?, whereby the Prime
Minister conveyed that “[w]e shall do all we can to help the enormous efforts which will be
needed to cope with this tragedy”, adding that “[a] consignment of relief supplies from
Britain will shortly be on its way to Tehran” (quoted in Kaussler, 2008a, p.193); and
upgrading diplomatic relations to the chargé d’affaires level.

As former Iranian ambassador to Bonn recounts: “In 1990, Iran’s national strategy was to
regard Germany as ‘the door to the European Union’” (Mousavian, 2008, p.133). Genscher’s
second trip to Iran — followed shortly by the visit of the Federal Minister of Economics —
made the German Foreign Minister appear as “the driving force behind the European quest
for improved relations with Iran” (Reissner, 2004, p.48). Moreover, while President
Rafsanjani accepted the invitation conveyed by Chancellor Kohl, Foreign Minister Velayati
visited Bonn, on his behalf, in the summer of 1992. Despite hopes for stronger ties after the
release of the last German hostages in Lebanon, Genscher’s departure from the Foreign
Ministry “was accompanied by a noticeable sharpening of German policy toward Iran,
evident in more overt official support for Rushdie and in a reduction of credit guarantees for
trade with Iran” (Halliday, 1994, p.323). After Rushdie’s 1992 visit to Bonn, the Bundestag
passed an all-party resolution, stating that Germany holds Iran legally responsible for the
author’s safety and that Tehran would face economic and political consequences, should any
harm befall him (Deutscher Bundestag, 1992). As will be discussed, the 1992 assassination
of Sadegh Shirafkani, the leader of the Kurdish Democratic Party of Iran, along with his two
associates at the Mykonos restaurant in Berlin resulted in a diplomatic crisis the

repercussions of which surpassed German-Iranian relations.

33 The earthquake struck northwestern Iran near the Caspian Sea in June 1990, claiming more than 40,000 lives.
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2.4 Years of Critical and Comprehensive Dialogue (1992-2003)

Rafsanjani’s pragmatism, Tehran’s neutrality during the 1990/91 Gulf War, release of
Western hostages in Lebanon (Tyler, 1991), and the visit of the UN Special Representative
on Human Rights to the country, for the first time, suggested the regime’s move towards
moderation (Reissner, 2000, pp.36-7; Struwe, 1998, pp.15-18). Furthermore, while
dismissing Washington’s calls for isolation due to Iran’s geopolitical significance combined
with the prospect of expanding commercial relations with the country that was in the process
of post-war reconstruction, Europe remained concerned about Iran’s human rights record,
including the liquidation of exiled dissidents on European soil and the death sentence against
Rushdie; Tehran’s opposition to the Arab-Israeli Peace Process; and the country’s alleged
plans to acquire Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD), all of which contradicted the newly-
established European Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) (Reissner, 2000; Struwe,
1998). It was within this context that Europe adopted a ‘constructive engagement’ approach
towards the Islamic Republic in the format of Critical Dialogue (1992-97), followed by
Comprehensive Dialogue (1998-2003), to uphold contact in order to influence the leadership
on key areas of concern, particularly to Britain, France, and Germany (Kaussler, 2014).

The strategy of political dialogue, which came to guide Europe-Iran relations within the
framework of the EU since its formation in 1993, stood in stark contrast to Washington’s
approach (Hunter, 2010; Kaussler, 2012). The Clinton administration’s attempt to revise a
Persian Gulf policy culminated in passing the 1992 ‘Iran-Iraq Arms Non-Proliferation Act’
and the subsequent adoption of the Dual Containment strategy** in the spring of 1993,
targeting Iran (alongside Iraq), based on “a conclusion that Iran must be isolated if it is to be
prevented from emerging as a substantial threat to Western interests” (Jehl, 1993). Earlier
that year, Secretary of State Warren Christopher branded Iran an “international outlaw” and a
“dangerous country” for its links to terrorism and pursuit of nuclear weapons, signaling
Clinton’s antipathy towards Iran (Jehl, 1993). In 1996, the Congress passed the ‘Iran and
Libya Sanctions Act’ (ILSA), renamed the ‘Iran Sanctions Act’ in 2006, imposing secondary
penalties on firms investing more than $20 million per year in Iran’s energy industry.
Moreover, since 1984, Iran (alongside North Korea, Sudan, and Syria) has consecutively
been on the U.S. State Department’s annual list of leading state sponsors of terrorism*>. By

contrast, Europe’s policy of constructive engagement rested upon two interrelated premises,

3% Whilst the foundations of Dual Containment were laid during the previous administration, it was first
articulated by Martin Indyk, a senior official in the Clinton administration, during a speech at the Washington
Institute for Near East Policy, a think tank with strong ties to the American Israel Public Affairs Committee
(AIPAC), in May 1993. The main purpose of the Dual Containment strategy was to ultimately alter the political
landscape of the Middle East (see Hunter, 2010, pp.49-52; Rakel, 2009, pp.171-74).

35 See also Seeberg (2016) for an outline of U.S. sanctions on Iran.
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namely strengthening moderate forces inside Iran and influencing the regime’s behavior
through dialogue and incentives, via what Rudolf (1999, p.76) terms ‘diffuse linkage’,
exemplified by Germany’s refusal to establish cultural ties with Tehran without progress in
the Rushdie case. In short: “The EU chose engagement plus trade, the U.S. isolation plus
sanction” (Moshaver, 2003, p.294).

2.4.1 Critical Dialogue (1992-1997)
Critical Dialogue was launched by the European Council at the Edinburgh Summit in 1992:

Given Iran’s importance in the region, the European Council reaffirms its beliefs that a dialogue
should be maintained with the Iranian Government. This should be a critical dialogue, which
reflects concern about Iranian behaviour and calls for improvement in a number of areas,
particularly human rights, the death sentence pronounced by a Fatwa against the author Salman
Rushdie, which is contrary to international law, and terrorism. Improvements in these areas will be
important in determining the extent to which closer relations and confidence can be developed
(European Council, 1992).
While acknowledging the “right of countries to acquire the means to defend themselves”, the
Council expressed concern “that Iran’s arms procurement should not pose a threat to regional
stability”, and regarding the Middle East Peace Process, the Council voiced “the wish that
Iran take a constructive approach” (European Council, 1992). Critical Dialogue, consisting of
bi-annual meetings between the European Troika and representatives of Iran’s Foreign
Ministry, during which “the Iranians both listened and were listened to” (Posch, 2006,
p-100), was a German initiative, stemming from its insistence on maintaining a dialogue with
Iran since 1979 (Reissner, 2000; Rudolf, 1999; Struwe, 1998). The strategy of ‘Non-
Exclusion’ [ ‘Nicht-Ausgrenzung’], formulated by Foreign Minister Klaus Kinkel for
Germany’s Iran policy, was based on the belief that Iran would be influenced through
economic and diplomatic engagement which, Lane (1995) argues, was partly rooted in “an
extrapolation from the claimed success of Ostpolitik”. Changing the Islamic Republic, hence,
became Germany’s ‘new Ostpolitik’ (Lane, 1995). Yet, the emphasis on human rights within
Critical Dialogue, as evident in the four German-Iranian Human Rights Seminars that took
place under Foreign Minister Genscher and continued under Kinkel (until 1994), can also “be
interpreted as political cover for booming business relations with Iran” (Rudolf, 1999, p.74).
By mid-1990s, the EU was Iran’s biggest trading partner, accounting for more than 40% of
the country’s total imports and 36% of its total exports, 75% of which was oil (Rakel, 2009,
p-211). Within the EU, Germany became the country’s leading trading partner. The German-
Iranian Chamber of Commerce (AHK Iran), established in 1975, already had more than 2000

members in the 1990s and Germany was, consistently, “the biggest foreign exhibitor in all
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the trade fairs held in Tehran” (Tarock, 1999, p.54). Moreover, Iran avoided a major financial
crisis when Germany rescheduled a substantial sum of the country’s debt to German banks in
1994, encouraging other European countries to follow suit (p.54). In addition, according to
Mousavian (2008), more than 20 high-level ministerial visits took place between 1990 and
1996, the most contentious of which was “the development of close collaboration between
the security services of the two countries” (p.58). This included the controversial 1993 visit
of Iran’s Intelligence Minister Ali Fallahian — whose prominent role in the ‘Mykonos
killings’ was already suspected and proven shortly thereafter — at the invitation of his
German counterpart, Bernd Schmidbauer, who had visited Tehran the previous year. This
incident and a subsequent telephone call by Chancellor Kohl to President Rafsanjani on
‘humanitarian’ grounds i.e. the release of German citizens arrested in Iran, most notably
Helmut Szimkus, who was sentenced to death on charges of spying for Iraq and the U.S.,
resulted in harsh criticism at home and abroad (Halliday, 1994; Mousavian, 2008). During a
debate at the Bundestag, the Green Party questioned the role of intelligence services in the

country’ foreign policy-making:

Durch die Geheimgesprache von Staatsminister Schmidbauer mit dem iranischen
Staatssicherheitsminister Fallahian ist der Beschlufl des Europiischen Rats von Edinburgh,
keine engeren Beziehungen zum Iran aufzunehmen, solange es keine Anzeichen fiir die Abkehr
vom Staatsterrorismus gibt, grob miBachtet worden. Wir haben die herbe Kritik der USA, Israels
und weiterer Verbilindeter gehdrt und tdten gut daran, sie mit der gebotenen Sensibilitdt zu
beriicksichtigen.

Uberhaupt wire zu fragen, wer denn hierzulande fiir die AuBenpolitik zustindig ist (Deutscher
Bundestag, 1993, p.16157, emphasis in original).

Thus, while Critical Dialogue was a common European policy, countries prioritized their
own bilateral agendas: for Britain, it was the Rushdie case and for France, oil business with
Iran*®, which ultimately turned the meetings into “empty rituals” (Reissner, 2000, p.34).
Furthermore, Critical Dialogue lost its momentum amidst strong opposition from Israel, the
U.S.%7, and across Europe. Within Germany, Reissner (2000, p.41) argues, “[a]bundant
criticism in the media portrayed critical dialogue as selling on human rights to the devil” and

“American rhetoric calling Iran a pariah and ‘rogue’ state was highly welcomed”.

2.4.1.1 The Mykonos verdict and the suspension of Critical Dialogue
In April 1997, a German court concluded that the 1992 assassination of Kurdish dissidents in

Berlin was carried out on the direct orders of the highest members of the Iranian leadership,

36 In 1995, following the withdrawal of the U.S. oil concern Conoco after ILSA was enacted, French energy
giant Total signed a contract with NIOC to develop the Sirri oil and gas fields (Hunter, 2010, pp.52-3).

37 For the transatlantic rift between Germany and the U.S. concerning Iran, see Lane (1995), Mousavian (2008),
and Tarock (1999).
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implicating Intelligence Minister Fallahian alongside President Rafsanjani and the Supreme
Leader. In light of the court ruling and the German ambassador’s withdrawal from Iran, EU
countries, with the exception of Greece, followed suit and recalled their ambassadors, who
returned nearly seven months later, with the German ambassador arriving last (Reissner,

2000; Rudolf, 1999). In his verdict, presiding Judge Frithjof Kubsch stated:

Durch das Ergebnis der Beweiserhebung ist offenbar geworden, dass iranische Machthaber
terroristische Anschldge im Ausland nicht nur billigen und ihren Tétern unverstédndlicherweise
Ehrungen zukommen lassen, sondern dass sie selbst solche Anschlige gegen Menschen ins Werk
setzen, die ihnen allein wegen der politischen Einstellung missliebig geworden sind. Ihre
politischen Gegner lassen sie um der reinen Machterhaltung liquidieren (Der Tagesspiegel, 2012)

Attorney Otto Schily, who later became Germany’s Interior Minister (1998-2005), argued in
his closing remarks that “[f]or much too long, European governments have watched Iran’s
violent behavior. A regime that touts terror and even commands it must not be the recipient
of our loans or red carpet receptions” (Hakakian, 2012). U.S. State Department’s spokesman
proclaimed that the verdict confirmed Washington’s “long-held view that Iran's sponsorship
of terrorism is authorized at senior levels of the Iranian Government”, adding that Critical
Dialogue “has not succeeded in moderating Iran's behavior” (Cowell, 1997). Although
Critical Dialogue was suspended after the verdict, engagement remained EU’s preferred

course. In the wake of the verdict, during a debate at the Bundestag, Klaus Kinkel said:

“... wenn man iiber dieses Thema spricht, mufl man in Betracht ziehen, daf} das deutsche und das
iranische Volk durch eine hundertjéhrige Tradition guter Beziehungen miteinander verbunden
sind; das mufl man sagen diirfen [...]. Seine geostrategische Lage verschafft ihm eine
Schliisselstellung in Fragen der Sicherheit. Ohne oder gar gegen den Iran kann in der Region
langfristig keine erfolgreiche Politik betrieben werden (Deutscher Bundestag, 1997, p.15276,
emphasis in original).

In defense of maintaining contact with Iran, amid the court ruling, Kinkel added:

Aus unserer Sicht, die alle unsere europdischen Partner teilen, bleibt es daher entscheidend, sich
Moglichkeiten der Einwirkung auf den Iran zu erhalten und nicht auf eine Politik der Isolierung
zu setzen, die nicht zum Erfolg fiihrt. Das war und bleibt unsere Haltung. Die Reaktion der
iranischen Regierung [...] zeigt - bei Ausnahmen - insgesamt, da3 auch Teheran den Stellenwert
seiner Beziehungen zu Deutschland und zu Europa sieht und kein Ol ins Feuer gieBen will
(p.15276, emphasis in original).
Later that year, at a joint news conference with U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright,
Kinkel referred to the difference between American and German approaches in countering
fundamentalism, arguing: “We believe that you need to talk to people if you are to influence
them. If you are to influence Iran, you need to talk to them, and on the points where there's

disagreement” (U.S. Department of State, 1997). The German government’s accommodating
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stance, which had already been, as mentioned earlier, strongly criticized prior to the verdict,
faced further reproach after the court’s ruling®® (Lane, 1995). Bilateral relations were further
strained following the arrest of Helmut Hofer in Iran. The arrest of Hofer, who was twice
sentenced to death on charges of having an illicit relationship with an Iranian woman, was,
according to observers, a reaction to the Mykonos verdict and an attempt to exchange the
German businessman with Kazem Darabi, one of the assassins behind the ‘Mykonos killings’
(Rakel, 2009).

