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Abstract. The Iranian nuclear crisis is a proxy arena for competing visions about the
functioning of international relations. Yet, no comprehensive analyses have been conducted
so far that use the Iranian nuclear case as an illustration to conceptualise the interaction
between ‘hegemonic structures’ and those actors resisting them. This doctoral dissertation is a
first step to fill this gap in the literature. It analyses the foreign policies of China, Russia and
Turkey towards the Iranian nuclear programme and thereby answers the research question to
what extent their policies are indicative of a security culture that resists hegemony. Based on
55 semi-structured elite interviews with experts and decision-makers closely involved with
the Iranian nuclear file, this research draws on neo-Gramscian scholarship to analyse
resistance to hegemony across its ideational, material and institutional framework conditions.

The case studies examined show how ‘compliance’ on the part of China, Russia and
Turkey with approaches to the Iranian nuclear conflict has been selective, and how US policy
preferences in the Iran dossier have been resisted on other occasions. To understand such
variation in ‘norm compliance’, this dissertation introduces a two-level model to understand
foreign policy discrepancies between a discursive and a behavioural level. Chinese, Russian,
and Turkish reluctance to use sanctions as tools in international diplomacy on a discursive
level did not prevent the eventual adoption of international sanctions against Iran and
Chinese, Russian, and Turkish compliance therewith on a behavioural level. While
multilateral Iran sanctions are seen as complying with the rules of the UN system, additional
unilateral sanctions are contested on normative grounds and perceived as illegitimate and as
an extraterritorialisation of domestic legislation.

Besides an ideational resistance to unilateral sanctions, the economic impact of these
‘secondary sanctions’ on third country entities constitutes an additional material reason for
Chinese, Russian, and Turkish criticism. Their eventual compliance with sanctions lists,
however, indicates a level of receptiveness to the economic leverage of US-dominated
international financial mechanisms. In this context, the Iran nuclear case serves as an
illustration to shed light on the contemporaneous interaction of the forces of consent and
coercion in international politics. This research thus makes a critical contribution to key
questions of International Relations at the interstice of security governance, proliferation
policies, and debates surrounding the co-existence between hegemonic structures and ‘norm-

shapers in the making’.
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Note on Transliteration and Translation

For all transliterations from the Chinese to the Latin alphabet, the standard Pinyin system
(without diacritic markers) has been used for all proper names and translations (e.g. Xi
Jinping, Zhuhai Zhenrong, taoguang yanghui).

Special characters of the modern Turkish alphabet have been used for all Turkish proper
names, authors, and terms (e.g. Orta dogu, Erdogan, Altunisik).

For transliteration from Russian, the British standard version has been used, thus 1o becomes
‘yu’, s becomes ‘ya’, b is apostrophised etc. Proper names have been anglicised (Sergei,
Andrei, and Alexander instead of Aleksander) — except when in another author’s citation.
Translations from Russian are the author’s, except where indicated otherwise.

While there is no unified system for the transliteration of Farsi, the romanisation of Farsi
names and titles has largely followed the Library of Congress system (e.g. Ahmadinejad,
Rouhani, Diplomasi-ye Hastehi).
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Introduction
“The Iran question is the question of our age.”

- Turkish diplomat in conversation with the author, Washington, 14 February 2014.

In 2002, an Iranian exile opposition group revealed the existence of nuclear facilities in Iran
that were undeclared to the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), and therefore in
breach of Iran’s obligations under the nuclear non-proliferation treaty (NPT) to which Iran
had acceded in 1968. European states started to negotiate in the format of the ‘E3’ (Germany,
France, the United Kingdom) with Iran to de-escalate what was soon turning into a delicate
political conflict — to no avail. The file was taken to the United Nations Security Council
(UNSC) in 2006, where the negotiation format was enlarged to the E3+3, or P5+1 (the five
permanent UNSC member states plus Germany). When Iran was found in non-compliance of
first UN resolutions and exhibiting insufficient transparency with the IAEA, international
sanctions were imposed soon after, paralleled by unilateral sanctions imposed by the US and
the EU. Years of missed opportunities, misunderstandings, stonewalling, and tactical
deceptions on all sides followed.

At the time of writing, the six world powers are negotiating with Iran over a
comprehensive ‘Joint Plan of Action’ to replace the first JPoA that was sealed in November
2013 in Geneva. After a political framework agreement has been reached on 2 April 2015
after marathon negotiations in Lausanne, Switzerland, delegations are gathering to hammer
out the technical details of what will be Iran’s final nuclear status. In exchange for guarantees
for the peaceful nature of Iran’s nuclear programme, monitored by the IAEA, sanctions
imposed on Iran over the nuclear conflict will be gradually lifted. This prospect is dependent
on a number of open question marks. Differences in opinions persist as to the time frame for
the lifting of sanctions, the sequencing of their lifting, the concrete nature of the inspection
regime, and a ‘possible military dimension” (PMD) of past Iranian nuclear activities. The joint
statement of Iranian foreign minister Mohammad Zarif and EU High Representative Federica
Mogherini, issued after 2 April 2015, remained vague in all central points on durations and
concrete procedures (EEAS 2015). In addition, different ‘factsheets’ on the framework
agreement circulate that all differ in significant aspects. Domestic pressure forces constraints
onto the negotiation teams because especially the US and Iranian administrations will have to
‘sell’ the outcome of the nuclear talks at home.

The stakes could not be higher. Iran’s international standing could be affected in a
process where international trade, political and security relations with Iran will no longer have
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to take place under the dangling Damocles sword of the nuclear conflict. While US President
Obama’s administration holds that a resolution of the Iranian nuclear crisis could have
‘transformational” power, US domestic and international critics find a shrill rhetoric to
castigate what they regard as treason, deception or naivety.

The final contours of a nuclear agreement with Iran will have far-reaching
implications for the future of the NPT, global security governance and the regional security
architecture. The solution of the Iran nuclear crisis will co-determine the future working
relationship between ‘the West’ and Iran. But on an equally fundamental and understudied
dimension, the more than decade-old Iranian nuclear conflict served as a battle ground
between ‘the modernised’ and the ‘modernising’ world, and between hegemonic powers and
norm-shapers in the making.

It is that crucial nexus to which this dissertation will direct its attention. This research
project analyses Chinese, Russian, and Turkish foreign policies towards the Iranian nuclear
programme. While Chinese, Russian, and Turkish Iran policies, respectively, as well as their
foreign policies towards the controversial nuclear programme of Iran have been analysed
before, no comparative analysis thereof at book length has been produced yet. All three states
have been involved substantially at different phases during the Iranian nuclear conflict. Their
involvement and ‘stakes’ in this conflict will be elaborated upon in the following chapters.
What is driving this research project is the underlying question how and where their foreign
policies interact with another actor whose involvement, for a number of reasons, is critical for
any resolution of the nuclear stand-off with Iran — namely the United States. Not least because
of traumatised US-Iranian relations and the centrality of the US in Iranian foreign policy
discourse, Washington holds considerable sway over Iran’s nuclear future, and the strong US-
Iranian bilateral negotiation track under their respective foreign ministers John Kerry and
Javad Zarif testifies to this. But also on a structural level, the omnipresence of US financial
power in international governance and the extent to which this particular leverage shapes
policy formulation of other actors creates what in this dissertation will be called ‘hegemonic
structures’. These structures have met criticism and outright rejection by a range of actors,
including Iran. An agreement with Iran thus also entails the potential for transatlantic
disagreements over sanctions enforcement and the lifting of sanctions. Frictions between US
and European administrations over the applicability of unilateral sanctions are already starting
to emerge on the political horizon. And between Iran and its negotiating counterparts, but also
within the P5+1, the different views over the implementation of a comprehensive agreement

will ensure that the Iranian nuclear case will continue to be high on the world political agenda
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long beyond 2015. While Iran has demanded the lifting of all sanctions upfront, others
advocate a gradual lifting of nuclear-related economic sanctions in exchange for Iranian
compliance with the terms of the agreement. And Russia and China have voiced concerns
over the prospect that sanctions could automatically be reimposed if Iran was found in non-
compliance, as such provisions in an international agreement would circumvent their veto
power in the UN Security Council. Russia especially has indicated a strong desire to deepen
trade relations with Iran in aspects that are currently still under international sanctions (like
weapons trade) and is unlikely to easily agree to the re-imposition of sanctions. The
momentum of P5+1 consensus might gradually be eroded after a nuclear agreement will have
been reached. The US ambassador to the UN, Samantha Power, has therefore publicly
pledged for a ‘snap back’ automatism for sanctions in case of Iranian violation of its terms of
agreement, regardless of Russian and Chinese objections (Reuters 2015b). These dividing
lines indicate that the implementation of a nuclear agreement will be fraught with intricate
legal, institutional, and profoundly normative disagreements.