The landslide victory of the reformist Mohammad Khatami in Iran’s presidential election
few months after the Mykonos verdict paved the way for rapprochement. After the return of
European ambassadors to Tehran, Germany — once Iran’s biggest trading partner — “was
henceforth relegated by the Iranians to the position of an ordinary country, rather than as one
with which, as had hitherto been the case, Iran had a special relationship with” (Mousavian,
2008, p.202). Meanwhile, notwithstanding bilateral issues, most notably Tehran’s vehement
objection to the visit of MEK co-founder Maryam Rajavi in 1993 to France, where she
resided thereafter (Tork Ladani, 2018, pp.270-71), Paris became the driving force behind
Europe’s relations with Iran (Rudolf, 1999). In September 1997, French energy giant Total
signed a $2 billion contract, alongside Russia’s Gazprom and Malaysia’s Petronas, with Iran
to develop Phases 2 and 3 of South Pars, the world’s largest natural gas field (Wood, 1998).
The deal, which encouraged other European energy firms to later follow suit, was in direct
violation of ILSA. French Prime Minister Lionel Jospin defended the contract, adding that
“personally I rejoice in it”, while stressing that “American laws apply in the United States.
They do not apply in France” (Cohen, 1997). Similarly, the EU trade commissioner
challenged the U.S. sanctions’ extraterritoriality by stating that ILSA would “establish the
unwelcome principle that one country can dictate the foreign policy of others” (quoted in
McCurdy, 1997, p.415). Consequently, the EU filed a complaint against the U.S. at the
World Trade Organization (WTO), a move that, as Tarock (1999, p.51) states, was “the
strongest position that Western Europe has collectively and publicly taken” in favor of the
Islamic Republic. Faced with a united European stance that also included Britain, the Clinton

administration reached an agreement with the EU in 1998 (Wood, 1998, p.578).

2.4.2 Comprehensive Dialogue (1998-2003)
Khatami’s election, which marked the beginning of the Reform Era (1997-2005), opened a

new chapter in the relations between Tehran and the West. At home, he endorsed socio-

38 Amid protests in Iran against the verdict, Chancellor Kohl wrote a letter to the Iranian president, asserting the
independence of German government’s policy from the judiciary, while apologizing for having hurt the
“religious feelings” of Iranians and their leaders (Koszinowski & Mattes, 1997, p.14).
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political change by promoting ‘civil society’, ‘pluralism’, and ‘the rule of law’ (Hunter,
2010; KhosraviNik, 2015; Rakel, 2009). Moreover, distancing himself from both the
hardliners’ slogan of ‘fight against the cultural aggression of the West” — formulated by the
Supreme Leader in 1992 — as well as Samuel Huntington’s ‘Clash of Civilizations’, Khatami
emphasized upon a foreign policy based on détente and espoused the concept of ‘Dialogue
among Civilizations’®® (Reissner, 2006, p.120). Khatami’s presidency and the reform
movement reinvigorated optimism towards Iran, introducing a promising phase of European-
Iranian relations. Whereas France endorsed a more rapid normalization, Germany and the
U.K. were more cautious in continuing their engagement with Tehran, the former stressing
improvement in human rights and the latter, in addition to that, prioritizing the issues of
WMD and terrorism (Rakel, 2009, p.226). This led to the launch of Comprehensive Dialogue
in 1998, which covered a wide array of global (e.g. terrorism and non-proliferation of WMD)
and regional (e.g. the Middle East Peace Process) issues as well as areas of mutual interest
(e.g. drugs, energy) (European Commission, 1998). According to Kaussler (2014, p.18), “the
rationale” behind the resumption of bi-annual meetings “was that the EU would eventually
assist the reformist agenda by tilting the balance of interests and would encourage moderate
policies and the process of democratization in the country”. Comprehensive Dialogue
managed to empower pro-reform activists and politicians as well as to depoliticize the human
rights discourse (Kaussler, 2008b, 2014). What followed were Khatami’s landmark visits to
Europe — the first such by an Iranian president since 1979 — not only to mend Tehran’s
relations with Europe, but also to boost investment in Iran’s energy sector as well as to
procure new lines of credit (Hunter, 2010, p.87). The visit of French Prime Minister Hubert
Védrine to Tehran in August 1998, during which he conveyed an invitation from President
Chirac, prepared the ground for normalization in the EU-Iran relations (Tork Ladani, 2018).

After his trip, Védrine stated:

The dialogue took place indeed, we talked about future prospects and areas of contention, amongst
other issues. One can see that on certain points, such as Human Rights, we have at times different,
at times divergent, interpretations, but that’s precisely where the dialogue of civilizations should
replace the clash of civilizations (quoted in Tork Ladani, 2018, p.274).

Reciprocating the visit, Khatami travelled to France in October 1999. This trip, initially
scheduled for April and cancelled due to disagreement over protocol (Perrin, 1999a), was,
according to Chirac, based on France’s “decision to encourage the political openness and
détente” pursued by Tehran, and his country’s wish to “foster Iran’s return to the

international community” (Perrin, 1999b). Shortly thereafter, French banks provided Iran

39 In this vein, the UN observed 2001 as the ‘United Nations Year for Dialogue among Civilizations’.
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with a reported $1.5 billion loan (Abdo, 1999) and the French energy group EIf Aquitaine
signed a deal to develop Iran’s Balal offshore oil field (Atkinson, 1999). Similarly, the
British-Dutch oil and gas company Royal Dutch/ Shell Group signed a buy-back contract
with NIOC to restore Soroush and Norouz, two offshore oil fields damaged during the war
(Bloomberg News, 1999). Following the trip of German Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer to
Iran, which the Foreign Ministry described beforehand as a “Sondierungsmission auf
schwierigstem Terrain” (Der Tagesspiegel, 2000), Khatami visited Germany in 2000 with
high hopes for German investment in Iran’s third Five-Year Development Plan (2000-5)
(Hunter, 2010, p.88). After meeting with Khatami, Chancellor Gerhard Schroder stated that
“[w]ir wollen an die traditionell enge Bindung zwischen beiden Léndern wieder ankniipfen”,
and Berlin agreed to a fivefold increase in export credit guarantees (the so-called Hermes-
Biirgschaften) and the German-Iranian joint Economic Commission, halted since 1991, was
reactivated (Spiegel Online, 2000). In an interview with Siiddeutsche Zeitung (2000) on the
occasion of Khatami’s visit, Foreign Minister Fischer, who had been amongst the most vocal
opponents of his predecessor’s Critical Dialogue, defended Comprehensive Dialogue,
arguing: “Man kann die damalige iranische Fiihrung nicht mit den Reformern von heute
vergleichen. Chatami betreibt eine Politik der Offnung”, adding that “es wire ein groBer

Fehler, wenn wir nicht die Reformer unterstiitzten”.

The most groundbreaking of these high-level visits was the trip to London of Iran’s
Foreign Minister Kamal Kharrazi — the first since 1979 — in January 2000, during which he
met with his British counterpart, Robin Cook, as well as Prime Minister Tony Blair
(MacAskill, 2000). This significant milestone in bilateral relations took place nearly 18
months after Iran officially revoked the fatwa against Rushdie, with Khatami announcing
during his visit to New York that the issue was “completely finished”, followed by
Kharrazi’s statement that Iran “has no intention, nor is it going to take any action
whatsoever, to threaten the life of the author of ‘The Satanic Verses’ or anybody associated
with his work, nor will it encourage or assist anybody to do so” (Crossette, 1998).
Consequently, diplomatic relations were restored and upgraded to ambassadorial level — after
almost a decade. A reciprocal visit by British Foreign Secretary Cook was, however,
postponed several times due to the “delicate political situation” in Iran and “the extreme
historical sensitivity of bilateral relations” (Muir, 2001). It was in the wake of 9/11 attacks
that Cook’s successor, Jack Straw, visited Iran which, unprecedented since the Iranian
Revolution, “clearly provided an opening for Iran and Britain to move closer together and for
Britain to act as a channel of communication with its close ally, the United States” (Muir,

2001). In 2001, after 23 years of absence, British Council resumed its activities in Iran at the
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request of Khatami’s government “to promote friendly interchange and understanding”
between the two countries “through academic, scientific and cultural activities” (Borjian,
2011, p.548). Relations suffered a huge setback when Iran rejected London’s choice of
ambassador to Tehran (Whitaker, 2002).

In hindsight, Khatami’s first term can be characterized as the golden years of Islamic
Republic’s relations with the West. It was during this period, in response to Khatami’s call
for deconstructing the “bulky wall of mistrust” between his nation and “the American
people” in an interview with British-Iranian CNN reporter Christiane Amanpour that the U.S.
government acknowledged Washington’s “significant role” in the 1953 coup d’état that was
“clearly a setback for Iran’s political development” (U.S. Department of State, 2000). It
should be added that the C.I.A officially admitted its role in orchestrating Mosaddeq’s
overthrow for the first time in August 2013 (Kamali Dehghan & Norton-Taylor, 2013). Yet,
Khatami’s policy of détente and prospective improvements in European-Iranian relations
were hampered during his second term (2001-2005) due to a mix of internal and external
factors: continuous factional rivalries inside Iran (KhosraviNik, 2015; Rakel, 2009); the
aftermath of 9/11 terrorist attacks and the subsequent U.S. campaign for a Global War on
Terror juxtaposed with the promotion of regime change in ‘rogue states’ such as Iran, and
President Bush’s inclusion of the country, alongside Iraq and North Korea, as part of the so-
called ‘Axis of Evil’*® (Ansari, 2006; Hunter, 2010; Kaussler, 2008b; Wagner & Onderco,
2014); and the revelations in 2002 by the National Council of Resistance of Iran, the political
wing of MEK, concerning clandestine nuclear activities in Iran, making the nuclear dossier

the most prevailing issue in Iran’s relations with the West (Cronberg, 2017; Harnisch, 2007).

2.5 The nuclear dispute (2003-2013)

The nuclear-centric focus that almost exclusively dominated European-Iranian relations
should be situated within (1) the broader animosity between Iran and U.S.*! (Perthes, 2010;
Tarock, 2006) and (2) the geostrategic context of two regional subcomplexes, namely the
Levant and the Persian Gulf (Seeberg, 2016, p.2), and what Europe widely “perceive[s] to be
bent on regional hegemony” (Geranmayeh, 2015, p.2) whereas Iran considers crucial “to
preserve the Axis of Resistance against what it believes to be a US and Israeli plan for regime
change in Tehran” (p.3). This entails, amongst other areas of contention between Iran and
Europe, the former’s strong alliances with the Lebanese Hezbollah — whose military wing

was designated by the EU, following repeated calls from the U.S. and Israel, as a terrorist

40 See Heradstveit and Bonhman (2007) for the impact of the ‘Axis of Evil’ metaphor on Iranian politics.
4! In the words of Joschka Fischer (2006): “After all, the issue at the heart of this [nuclear] conflict is this: Who
dominates the Middle East—Iran or the United States?”
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organization during the period sampled for this study — as well as the Palestinian Hamas and
the Alawite regime in Syria*?, and the latter’s close ties to Israel and the Gulf States (Posch,
2013, pp.25-30). Throughout the nuclear talks, EU’s roles and demarches transformed in
response to internal and external circumstances, including political dynamics in both Iran and
the West as well as geopolitical shifts in the region i.e. Arab Spring upheavals, from an
initially autonomous negotiator by adopting persuasive engagement (2003-05) to a
coordinator through coercive containment (2006-10), sanctions enforcer via dual-track
(carrots and sticks) policy (2010-13), and facilitator in the Iran-U.S. bilateral phase defined
by the ‘political will’ of both countries’ presidents (2013-15) (Cronberg, 2017, pp.246-52).
The remainder of this chapter outlines EU-Iran relations, with more focus on the areas of
convergence/divergence among Britain, France, and Germany in their collective and

individual attitudes towards Iran’s nuclear program.

2.5.1 The history of Iran’s nuclear program

“The irony of the present dispute between the West and Iran”, as Tarock wrote in 2006, “is
that, for three decades up to the Iranian revolution in 1979, the Europeans and Americans
helped, in fact earnestly encouraged, Iran” to develop nuclear technology (p.645). Iran’s
nuclear program dates back to mid-1950s when the first facilities were built with Western
support (see Davenport, 2018; Nikou, 2018 for detailed timelines). In 1957, an agreement for
civil nuclear cooperation was signed between Iran and the U.S. under the ‘Atoms for Peace’
program of the Eisenhower administration (Mousavian & Mousavian, 2018, p.169). The goal
was primarily to “empower Iran so that it could serve as a buffer state against the Soviet
Union” (p.169). In 1968, a year after the opening of the Tehran Research Reactor, fueled by
highly enriched uranium supplied by the U.S., Iran signed the Nuclear Non-Proliferation
Treaty (NPT), which was subsequently ratified by the parliament in 1970.

The Shah pursued an overall ambitious plan throughout the 1970s to develop numerous
power plants in order to diversify the country’s energy sources. After the establishment of the
Atomic Energy Organization of Iran (1974), a civil nuclear partnership was initiated between
Iran and France and the former joined Eurodif*?, a subsidiary of the French company Areva
(renamed Orano in 2018). As part of the arrangement, the 10 percent share of Sweden,
following its withdrawal from the project, was transferred to Iran in exchange for a one-

billion-dollar loan from the Shah and an additional 180 million dollars in 1977 (Tork Ladani,

42 The period examined for this study pre-dates the surge of the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS) or
Daesh, considered a mutual threat by both Iran and the West (Seeberg, 2016).

43 The European Gaseous Diffusion Uranium Enrichment consortium formed in 1973 by Belgium, France, Italy,
Spain, and Sweden. Eurodif was closed, indefinitely, in 2012.
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2018, pp.280-82). Accordingly, the French and Iranian governments established Sofidif** to
handle the two countries’ nuclear cooperation, with 60 and 40 per cent shares respectively. In
addition, the West German company Kraftwerk Union, a joint venture of Siemens and AEG,
began work on the Bushehr Nuclear Power Plant in 1975 (Hunter, 2010). Moreover, Tony
Benn, then-British secretary of state for energy, wrote in 2005 in the Guardian that the Shah
“intended to build [a nuclear reactor with] a 24 megawatt capacity by 1994, which was
bigger than the programme Britain itself had at the time” and told Benn in 1976 that he was
“getting [nuclear technology] from the French and the Germans and might even get it from
the Soviets-and why not?” The following year, Dr. Marshall of the British Atomic Energy
Authority, who advised the Shah on nuclear policy, prepared a deal based on which, in
Benn’s words, “Iran would become a 50% owner of our nuclear industry for the purpose of
building the [pressurized water-reactor] PWRs”. The plan, also supported by British Prime
Minister James Callaghan, was ultimately cancelled (Benn, 2005).