Technical questions about nuclear physics have been held hostage to political
narratives on different sides. China’s and Russia’s involvement in the P5+1 format was
crucial in dispelling the impression that the Iranian nuclear conflict in essence was a stand-off
between Iran and ‘the West’. Yet, within the P5+1 and between the P5+1 and external
mediators (such as Turkey), diverging views emerged as to the best approach and policies to
resolve the nuclear crisis. Especially the debate over the imposition of sanctions became a
thorny issue that stood emblematic for larger questions of legitimacy in international
governance, hegemonic politics and conceptions of World Order. Against this background,
the dissertation will be guided by the main research question to what extent Chinese, Russian,
and Turkish foreign policies towards the Iranian nuclear programme were indicative of a
security culture that resists hegemony. The Iranian nuclear case, in a sense, serves as a
laboratory to examine fundamental questions about international relations that will continue to
reverberate long after the Iranian nuclear file will be closed.

The structure of this dissertation is as follows. A first chapter will outline and justify
the conceptual and theoretical framework adopted in this dissertation. It will be shown how
neo-Gramscian scholarship in conjunction with a constructivist theoretical framework
embedded in the scholarly literature on ‘norm dynamics’ will be a fruitful angle to the
research project. The theoretical foundation for this study will lead to the conceptualisation of
the guiding research question and break it down into analysable components. It will make

sense of and elucidate terms such as ‘security culture’, ‘resistance’ and ‘hegemony’, and
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situate the theoretical approach taken in the scholarly literature. A second chapter presents the
methodology used to carry out the research and therefore directly follows from the discussion
of the conceptual framework identified in the preceding chapter. It will outline which research
techniques have been used for the case study analysis that follows. Chinese, Russian, and
Turkish Iran policies will be presented as three in-depth case studies to illustrate the degree of
resistance to hegemony. Qualitative interviewing with experts and decision-makers closely
involved in nuclear diplomacy with Iran has been complemented with process-tracing and
qualitative data analysis of a range of primary and secondary material. In addition to
justifying why and how these research methods have been used the way they were, this
chapter also articulates positionality of the researcher and reflects on epistemological
constraints in social science research as they apply to the research subject at hand here. A
third chapter gives a literature review of the state of the art in the empirical research on
foreign policy towards Iran and shows the main dividing lines in the literature. It thereby aims
to give a comprehensive account of not only the state of research on Chinese, Russian, and
Turkish Iran policies, but of the wider scholarly literature that informs this dissertation,
ranging from interdisciplinary studies in Inter-regionalism, Conflict and Security Studies, to
Area Studies and research on ‘emerging powers’. This dissertation has used a wide range of
literature, bridging disciplinary divides and drawing on international and Chinese, Russian,
Turkish, as well as Iranian experts in the issue areas analysed in the chapters that follow.

Chapters Four, Five and Six then present the empirical case studies of this dissertation.
Chapter Four analyses Turkish foreign policy towards Iran’s nuclear programme, and shows
how Turkish Iran policies are torn between resistance to US approaches because of ideational
and material disagreements and accommodation with US positions because of institutional
framework conditions. Turkey’s NATO membership and a shared neighbourhood with Iran in
particular will be portrayed as influential factors that have led many analysts to situate Turkey
between different geostrategic and political ‘camps’. It will be shown how this affects Turkish
foreign policy towards the Iranian nuclear programme both on a discursive and a behavioural
level. Chapter Five analyses Russian Iran policies and thereby introduces the second in-depth
case study of this dissertation. Following a similar structure to the previous chapter, it will
process-trace Russia’s positioning in the Iranian nuclear negotiations, especially when the
case was referred to the UN Security Council in 2006, and outline the different ideational,
material, and institutional factors impacting Russia’s foreign policy towards the Iranian
nuclear programme on a discursive and a behavioural level. It will be shown how each of

these factors contributes to Russian overall Iran policies as an expression of a balancing act
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between resistance to hegemony and hegemonic accommodation. Likewise, Chapter Six
applies the conceptual framework worked out in the preceding chapters to an analysis of
Chinese foreign policy towards the Iranian nuclear programme. It will be shown how
ideational, material and institutional framework conditions let China walk a tightrope between
the imagery of a ‘peaceful development’ and Chinese interests that partially conflict with
‘hegemonic structures’ over the appropriate approach to solving the Iranian nuclear crisis.
Chapter Seven comparatively analyses the research findings of these three in-depth case
studies and answers the research question to what extent Chinese, Russian and Turkish Iran
policies are indicative of a security culture that resists hegemony. A final chapter concludes
the dissertation by summarising the main research findings and outlining possible further
areas of research.
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Chapter 1
Theoretical Framework

1. Introduction

This chapter presents the theoretical framework of this study for a comparative investigation
into Chinese, Russian and Turkish Iran policies. An analysis of different conceptions of
approaching the Iranian nuclear crisis not only reveals different understandings of the nuclear
non-proliferation regime, it also unravels diverging views on how international politics
function at large. It is in this sense that the present dissertation will answer the research
question how Chinese, Russian and Turkish foreign policies toward the Iranian nuclear
programme are indicative of a security culture resisting hegemony. Disentangling the nexus
between foreign policies, the discursive projections thereof and security cultures that
represent normative disagreements about international security governance, this research

draws on a range of theoretical contributions that will be addressed in this chapter.

2. Security Discourse on Iran: The Power to Construct International
Relations

This study analyses the rationale of China, Russia and Turkey in following policies that do
not converge with norm- and security perceptions of Western administrations in their
negotiations with Iran over its nuclear programme. If we are to understand how actors use and
refer to norms and how security perspectives differ, we need to account for a range of factors
in foreign policy interest formation. The fault line between ‘material’ and ‘ideational’ factors
in foreign policy is a long-standing one, and much older than the discipline of International
Relations (IR) itself." Without revisiting the underlying millennia-old philosophical debates
surrouding ‘ideas’ and ‘interests’, the following paragraphs aim to condense and present the
scholarship onto which this dissertation builds.

In Peter J. Katzenstein’s (ed.) seminal book ‘The Culture of National Security. Norms
and Identity in World Politics’, Katzenstein, Wendt and Jepperson (1996) aim to develop a
292 by

focusing “on the ways in which norms, institutions, and other cultural features of domestic

framework for analyzing national security alternative to the “mainstream security studies

! Cf. Hall (1993) on ‘Ideas and the Social Sciences".
> Cf. different attempts to conceptualise ‘security’ and the scope of security studies: Walt (1991); Kolodziej
(1992); Buzan (1983); Buzan, Waever, Ole & Wilde (1998); Buzan & Waever (2003); Dalby (1992); Shaw (1993);
Waever et al. (1993); Klare & Thomas (1994); Sperling & Kirchner (1995); Williams (ed., 2008)
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and international environments affect state security interests and policies” (37) and thereby
propagate an essentially social constructivist argument: namely that ideas and identities of
actors are being socially constructed by their social environment.® Different from rationalist
accounts which emphasise material security environments and state-inherent actor properties
and treat ideational factors as epiphenomenal to material capabilities and predispositions,”
social constructivists depart from a relative (social) ontology and view an actor’s properties as
“socially contingent” (ibid.: 34), i.e. as being constructed and reconfirmed through social
interaction. International politics becomes a relational process. This is a first theoretical
premise that will carry throughout this dissertation. Katzenstein, Wendt and Jepperson outline
three possible effects of the environment on actors: First, it can affect the behavior of actors;
second, it can affect the ‘contingent properties’ of actors; and third, it can affect the existence
of actors all together (41). This fits in with their overall “theoretical perspective of
sociological institutionalism with its focus on the character of the state’s environment and on
the contested nature of political identities”, as Katzenstein formulates (4). What their
formulation of relational politics fails to take into account, however, is the ‘feedback’ effect
that these very actors have on the environment, i.e. how actors and their environment are
locked in a mutually impacting way. Their approach, in other words, focuses on identity
construction with a heavy emphasis on actor-centricity. Other authors have subsequently
expanded the spectrum by shedding light on structures and their impact on the power of
norms. Alexander Wendt made an important contribution in filling this gap with his seminal
‘Social theory of international politics’ (1999). In it, he examined agency and structure as
being “mutually constitutive and co-determined” (184). He then brings this observation to its
logical conclusion: “structure exists, has effects, and evolves only because of agents and their
practices. All structure, micro and macro, is instantiated only in process” (185, emphasis in
the original). The analysis of the foreign policies of the three case countries presented in this
research project will draw on these tenets of co-determination between agent and structure
that have defined and shaped much of social constructivist scholarship. As will be shown,
such an angle helps shed light on security perceptions, role expectations, and public relations
and identity politics — issues which are crucial in foreign policy analysis of a controversial

topic such as the Iranian nuclear programme. Yet, it is only a first step towards accounting for

® Cf. further influential constructivist works: Onuf (1989, 1998); Kowert (1998); Kubalkova, Onuf & Kowert
(1998); Wendt (1987, 1999); cf. also Adib-Moghaddam’s work (2006) for an excellent analysis of the interplay
of norms, identities and ideologies in the construction of international politics of the Persian Gulf and West
Asia, revealing the “impact of exclusionary identity politics on foreign policies” (8). Cf. also Adler (1997); Lapid
(1989); Lapid & Kratochwil (1996); Kratochwil (2001); Ruggie (1998).
* cf. also immutability thesis: Linklater (2008: 282).
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structural forces that introduce systemic asymmetries between actors. Seeking to answer the
research question whether Chinese, Russian and Turkish Iran policies are indicative of a
security culture resisting hegemonic structures furthermore requires the theoretical input of
schools of thought addressing hierarchical orders, and the construction of hegemony. The
sections that follow will discuss how structures of hegemony are essentially socially
(co)constructed, and which conceptual frameworks help us to understand them.

If structure can affect agency, they also must have the power to condition
differentiations among actors. Structures of power condition hierarchies of agents. It is this
premise that captures the logic of the concept of ‘securitisation’ as developed by the
‘Copenhagen School’ (Buzan, Waever & Wilde 1998; Buzan & Waever 2003). Borrowing
from constructivist theorising on the social construction of identities, this concept helps to
analyse what issues or actors are being framed as a security threat (‘securitised’). “[...] the
exact definition and criteria of securitisation is constituted by the inter-subjective
establishment of an existential threat with a saliency sufficient to have substantial political
effects”, Buzan, Waever and de Wilde (1998: 25, emphasis in the original) formulate, and
refer to the process of securitisation as a ‘speech act’, therewith explicitly borrowing from
sociolinguistics (ibid.: 26).> In this reasoning, being in a position to ‘securitise’ an issue or an
actor means having the authority to define what counts as ‘exceptional’ measures to deal with
the perceived threat. The securitisation of Iran’s nuclear dossier, as will be seen, offers
illuminating examples. Here, the rendition of enmity is order-constituting. ‘Order-
constituting’ refers to the effect of reconfirmation of the securitising agent’s position of
authority through the act of securitising. The power to label other actors ‘rogues’ reconfirms
prevalent power structures (cf. also Homolar 2011; Hoyt 2000; Senn 2009). If such a
discursive practice of enemy/threat construction is to have an effect, an “authoritative
declaration of an ‘existential threat’ to the object concerned” needs to be made, as Williams
(2003) puts it. Such a declaration, however, presupposes an “acceptance as ‘security issues’ in
these terms by a relevant audience” (514), and this point importantly links to the idea of
structural hierarchies: It necessitates a power standing of the securitising agent and the
acceptance thereof by a ‘relevant audience’. At this point, we have arrived at the logic of
power structures. Discourses securitising Iran’s nuclear programme as a threat to international
peace and security, as well as Iranian rhetoric about ‘prestige’, perceived leadership of the
Islamic and non-aligned world, Third Worldism and ‘unfairness’ in international politics

(Barzegar 2012: 233) all rely on assumptions about perceptions and interaction effects. Power

> Cf. on speech act theory also Miiller (2001: 162); Risse (2000: 5).
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relations and implicit value systems are audience-specific (cf. also Campbell 1993; Klein
1994; Balzacq 2010), and each audience will re-define the meaning of justice (cf. Welch
1993; Muller 2013; Gehring 1994: 366). This last inference ties in nicely with theoretical
aspirations to identify ‘hegemonic discourses’ and prevalent power structures whose
usefulness for the research underlying this dissertation will be addressed further below. An
investigation into Chinese, Russian and Turkish foreign policies toward Iran in this research
reveals different security conceptions and thereby disentangles possible correlations between
the power to securitise the Iranian nuclear programme and the extent to which such a power
position stands indicative for a necessary receptiveness of other actors (relevant audience as a
precondition for the process of securitisation). While this research does not adopt and apply
the ‘securitisation” framework as a direct theoretical tool, it is imperative to understand its
underlying logic that both policy and academic discourse is influenced and shaped by
dominant actors. The next section will link these arguments about security discourses to a
broader theoretical understanding of norm dynamics in international relations and thereby

embeds the research question about security cultures into its wider normative dimension.

3. Analysing international norm dynamics

In their oft-cited work on norm acceptance and norm dynamics, Finnemore & Sikkink
(1998) argue that “norms evolve in a patterned ‘life cycle’ and that different behavioural
logics dominate different segments of the life cycle” (888). After an initial promotion of
norms by what they call ‘norm entreprencurs’, a process of socialisation sets in which they
label a ‘norm cascade’, in which a sufficiently critical mass of actors accepts and adopts that
particular norm (whereby a ‘tipping point’ is reached). In a last stage, actors internalise
norms, rendering compliance automatic and thus creating a new ‘logic of appropriateness’, in
the words of March & Olsen (1998: 949; cf. also March & Olsen 1989). The ‘norm life cycle’
presents a framework for the emergence of norms in international politics, and sheds light on
the mechanisms of change, albeit in a somewhat schematic fashion that fails to systematically
account for contingent power relations. The °‘classical’ norm literature that draws on
Finnemore’s and Sikkink’s work proceeds from a conception of relatively static stages (cf.
also Florini 1996; Keck and Sikkink 1998; Nadelmann 1990; Johnstone 2007). Alexander
Wendt (1999) speaks of ‘Culture’ as a self-fulfilling prophecy (184ff.), and thereby makes the
important observation that the expectation of ‘appropriate behavior’ (culture) structures how
agents behave — itself a precondition for the preservation or alteration of culture, or, as

Gramsci would have it, of a ‘historic bloc’. Norms become a ‘conventionally’ accepted
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standard of appropriate behavior. “Consensus becomes common sense, and common sense
structures our thoughts”, Ali Ansari (2006: 5) writes in Confronting Iran and cautions: “...]
conclusions are reached on what we choose to see. And often what we choose to see supports
our preconceptions, even if they are misconceptions.” (82). Questioning such dominant
normative structures is an exercise in implicitly advocating alternative norms, or at least a
modified norm understanding. It is the latter prospect, however, that has been largely
neglected in the ‘classic’ scholarly norm literature. As Wunderlich (2014; cf. also Wunderlich
et al. 2013) convincingly demonstrates, this has been due to a research bias towards a
unidirectional understanding of norm diffusion. Agency-based analyses of norm dynamics
have tended to conflate norm diffusion with the promotion of ‘positive’, i.e. Western, liberal
norms (‘altruistic norm advocacy’, Wunderlich 2014: 85). In reaction to this strand of
literature, new studies have been written on changes in international norms as being
essentially dispute-driven (Stiles & Sandholtz 2009: 323f.), on the contestation of norms (Bob
2012; Sandholtz 2007; Wiener 2008; Krook & True 2012; van Kersbergen & Verbeek 2007),
and on the link between norms and power structures (Adler-Nissen 2014; Epstein 2012a, b;
Towns 2012). Their works thus have contributed to the advancement of a ‘new’ generation or
a ‘second wave’ of norm literature (cf. Cortell & Davis 2000; Wunderlich 2013) that
conceives norms as essentially contested narratives. Wunderlich (2014) reverses the
directionality of Finnemore’s and Sikkink’s original ‘norm entrepreneurship’ model and asks
to what extent ‘norm violators’ (such as Iran) can be conceived of as ’roguish’ norm
entrepreneurs and contribute to a norm ‘renovation’ (88-89). Such scholarship weaves
together norm dynamics, contingent power structures and fundamental issues of international
legitimacy.

On the latter aspect, Reus-Smit (2014) writes: “Interpretative ambiguity and normative
dissonance are reasons why social processes of legitimation and delegitimation are often
marked by intense political contestation” (346). The social construction of identities and
‘order’ is intimately linked with hegemonic legitimacy, the latter of which will be expanded
upon in the next section. The link between ‘hegemonic discourse’ and the structures of power
has also been emphasised in the works of Laclau (1988) and Laclau and Mouffe (1985).°

Recurring but essentially contested concepts such as ‘the international community’ to
which the nuclear programme of the ‘rogue regime’ of Iran allegedly presents a threat call for

a critical re-evaluation of taken-for-granted assumptions about the conditions of legitimacy in

® Albeit in an explicit poststructuralist reading, where discourse and practice are constitutive of each other. This
dissertation, however, makes a distinction between discourse and foreign policy behavior, as will be outlined in
section 5 below.
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international politics, as has been emphasised in the previous section on order-constituting
effects of securitising discourses. Different narratives of a foreign policy issue under
consideration (the Iranian nuclear programme as perceived differently by different actors) are
reflective of underlying value and belief systems that inform and drive foreign policy. Here,
challenging questions arise about the conditions for acceptance of and admission to an
‘international community’’ that may give rise to critiques of the functioning of the
international system as a reflection of selective norms of certain dominant states (cf. also
Epstein 2012a; Widmaier & Park 2012). Jeppersen, Wendt and Katzenstein (1996)
interestingly remark that “World society carries standardised oppositional ideologies that are
usually selective reifications of elements of dominant world ideology” (48); of “restricted
subsets of global society”, in the words of Nincic (2005: 11).