Although the nuclear ambitions of the pro-Western Shah did not raise significant
concerns, suspicion remained over his wish to ultimately acquire nuclear weapons (Hunter,
2010). In 1976, U.S. President Gerald Ford issued the National Security Decision
Memorandum 324 in favor of assisting Iran to formulate a plan for building 23 nuclear power
reactors, albeit stopping short of allowing the country to develop independent (fuel)
reprocessing capabilities (Nikou, 2018). Instead, the U.S. administration proposed the option
of launching a multinational reprocessing plant in Iran, which Tehran rejected. President
Carter resumed nuclear talks with the Shah in 1977 and the two reached an agreement the
following year, according to which Iran concurred to safeguards beyond the NPT requisites
and the U.S., in turn, granted Iran the ‘most favored nation’ status for fuel reprocessing
(Nikou, 2018). Had the Shah remained in power, as Tarock (2006, p.652) postulates, Iran
“would by now be a member of the club of nuclear weapon states”.

The wide-ranging and multifaceted cooperation between Iran and the West was
abandoned after the revolution and during the war that followed. Iran annulled its contract
with Eurodif in 1980 and demanded the remuneration of the foregoing loan granted by the
Shah. The dispute, a “stubborn obstacle to improved relations” between Tehran and Paris was
eventually settled in 1991 (Greenhouse, 1991). In addition, Iran halted its payments for
uranium enrichment services that had started in 1978, resulting in Eurodif’s appeal to the
Arbitration Court of the International Chamber of Commerce and the confiscation of Iran’s
assets in the company (Tork Ladani, 2018). Similarly, the work of Kraftwerk was terminated

on the grounds that Iran had failed to make payments. However, German engineers returned

4 Société franco-iranienne pour 1’enrichissement de I’uranium par diffusion gazeuse [the Franco-Iranian
enterprise for uranium enrichment through gaseous diffusion]
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to Iran in 1984 to conduct a feasibility study in order to complete the Bushehr reactor,
severely damaged during war, which did not materialize (Nikou, 2018). With German
government’s refusal to finish the project, Russia, eventually, took over the completion of the
plant in 1995. While nuclear activities in Iran were substantially reduced due to wartime
economic requirements, they were not fully halted (KhosraviNik, 2015). “Anxiety over Iran’s
nuclear weapon ambitions”, according to Hunter (2010), “began as early as the 1980s, when
reports about Iran’s intentions begun to circulate” (pp.64-5). Several factors played a decisive
role in Iran’s resumption of its nuclear program: Iraq’s invasion of Iran and the West’s
support for Saddam; exposure to external threat especially from Washington, following the
U.S. military victory in the Gulf War and, later, U.S. invasions of Iran’s neighbors
Afghanistan and Iraq; and the West’s refusal to develop the Bushehr reactors — and to partake
in Iran’s nuclear program — at Tehran’s repeated invitations (Tarock, 2006, pp.652-54). As a
result, Iran sought assistance from other countries including China, Pakistan, and Russia to
revive its nuclear program in the 1990s (Iran Watch, 2016). Hence, thwarting the country
from obtaining a nuclear-weapons capability became a focal element of the Clinton
administration’s Iran policy, resulting, as mentioned earlier, in the U.S. adoption of the Dual
Containment approach, by means of embargo and isolation, which stood in stark contrast to
Europe’s strategy of dialogue. In 2002, the EU’s initiative, offered the previous year within
the context of Comprehensive Dialogue, to deepen economic and political ties with Tehran
through a Trade and Cooperation Agreement that was contingent upon progress in human
rights, non-proliferation of WMD, terrorism, and the Middle East Peace Process, was
entering a critical stage (Kaussler, 2008b, p.269; Meier, 2013, p.3). “By linking the economic
to the political track and thus exerting positive conditionality on Iran”, Tocci and Voltolini
(2010) state, “the EU attempted concomitantly to pursue its strategic and commercial
objectives alongside its normative goals” (p.124). However, the disclosure of hitherto
undeclared nuclear sites turned Iran’s nuclear program into one of the most pressing issues
on the international agenda, leading to a marked shift in Europe’s priorities vis-a-vis the

country (Kaussler, 2008b, p.289).

2.5.2 Britain, France, and Germany: The ‘Big Three’ (2003-2005)

Various factors such as the U.S.-led military action in Iraq coupled with President Bush’s
belligerent rhetoric towards Iran and the fear of a U.S./Israeli strike, North Korea’s
withdrawal from the NPT, and fearing that “a nuclear Iran could set in motion a regional
nuclear weapons domino effect” (Bergends, 2010, p.504), prompted Britain, France, and

Germany to launch a tripartite diplomatic initiative to defuse the mounting tension over
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Iran’s nuclear program (Alcaro & Tabrizi, 2014; Dalton, 2016; Posch, 2016). This ad hoc
‘bridge-building effort’, initiated by Germany (Borchard, 2015; Frankfurter Allgemeine
Sonntagszeitung, 2003), was inadvertent (Cronberg, 2017, pp.245-46): the idea, led by the
French®, was to originally include Russia — who also had opposed the invasion of Iraq at the
UN Security Council — in negotiations with the Iranians. The reasons behind choosing Britain
instead were twofold, namely Russia’s preference to have the Iranians ‘suspend’ rather than
‘stop” enrichment, and Britain’s ability to “act as a sort of bridge toward the Americans.”*¢ In
the fall of 2003, foreign ministers of the EU’s ‘Big Three’ (also referred to as the E3), that is,
Dominique de Villepin (France), Joschka Fischer (Germany), and Jack Straw (U.K.) travelled
to Tehran to convince Iran to suspend uranium enrichment, be more transparent about the
scope of its nuclear activities, and sign the NPT Additional Protocol which would grant
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) inspectors more and impromptu access to
nuclear sites (Posch, 2016, p.4). Based on the Tehran Declaration*’, the E3 acknowledged
Iran’s right to a peaceful nuclear program and refrained from referring the file to the UN
Security Council. Iran, in turn, agreed, on a temporary and voluntary basis, to suspend
enrichment and, as a confidence-building gesture, signed the Additional Protocol and its
safeguards agreement with the UN’s nuclear watchdog (Hunter, 2010). Later that year,
however, the IAEA announced that Iran “has failed in a number of instances over an
extended period of time to meet its obligations under its Safeguards Agreement with respect
to the reporting of nuclear material and its processing and use, as well as the declaration of
facilities where such material has been processed and stored” (IAEA, 2003).

Amid growing suspicions, Iran and the EU-3 — European Troika and Javier Solana, EU’s
High Representative for the CFSP who joined the talks in 2004 — concluded the Brussels
Agreement, according to which Iran agreed, inter alia, to suspend the manufacture of parts
and assembly of centrifuges (Mousavian, 2008, pp.166-71). Several factors, including
inconsistencies between Iran’s statements and IAEA reports (IAEA, 2004), Libya’s unilateral
decision to abandon its nuclear ambitions, Iran’s domestic politics, with the nuclear program
taking center stage at the forthcoming presidential campaign, and strong U.S. opposition, led
to the collapse of the agreement and Iran’s subsequent cancelation of its enrichment
suspension (Hunter, 2010, pp.93-4). In order to avert growing international pressure to refer

the nuclear file to the Security Council following the failure of the Brussels Agreement, the

4 According to Gérard Araud, who served as French negotiator on Iran’s nuclear dossier between 2006 and
2009, it was France’s idea to have the U.K., instead of Russia, on board (Davenport & Philipp, 2016).

46 Ibid.

“TThis agreement was reached once the European Troika agreed to 1) Iran’s “suspension”, and not “complete
cessation”, of its enrichment activities and 2) a formula that incorporated “mutual commitments of both sides”
(Mousavian, 2008, p.158).
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EU-3 and Tehran reached the Paris Agreement in November 2004 after exchanging several
proposals that called for the country’s temporary suspension of nuclear fuel cycle in
exchange for EU’s technical assistance in resuming enrichment after having reached a
negotiated solution (Mousavian, 2008). A later accord in 2005 between the Europeans and
Iran’s then-nuclear negotiator Hassan Rouhani supplementing the Paris Agreement,
according to which Tehran agreed to temporarily suspend uranium enrichment, was rejected
in Washington. On the day of Rouhani’s presidential inauguration in August 2013, Britain’s
Jack Straw, one of the negotiating foreign ministers in 2005, stated that “had it not been for
major problems within the US administration under President Bush, we could have actually
settled the whole Iran nuclear dossier back in 2005, and we probably wouldn’t have had
President Ahmadinejad as a consequence of the failure as well” (cited in Oborne & Morisson,

2013).

2.5.3 The EU+3 and nuclear diplomacy under Ahmadinejad (2005-2013)

Khatami’s presidency was a “mixed blessing” (Posch, 2016, p.4); despite his will to negotiate
with the West, each compromise encountered further backlash from hardliners inside Iran. As
a result, the so-called concessionary foreign policy of Khatami’s administration became one
of the key issues in the 2005 presidential election, with the opponents accusing the reformists
of selling out national rights and interests as well as acting against the revolution’s principles
(Hunter, 2010, p.96). Ahmadinejad’s priority was, therefore, to revive the (early)
revolutionary and ideological aspects of Iran’s foreign policy, namely self-sufficiency. Thus,
he “embarked on a nationwide propaganda campaign to make the nuclear issue a litmus test
of Iran’s sovereignty and independence similar to the case of oil nationalization in 19517
(Hunter, 2010, p.96). Positioned within the socio-political climate of a Radical Conservative
rise (KhosraviNik, 2015, pp.39-42), with Ahmadinejad adopting a defiant stance on Iran’s
nuclear program and a bellicose policy towards the West i.e. using ostensible breakthroughs
in nuclear activities as showcase events, combined with his inflammatory remarks on the
Holocaust and Israel, the nuclear issue — and Iran — became increasingly perceived as a

threat, aggravating Iran-West tensions throughout his eight-year tenure.

Shortly after Ahmadinejad assumed office, Tehran informed the IAEA that it would
resume enrichment at the Isfahan uranium conversion facility (Nikou, 2018). Awaiting
election results while anticipating the victory of Rafsanjani, the EU-3 proposed a
‘Framework for a Long-term Agreement’ on August 5, offering Iran support to develop
peaceful nuclear energy in exchange for Tehran ceasing all nuclear fuel work permanently.

Iran rejected the offer, calling the package “a humiliating and insulting empty box”
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(KhosraviNik, 2015, p.3). In September, the IAEA Board of Governors reported Iran’s non-
compliance with the NPT Safeguards Agreement (IAEA, 2005). By early January 2006, Iran
removed the seals at Natanz and Isfahan, clearing the path to resuming research and
development on uranium enrichment. In response, on January 12, the E3 and Solana issued a
statement describing Iran’s decision a “clear rejection of the process the E3/EU and Iran have
been engaged in”, concluding that “the time has now come for the Security Council to
become involved to reinforce the authority of IAEA Resolutions.”*® The following month,
IAEA’s Board of Governors voted in favor of referring Iran’s nuclear file to the Security
Council. Two days later, Tehran reacted by announcing that it would halt its voluntary
implementation of the Additional Protocol and other inspection procedures (Davenport,
2018). Following these developments, while the European Troika — and the EU High
Representative — remained involved, China, Russia, and the U.S. joined the negotiations.*’
The U.S., whose policy towards Iran since 1979 “oscillated between vague dreams of forced
or induced regime change and the sterile continuation of unilateral containment” (Alcaro &
Tabrizi, 2014, p.16), was convinced to take part in multilateral talks with Iran — for the first
time since 1979 — on the condition that Tehran suspends its enrichment activities (Sauer,
2008, p.13). In July, the UN Security Council (2006) adopted Resolution 1696, demanding
Iran to “suspend all enrichment-related and reprocessing activities, including research and
development”. Between 2006 and 2010, six UN resolutions were passed in total (Davenport,
2017). This period is marked by “ineffective — often circular — talks, during which both sides
tried to obtain leverage over the other” (Dalton, 2016, p.353). Europe’s initial role as
mediator shifted to an alignment with U.S. policy of politicizing Iran’s nuclear program by
linking it “to the issues of proliferation, weaponization, and deterrence” (Barzegar, 2010).
The disputed victory of Ahmadinejad in the June 2009 presidential election and the
subsequent crackdown further deteriorated the relations between Tehran and Europe. The
European Parliament (2009) condemned the worsening state of human rights in Iran, “one of
the very normative foundations on which the initial ‘Comprehensive Dialogue’ had been
built” (Kaussler, 2012, p.61). “To the EU-3”, Kaussler argues, “this meant that engagement
with Iran needed to show tangible results both in terms of human rights but particularly on
the nuclear front” (p.61). As a result, Europe (Britain and France, in particular) adopted a
tougher stance in the upcoming nuclear talks in Geneva (Hunter, 2010). In September that

year, the newly-elected U.S. President Barack Obama, who had campaigned on a promise to

“The statement is available from: http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2004 2009/documents/fd/d-
ir2006013004/d-ir2006013004en.pdf

49 The format of the talks is either referred to as the “P5+1” (the five permanent members of the UN Security
Council, plus Germany) or as the “E3/EU+3” (the three members of the EU, plus China, Russia, and the U.S.).
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30 _ 3 marked

negotiate, directly and “without preconditions on the basis of mutual respect’
shift from his predecessor — with Iran, revealed, together with French President Nicholas
Sarkozy and U.K. Prime Minister Gordon Brown, the construction of a new enrichment
facility in Fordow, outside the holy city of Qom. The following month, a package was
proposed during talks in Geneva and later in Vienna, with a U.S. envoy present for the first
time, offering to have 75 per cent of Iran’s low-enriched uranium transferred abroad for
reprocessing fuel rods for medical use in Iran, which was initially approved by Ahmadinejad
but ultimately rejected due to opposition (from both reformists and conservatives) in the
country (Cronberg, 2017; Posch, 2016). In February 2010, Iran announced that it had begun
producing 20 per cent enriched uranium, presumably necessary for medical isotopes at the
Tehran Research Reactor, up from the previous 3.5 percent (Nikou, 2018). The following
June, the UN Security Council adopted Resolution 1929, imposing further sanctions, while
adding an arms embargo to tighter proliferation-related measures as well as banning Iran
from conducting nuclear-capable ballistic missile tests (Davenport, 2018). Moreover, both
the U.S. and the EU approved unilateral punitive measures beyond those contained in UN
resolutions; the U.S. Congress adopted the ‘Comprehensive Iran Sanctions, Accountability,
and Divestment Act’ (Davenport, 2018), while the foreign ministers of EU member states
announced “a comprehensive and robust package of measures in the areas of trade, financial
services, energy, [and] transport as well as additional designations for [a] visa ban and asset
freeze, in particular for Iranian banks, the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) and
the Islamic Republic of Iran Shipping Lines (IRISL)” (European Commission, 2010).Thus,
the EU “responded by ‘over-complying” with US policy preferences in general, and US
unilateral Iran sanctions in particular” (Pieper, 2017, p.101). The following year, after the
IAEA’s report mentioned “possible military dimensions” to Iran’s nuclear program and
suspected weapons-related activities after 2003 (IAEA, 2011), the European Council meeting
concluded that:

given the seriousness of the situation, including the acceleration of the near 20% uranium
enrichment activities by Iran, in violation of six UNSC resolutions and eleven IAEA Board
resolutions, and the installation of centrifuges at a previously undeclared and deeply buried site
near Qom [...] the EU should extend the scope of its restrictive measures against Iran (European
Commission, 2011).