The NPT regime as a normative framework underlying much discussions surrounding
Iran’s nuclear crisis is a case in point for such latent power structures and conceptions of
world order. Dividing its signatories into those in possession of nuclear weapons before 1
January 1967 and non-nuclear weapon (NNW) states that are not allowed to acquire nuclear
weapons according to Art. Il, the treaty effectively imposed an arbitrary freezing of the
political status quo. This has created a political fault line between the developed and the
developing, the modernised and the modernising world (Patrikarakos 2012: 30). Hurrell
(2006) makes out double standards in the way that during the Cold War, “possession of
nuclear weapons was widely seen as a necessary qualification for a seat at the top table”,
while their acquisition today has become “a sign of unacceptable behavior and potential status
as a rogue state” (4). Tellingly, former IAEA Secretary General Mohamed ElBaradei writes of
an “asymmetry of the global security system” (172) that he detects in the perpetuation of the
existing global nuclear framework conditions, as emphasised by the “linkage between nuclear
proliferation and the sluggish pace of disarmament” (254). This “discrimination between the
haves and have-nots” (Hurrell 2006: 11) and the non-recognition of Iran’s “inalienable right”
to nuclear technology for peaceful purposes by key actors in the Iranian nuclear dossier® is a
recurrent theme underlying all negotiation efforts with Iran (Wunderlich et al. 2013: 263-

272). This nuclear discrimination purposely built into the NPT became the bone of contention

7 Hedley Bull’s work (1977, 1995) focusses on bridging the assumed dichotomy between ‘power’ and ‘norms’
and has theorised on a “third conception of an international society” (Bull 1966: 79). While this is a valuable
starting point, it departs from a conception of norm promotion that itself favours those states in the most
powerful position to convey narratives of ‘appropriate behaviour’.
® The initial US insistence on a complete cessation of Iranian nuclear activities violated spirit and letter of Iran’s
rights as a member to the NPT according to Art. IV thereof and “led to more distrust toward the West in Iran
and disillusionment with disarmament treaties” from an Iranian perspective (Mousavian 2012: 451).
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for much wider ‘fairness’ issues between the ‘developing world” and ‘Western domination’,
as framed by Iranian argumentation. And it was the main reason for the dramatic failure of the
2005 NPT review conference. The nexus between nuclear disarmament and nuclear non-
proliferation was also high on the agenda of the 2015 NPT Review conference in New York,
which ended without a final communiqué on 22 May 2015. The Iranian delegate also
criticised the imbalance between security concerns in the Middle East and the absence of
Israel from the NPT. For the first time, Israel was an observer state to the NPT review
conference in 2015. Inherent asymmetries in the NPT regime again let the conference end
fruitlessly.

The Iranian nuclear crisis needs to be understood not only as a political challenge for
the NPT regime, but as a proxy issue for a wider re-rethinking about world order and “nuclear
hypocrisy” (Oborne & Morrison 2013: 32f.). This dissertation sheds light on how China,
Turkey and Russia positioned and position themselves toward these essentially normative
questions and what they tell us about underlying conceptions of security governance, the non-
proliferation regime and world order at large. China and Russia are both nuclear weapon-
states themselves and permanent members of the UNSC. A binary distinction between nuclear
‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’ thus fails to account for differences in foreign policy approaches to
Iran between these two states and the West. While China, Turkey and Russia are driven by
myriad factors and motivations in pursuing their respective Iran policies, the case studies in
this dissertation will carve out the existence of common themes of diplomacy and foreign
policy principles on which their positions converge and on which they potentially differ from
‘Western® approaches.” The next section turns towards a conceptualisation of such norm
dynamics for the analytical purpose of addressing the research question whether Chinese,
Russian and Turkish foreign policies toward Iran’s nuclear programme are indicative of a

security culture that resists normative conceptions sustaining hegemonic structures.

3.1 Conceptualising security cultures and resistance to hegemony

Drawing on Katzenstein’s (1996) definition of ‘culture’ as “a set of evaluative standards (such
as norms and values) and a set of cognitive standards (such as rules and models) that define
what social actors exist in a system, how they operate, and how they relate to one another”
(21), a security culture is understood as a set of evaluative and cognitive standards in the

security governance realm, i.e, the yardstick with which states assess legitimate means and

° Cf. Section 2.1. of Chapter 1 on the methodological approach adopted for a more detailed discussion of the
case study selection.
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ends in security policies. While ‘evaluative standards’ in the form of norms and values will be
further elaborated upon in the following section, the use of ‘cognitive standards’ understood
as ‘rules and models’ as taken from Katzenstein’s definition may require further clarification
at this point. If ‘norms and values’, as will be shown, are concrete convictions and
conceptions, ‘rules and models’ relate to the broader macro-structure that regulates the way
these norms and values are communicated, applied, or changed. An example is the UN system
setting rules and models by way of its institutional make-up and treaty stipulations (decision-
making procedures, legal proceedings, constitution of UN bodies) that serves as a broader
frame for the channelling of concrete norms and values that account for the former’s political
content and are often at the heart of debate among its member states (such as sovereignty,
non-interference). Rules and models are structures underlying norms and values. If China,
Russia and Turkey regard US unilateral Iran sanctions as illegitimate, but accept international
(i.e. UN-backed) Iran sanctions, they reveal their own understanding of certain norms in
international politics, while demonstrating an adherence to the rules of the UN family.
Likewise, acceptance of unilateral sanctions would imply adherence to the rules of hegemonic
structures, despite a preference for alternative norms.

Such a definition of security cultures assumes that the recognition, shaping and
evaluation of security cultures is necessarily relational: The assessment of legitimacy here
inherently presupposes interaction effects, as alternative discourses aiming at the modification
of prevalent norms make no sense in an isolated system. This links up with the understanding
set forth above in section 2 that ideas and identities are always socially (co)constructed.
Alexander Wendt (1999) writes in this context: “even if states act on the basis of the
meanings they attach to material forces, if those meanings are not shared then the structure of
the international system will not have a cultural dimension” (158). To take an illustrative
example, a different understanding of energy security reveals underlying conceptions of
legitimacy in politics that are at the roots of diverging energy security cultures: While for
most Western countries, energy security essentially implies security of stable supplies, energy
security for an energy exporting country like Russia may imply the security of continued
dependence on Russian energy companies on the part of European markets. Another example
is that of contract security. This concept implies the general principle in public international
law of the reliability of contract partners and an understanding that contract stipulations ought
to be adhered to (pacta sunt servanda). Both the West and countries under investigation in
this research project (China, Russia, Turkey) reproach each other at times of interpreting and

consequently circumventing or even blatantly ignoring contract stipulations according to their
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political convenience. Examples here include the reproach brought forward against Western
countries that the insistence on a complete shutdown of Iran’s nuclear programme is a
violation of the spirit and the letter of Art. IV NPT. Another example of a Western reproach
against unwanted trade with Iran is the position that the export of certain products and
technologies to Iran violate the spirit and the letter of pertinent UNSC sanctions resolutions
on Iran — whose legality may in turn be questioned by other actors, and so forth.

These examples forcefully make the point that what is deemed ‘appropriate behaviour’
in international politics is always the outcome of an intersubjective evaluation and
presupposes what Wendt (1999) calls Culture as ‘socially shared knowledge’ (141). The
acceptance or rejection of a foreign policy behaviour as appropriate is the expression of
security cultures. ‘Security’ becomes situational and is intimately and inextricably linked with
images of ‘Self” and ‘Other’.

A further conceptual element of a security culture between hegemony and resistance to
be clarified here is that of ‘hegemony’, ‘counter-hegemony’ and ‘resistance’. Aware of
scholarly contributions skeptical of the possibility of an application of Antonio Gramsci’s
concept of ‘hegemony’ to international relations as the expansion of a concept originally
conceived to apply to the nation-state (Femia 2005; Germain and Kenny 1998; Burnham
1991; Bellamy 1990; Worth 2008), this dissertation moves away from Gramsci’s focus on a
dominant social class, but contends that the idea of hegemony can nevertheless be usefully
applied to the international arena (cf. also Rupert 1995). ° Drawing on Gramsci’s components
of hegemony as developed in, i.a., his Prison Notebooks, hegemony essentially implies a
dominant position in social, economic, and political structures (Gramsci 1971: 171-72). In
Gramsci’s understanding of hegemony, a dominant class forms a relationship with subaltern
classes that is characterised both by consent and coercion (Gramsci 1971: 55-60; 415-25).!

Gramsci’s reflections as developed in prison mark a transition from his earlier

journalistic, and politically instrumental, work, to an all-encompassing socio-political account

19 ¢f. Keohane (1984), Gilpin (1987), Jospeh (2002) for realist analyses and usages of the concept; lkenberry
(2004), Ferguson (2003) for liberalist analyses (the ‘benign hegemon’ theory); Clark (2009a, 2009b) for an
English school approach to hegemony; Cox (1981), Arrighi (1993), Rupert (1995), Worth (2009) for neo-
Gramscian analyses of ‘hegemony’.
" This concept of hegemony needs to be understood in the context of their time. Written for revolutionary
Marxist politics, especially Lenin’s understanding of hegemony was interchangeable with ‘political leadership’
(Service 2000: 170-71; Cox 1993: 50), and Gramsci acknowledged having drawn on Lenin in theorising on
‘hegemony’ (1971: 381). In a sense, a widespread acceptance of a Gramscian application of ‘hegemony’ in IR
(and thus outside of Marxist circles) is somewhat surprising and has, over time, acquired an academically
instrumental meaning of its own and thus moved away intellectually from its progenitor under the wider
umbrella of Critical Theories. Jones (2006) writes of a ‘Gramsci industry’ that has become tailored to different
disciplines.
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of historical changes in state and society (Fiori 2013: 287-88). He understands the importance
of the Making of Culture as key to the crafting of Order (ibid.: 130). To the extent that these
cultural codes formulated by dominant actors get accepted throughout society and become
common sense, hegemonic order is always based on the dual foundation of consent and
coercion — just like a centaur is always half man, half beast, in the analogy Gramsci borrowed
from Machiavelli (Cox 1993: 52; Gramsci 1971: 169-70). In the same logic, ideas alone never
create lasting order. Instead, theory (ideas) and practice are inextricably interrelated and inter-
penetrate each other (ibid.: 142). Gramsci’s therefore necessarily is a circular understanding
of how hegemony comes into being, and how it changes gradually. Such an ensemble of and
arrangement between hegemonic structures and the wider society represents a ‘historic bloc’.
In a neo-Gramscian understanding of hegemony in International Relations as developed, e.g.,
in Cox’s seminal works on World Order (Cox 1996: 131), the prevalence of dominant
structures that are accepted and sustained by a sufficiently large number of other actors
(states) can also constitute such an ‘historic bloc’. To the extent that other states act upon,
sustain and reinforce US dominant structures in the social, economic and political sphere, US
hegemony post-1945 has brought about a historic bloc in a Gramscian understanding that is
being upheld by the vast majority of states in the Western hemisphere. A security culture is
understood as hegemonic if shaped by a dominant actor that holds sufficient power so as to
induce adaption and acceptance thereof by other actors. Such an understanding draws on
Gramsci’s conception of cultural hegemony (Service 2007: 139-40), but adds an under-
studied dimension of the security and foreign policy realm and thus moves away from the
strong association of neo-Gramscianism with the discipline of International Political
Economy (cf. also Worth 2011: 386-390). Rather than focusing on narrowly materialist
conceptions of hegemony, this dissertation holds that the perception of hegemonic legitimacy
is crucial for the preservation or alteration of hegemonic structures.*?

By implication, a security culture is counter-hegemonic if it confronts or challenges a
prevailing hegemonic framework and the normative pull toward socialisation with it. The
latter, drawing on a definition by Finnemore and Sikkink (1998), is “the dominant mechanism
of a norm cascade- the mechanism through which norm leaders persuade others to adhere”
(902). “Gramsci’s concern”, Schwarzmantel (2009) writes, “lay in challenging the dominant
ideas or hegemonic concepts, and forming a new historic bloc or constellation of social forces

to create an alternative set of ideas [...]” (8). Resistance of normative structures underlying

2 Thisis an argument also made by lan Clark, discussing the concept of ‘hegemonic succession’ with a view to
China-U.S. relations (2011). Cf. also Rapkin & Braaten’s (2009) conceptualisation of hegemonic legitimacy and
Reus-Smit (2014) on ‘Power, Legitimacy, and Order’.
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hegemony lies at the root of every attempt to challenge consensual relationships, to resist a
dominant ‘historic bloc’. If hegemony is based on consent and coercion, questioning prevalent
practice and contesting norms touches the foundational pillars of hegemonic consensus. The
“emphasis on the continual construction, maintenance and defence of hegemony in the face of
constant resistance and pressures is reflected in Gramsci’s strategic theory and the potential
for ‘counter’hegemony”, Morton (2007: 97) notes in Unraveling Gramsci.

It is at this point that an important conceptual differentiation between ‘resistance’ and
‘counter-hegemony’ needs to be made. “A counter-hegemony would consist of a coherent
view of an alternative world order, backed by a concentration of power sufficient to maintain
a challenge to core countries”, Robert Cox writes (1981: 150). The notion of ‘counter-
hegemony’ thus implies a drive towards power transitions. While it may the possible
conceptually to think of ‘counter-hegemony’, the latter is unlikely to exist in practice. Even
examples coming to mind such as North Korea, which has disregarded US pressure and
hegemonic structures, left the NPT and eventually tested atomic bombs, cannot serve as an
empirical example of a phenomenon we could term ‘counter-hegemony’. In a more complex
world, the setting up of such essentially reductionist dichotomies could not capture a more
fine-grained picture of how states position themselves towards hegemony, and would be
immediately vulnerable to criticism as to how one could judge whether China, Russia, or
Turkey are moving more or less towards the extreme end of such a spectrum. It is also worth
noting that Gramsci himself never used the term ‘counter-hegemony’.

The ideas of consent and coercion developed in Gramscian thought transcend a
dichotomous juxtaposition of ‘domination’ and ‘resistance’. “It is very difficult to
conceptualize,” Steve Jones (2006) formulates, “some pure moment of ‘resistance’ within a
Gramscian framework, since the identities and representational forms of the dominated are
formed through an engagement with the hegemonic projects of the power bloc” (76).
Resistance is therefore never a “totalizing act” (ibid), but always a qualified form of
disagreement with a part of, or even a number of, hegemonic policies. The “values of the
power bloc, subalterns and counter-hegemonic forces are in a constant state of negotiation,
compromise and change” (ibid.: 79). Resistance and hegemonic power are engaged in a
constant process of engagement with each other. Contrary to the idea of ‘counter-hegemony’,
resistance is therefore conceptualised here as a qualified form of disagreement with
hegemony, with established power constellations. It thus borrows more from Gramsci’s

concept of a longer-term ‘war of position’ in which meanings and values gradually become

27



contested, rather than from his idea of a ‘war of manoeuvre’, which Steve Jones (2006) likens
to an ‘all-out frontal attack’ (31).

It is therefore suggested here that ‘resistance’ to hegemony captures more accurately
the conceptual continuum that eschews distortionary simplifications and allows for
empirically more qualified analysis of nuanced foreign policies.”* Conceptually and
empirically, ‘counter-hegemony’ entertains the idea that one hegemony will eventually be
replaced by another (dichotomous understanding). Yet, instead of an anti-American world, we
should arguably think of post-American variants (Zakaria 2011). Contestation need not mean
endeavors to topple the hegemonic system, but can be a first step towards reforming it.
Another helpful distinction here may be that of radicalism (negation of the prevalent order)
versus resistance (qualified disagreement with parts of that order).” Moreover, the
unlikeliness of ‘counter-hegemony’ on a state level may be explained by the threefold
distinction of hegemony made by Gramsci: Since a hegemonic world order implies
predominance in the social, economic and political sphere (cf. above), the attempt to resist
hegemony in the security and political sphere may be cushioned by a state’s dependence on
and integration in the international economic order that is predicated upon the US-inspired
neoliberal world order (i.e., the economic sphere). It is precisely in this context that an
analysis of Chinese, Russian and Turkish Iran policies becomes an examination of the friction
between consent and coercion, between resistance and hegemony.

Lastly, both in a realist as well as in a critical understanding, ‘hegemony’ has been
treated largely as a state-centric concept. This dissertation, however, is more sympathetic to a
Coxian understanding of hegemony in that it focusses on the material, ideational as well as
institutional conditions that are underpinning hegemonic structures (Cox 1996: 97f.; 135f,
Gill, S. 1993, 2003; Rupert 1995, 2000; Pijl 1984). The interplay between these will help
understand the positioning of China, Turkey and Russia towards hegemonic structures and
shed light on what might at first sight seem to be ambiguous policies towards a monolithic
hegemonic pole. While a security culture in a hegemonic understanding implies an expected
adherence to the norms of this hegemonic power structure (as the set of standards by which
behavior is considered ‘appropriate’), the understanding of a security culture in a Chinese,
Russian and Turkish reading experiences a significant shift of emphasis in that security is
understood to be security from such a normative hegemony. As will be shown, this explains

the discursive re-iteration of the foreign policy norms of sovereignty and non-interference.

3 ¢f. also section 2.1. of the following chapter on ‘measure in degree’, rather than ‘measurement in kind’.
" Also cf. Adib-Moghaddam (2014: 116-118) on this differentiation.
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This is not to imply that China, Russia and Turkey act in a concerted manner to craft a
security culture of their own understanding in an attempt to openly challenge ‘the system’.™
Instead of assuming strategic convergence in their foreign policy behavior, the case studies in
this research project will analyse adherence to a common security culture discursively, while

their respective material interests may be different or may even be in conflict with each other.