Consequently, the EU, formerly accounting for 20% of Iran’s oil sales, imposed an embargo

in January 2012 (effective July 1%), banning all member states from importing oil and gas

50 The transcript of President Obama’s speech on 4 June 2009 in Cairo, entitled ‘A New Beginning’, is available
from: https://2009-2017..state.gov/p/nea/rls/rm/2009/124342 . htm
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from the country, in addition to stricter limitations on financial transactions (Cronberg, 2017;

tSl

Nikou, 2018). In a joint statement’’, British Prime Minister Cameron, German Chancellor

Merkel, and French President Sarkozy said:

Our message is clear. We have no quarrel with the Iranian people. But the Iranian leadership has
failed to restore international confidence in the exclusively peaceful nature of its nuclear
programme. We will not accept Iran acquiring a nuclear weapon. Iran has so far had no regard for
its international obligations and is already exporting and threatening violence around its region.

In response to Tehran’s subsequent threat to block the Strait of Hormuz — through which 20
per cent of the world’s oil exports pass — Britain, France, and U.S. sent warships to the area,
giving Iran a clear signal (Blair, 2012). Due to stringent sanctions coupled with government
mismanagement the country’s economy suffered a sharp decline®?. In 2013, EU’s total
exports to Iran reached a mere 5.4 billion euros, less than half of what it was in 2010 (Table
2.1). Sanctions had been supplemented by parallel EU restrictions i.e. asset freeze and travel
ban on Iranian individuals and entities, the former standing at 150 and the latter 490 as of
December 2012, in addition to disconnecting EU-blacklisted Iranian banks from the
Belgium-based financial messaging network SWIFT (Patterson, 2013, p.136). After a period
of interruption in face-to-face talks, marked by a so-called ‘epistolary diplomacy’ between
Iran’s chief nuclear negotiator Saeed Jalili and the EU’s new High Representative Catherine
Ashton, negotiations resumed in the spring of 2012 (Fabius, 2016, p.8). Between April 2012
and June 2013, Iran and the P5+1 held several meetings to no avail, with exchanges
becoming what Laurent Fabius, former French Foreign Minister, characterizes as ‘a Dialogue
of the Deaf” (Fabius, 2016, p.8). Against this backdrop, “the array of sanctions in place and
the disquieting state of advancement of the Iranian nuclear program justified the fear of
military intervention to shut it down” (Fabius, 2016, p.7). In April 2013, another round of
talks in Kazakhstan ended without future meetings scheduled. Negotiations reached a
stalemate and a ‘time out’ was agreed upon until after the June 2013 presidential elections in
Iran (Fabius, 2016, p.11). The victory of Rouhani, Iran’s seasoned nuclear negotiator, paved
the way for constructive talks: Finally, “[a] conciliatory Rouhani administration was met by

an Obama administration willing to explore direct bilateral channels” (Pieper, 2017, p.109).

5! The statement is available from the UK government’s website: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/pm-
chancellor-merkel-and-president-sarkozy-statement-on-iran-sanctions
52 See Moret (2015) for a review of previous studies on the impact of sanctions on Iranian society.
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2010 2011 2012 2013

from to from to from to from to
France 849 1,787 1,747 1,670 128 803 283 494
Germany 854 3,786 716 3,082 313 2,524 256 1,840
U.K. 218 327 420 204 137 120 32 89
EU 14,528 11,319 17,329 10,497 5,652 7,379 783 5,446

Table 2.1 Total Exports from/to Iran (€ million)
Source: The British Iranian Chamber of Commerce (n.d.)

2.5.4 Intra-EU differences

Notwithstanding their shared concerns (e.g. the prospects of a nuclear-armed Iran and/or a
military confrontation) and their multilateral roles as members of the (E3 and later EU+3)
negotiating teams Britain, France, and Germany differed in their approaches regarding Iran’s
nuclear program. While the Troika toughened its collective stance over the course of the
negotiations, the three countries diverged in terms of their accommodationist or
confrontational positions, ascribed to various factors, namely the history of respective
individual relations with Iran, economic and/or geostrategic considerations, and changes in
internal political dynamics (Onderco, 2015; Patterson, 2013; Shirvani & Vukovi¢, 2015;
Tabrizi & Santini, 2012; Wagner & Onderco, 2014).

2.5.4.1 Britain’s discourses and practices vis-a-vis Iran
During the initial phase, London acted as an interlocutor between the E3 and the U.S. and,
according to observers, “sometimes sought tacit US approval of E3 proposals” (Meier, 2013,

p.5). As former spokesman for Iran’s negotiating team recounts:

In spring 2005, I privately presented a similar proposal to my counterparts in Germany, France and
the United Kingdom. While it was met with support in Berlin, my meeting with French nuclear
negotiator..led me to conclude that France would accept the proposal only if the UK did. However,
London’s nuclear negotiator..would ultimately turn down the offer in my talks with him, telling
me that Washington would not tolerate even one centrifuge spinning in Iran (Mousavian, 2016,
p.84).
Similarly, on the occasion of a meeting between British Prime Minister David Cameron and
the Iranian President Rouhani — the first since 1979 — in 2014, former British Foreign
Secretary Jack Straw stated, as mentioned in section 2.5.2, that already a decade ago, “[a]
deal was close. It only failed when hardliners in the Bush administration refused any
concessions over issues such as spare parts for Iran’s ageing civil airline fleet” (Straw, 2014).
After his return from a visit to Tehran earlier that year as part of a U.K. parliamentary
delegation, Straw expressed optimism over negotiations with Iran, while acknowledging the

“very malign” influences of Britain and the U.S. on Iran’s domestic affairs in the past,

referring to the 1953 coup and supporting Saddam during the Iran-Iraq war (Woodcock,
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2014). As British Foreign Secretary, Straw advocated for closer ties with Tehran, which,
combined with President Khatami’s policy of détente, rendered the early stage of
negotiations a period characterized by mutual “appreciation and rapprochement” (Santini,
2010, p.475). In 2004, amid Iran’s arrest of a British Royal Navy team for having trespassed
its territorial waters (Smith & Farsian, 2004), Straw explicated the course of Anglo-Iranian

relations to BBC radio listeners as follows:

Part of the problem that we have in terms of our relations with Iran go back to our domination of
that region. We had been instrumental in putting the Shah’s father on the throne and many aspects
of the Shah’s regime were brutal, repressive, sought to strike out Iran’s past and also its Islamic
heritage and its Islamic beliefs (quoted in Beck, 2006, pp.543-4).

According to Santini (2010), the cultural diplomatic discourse adopted by Straw in this and
similar occasions, whereby he sought to contextualize Iran’s antipathy and distrust towards
the West, stood in stark contrast to parallel calls from his European counterparts — including
the hawkish position of British Prime Minister Tony Blair (Helm & La Guardia, 2005) — to
view the nuclear issue strictly through the prism of “an existential threat to the Middle East,
European and international security” (p.475). While France and Germany securitized the
nuclear issue from the outset, the U.K. did so after Jack Straw’s departure (Santini, 2010,
p-472). In 2006, Margaret Beckett, Straw’s successor, stated that while military option was at
the time “not discussed”, sanctions were being considered, arguing that “we cannot continue
with the assumption that Iran can just continue to flout the will of the international
community this way” (Tempest, 2006). During his speech in Abu Dhabi in 2008, then-
Foreign Secretary David Miliband declared that “the prospect of a nuclear-armed Iran poses
the most immediate threat” to Middle East stability, while insisting that imposing sanctions
“are not an attempt at regime change. And nor are they a precursor to military action” (Black
& McCarthy, 2008). Nevertheless, in September 2009, Miliband refused to refer to the
prospect of military action as “inconceivable” (Borger et al., 2009), a term reiterated by
Straw as Foreign Secretary>?. Thus, as Santini (2010) argues, Miliband “came full circle from
where British diplomacy vis-a-vis Iran started with Jack Straw” (p.483), who “had espoused
a politicised but non-securitised frame of the Iranian nuclear programme, a nuance which
afterwards ‘got lost™ (p.482).

Britain’s refusal to rule out military action in tandem with the U.S. and Israel was also
shared by France — a position that Germany opposed. The increasingly confrontational stance

adopted by London and Paris over the course of the negotiation years led some observers to

53 “I don't see any circumstances in which [U.S.] military action would be justified against Iran, full stop.”
Quoted in BBC (2004).
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characterize the two as “client states” of Washington regarding Iran’s nuclear file (Oborne &
Morrison, 2013, p.6 cited in Pieper, 2017, p.103). With Obama’s election and his expressed
willingness to engage with Tehran, Britain and France adopted a harder line, as exemplified
by the statements of British Prime Minister Brown and French President Sarkozy, following
the 2009 disclosure of a nuclear plant in Iran (section 2.5.3); the former accused Tehran of
“serial deception”, leaving “no choice but to draw a line in the sand” (BBC, 2009a), while the
latter stopped short of mocking Obama’s naivety: “President Obama dreams of a world
without [nuclear] weapons...but right in front of us two countries are doing the exact
opposite”, Sarkozy said, mentioning Iran and North Korea. “I support the extended hand of
the Americans, but what good has proposals for dialogue brought the international
community? More uranium enrichment and declarations by the leaders of Iran to wipe a UN
member state off the map” (Spillius, 2009), he added, referring to Israel and Ahmadinejad’s
controversial remarks (see, for example, Steele, 2006). The tough position adopted by former
British Prime Ministers Blair and Brown continued under David Cameron (2010-16), with
the new government pursuing additional sanctions “with more energy and vigor” (Patterson,
2013, p.139). In March 2012, Cameron warned that “there are signs that the Iranians want to
have some sort of inter-continental missile capability” which poses a threat not only to Israel
and the entire region but also to Britain’s security (Wintour & Borger, 2012), a “hyperbolic
claim”, as one observer noted, that was “eerily reminiscent of Tony Blair’s untrue claim that

Iraq could strike British interests within ‘45 minutes’” (Beaumont, 2012).

2.5.4.1.1 Other aspects of British-Iranian relations

In August 2003, a diplomatic row ensued when the British police arrested Iran’s former
ambassador to Buenos Aires for his involvement in the 1994 bombing of a Jewish
community center in Argentina (BBC, 2003a), exacerbating existing tensions between the
two countries, following Britain’s military presence in Iran’s immediate neighbor after the
invasion of Iraq. During the initial negotiation phase, while nuclear talks ran parallel to
human rights roundtables, EU’s priorities shifted from normative concerns to strategic
interests (Kaussler, 2008b, p.288); IAEA’s 2003 report prompted EU officials to rescind their
promised incentives which, in turn, led to then-National Security Adviser Hassan Rouhani to
withdraw from Comprehensive Dialogue — at Ayatollah Khamenei’s request. As a result, “the
Europeans decided to maneuver cautiously in order not to jeopardize what they considered
crucial international security concerns” (p.291). Against this backdrop and amidst a major
political crisis unfolding at the time in Iran, following the massive disqualification of

reformist candidates for the upcoming elections of the 7" Majlis, Britain’s humanitarian
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response to the Bam earthquake®* was seen in a different light. The unexpected visit of Prince
Charles, in his capacity as the head of the British Red Cross, to the devastated town in
January 2004 was widely perceived as an “insult to apparent injury” (Ansari, 2013, p.379).
While reformists awaited a reaction from Europe over the conservative backlash, widely
reported in the pro-reform press as a ‘coup’, the unexpected first visit by a member of the
British Royal Family to Iran (since 1975) “was taken by many as a real slap in the face from
Britain, and confirmation — if it were ever needed — that Britain, up to its old tricks, had in
fact backed the ‘coup’ all along” (p.380). The already fraught relations between Iran and
Britain, deriving from the rivalry between the two countries following the latter’s occupation
of southern Iraq in the mid-2000s (Patterson, 2013, p.139) and Iran’s allegations that Britain
was behind bomb attacks on its soil (BBC, 2005), were aggravated by the arrest of 15 British
sailors who had entered what Iran saw its territory whereas Britain considered disputed
waters, resulting in a diplomatic standoff (Hunter, 2010, p.98). Two years later, British
Council withdrew from Iran due to the “intimidation and harassment” of its staff by Iranian
authorities, marking the lowest point in the two countries’ relations (Borger, 2009). Anti-

British sentiments were further reinforced during Ahmadinejad’s presidency:

For Ahmadinejad, appropriating Mosaddeq helped foster the narrative [...] that the nuclear crisis
was his ‘oil crisis’, and while many Iranians found his identification with the National Front Prime
Minister a stretch, they were more willing to see parallels between relations with the West then
and now. Indeed the narrative of the coup of 1953 ultimately segued nicely into the narrative of
“Velvet Coup’ of 2009, with the British once again the villain of the piece (Ansari, 2013, p.381).