3.2 Conceptualising norms and norm adherence

“How do we know a norm when we see one?”, Finnemore & Sikkink (1998: 888) ask
a notoriously intricate question in foreign policy analysis. The extent to which administrations
or decision-makers adhere to ‘norms’ out of conviction or as a discursive label, e.g. out of
strategic convenience, is ultimately impossible to tell. In the scholarly norm literature,
‘norms’ are generally defined as a standard of appropriate behaviour (cf. DiMaggio 1997;
March & Olsen 1984, 1989, 1995, 1998: 948; Katzenstein 1996: 5f.; Sandholtz 2009).
Katzenstein (1996) formulates:

“norm(s) [...] describe collective expectations for proper behavior of actors with a
given identity. In some situations norms operate like rules that define the identity of
an actor, thus having ‘constitutive effects’ that specify what actions will cause
relevant others to recognize a particular identity. In other situations norms operate as
standards that specify the proper enactment of an already defined identity. In such
instances norms have ‘regulative’ effects that specify standards of proper behavior.
Norms thus either define (or constitute) identities or prescribe (or regulate) behavior,
or they do both” (5).

Detecting and assessing ‘appropriate behavior’, as was shown in the preceding sections, is
always a matter of interpretation. Analyzing reference and adherence to norms in foreign
policy therefore becomes an inherently intricate and interpretative endeavor. To the extent
that the discursive reference to norms can be assumed to reveal a level of conviction, the
interplay between foreign policy identity, perceptions of legitimacy and the accompanying
rhetoric about it tell us what kind of security culture is underlying a state’s foreign policy
machinery — in other words, how a state’s discursive reference to norms both regulates and
constitutes its behavior.

The discursive usage of foreign policy ‘norms’ such as sovereignty, legitimacy and
non-interference, in other words, serve as indicators of a security culture resisting hegemony
or the eventual emergence thereof. This is to be explained by the political controversy and

historical legacy surrounding these particular norms. International relations in the 21% century

> As would be an underlying assumption of a ‘power transition’ theory.
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have seen the relativisation and gradual erosion of the main tenets of Westphalia; sovereignty,
territorial integrity and non-interference in the domestic affairs of other sovereign states.
These are understood as principles of ‘Sovereign Equality’ in public international law.'®
Sovereignty, authority and territoriality have been at the heart of definitions of modern
statehood and the way international politics works (Zaum 2007: 28f.). The gradual erosion
and relativisation thereof is not only attributed, as it often is in the literature, to the end of the
Cold War, the higher risk of intra-state conflicts and ensuing controversial debates about
rights of states to interfere in other states in order to prevent atrocities. Arguably, the
principles of Westphalia had always been ignored or re-interpreted according to political
convenience. This has been the case with the period of colonisation, political patronage
systems or authoritarian federations, to name but a few examples. Arrighi (1993) has therefore
theorised on the emergence of world hegemony from a Westphalian system based on state
sovereignty, over an Imperialist system under the British empire to a US-crafted system of
hegemonic world governance. Historical empires, by definition, did not face the resistance of
national borders. Imperial rulers from Marc Aurel, Alexander the Great to Charles V.
attempted to export their ideas of universality with the instruments of territorial domination.
Formally since 1648, geopolitics and territorial differentiation imposes dividing lines that
impede imperial or hegemonic politics. The latter, then, is a deliberate act of governance to
override territorial and, by consequence, cultural borders and therewith breach the principles
of non-interference and sovereignty. This act of often very skillful political interpretation to
justify the breach of the afore-mentioned norms has, historically, been ascribed to those states
that were in a powerful position to do so. Hegemony presumes system-inherent power
asymmetries. The United States today, as will be specified in the following section, has
followed policies that blatantly contravened the norms of sovereignty and non-interference,
relying on hegemonic structures it had created and sustained. If we are to analyse resistance to
such hegemony, it is illustrative to reflect on the context and way in which those norms are
uttered and reiterated that are the utmost indications of security cultures deemed non-
hegemonic. Norm contestation, as the previous section has shown, can shake a foundational
pillar of consensual hegemony.

Finnemore & Sikkink (1998) formulate: “[...] norm language can help [...]
considering the components of social institutions as well as the way these elements are

renegotiated into new arrangements over time to create new patterns of politics” (891). The

1® state sovereignty and territorial integrity are generally accepted as ‘norms’ under customary international
law and emanate from the notion of ‘Sovereign Equality’ as the bedrock principle of the Westphalian
international order.
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challenge of recognising a foreign policy norm as the expression of a security culture
alternative to a hegemonic one in practice amounts to a theoretical interpretation of recurrent
themes found in discourse — how and in what context they are used, and what they tell us
about a state’s own foreign policy identity and its conception of ‘appropriate behaviour’ in an
international system of states. For example, to the extent that states like China, Russia and
Turkey renounce and oppose notions of a potential infringement of the norm of ‘sovereignty’
as epitomised by the intrusive effect of sanctions regimes, we may conclude that these states
advocate for such a norm (‘sovereignty’) to be accepted as regulating international politics.
Norms become shapers of security policies. Analyzing in what context China, Russia and
Turkey advocate different behavioral logics as the expression of normative understandings
that diverge from dominant security cultures toward Iran is illustrative of their perception of
legitimacy in international relations. Qualitative data analysis and interviewing will detect
recurring concepts and ideas that are expressions of larger perceptions of identity and
legitimacy."” Interviewees (most notably official decision-makers), in this sense, serve as
norm-carriers whose reference to the issues discussed here (pertaining to perception of other
actors’ foreign policies, legitimacy in international politics etc.) tells us to what extent

‘norms’ in foreign policy decision-making do play a role and are ‘internalised’.

4. Whose hegemony?

It has been argued so far that a security culture here is understood as hegemonic if shaped by
a single dominant actor that holds sufficient power so as to induce adaption and acceptance
thereof by other actors. “Hegemonic strategies [...],” Leverett & Leverett (2013) write, “are
inherently expansionist: a state uses military, political, and economic power not just to defend
its interests but to bend others into accommodating them” (332). Informed by the revisionist
historiography and literature on US hegemony,™ the US is deemed such a single most
dominant actor that, as of yet, remains unmatched in its potential to influence other actors (cf.
also Wilkinson 1999: 142; Krahmann 2005: 533; Wicht 2002: 77). Suffice to recall that
Gramsci’s conception of hegemony entails dominance in the political, economic and cultural
sphere. However difficult a comprehensive assessment is, it is fair to suggest that historical
empires have achieved near-dominance in one or two of these spheres at best. Charles V.’s

imperial vision of ‘Universitas Christiana’ in the 16" century essentially was a Christian

7 On the methodology adopted here in document analysis and qualitative interviewing, cf. the next chapter.
'8 For ‘revisionist’ accounts of the history of the Cold War and US foreign policy, cf. Chomsky (1992; 2003);
Bacevich (2002); Bromley (2004); Layne (2006); Stokes (2005); Gaddis (1997); Ikenberry (2004); Afrasiabi &
Kibaroglu (2005: 3); Lee (2010).
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empire,*®

while the British empire can be said to have achieved imperial status in the
economic and maybe cultural sphere at the turn of the 20™ century. After the Second World
War, however, the US arguably was the first to establish a form of hegemony that comes
closest to an all-encompassing (neo-) Gramscian understanding of the term. Hence, the “first
major successful resistance to U.S. hegemony [...]”, Noam Chomsky (2013) holds, was “’the
loss of China’” in 1949 (57), and goes on to show how the terminology of ‘loss’ to capture
political changes towards US-unfriendly governments neatly conveys the connotation of
worldwide control. ‘Losing’ China, Southeast Asia, Iran, the Middle East is in itself a
hegemonic discourse, a ‘paranoia’ of the ‘superpowerful’ in the words of Chomsky, because
you cannot lose what you do not own (ibid.: 60). Discussing reports of the
telecommunications company Apple entering the Iranian market, a State Department official
remarked in an interview that the “motivation is to provide Iranians with technology that is in
line with broader US foreign policy goals, (with) the post-WWII idea to maintain [sic] global
capitalism.”® As telling as such a statement is for the US importance attached to the
maintenance of a global neo-liberal ideology, it also stands in striking contrast to US efforts to
regulate third countries’ trade relations with Iran for the sake of upholding a narrative of
enmity carefully constructed for over three decades since Iran’s Islamic Revolution in 1979.

This dissertation will analyse the effects of such hegemonic structures on the Iran
policies of the states investigated. The US unilateral sanctions regime in place is arguably the
ultimate expression of hegemonic power structures: the US imposed punitive measures onto
other states that do business with Iran (Lohmann 2013) — an “imperial extension of American
power and [...] (a) sheer effrontery by which America sought to impose its political position”,
as Ali Ansari (2006: 144) puts it. The first effort to sanction third country entities was enacted
with the 1992 Iran-lraq Nonproliferation Act that prohibited the transfer of goods or
technologies that could facilitate the development of ABC weapons (Takeyh & Maloney
2011: 1301). This sector-specific sanctions regime was significantly expanded with the Iran-
Libya Sanctions Act (ILSA) of 1996, which was modified in 2001 and renamed the Iran
Sanctions Act in 2006 (Leverett & Leverett 2013: 310).

Beyond the initial proliferation dimension, the ILSA imposed sanctions on third
country entities investing more than 40 million US dollars in the development of petroleum
resources in Iran. This extension of the scope and applicability of Iran sanctions signified a
sea change in US Iran policies in the way these gradually served to create a comprehensive

1% Until Luther’s reformation movement and the split within the Christian church reduced this ambition to that
of a Catholic empire.
2% Author’s interview, Washington, 30 October 2014.
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regime that was to be adhered to on a global basis. The extraterritorial application of these US
unilateral sanctions was introduced with the justification of ‘Iranian sponsoring of
international terrorism’, and thus acquired an explicit non-nuclear dimension (Lohmann
2015). US administrations under Clinton, Bush jr. and Obama gradually expanded the scope
of the existing Iran sanctions regime by targeting ever more commercial activities of third
countries in lran.

Hegemonic structures are also self-preserving. Even with a change in administration,
domestic structures so far have prevented a noticeable shift in US Iran policies. President
Clinton grudgingly had to sign the ILSA into law - against his own policy preferences - after a
defeating legislative approval in Congress.?* The same dividing lines resurface at the time of
writing where the US administration is negotiating a Comprehensive Joint Plan of Action
(CJPoA) to solve the nuclear crisis and to decide over the sequencing of the lifting of
sanctions. Knowing that Congressional legislation to remove sanctions will require a lot of
political capital, State Secretary Kerry stated that the administration has the authority to
suspend sanctions and that “'in the end' Congress would weigh in” (Sullivan 2014).
Institutional structures can carry further hegemonic policies even if administrations seek to
shift frameworks.?

Latest examples of unilateral US ‘secondary’ sanctions (called ‘secondary’ because
they do not stop at sanctioning the target state directly, but also aim to punish third country
entities” dealings with the target state) were the 2010 Comprehensive Iran Sanctions,
Accountability, and Divestment Act (CISADA) sanctioning purchases of Iranian oil as well as
business transactions with the Iranian Central Bank®® and the 2012 Iran Threat Reduction and
Syria Human Rights Act. Such a process of ‘extraterritorialising’ US legislation and enforcing
political conceptions onto other states through compliance under the threat of economic costs
is the epitome of hegemonic coercion on the basis of the US predominance in the global trade,
financial and economic system. Andrew Wilson (2014) writes: “America’s hard power may

be waning and its soft power easy to criticise, but it still has a massive comparative advantage

! The US president can veto Congressional legislation. Such a presidential veto can be overruled by a 2/3
majority in Congress. In the case of the ILSA, Clinton knew that his veto would not stand a chance of preventing
the enactment of ILSA, given that the House of Representatives had unanimously passed the bill with a 415:0
vote in favour (Parsi 2007: 188).
2 The unprecedented extent to which the US administration’s Iran policy has become the object of partisan
turf wars between the White House and the (Republican-controlled) Congress in 2015 forcefully underscores
this observation. The extension of a Congressional invitation to Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu — in breach of
all diplomatic protocols —and an unauthorised open letter to the Iranian government, signed by 47 Senators,
were the two starkest examples of Congress undermining the president’s Iran policy.
2> CISADA also included sanctions against the sale of Iranian caviar, carpets and pistachios, which had
previously been exempted under the Clinton administration.
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in financial power and in intelligence. [...] The US may no longer want always to be the
world’s policeman, but it does want to be the world’s private investigator” (202).** The
former high-level US officials Leverett & Leverett (2013) even hold that US secondary
sanctions are “almost certainly” illegal under WTO regulations, but that no one has litigated
the question so far (280).%

“The fear of reputational costs”, Giumelli & Ivan (2013) write, “has led banks to adopt
cautious behavior in order to avoid paying the costs of defying UN, EU and especially US
financial bans” (15). The observation that ‘psychology’ and ‘reputation’ have led companies
to ‘over-comply’ with sanctions lists for fear of possible (unintended) violations was
confirmed by several officials interviewed for this study.?® ‘Reputational costs’ here
underlines the perceived need to adhere to such a sanctions regime (out of fear of future
consequences) and forcefully ties in with points made above on the relational aspect of
politics and the normative pull towards dominant discourses. Tellingly, the EU has imposed
harsh unilateral sanctions that went beyond the sanctions regime imposed by the UNSC, such
as the EU’s Iran oil embargo in July 2012 — “under pressure from the United States”, as
former Iranian official Mousavian writes in his 2014 book (37), and continues: “One of the
harshest blows to the Iranian financial system came with the US Congress threatening to place
sanctions on the Belgian-based Society for Worldwide International Financial

Telecommunication (SWIFT) unless they cut ties with all Iranian banks. [...] Unsurprisingly,

2 Stephen Gill (2008) makes the same argument when he formulates: “[...] American power in an increasingly
network-based world order is linked to its leading edge in panoptic technologies” (213). He defines
‘panopticism’ as ‘surveillance processes’ (232). Drawing on Bentham’s Panopticon, Foucault writes in Discipline
and Punish to that effect: “Panopticism is the general principle of a new ‘political anatomy’ whose object and
end are not the relations of sovereignty but the relations of discipline” (208). Such an observation can fruitfully
be transposed to the international plane. To these factors for US hegemony, Caverley (2007) adds the
‘globalisation’ of defense contractors.
n order to pre-empt formal counter action by EU member states in the WTO, the US government seemed to
have found a modus operandi over the application of the ILSA. To this effect, it is worth quoting at length from
Kenneth Katzman’s (2006) CRS Report for Congress: “Traditionally skeptical of economic sanctions as a policy
tool, the European Union states opposed ILSA as an extraterritorial application of U.S. law. The EU countries
threatened formal counter-action in the World Trade Organization (WTO), and in April 1997, the United States
and the EU formally agreed to try to avoid a trade confrontation over ILSA (and a separate “Helms-Burton”
Cuba sanctions law, P.L. 104-114). The agreement contributed to a decision by the Clinton Administration to
waive ILSA sanctions on the first project determined to be in violation: a $2 billion2 contract, signed in
September 1997, for Total SA of France and its minority partners, Gazprom of Russia and Petronas of Malaysia
to develop phases 2 and 3 of the 25-phase South Pars gas field. The Administration announced the “national
interest” waiver (Section 9(c) of ILSA) on May 18, 1998, after the EU pledged to increase cooperation with the
United States on non-proliferation and counter-terrorism. The announcement indicated that EU firms would
likely receive waivers for future projects that were similar.” Since 2010, however, US president Obama
enforced US unilateral sanctions also against European companies by way of executive orders (Lohmann 2015).
%% Author’s interview with European Iran desk officer, Berlin, 14 November 2014; Author’s interview with State
Department official, Washington, 30 October 2014; Author’s interview with Turkish diplomat, Washington, 30
October 2014.
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the EU vyielded to US threats and consequently cut off the Iranian Central Bank from the
international financial system” (38).

While section 2.2 of chapter 3 will add an important caveat on the importance not to
conflate the EU and the US in a general ‘Western bloc’ approach,?’ suffice to mention at this
point that the present analysis will shed light on Chinese, Russian and Turkish efforts to
position themselves in opposition to a security culture involving a US-inspired system of
pressure on Iran whose legitimacy is being called into question by a security culture
advocated by China, Russia and Turkey. In doing so, however, this research rejects a
simplistic and easily-adoptable anti-Americanism implicitly underlying some of the literature
on US dominance that sometimes is at the boundary of analysis and advocacy.?® Against the
backdrop of the centrality of the US for the Iranian nuclear dossier,” it will be shown to what
extent China, Russia and Turkey, in pursuing their Iran policies, are resisting the US as the
single most dominant actor in the Iranian nuclear crisis and its underlying hegemonic security
culture. The unprecedented US-Iranian rapprochement following the election of Hassan
Rouhani as Iran’s new president in June 2013 accounts for a remarkable thawing of bilateral
relations as a precondition for first signs of diplomatic efforts to bear fruit and led to the
conclusion of a first agreement between the P5+1 and Iran in November 2013. A ‘political
framework agreement’ as a basis for Iran’s final nuclear status was reached on 2 April 2015.
In addition, political dynamics in the Middle East, above all the conflict in Syria and the
ensuing fanning of confessional radicalisation®® implicitly foster a positive momentum for
diplomatic progress in the Iran nuclear talks. The historical Syrian-Iranian alliance® and
Tehran’s steadfast backing of Syria’s Assad makes Iran an inevitable ‘center of gravity’* in
any talks on the future of Syria, Iraq and on strategies to contain transnational violence. But
talks with Iran on these issues, in turn, is conditioned on progress in the nuclear dossier that

allows an at least partial rapprochement between the US and Iran (Pieper 2014: 11-12).