Accusing the West, while singling out Britain as “the most evil of them” (BBC, 2009b), of
meddling in domestic affairs and orchestrating the post-election unrest, Iran expelled two
British diplomats, which was retaliated by the expulsion of two Iranian diplomats from
London (McElroy, 2009). On July 3™, after the arrest of local staff at the British Embassy in
Tehran, all EU Ambassadors were temporarily withdrawn (Iran-Report, 2009, p.17), a
consensus that was reached, despite an earlier call by London which was initially rejected by
some countries e.g. Germany (Charter, 2009), only when Tehran threatened to have the staff
put on trial (Meier, 2013, p.14). Moreover, Oxford University’s decision to establish a
scholarship in honor of Neda Agha-Soltan, a young woman killed during the unrest who
became the symbol of the Green Movement, was denounced by Tehran as “politically
motivated” (BBC, 2009c¢). British-Iranian relations suffered from other incidents, namely
Iran’s allegations that London was “backing” the MEK (The Telegraph, 2010) and
supporting Jundallah (‘Soldiers of God’), a Sunni militant group that was behind the 2010

54 The earthquake struck the ancient town in Kerman province in December 2003, claiming 30,000 lives.
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mosque attacks in the city of Zahedan (Black, 2010). In view of heightened tensions, the
British Museum’s initiative to lend the Cyrus Cylinder?” to Iran, after having settled a dispute
over the artefact with its Iranian counterpart, was seen as “[o]ne of the great, indeed heroic,
cultural events of recent years” (Lamont, 2015, p.3). Nonetheless, the deeply-rooted
animosity towards Britain, exemplified by Iranian authorities’ harassment of the relatives of
journalists at BBC Persian TV (Kamali Dehghan, 2011), reached its peak in November 2011
(Mousavian, 2016). After the latest IAEA report, Britain ceased all financial ties with Iranian
banks, including the Central Bank, which, in the words of British Chancellor George
Osborne, was a step necessary “to improve the security not just of the whole world, but the
national security of the United Kingdom” (BBC, 2011). In response, the Majlis voted to have
the British ambassador expelled, in a move that “was not a spontaneous decision, but rather
the result of years of increasingly louder calls in Iran to downgrade relations with Britain”
(Mousavian, 2016, p.85). Shortly thereafter, a group of protestors stormed the British
Embassy compound in Tehran, resulting in its immediate closure — lasting until 2015. This
incident, which reduced ties to a bare minimum, served as a catalyst for Britain (alongside
France) to push for the oil embargo that was ultimately approved by other EU states. Urging
Iran to “come to its senses”, British Foreign Secretary William Hague stated that the oil

sanctions were “peaceful and legitimate measures” and “not about conflict” (Blair, 2012).

2.5.4.2 France’s discourses and practices vis-a-vis Iran

After the IAEA resolution in February 2006 to refer Iran to the Security Council, Secretary of
State Condoleezza Rice asked U.S. Congress for an additional $75 million to fund 24-hour
broadcasts in Farsi and to support human rights activists and dissident groups inside Iran, in
an attempt to “actively confront the policies of this Iranian regime” and, at the same time,
“work to support the aspirations of the Iranian people for freedom in their own country”
(Kessler, 2006). Against the backdrop of a rhetorical escalation in the U.S. and Washington’s
effort “to put its official stamp on anti-Iran propaganda” (Tarock, 2006, p.654), French
Foreign Minister Douste-Blazy announced on TV that Iran was being dishonest regarding its
nuclear activities; that “no civil nuclear program can explain the Iranian nuclear program. It
is a clandestine military nuclear program” (Le Figaro, 2006). The following month, John
Sawers, the political director at the British Foreign and Commonwealth Office, wrote a
confidential letter — later leaked to the Associated Press — to his American, French, and

German counterparts in which he insisted that the first UN Security Council resolution

55 The cylinder of Persian King Cyrus, dating back to the 6th century BC and considered the first human rights
declaration, was last on display in Iran in 1971 to mark the opening of the Persepolis celebrations.
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should invoke Chapter VII’S, as “[t]hey [the Iranians] will need to know that more serious
measures are likely” (Beeston, 2006). At this stage, France was opposed to punitive
measures. Prior to meeting other world leaders at the UN General Assembly, President
Chirac urged other countries to remove the threat of sanctions against Iran, which he termed
“ineffective”, breaking ranks with London and Washington, while adding that he did not
believe “in a solution without dialogue” (BBC, 2006).

Nicolas Sarkozy’s election marked a rupture with France’s previous policies, including its
position on Iran’s nuclear program (Tork Ladani, 2018, p.288). With Paris adopting a more
hawkish stance, France became “the toughest member of the European Union when it comes
to Iran” (Bahout & Haddad, 2015). After assuming office, in his first major foreign policy
address in August 2007, Sarkozy described the nuclear stand-off with Iran as “the most
serious crisis weighing on the international order”, arguing that imposing further sanctions
while remaining open for talks, should Tehran respect its obligations, “is the only initiative
that allows us to avoid a catastrophic alternative: the Iranian bomb or the bombing of Iran”
(Le Monde, 2007) He also insisted that “for me, a nuclear-armed Iran is unacceptable”,
signaling a clear shift from his predecessor who had recently announced that a nuclear-armed
Iran could be inevitable (Sciolino & Bennhold, 2007). Moreover, the new French Foreign
Minister Bernard Kouchner warned, during a radio and television interview, that “we must
prepare ourselves for the worst” facing Iran, and, when asked, added that “[the worst] it’s
war” (Le Figaro, 2007). Although Kouchner later rephrased his comment, telling Le Monde
that he was no “warmonger” and that his statement was “a message of peace, of seriousness,
and of determination” (Nougayréde, 2007a), the remark was significant, as it appeared to
contradict EU’s official opposition to military action (Meier, 2013, p.9). By adopting a
sharper tone and a more offensive approach, French officials were, according to the former
editor-in-chief of Le Monde, sending the signal to the Bush administration and Israel that
Paris “remains intransigent” (Nougayrede, 2007b). Kouchner had previously expressed his
views on the alleged threat posed by Iran and the possibility of a military response in an op-

ed in the magazine Politique Internationale:

I know that French diplomacy exercises great vigilance regarding the looming crisis. But I am
distressed by the silence of our leaders, who stubbornly refuse to warn the people about this real
danger. Without a shared understanding of what is at stake in dealing with Iran, how do we hope
to legitimize a necessary defensive response? It took years of images from Sarajevo, yet located on
our continent, for the French public to support sending troops to the Balkans! How can one give

56 Chapter VII of the UN Charter entitled ‘Action with respect to threats to the peace, breaches of the peace, and
acts of aggression’ allows punitive action i.e. sanctions or military force to be taken in order “to maintain or
restore international peace and security”. Available from: http://www.un.org/en/sections/un-charter/chapter-vii/

48



credibility to talks if we are not able, one day, to act alongside our allies against Tehran?
(Kouchner, 2006)

At the launch of a nuclear submarine, Sarkozy stated that “nuclear missiles of even distant
powers can reach Europe in less than half an hour”, adding that while such means are
currently in the possession of major powers, “other countries, in Asia or the Middle East, are
strenuously developing ballistic capabilities”. He continued as follows: “I am thinking in
particular of Iran” that is “increasing the range of its missiles, while serious suspicions weigh
on its nuclear program. It is the security of Europe that is at stake” (Le Monde, 2008). In line
with a new military doctrine set out in the 2008 White Paper on French Defense and National
Security, which, observers noted, placed “greater emphasis on cooperation with the United
States in countering Iran’s growing influence” (Moran, 2009), France opened a military
base in 2009 at the so-called ‘Peace Camp’ in the UAE (BBC, 2009d). Linking the
military base, France’s first outside its own territory in 50 years, to the nuclear threat
posed by Iran and the necessity to adopt a “deterrent position”, a French diplomat stated
that “[i]f Iran attacks the Emirates, it also attacks the French” (Lasserre, 2009). Amid
growing voices in the U.S., who had started to call into question the goal of zero-enrichment
policy as part of a final deal with Iran and given the new mood in Washington with Obama’s
diplomatic outreach to Iran, “there was ‘unease’ and ‘apprehension’ in Paris that Obama
would go soft on Iran” (Marashi & Parsi, 2012). The French Head of State had declared 2009
a “decisive” year for Iran: “The moment is approaching when Iranian leaders will have to
make a choice: either they provoke a serious confrontation with the international
community”, Sarkozy warned, “or, and this is what France hopes, we finally reach a solution
in the negotiations”, he said, while asserting that Iran’s nuclear program “has no civilian
purpose” (Barluet, 2009). Based on a leaked U.S. cable from September 2009, Sarkozy’s
security advisor had labelled the Iranian regime “effectively a fascist state”, while stressing
that “the time has come to decide on next steps” (Nougayrede, 2010a; see also The Guardian,
2010). Thus, as Obama was taking office, France, alongside Britain, pushed for tougher
sanctions on Iran’s banking and energy sectors in 2009 (Nougayréde, 2009a) that which
elicited criticism from other EU states: “Going in hawkish on the European side while
Obama was stretching out his hand would certainly undermine the credibility of the

outstretched hand” (non-E3 diplomat quoted in Parsi, 2012, p.13).

Iran’s regional roles, widely seen by Paris as destabilizing and adversarial to France’s ‘Arab
Policy’ [‘Politique Arabe’ de France], have impaired the two countries’ bilateral ties
throughout the post-revolution period, with France’s support of Iraq, Tehran’s involvement in

the 33-Day War between Israel and the Iran-backed Hezbollah in 2006 (Tork Ladani, 2018,
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p-280), and Iran’s unwavering support to the Assad regime during the still-ongoing ‘civil
war’ in Syria. In August 2011, Sarkozy described the Syrian regime’s actions against its
people “beyond repair”, while warning against Tehran’s “military, nuclear and ballistic
ambitions” that constitute “a growing threat that could lead to a pre-emptive strike against
Iranian sites” (Le Monde, 2011). Shortly afterwards, Sarkozy wrote a letter to his
counterparts in Canada, Japan, the EU, and the U.S., calling for new sanctions on an
“unprecedented scale” that included “the decision to immediately freeze the assets of the
Iranian central bank [and] stop purchases of Iranian oil” (Reuters, 2011). Similarly, urging
“stricter sanctions”, former Foreign Minister Alain Juppé declared that Tehran “is pursuing
the development of its nuclear arms, I have no doubt about it” (BBC, 2012). The tough line
adopted by the center-right Sarkozy administration (2007-12) vis-a-vis Iran’s nuclear dossier
continued under the Socialist Party of his successor Francois Hollande, leading observers to
conclude that France’s Iran policy “seems to have taken a decisive neoconservative turn,
independent of the political party in power” (Gresh, 2013). In November 2013, Paris
torpedoed the first stage of a deal with Iran by rejecting a roadmap endorsed by both Tehran
and Washington. Accompanying the French delegation, Foreign Minister Laurent Fabius
stated skeptically: “We wish to avoid the euphoria of a glass half full”, referring to the failed
talks with Iran in the past and, later, warned against accepting a “fool’s’ game” (Le Monde,
2013). According to diplomatic sources, Fabius, who served as prime minister between 1984
and 1986, a period during which Paris-Tehran ties were at their lowest point (section 2.3),
“has gained a disastrous impression of the Iranians and does not trust them at all” (L 'Express,

2015).

2.5.4.2.1 Other aspects of Franco-Iranian relations

In 2003, Tehran welcomed France’s move to arrest key members of the MEK on charges of
“preparing to commit or finance acts of terrorism” (BBC, 2003b). Nicolas Sarkozy, who was
Interior Minister at the time, announced that the group “recently wanted to make France its
support base, notably after the intervention in Iraq”, adding that “[w]e cannot accept that”
(BBC, 2003c). This context, some observers argue, led Velayati, senior advisor to Iran’s
Supreme Leader, to take a stand in favor of Sarkozy during the 2007 presidential campaign,
against Socialist candidate Ségoléne Royal, who reportedly received campaign endorsement
from the MEK and was resolutely opposed to Iran’s nuclear activities, including for civilian
purposes (Therme, 2012, p.31). In a clear effort to distance himself from the policies and
polemics of Ahmadinejad, Velayati adopted a more conciliatory tone in an interview with

French newspaper Libération, stating that “the doors are wide open for negotiation with
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[IAEA Director General] Mohammed El-Baradei”, adding that “[t]here are no limits” within
nuclear talks (Guetta, 2007). Moreover, according to leaked U.S. cables, Velayati sought to
establish a back-channel with French officials to circumvent the Iranian president, while
holding “the erroneous view that Mr. Sarkozy would break France free of its ‘dependence’ on
the U.S.” concerning its foreign policy i.e. its stance on Iran’s nuclear program (Nougayrede,
2010b).

The reasons behind France’s singularity throughout the nuclear negotiations vary and can
be ascribed to a mix of changing and continuous factors (Tork Ladani, 2018, pp.289-302):
the two countries’ nuclear cooperation in the past and the decade-long legal dispute over
Eurodif; France’s nuclear deterrence doctrine central to its foreign policy and defense
strategy, juxtaposed with the will to preserve its monopoly as a nuclear weapon-state (see
also Pelopidas, 2012); conflicting geostrategic interests with those of Iran’s in the Middle
East i.e. Tehran’s growing influence in Lebanon, “a country that remains dear to France”
(Bahout & Haddad, 2015) as well as in Iraq and Syria, and France’s economic and military
cooperation with Iran’s regional rivals, namely the Sunni Arab States of the Persian Gulf
(Jarry, 2008); stronger French-Israeli relations under Sarkozy and closer ties with
Washington — since the transatlantic rift following the U.S. invasion of Iraq — characterized
by Sarkozy’s strong ‘Atlanticism’>’ (Patterson, 2013, p.140); and the two countries’
ideological confrontation. Therme (2012, p.31) argues that the gap between the legacy of
Khomeini’s Islamism and the French universalism —which, from the Iranian viewpoint, is
“only the continuation of the civilizing mission [mission civilisatrice], the ideological pillar
of France’s colonial enterprise” — deepened with Sarkozy’s presidency, since his Foreign
Minister, Bernard Kouchner, was a leading advocate for foreign intervention and among the
rare French politicians to have spoken in favor of Iraq’s invasion (e.g. Reuters, 2007).

Following the disputed re-election of Ahmadinejad, Sarkozy denounced the “extent of the
fraud” in Iran that was “proportional to the violent reaction”, a strong remark that stood in
contrast to U.S. President Obama’s cautiously articulated statement at the time in which he
avoided the term ‘fraud’ and, instead, expressed his “deep concern” over the events
unfolding in the country (Tran, 2009). The French president also stated that “[t]he Iranian
people deserve something else”, hinting at Ahmadinejad and his supporters, whom, a month
later, he referred to as “the same leaders in Iran who tell us that the nuclear program is
peaceful and that the elections have been fair”, adding, rhetorically, “[w]ho can trust them?”
(Nougayrede, 2009b). Diplomatic tensions between Tehran and Paris also affected their

cultural ties, which had been “the symbol of a deep understanding between the two countries

57 According to leaked U.S. cables, Sarkozy was described as “viscerally pro-American” and “the most pro-
American French president since World War II”” (Benhold, 2010).
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since the 19" century” (Therme, 2012, p.32). In the wake of the post-election turmoil, Iran
arrested or expelled several members of, or French nationals connected to, the Institut
Francais de Recherche en Iran (IFRI), a Tehran-based archeological and historical research
center, on charges of spying for the French Embassy. In July, Iranian authorities detained
the French teacher Clotilde Reiss. The charges against Reiss, accused of reporting on Iran’s
political scene to the IFRI as well as inciting the protests, were dropped in May 2010,
coinciding with France’s refusal to extradite Majid Kakavand, an Iranian national suspected
by Washington of procuring electronic equipment for military use, to the U.S. and the
release of Ali Vakili Rad — who was serving a life sentence in France since 1991 for the
murder of Shapour Bakhtiar — raising suspicions of a quid pro quo, which the governments
of both countries denied (Boroumand, 2009). Tensions between the two countries were
exacerbated by other incidents, most notably the diplomatic contretemps in 2010 when a
state-run Iranian newspaper insulted Carla Bruni-Sarkozy, France’s then-First Lady and the
president’s wife, after she signed a petition for the release of Sakineh Ashtiani, an Iranian
woman whose death sentence by stoning had spurred an international outcry (BBC, 2010a).

Due to international sanctions and pressure from Sarkozy’s administration, the once-
strong economic ties between Paris — previously one of Iran’s top European trading partners
— and Tehran suffered considerably. Between 2004 and 2014, France’s market share in Iran
plummeted from 7% to 1%. Furthermore, while crude oil and petroleum products accounted
for 90% of Iranian exports to France before 2012, the oil embargo reduced purchases of
Iranian oil from 1.7 billion euros in 2011 to a mere 1.7 million in 2013 (Le Monde, 2016).
Threatened by U.S. extraterritorial penalties, Total withdrew from a $5 billion project in Iran
to develop South Pars®®. Similarly, French carmakers PSA Peugeot Citroen and Renault, with
sizeable markets in Iran, withdrew from the country in 2011 and 2012 respectively, with the
former’s sales having peaked 458,000 vehicles, “in what used to be its second-biggest market
worldwide after France”, and the latter having sold 103,000 vehicles the year before pulling
out (Middle East Institute, 2013).

2.5.4.3 Germany’s discourses and practices vis-a-vis Iran
In 2003, while sharing the fear of American and European allies that Tehran was seeking to
acquire nuclear weapons, Berlin proposed a strategy of combined economic incentives and

diplomatic pressure to persuade Iran to be more transparent regarding its nuclear activities

58 Total was the last Western energy company to leave Iran in 2010 and the first to return after the 2015 nuclear
deal. In 2017, it signed a $4.8 billion contract with NIOC to develop and produce gas from phase 11 of South
Pars. However, under pressure from the sanctions reinstated unilaterally by the U.S., Total withdrew from the
project in 2018 (Deutsche Welle, 2018).
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(Frankfurter Allgemeine Sonntagszeitung, 2003). Over the years, despite a gradual
toughening in its position, Germany’s stance toward Iran was less confrontational compared
to Britain and France (Wagner & Onderco, 2014). One of the key areas of contention
between Berlin and its partners was its “long-standing position in favor of the right to
enrichment” (Fabius, 2016, p.11) and the broader division between nuclear and non-nuclear
weapon states within the context of E3 (and later EU+3) talks. As Sauer noted in 2008, it is
“not by chance that Germany, the only non-nuclear weapon state in the [EU+3], takes the
softest approach” (p.19). Moreover, Reissner (2009) argues that while Germany’s goals of
maintaining strong transatlantic ties and following the strategy of non-exclusion towards Iran
conflicted with President Bush’s isolationist doctrine, to the extent that “German politicians
and media often creat[ed] the impression that regime change in Tehran [was] not just their
personal wish but the very objective of German policy” so as not to appear soft compared to
the U.S. and Israel (p.47), Obama’ election made it “easier for Germany to rebut the charge
of appeasement and abide by its fundamental position of non-exclusion” (p.51).

In concert with the ultimatum set by the British government in September 2004, Berlin
increased pressure on Tehran, with Chancellor Schroder describing Iran’s nuclear activities
as “extremely alarming” and Foreign Minister Fischer warning that a nuclear arms race in the
region would be “a nightmare scenario” (MacAskill et al., 2004). Fischer added: “Das Recht
eines jeden Staates, sein ziviles Nuklearprogramm zu entwickeln [...] ist unbestritten”, while
advising the Iranians against “Fehlkalkulation” and insisting that “[w]ir Europder haben
unseren iranischen Partnern immer geraten, uns als Schutzschild im wohlverstandenen
eigenen Interesse zu begreifen™®. Two years later, however, Fischer (2006) wrote that the E3

initiative has “failed”, adding:

There can no longer be any reasonable doubt that Iran's ambition is to obtain nuclear weapons
capability. At the heart of the issue lies the Iranian regime's aspiration to become a hegemonic
Islamic and regional power and thereby position itself at eye level with the world's most powerful
nations. It is precisely this ambition that sets Iran apart from North Korea: Whereas North Korea
seeks nuclear weapons capability to entrench its own isolation, Iran is aiming for regional
dominance and more [...]. In short, nuclear Iran would call Europe's fundamental security into
question. To believe that Europe could keep out of this conflict is a dangerous illusion.

Germany’s stance toward Iran hardened with the victory of the Christian Democratic Union
(CDU) and the election of Angela Merkel as chancellor in 2005. These political dynamics
were similar to those in France, as Chancellor Schroder of the Social Democratic Party

(SPD), who, alongside French ex-President Chirac had strongly opposed the U.S.-led

The transcript of Joschka Fischer’s speech is available from: https://www.bundesregicrung.de/breg-
de/service/bulletin/rede-des-bundesministers-des-auswaertigen-joschka-fischer--792544
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invasion of Iraq (The Guardian, 2003), was replaced by “another ‘Atlanticist’ (Patterson,
2013, p.140). The toughening position of Germany — which coincided with the presidency of
Ahmadinejad, whom then-German Interior Minister Otto Schily labelled “ein
Fundamentalist..bei dem nicht sicher ist, dass er absolute Distanz zum Terrorismus hilt”*® —
is best exemplified by the speeches of former German chancellor and his successor at the 41*
and 42" Munich Security Conferences: Schroder urged the U.S. to support the diplomatic
efforts of the E3 and to end “die massive Isolierung” of Iran, arguing that “der Iran wird auf
die nukleare Option nur dann dauerhaft verzichten, wenn neben seinen wirtschaftlichen
Interessen auch seine legitimen Sicherheitsinteressen gewahrt sind”!.  Schroder’s
‘accommodationist approach’ (Wagner & Onderco, 2014, p.717), one that he continued to
espouse after his chancellorship i.e. during an unofficial visit to Iran®?, stood in stark contrast
to the more confrontational position adopted the following year by Merkel at the annual

conference — held under the motto ‘Renewing Transatlantic Partnership’ — during which she

made the following statement®:

Wir wollen und wir miissen die Entwicklung iranischer Nuklearwaffen verhindern. Das
Nuklearprogramm des Iran erweckt den berechtigten Argwohn, die berechtigte Sorge, die
berechtigte Beflirchtung, dass es hierbei nicht um die friedliche Nutzung der Kernenergie geht,
sondern dass es hierbei auch um militdrische Optionen geht. Der Iran hat mutwillig - ich muss das
leider so sagen - die ihm bekannten ‘roten Linien’ tiberschritten.

Linking the danger posed by Ahmadinejad’s Iran to that of Nazi Germany, Merkel added:

Ich muss hinzufiigen, dass die vollig inakzeptablen Provokationen des iranischen Prisidenten fiir
uns natiirlich Reaktionen notwendig machen. Ich sage dies ganz besonders als deutsche
Bundeskanzlerin: Ein Prasident, der das Existenzrecht von Israel in Frage stellt, ein Prasident, der
die Existenz des Holocaust leugnet, kann nicht erwarten, dass Deutschland in dieser Frage auch
nur die geringste Toleranz zeigt. Wir haben aus unserer Geschichte gelemnt.

Merkel’s tone led some German politicians to wonder whether the new chancellor would
follow the “American military doctrine”, as she appeared to “no longer rule out a military
option [against Iran] if needed” (Young, 2006). Later that year, Ahmadinejad sent a 10-page
letter to the office of Chancellor Merkel, expressing his country’s strong interest in
cooperation with Germany. The letter, which in the words of the government spokesman

contained “viele Aussagen, die fiir uns nicht akzeptabel sind, insbesondere zu Israel, dem

80 For the diplomatic row after Schily’s remark during an interview with Der Spiegel, see Iran-Report (2005).

8 The transcript of Gerhard Schrdder’s speech at the 2005 Munich Conference is available from:
http://www.ag-friedensforschung.de/themen/Sicherheitskonferenz/2005-schroeder.html

62 On the controversy surrounding Schroder’s visit to Iran in 2009, see Monath (2009).

®The transcript of Angela Merkel’s speech at the 2006 Munich Conference is available from:
https://web.archive.org/web/20060211135227/http://www.securityconference.de/konferenzen/rede.php?menu_2
006=&menu_konferenzen=&sprache=de&id=170&
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Existenzrecht des Staates Israel und zum Holocaust”, remained unanswered (Spiegel Online,
2006). While Sarkozy’s election played a decisive role in hardening the stance of France —
and the negotiating bloc — towards Iran, the change in Germany’s head of state yielded a
more gradual toughening in Berlin’s policies (Patterson, 2013, p.140). In 2007, as Paris was
already preparing the ground for unilateral sanctions, Germany saw taking additional
measures outside the framework of the UN Security Council as ‘premature’ (Crail, 2007).
Moreover, German Foreign Minister Steinmeier argued at the time that the France-and U.S.-
backed calls for unilateral sanctions were hypocritical so long as both American and French
companies continued business with Tehran whilst German exports to Iran had dropped
dramatically (Spiegel Online, 2007). Meanwhile, Berlin’s willingness to consider a Russian
proposal that allowed Iran limited enrichment, under IAEA supervision, was rejected by
London and Paris (Sauer, 2008, p.13). According to the WikiLeaks files, this led U.S.
diplomats to assess that not all EU members “share the British and French sense of urgency”
concerning Iran (The Telegraph, 2011). As a result, Germany was isolated, with the balance
among the E3 shifting towards more punitive measures (Meier, 2013, p.9). In her much-
applauded speech before the Knesset in 2008%, Angela Merkel — the first German chancellor
invited to address the Israeli parliament — referred to Ahmadinejad’s anti-Israel rhetoric and

Iran’s nuclear program as a “danger to peace and security”, adding:

If Iran ever acquires nuclear weapons, the consequences will be disastrous — first and foremost for
the security and existence of Israel, secondly for the entire region and ultimately, far beyond that,
for all of us in Europe and the world, for all who cherish the values of freedom, democracy and
human dignity. This must be prevented [...]. The world does not have to prove to Iran that Iran is
building a nuclear bomb. Iran has to convince the world that it is not striving towards such a
bomb.

Later that year, the German energy company SPG Steiner-Prematechnik-Gastec signed a
€100m deal to build three facilities in Iran for liquefied natural gas production, after the
Federal Office of Economics and Export Control (BAFA) ruled, following a year-long
investigation, that the agreement did not violate sanctions on Iran, prompting strong criticism
from the U.S., Israel, and some observers (Weinthal, 2008). In response, Berlin urged
German firms to show “sensitivity” and use their “moral sense” in their businesses with Iran
(Deutsche Welle, 2008). Despite Berlin’s call for a (self-)discouragement strategy
[‘freiwillige Selbstbeschrinkung’], German exports to Iran rose by 10.5 percent, leading
Chancellor Merkel to impose further restrictions on export credit guarantees to firms seeking

business with Tehran (Deutsche Welle, 2009). By 2009, Germany was the third largest

%The English translation of Merkel’s speech at the Knesset is available from:
https://www knesset.gov.il/description/eng/doc/speech_merkel 2008 eng.pdf
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exporter to Iran, after China and the UAE (Sauer, 2011, p.96). Le Monde described Berlin’s
support for Paris and London’s initiative to extend sanctions to Iran’s banking and energy
sectors as “more nuanced” than other EU members, arguing that “[i]n Germany, a country
whose numerous [Small-and Medium-sized enterprises] SMEs are active in Iran, a strong
friction exists between Chancellor Angela Merkel (in favor of new sanctions) and her
Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier (who is opposed to them)” (Nougayréde, 2009a).
Sharing this view, Patterson (2013, p.141) maintains, based on interviews with diplomats,
that the replacement of Steinmeier with Guido Westerwelle in 2009 was a decisive factor —
besides a general disappointment in the German Foreign Ministry over the deadlock in
nuclear talks — behind EU’s approval of similar sanctions the following year (Busse, 2010).
As former British Ambassador to Iran recalls: “I was puzzled too as to why the considerable
anti-sanctions feeling in the EU was crushed. I suspect Germany was key. Germany was
always the front marker as regards addressing Iranian concerns when the [EU+3] were
meeting on Iran nuclear issues” (quoted in Patterson, 2013, p.145). This shift, following
years of reluctance in Berlin to push for more stringent measures against Iran, was pivotal for
the EU’s approval of the oil embargo in 2012, after which Foreign Minister Westerwelle
stated: “Derzeit haben wir aber keine andere Wahl, als neue Sanktionen zu ergreifen, die die

3

Finanzquellen des Atomprogramms austrocknen”, since Iran “weigert sich bisher
unverdndert, mit der internationalen Gemeinschaft zusammenzuarbeiten, er weigert sich,
seinen internationalen Verpflichtungen nachzugehen” (Zeit Online, 2012). Later that year,
following EU’s decision to impose additional sanctions on banking and shipping sectors,
Westerwelle expressed pessimism on the prospect of talks, telling reporters that he believed
“Iran is still playing for time”, adding that “[w]e don’t see a sufficient readiness for

substantial talks about the nuclear program” (Pawlak & Moffett, 2012).

2.5.4.3.1 Other aspects of German-Iranian relations

In 2004, a diplomatic tit-for-tat ensued after the unveiling of a commemorative plaque
outside the Mykonos restaurant, displaying the victims’ names and the following words:
“Murdered by the regime in Iran at the time. They died fighting for freedom and human
rights”. Shortly afterwards, a German government-funded language institute in Tehran was
shut down and a plaque was erected outside the German Embassy in the Iranian capital,
denouncing Germany’s assistance to Saddam in the 80s (Deutsche Welle, 2004). In response
to repeated calls from Iranian authorities to limit the freedom of action enjoyed by MEK in
Europe, and as part of the Paris Agreement according to which “irrespective of progress on

the nuclear issue”, Iran and the E3/EU “confirm their determination to combat terrorism”

56



(Posch, 2006, p.105), Germany revoked the refugee status of some MEK members in 2005,
banning their ‘criminal’ activities in the country (Mousavian, 2008, p.225). End of that year,
German tourist Donald Klein was arrested for illegally trespassing the border in southern
Iran. He was released 16 months later with former Foreign Minister Genscher’s mediation,
according to Siiddeutsche Zeitung (Fried & Hickmann, 2010), and in an apparent prisoner
swap for Kazem Darabi, one of the assassins behind the ‘Mykonos killings’, who was serving
a life sentence in Germany (Siiddeutsche Zeitung, 2010). In 2006, amid protests including in
Iran over the Prophet Muhammad cartoons, German daily Der Tagesspiegel published a
caricature depicting the Iranian football team dressed as suicide bombers with a captain that
read: “Why the German army should definitely be used during the [forthcoming] football
Word Cup”, causing a row between Tehran and Berlin (Harding et al., 2006).

In a bid to amend diplomatic ties, Iran hosted a classical music concert performed by the
Osnabriick Symphony Orchestra in 2007 — a rare visit by a European ensemble — as part of an
exchange after the Tehran Symphony Orchestra’s performance in Germany the previous year
(Karimi, 2007). Yet, tensions intensified in bilateral relations over the years due to several
incidents, most notably: Berlin’s reaction to the 2009 post-election unrest in Iran, with
Angela Merkel announcing that “Deutschland steht auf Seiten der Menschen in Iran, die ihr
Recht auf freie MeinungsduBerung und Versammlungsfreiheit ausiiben wollen” (Spiege!
Online, 2009); the arrest of German lawyer Andreas Moser during the protests in Iran (Rbel,
2009); accusations made by German intelligence that Iranian authorities spied on, and
intimidated, dissidents on German soil (Handelsblatt, 2009); Berlin’s rejection of Tehran’s
request in 2010 to extradite the leader of PJAK®®, who was arrested by German authorities
(Hunter, 2010, p.101); and the arrest of two journalists from the weekly paper Bild am
Sonntag after interviewing the son of detained Sakineh Ashtiani (see section 2.5.4.2.1). The
journalists, who, according to Iranian authorities, entered Iran without the requisite permit,
were released four months later (The Guardian, 2011). Based on the information obtained by
Spiegel Online, negotiations over the journalists’ release were linked to Berlin’s approval to
assist with an oil deal between Iran and India by allowing the transfer of payments via the
German central bank (Marquart et al., 2011). Amid harsh criticism, particularly from
Washington, Chancellor Merkel halted the planned involvement of the Bundesbank
(Briiggmann et al., 2011).

The traditionally-strong economic ties between Iran and its biggest European trading
partner suffered over the course of the nuclear dispute. German exports to Iran — where 75%

of SMEs use German-made equipment (Deutsche Welle, 2009) — that reached 4.4 billion

85 The Iranian offshoot of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK).
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euros in 2005, plummeted to 1.8 billion by 2013 (Heller, 2015). While Deutsche Bank and
Commerzbank withdrew from Iran amid earlier UN resolutions and fearing U.S. reprisals®®,
German manufacturing companies remained in Iran until much later. In 2010, pressured by
the German and U.S. governments, Siemens — the industrial and manufacturing conglomerate
that had been operating in Iran since it build the Indo-European telegraph line in the 19®
century (Prodhan, 2016) — halted all new businesses in Iran. The company’s announcement
coincided with Chancellor Merkel’s warning that “time is running out” for Tehran, on the
occasion of a state visit by the Israeli President Shimon Peres to Berlin, who had criticized
Germany for allowing its companies to continue business in Iran (Schaefer et al., 2010). The
year before, Siemens was hit by growing calls for boycott following allegations that its joint
venture Nokia Siemens Networks provided the Iranian regime with monitoring technology
that was later (mis)used to track dissidents in 2009 (Kamali Dehghan, 2009). Similarly,
German automotive giant Daimler that had been present in the Iranian market since 1953,
pulled out of the country, having sold up to 10,000 commercial vehicles per year in Iran
(Daimler AG, 2016). Without referring explicitly to Iran’s nuclear program, Daimler’s then-
chief executive stated that “[t]he policies of the current Iranian leadership have compelled us
to put our business relationship with that country on a new footing”, while stressing that

“[n]one of these measures are directed against the Iranian people” (BBC, 2010b).

2.6 Conclusion: Dominant European discourses on Iran

To Europe (and the West), Iran has been the Other since classical times, with some of the old
tropes remaining pertinent in the context of present-day tensions with the country (Tharoor,
2015). The prevailing image of Persia/Iran in Western mindset underwent a sequence of
changes in the course of time, which can be encapsulated — albeit in a simplified fashion — as
a shift from a respected enemy (ancient times until the Arab conquest) to the currently
despised enemy (post- Revolution period) (Frye, 2003). Throughout the more than four-
decade history of the Islamic Republic, Iran and U.S. have perceived each other respectively
through a Manichean lens of ‘Satan’ and ‘evil’®’ (Tarock, 2006, p.647). Contrary to
Washington’s primarily ideologically-driven Iran policy (Ansari, 2006), Europe’s approach
since 1979 has been more pragmatic (Rakel, 2009, p.249). Yet, as Kaussler (2012, p.66)
argues, despite its engagement with the Islamic Republic, based on the realities of economic

interdependence and through non-coercive soft power, “essentially the EU has been treating

% Both banks have since been subject to penalties for having breached U.S. sanctions i.e. under the ‘Iran Threat
Reduction and Syria Human Rights act’ of 2012. See Atkins and Hiibner (2014).

67 See Beeman (2008) for the mutual demonization of Iran and the U.S since 1979. This depiction was nuanced
when President Obama addressed Iranian people and their leaders in a groundbreaking message on the occasion
of Norouz in 2009. Referring to Iran as ‘the Islamic Republic’, Obama announced: “The United Sates wants the
Islamic Republic of Iran to take its rightful place in the community of nations” (The White House, 2009).
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Iran as an outlaw state”, seeking to alter the regime’s behavior in line with the norms and
practices of the international system. This conviction to maintain the status quo, Kaussler
(2012) continues, is exemplified by the 2003 speech of Chris Patten, EU Commissioner for
External Relations, at Iran’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, in which he called upon the country
to “embrace the family of nations” (see Iran Watch, 2003). Referring to Iran as “not only an
ancient civilization and a regional power [...] endowed with an abundance of natural
resources”, but also “an increasingly modern nation, with a potential to play a constructive
role in the modern international community”, Patten added that “the choice lies with you.
Rome was not built in one day, nor was a democratic Europe or even the European Union

created overnight” (Iran Watch, 2003).

During Critical Dialogue, the pervasive discrediting of Iran as the ‘mullah state’ or
‘theocracy’ by the European public and exiled Iranians coupled with discussions about Iran’s
‘clerical system’ and the need for its ‘secularization’ raised Iranians’ suspicion as to whether,
amid opting for dialogue with Tehran whilst exhibiting antipathy towards its leaders,
Europe’s ultimate goal (same as U.S.) is regime change (Reissner, 2006, p.118). This
“perceived ambiguity”, Reissner (2006, p.119) argues, became more obvious following
Khatami’s election, whereupon Iran’s political elite came to be viewed through a “simplistic
and dichotomous” lens: reformists (‘good guys’) and conservatives (‘bad guys’), as evident
when only the former, following their triumphant victory in the 2000 Majlis election, were
invited to represent Iran at the Berlin conference organized by the Heinrich Boll Foundation

(Niisse, 2000).

By examining official European and international documents on Iran’s nuclear dossier and
situating them within historical discourses about Iran, Santini (2010, pp.473-84) detected
three overlapping, albeit distinct, discursive typologies and their corresponding practices vis-
a-vis Iran: “one underlining the dangers posed by an aggressive and often seemingly
irrational Iranian foreign policy”, therewith constructing the image of ‘Iran as untrustworthy’
and prompting coercive diplomacy; “one focusing on Iranian domestic concerns, especially
human-rights violations”, constructing the image of ‘Iran as semi-authoritarian’ and leading
to democracy and human rights (HR) promotion; and, one “stressing Iranian resources and
demands, from its great civilization to its geopolitical perceptions”, emphasizing ‘Iranian
rights and resources’, as reflected in cultural diplomacy whilst taking Iran’s security concerns
into account. The first discourse and the subsequent mainstreaming of a securitized stance,
“with the dichotomic depiction of an aggressive and irrational actor as opposed to a peaceful
and restrained international community and Europe”, as Santini argues, became hegemonic

over years (p.484). In sum, relations between Europe — beyond bilateral issues and
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developments — and Iran since 1979 has gone through a “discursive evolution”: dealing with
a pariah state torn by revolution and war; constructive engagement; dual track diplomacy and
sanctions; the prospect of military escalation, shifting, by 2013, towards the end of the
securitization spectrum, whereby “Iran as a particular actor, with its features, its demands, its
context, disappears from the picture and what is left are only seemingly objective

considerations and ‘matter-of-fact assessment’”’(Santini, 2010, p.482).
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3. Chapter Three: Theoretical Background

This chapter provides an overview of trends/patterns in — and factors influencing — foreign
news reporting in general, and those relevant to this research, in particular. Given the
politico-historical context of Iran-West relations and the enduring perceptions of Persia/Iran
in the West (Chapter Two), and since the core objective of this thesis is to examine Iran’s
coverage in mainstream European media amid international tensions and diplomatic standoff,
notions of ‘representation’ and ‘othering’ will be subsequently delved into. This is followed
by discussing CDA and its main principles/features in addition to explaining the links
between discourse, the media, and society. In this vein, the Discourse-Historical Approach,
adopted in this study, will be reviewed alongside the core concepts therein. Some of the main
criticisms directed at CDA-oriented studies and responses to them are stated next. The

chapter concludes with a review of the extant research on Iran’s depiction in Western media.

3.1 Foreign news reporting

Within communication studies, foreign/international news has become an independent line of
inquiry, with scholars examining this field from a variety of perspectives i.e. international
news flow, media effect, and critical studies (see Sakurai, 2017 for a review). Foreign news —
much like news in general — is undergoing transformation. According to Sambrook (2010), a
combination of three factors, namely economy, globalization, and technology, has
“accelerated change over a 20-year period and has fundamentally altered the structures of
international news coverage established over the previous 120 years” (p.9). Studies have
noticed a general decline in international news reporting®® (e.g. Hafez, 2011, p.485; Moore,
2010). The reasons behind the ‘shrinking’ of foreign news is attributed to factors including
editorial resources/priorities i.e. the closure of foreign bureaus and cuts in overseas staff; a
perceived lack of public interest in foreign affairs; and the rise of digital media and access to
alternative sources of news (Moore, 2010, pp.31-42; Sambrook, 2010). While political news
constitutes the vast bulk of international coverage (Hafez, 2011), the overall decline in
foreign news reporting has been shown to be coupled with a shift from focusing on public
affairs and ‘hard’ news to more ‘soft’ news and infotainment®® (Hanitzsch & Vos, 2018;

Hanusch & Hanitzsch, 2013).

% According to a survey by Media Standards Trust (U.K.), international news coverage across four leading
British newspapers fell by 40 per cent since 1979, with international news accounting for a mere 11 per cent of
the examined newspapers’ output compared to 20 per cent in 1979 (Moore, 2010). The trope of current decline
in foreign news coverage has been challenged by some scholars (e.g. Archetti, 2012; Williams, 2014).

% For the distinction between sensationalism, soft news, infotainment, and tabloidization, see Otto et al. (2017).
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Studies have noted differences concerning the levels of interest and diversity of topics in
international news with regard to various regions. For instance, while Hafez (2002) observed
a predominantly politics-oriented reporting of Middle East and North Africa (discussed later)
in German press, Richter and Gebauer (2010) found an unexpectedly broad range of topics in
the German media coverage of China. Studies have also shown that foreign countries are
unevenly covered in world news (Segev, 2017; Wu, 2007), with their newsworthiness
determined by elements pertaining to national trait (e.g. size, power), relatedness to the
reporting country (e.g. geographic proximity), and the relevance/magnitude of the event or
issue itself (e.g. wars, conflicts, disasters) (Segev, 2017, p.2). In their analysis of 35 leading
news sites in different countries over a 2-year period, Segev and Blondheim (2013) found
that the U.S. remained the most prominent country in global news coverage online, excluding
in Egypt and France. The authors attributed the reason behind less interest in the U.S. in the
case of the former to its regional focus, and a resistance to U.S. hegemony in the latter’s case,
which is “both demonstrated and practiced by diverting attention — including news attention —
from it” and focusing instead on topics such as Greece’s economic crisis and Iran’s nuclear
issue (p.157). In another study on North Korea’s coverage between 1998 and 2010, Kim
(2014) showed how U.S. news outlets portray and group nations together based on their pro-
or anti-U.S. stance. In this vein, the “limitation of the world in the mainstream news to tiny
bits of event-centred information”, according to Hafez (2011, p.485), “leads to an enormous

fragmentation, de-contextualization and a dangerous loss of complexity”.

As ‘gatekeepers’, journalists and editors select events/issues deemed worthy of reporting.
Taking into account the influence of market-related pressures, infotainment trends, and new
technologies, Bennett (cited in Livingston & Bennett, 2003, pp.367-70) proposed a
‘multigated model of news gatekeeping’ that contain six dimensions of news construction —
decision basis, information gathering and organizing style, journalist’s role i.e. as watchdog
or content provider, concept of the (intended) public i.e. engaged citizens or entertainment
audience, press-government relations i.e. personalized or commodified, and gatekeeping
norm i.e. independence, objectivity or fairness, infotainment, or eyewitness — that vary across
four gatekeeping types, namely individual/professional judgement (‘reporter driven’),
organizational newsgathering routines (‘organizationally driven’), economic constraints on
news production (‘economically driven’), and new Information and Communication

Technologies (‘technologically driven’).
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3.1.1 The interplay of media, politics, and society

To examine the causes and effects of foreign news reporting, Hafez (2000a, p.27) proposes
taking the ‘subtle interaction processes between media, state and society’ into consideration.
As such, international news coverage is viewed in terms of three interrelated levels “or,
influences exerted on the journalist, on the media organization/media system and on domestic
politics and society” (Hafez, 2011, p.492): micro-influences that entail the individual and
professional socialization of journalists or others involved in mediated discourse; meso-
influences that include the media’s power structures, interests, and behavior (e.g. investment
in foreign bureaus/correspondents, reliance on news agencies, market pressure) that could
reinforce sensationalist reporting, namely extensive coverage of conflicts and crises, or the
media’s political/ideological stance; and, finally, macro-influences encompassing the impact
of foreign policy, namely bilateral relations between reporting and reported countries as well
as political actors upon news coverage through, for instance, ‘indexing’ (Bennett, 1991) elite
national sources and perspectives or, vice versa, that of media on public and political agenda-
setting (e.g. the CNN effect). In this vein, a parallel can be drawn between Hafez’s three-
level model and two of the three conceptual dimensions proposed by Fairclough (1995a,
1995b) and stated already in Chapter One (section 1.3), to wit, discursive practices, meaning
“the processes through which journalists produce texts, and readers use and understand them”
(Richardson, 2007, p.75) that include, amongst others, professional and organizational
norms/routines, and wider social practices that “while residing outside of the newsroom,
permeate and structure the activities and outputs of journalism” (Richardson, 2007, p.114)
and encompass economic, political, and ideological practices. Accordingly, the remainder of
this section touches upon some of the main forces and dynamics that influence foreign news
coverage, that is, interactions between media and their domestic environment, on one hand,
and between ‘domestic’ and ‘foreign’ issues (Hafez, 2000a, pp.31-8; Hafez, 2011, pp.492-94)

on the other, which are relevant to the present study.

3.1.1.1 News factors and values’

In terms of discursive practices that “amount to the processes involved in the production and
consumption of texts” (Richardson, 2007, p.75) in (international) coverage, ‘news values’ are
of particular significance. News values “can help us to understand the ways in which some
phenomena become identified as ‘events’, the ways that some of those ‘events’ are then

selected to become ‘news’, and the ways in which certain elements of the selected ‘events’

70 News factors are the news stories’ characteristics, the impact of which on their selection is referred to as news
values. Thus, news values are “not qualities of news stories but characteristics of journalists — their judgement
about the relevance of news factors” (Kepplinger & Ehmig, 2006, p.27 cited in Wendelin et al., 2017, p.138).
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will be emphasized while others will be downplayed or excluded” (O’Neill & Harcup, 2020,
p.225). In their seminal paper called The Structure of Foreign News, Galtung & Ruge (1965)
presented a systematic list of 12 ‘culture-free’/‘culture-bound’ criterial factors’! that make it
more likely for foreign events to become news. Despite its enduring relevance, Galtung and
Ruge’s taxonomy has since been revised and updated (see O’Neill & Harcup, 2020 for a
review). For instance, based on their content analysis of news stories published in 3 leading
British newspapers, Harcup and O’Neill (2001) proposed a list of news values that include
(1) reference to elite, (2) celebrity, (3) entertainment, (4) surprise, (5) bad news i.e. conflict
and tragedy, (6) good news i.e. rescues and cures, (7) magnitude (in terms of impact/people
involved), (8) relevance (to target audience), (9) follow-up, and (10) newspaper agenda
(pp-278-79). Bearing in mind the landscape of journalism today, Harcup and O’Neill (2017)
revisited their list more recently and by expanding their research to encompass 10 British
newspapers in addition to comparing journalist-selected news with most-shared stories on
social media, suggested a modified set of news values that incorporates elements such as
‘exclusivity’, ‘audio-visuals’, and ‘shareability’ (p.1482), stressing that “the pressure to
obtain clicks and shares” influences news selection and treatment (p.1483). Chang and Lee
(1992, pp.555-56; 2012, p.373) group factors that influence foreign news reporting into
distinct categories, namely context-oriented that considers the event’s origin in connection
with contextual variables such as trade relations, cultural relevance, and political
involvement; and (content- or) event-oriented that deals with the nature/characteristics of the
event itself, namely human interest, crisis, and violence — irrespective of external setting. In
their study, Chang and Lee (1992) found that notwithstanding differences among newspaper
editors in U.S. and the newsrooms’ organizational constraints, the determining factors behind
foreign news selection entailed American security and national interest (e.g. threat to U.S.
and world peace, U.S. involvement), perceived reader interest, and timeliness. A decade later,
through a longitudinal analysis (1988-2008), Chang et al. (2012, p.379) saw that “the
priorities of journalistic values in foreign news reporting appear unchanged” in the U.S. and
“the factor structure of foreign news values remains invariant over time”, which “cultivates a
common worldview in the newsrooms” across the country. In another work, Guo (2012)
conducted a comparative study on news value perceptions in China and U.S. Acknowledging
the Western perspective of news values — as proposed by Galtung and Ruge — and “the

subjectivity and culture-bound nature of news selection” (p.27), Guo (2012, p.34) noted that

! Frequency, threshold, absolute intensity, intensity increase, unambiguity, meaningfulness, cultural proximity,
relevance, consonance, predictability, demand, unexpectedness, unpredictability, scarcity, continuity,
composition, reference to elite nations, reference to elite people, reference to persons, and reference to
something negative. For an overview and critique, see Fowler (1991, pp.12-19).
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both Chinese and U.S. perspectives tend to “emphasize the audience-oriented approach in
articulating determinant factors of news value” (p.34).

Events, issues, and topics are filtered and selected for reporting based on a complex — and
artificial — set of ‘newsworthiness’ criteria that fulfill a gatekeeping function involving “an
ideological act of interpretation” (Fowler, 1991, p.19), therewith making news “not simply
that which happens, but that which can be regarded and presented as newsworthy” (p.13).
News values, Richardson (2007) explains, are the criteria that journalists use “to measure and
therefore to judge the ‘newsworthiness’ of events” (p.91) in addition to “the (imagined)
preferences of the expected audience” (p.94, emphasis in original). Accordingly, they are
“intersubjective mental categories” involving “a reciprocal, dialectical process in which
stereotypes are the currency of negotiation” (Fowler, 1991, p.17). In this vein, the media “do
not simply and transparently report events which are ‘naturally’ newsworthy in themselves”,
and what is considered ‘news’ “is the end-product of a complex process which begins with a
systematic sorting and selecting of events and topics according to a socially constructed set
of categories” (Hall et al., 1978, p.53, emphasis in original).

Since news selection process entails a complex web of economic, institutional, societal,
political, and ideological considerations, the taxonomies of news values indicated above offer
“only a partial explanation” (O’Neill & Harcup, 2020, p.222-5) as to what becomes news.
One enduring factor that continues to exert influence upon international reporting in the West
and is manifested in, and expressed through, news values is the concept of ‘Ethnocentrism’

(e.g. Cazzamatta, 2020; Fiirsich, 2010), of which ‘Eurocentrism’ is a particular case.

3.1.1.2 Eurocentrism’ and Western media

The world, as mentioned earlier, is disproportionately covered in international news. The
hierarchy of nations in foreign news reporting, with ‘the core countries of the international
system’ (Williams, 2014, p.233) receiving more coverage, to paraphrase Segev (2017, p.2),
not only mirrors but also preserves a specific world order. Amid growing media
commercialism that accords primacy to what the audience wants, “there is a tendency to
reproduce values, perceptions, and hierarchies steeped in the history of international relations
— a history of colonial interaction” the legacy of which varies across countries and exists in
different forms today (Williams, 2014, p.233). Of considerable relevance in this context is

‘Eurocentrism’, a “historically situated discourse” (Shohat & Stam, 2014, p.4) that “envisions

2 Shohat and Stam (2014, pp.1-2) describe Eurocentrism as “the procrustean forcing of cultural heterogeneity
into a single paradigmatic perspective in which Europe is seen as the unique source of meaning, as the world’s
center of gravity, as ontological ‘reality’ to the rest of the world’s shadow. Eurocentric thinking attributes to the
‘West’ an almost providential sense of historical destiny.”
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the world from a single privileged point” (p.2) and is argued to be so deeply entrenched in
contemporary representations and practices in the West that it has become “naturalized as

299

‘common sense’” (p.1). According to Wiedemann (2018), German journalist and the author

of Vom Versuch, nicht weif3 zu schreiben:

Es ist allgemein anerkannt, dass eine Reportage vom Kollegen A ganz anders geschrieben wird als
vom Kollegen B; das wird als Subjektivitdt bezeichnet. Doch haben A und B in der Regel viel
mehr gemein, als ihnen bewusst ist: ihren europédischen oder womoglich eurozentrischen Blick.
Diese Gruppen-Subjektivitit wird jedoch anders als die individuelle Subjektivitdt kaum reflektiert.
Sie ist die selbstverstindliche Ausgangsbasis unserer Arbeit (p.24).

Wiedemann clarifies that weif3 does not merely indicate skin color, but also “ein System von
Uberzeugungen, Werten, Primissen, Gewohnheiten, kurzum eine Ideologie von
Privilegierung, die oft in brisiger Unbewusstheit daherkommt ” (p.195). Uludag (2017), for
instance, studied how elite, liberal newspapers in U.K. and U.S. reported the ‘Arab Spring’
through the prism of what she labels a “Eurocentric conceptualization of revolution” (p.267)
that constructs and reinforces the East/West dualism, concluding that “the politics of othering
not only manifest themselves as an isolated set of neo-conservative beliefs behind foreign
policies, on the contrary, the politics of othering are still very much present in everyday
communications” (p.273). Closely related to — and intertwined with — Eurocentric discourse
and the “West and the Rest’ bifurcation (Shohat & Stam, 2014, p.2) is Orientalism, “a style of
thought based upon an ontological and epistemological distinction made between ‘the Orient’
and (most of the time) ‘the Occident’” (Said, 1978, p.2). Concerning the Western media
coverage of Islam, Said (1997, xxii) argues that the practice of othering (discussed later) is “a
one-sided activity that obscures what ‘we’ do, and highlights instead what Muslims and

Arabs by their very nature are”.

3.1.1.3 Domestication of foreign news

Foreign news is often covered and interpreted “in accordance with the political culture,
national interest and collective memory” of the country where news is being reported (Curran
& Witschge, 2010, p.103). This process of ‘domestication’ gives certain international topics
more salience, makes them more appealing/relevant/understandable to the target national
audience (Gurevitch et al., 1991; Olausson, 2014, p.711), and/or functions as a market
strategy in light of other competing media (Chang et al., 2012). Hafez (2000a, p.36) explains
that the linkages between foreign and domestic issues are twofold: First, “foreign reporting

can be drawn into domestic contexts and thus undermine any effort to report ‘objectively’”,

and second, “the ‘domestizing’ of international coverage is evidence for the fact that
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international communication has started to transform the world, which no longer consists of
isolated entities, and that global interactions do exist that might also bring about globalized
issue and value patterns” (p.36, emphasis in original). While foreign news domestication is
not a new phenomenon’, it has grown in journalistic practice. In their longitudinal analysis,
Chang et al. (2012) observed a notable shift in time from “the emphasis of foreign properties
of events or countries involved to domestic audience orientation” (p.377, italics in original).
Scholars have examined foreign news domestication in various contexts (e.g. Taradai,
2014; Yarchi et al.,, 2017). For instance, through their comparative analysis of British,
Finnish, and Pakistani media coverage of the 2011 unrest in Egypt, Alasuutari et al. (2013)
identified four discursive modes of domestication constructed, albeit in different ways, across
the studied countries, namely: ‘appealing to emotions’; ‘compatriots involved in the events’;
‘statements, moves and acts by domestic actors’; and ‘implicating domestic politics’. Besides
“extroverted domestication”, Olausson (2014, p.722) refers to ‘counter-domestication’,
acknowledging “a full-grown global news discourse” in view of the de-territorialized nature
of contemporary challenges i.e. climate change and terrorism that blur the traditional
domestic-versus-foreign news boundaries. In the context of mediated distant suffering, Joye
(2015) identified four domestication strategies used by news producers at two Belgian TV
stations: ‘emotional domestication’; ‘what are the stakes for us’; ‘aid-driven domestication’;
and ‘familiarizing the unfamiliar’. While these modes of domestication invite (and entice) the
audience to care, the author found that dominant power relations remained unchallenged:
“the distant Other in need is [...] attributed far less screen time and relevance in comparison
to so-called proxies, i.e., Belgian expats, tourists and relief workers. Therefore, most news
items are not so much about the distant sufferers as they are about us, the westerners” (p.690,
emphasis in original), adding that an emphasis on ‘proximity’ could reduce interest in pure
foreign news and perpetuate a Eurocentric view of the world (p.690, emphasis in original).
Later, Huiberts and Joye (2017) compared the domestication of foreign news by journalists
and the audience in Belgium and found the most effective strategies for the latter to be “those
that aimed to imagine or create a shared experience, either emotionally by narratively
focusing on someone from the home country or by familiarizing the unfamiliar” (p.344). In
her recent analysis of foreign news reporting about Latin America in German quality press
(2000-2014), Cazzamatta (2020) measured domestication through expert interviews and
noted how events are selected based on their relevance to Germany/German interests (e.g.

environmental issues, dealing with the past etc.), how domestic references are transported to

3 Four decades ago, Peterson (1979, p.120) stated that the “majority of foreign news is domestic news about
foreign countries, not international news” (cited in Joye, 2015, p.683).
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foreign reporting, as well as differences between foreign correspondents and their editorial
office in Germany concerning the predominance of self-reference (e.g. involvement of

Germany/Germans in an event) in hard and soft news.

3.1.1.4 Power, access, and diversity
Mass-mediated discourse is predominantly controlled by those van Dijk (2011) calls
symbolic elites, “professionals who produce talk and text for the multiple public domains of
communication in society” (p.6). The ways in which media (re)produce the ‘dominant
discourse’ (van Dijk, 1996, p.91) and therewith reinforce existing power dynamics are not
only linked to professional journalistic norms such as ‘objectivity’, realized through a
number of strategies (e.g. use of elite sources), that perpetuates “an imbalance between the
representation of the already privileged on the one hand, and the already unprivileged on the
other<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>