*’In a neo-Gramscian analysis, the adherence to and upholding of such a power system would even be labeled
a ‘historic bloc’ in which a hegemonic structure is upheld by the consent of states accepting its underlying value
system.
%% This is true if we think of the underlying emancipatory appeal of, e.g., neo-Marxist theorising. Scharzmantel
(2009) cautions against a “straightforward and relatively banal idea of US hegemony in the post-Cold War
world” (6) and calls for a differentiated application of neo-Gramscian thoughts in International Relations.
*° On this point, cf. also section 2.1 in chapter 3.
30 Syria’s ungoverned spaces and the infiltration of parts of the Syrian ‘opposition’ by religious extremists have
allowed the creation of a fertile breeding ground for sectarian and transnational radicalisation. The rapid
advance of the so-called ‘Islamic State’ in the summer of 2014 has to be seen in this context.
*Foran insightful analysis thereof, cf. Milani 2013.
%250 formulated by Mark Perry. Intervention at the conference ‘The Syrian Crisis: Can Diplomacy Succeed?’,
organised by the SETA Foundation, Washington D.C., 14 February 2014 (cf. Annex I1).
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An investigation into security cultures crafted, as will be shown, as a reaction to
dominant US-inspired paradigms on Iran as from 2002 thus also becomes an investigation
into power shifts at historic turning points for world politics. Non-Western resistance to
compliance with dominant power structures can eventually usher in a shift in these structures
themselves. Asking to what extent the US security culture towards Iran itself has changed to
allow for a US-Iranian reconciliation as from 2013, due to the above-mentioned foreign
policy motivations, is the subject of another research project.

5. Discourse and Behaviour: Understanding Chinese, Russian and
Turkish Iran policies

As laid out in the preceding sections, any emerging new norm or discourse has to have a
sufficient power so as to frame illegitimate established norms and discourses which it is going
to replace or alter. The attempt to alter normative frameworks because established norms
become perceived as inappropriate or illegitimate presupposes a level of discontent or
disconnect of certain actors with the status quo as represented by other actors. Attention needs
to be paid to discursive framings of who is considered to ‘revolt’ against an existing order and
on the basis of what legitimacy status quo powers (‘hegemonic powers’ in a critical
perspective) in turn deny emerging and possibly conflicting power centers legitimacy and
recognition, acting as the “custodians of the seals of international approval and disapproval”
(Claude 1966: 371-2). An analysis of changing and conflicting conceptions of security
cultures as an expression of diverging interests and identities of different actors effectively
becomes an investigation into alternative normative narratives of international relations at
large.

Resistance to hegemony, so the power transition paradigm, can lead to counter-
hegemonic struggles by which new ‘power centers’ ultimately create a system of international
relations crafted according to their own political conceptions of legitimacy.*® Hegemonic
transition theories and power transition theories have focused on the extent to which emerging
new power poles replace existing dominant power structures to create new models of
governance.** This literature has regained much attention in the context of “emerging powers”

and in the debate about who the architects of the future global order are. Here, one needs to be

3 Cf. on this also section 4 in chapter 3 on a discussion of the ‘power transition’ literature.
*0n this, cf. also section 4 of chapter 3. Seminal examples discussing global power shifts and prospects for
international cooperation are Gilpin (1981); Organski (1968); Organski & Kugler (1980); Kugler & Lemke (1996);
DiCicco & Levy (2003); Jones, B. (2011); Keohane (1984); Kagan (2002, 2012); Kupchan (2012). Cf. also Chan
(2004b); Lebow & Valentino (2009); Lemke (1997); Vezirgiannidou (2013); Clark (2014).
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careful not to read the existence or emergence of a non-Western bloc alternative, acting as a
monolith of resistance to the Westernisation of discourses, into any alternative voices calling
for a more differentiated understanding of politics. While Chinese, Russian and Turkish
foreign policies toward the Iranian nuclear programme arguably breathe the ambition to
partially ‘de-Westernise’ security cultures and discourses toward Iran,® as will be shown in
the chapters that follow, one must be careful not to over-theorise on indications of counter-
hegemonic forces struggling to topple the prevailing power system. As mentioned above,
adherence to an alternative security culture is not assumed to imply a concerted action of
states to challenge ‘core countries’ representing a hegemonic security culture. This
dissertation aims to differentiate such a too categorical depiction of systemic power
transitions by investigating the extent to which Chinese, Russian and Turkish foreign policies
toward the Iranian nuclear programme stand indicative of alternative security cultures toward
Iran in a “process of power de-concentration” (Tessman & Wolfe 2011: 218) in which
dominant power structures have not been replaced by alternative governance structures (yet).
This accounts for more continuous and nuanced power shifts in world politics and holds that
“resistance is immanent to power” (Adib-Moghaddam 2014: 91). Elsewhere, Adib-
Moghaddam writes: “Such resistance is as productive and promiscuous as power, which is
why both are coterminous — resistance is where power is” (ibid.: 23).

At this juncture, this dissertation makes a distinction between a discursive and a
behavioral level in foreign policy behavior to introduce a two-level model to better capture
such qualified resistance to hegemony: An advocacy for a non-hegemonic security culture on
a discursive level can be paralleled by compliance with a hegemonic security culture on a
behavioral level. A seeming discrepancy between both levels can thus be observed.

The possible variation in norm compliance described here is visualised by a two-level

model to capture “resistance to hegemony,” as shown in Table 1.

** Understood here in a similar logic as Scott’s (1990) ‘counter-discourse’. Suffice to note, however, that Scott
rather focusses on an individual and a class level.
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Table 1. Two-level Model to Capture “Resistance to Hegemony”

Discursive level Behavioral level

Adherence to security | Advocacy for non-hegemonic | Compliance with a U.S.-
culture security culture inspired hegemonic security

culture

Degree of resistance to | Normative divergence with | Rules  convergence  with

hegemony hegemony hegemony

Normative divergence in conjunction with rules divergence would be ‘counter-hegemony’,
because it rejects hegemony on both a discursive and a behavioral level. This scenario is not
represented in the table because the case studies that follow aim to make sense of a perceived
discrepancy between both levels. In the same logic, it excludes the occurrence of normative
convergence with rules convergence, because this scenario represents perfect adherence to
hegemonic policies. Neither of these two scenarios applies to the Iran policies of China,
Russia and Turkey, so this dissertation is interested in shedding light on ‘ambivalent’ cases,
where the discursive level need not be a function of the behavioral level, where a state’s
foreign policy displays incoherence, in other words. A state can advocate for a non-
hegemonic security culture discursively, but still comply with a hegemonic security on a
behavioral level. What an actor does may not correspond with how he acts. ‘Norms’ relate to
the discursive level as this research proceeds from the assumption that actors convey, talk
about, and refer to norms as ‘evaluative standards’, to take up Katzenstein’s terminology
(1996: 21). Discourse differs where evaluations presuppose diverging norms. ‘Rules’, then,
relate to the behavioral level in the way they condition and structure actors’ ‘cognitive
standards’ (ibid.). Partial acceptance of hegemonic structures on a behavioral level even when
conveying normative divergence on a discursive level may be predicated upon a level of
perceived political and material dependence on the US. The latter observation and the extent
to which it can be discerned in the case studies under investigation here will be qualified in
the empirical chapters for Chinese, Russian and Turkish Iran policies, respectively.

On a theoretical note, however, it is felt that an important parenthesis on the

compatibility of materialist motivations with the overall theoretical framework as laid out
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above should be inserted at this point. Rather than subscribing to either a purely neorealist
analysis where social mediation and ideational factors in foreign policy are treated as
epiphenomenal or to an exclusively (‘thick”) social constructivist angle where the assumption
of ‘ideas all the way down’ does not allow for material forces to play a prominent role, this
dissertation is sympathetic to the theoretical position of moderate constructivism where
material predispositions as well as the aspect of social mediation are recognised as playing a
role in a state’s foreign policy decision-making. The idea of social mediation cannot exist in
“a material vacuum” either, in the words of Kowert & Legro (1996: 490-1). Sgrensen (2008)
contends that Robert Cox’s Neo-Gramscianism is an example of a theoretical framework
acknowledging both material and ideational forces (13) and formulates: “International norms
affect and shape the exercise of political and economic power and are themselves affected by
economic and political power” (15). As worked out in section 3.1 above, Gramsci’s theory of
hegemony presupposes the contemporaneous forces of theory (ideas) and practice
(institutions) — which Gramsci’s biographer Giuseppe Fiori calls a ‘Socratic Method’ (2013:
142; cf. also 334-35). Ideas turn into practical forces, shape and change consensual orders,
and vice versa. Adopting a purely materialist or purely idealist framework to analyse politics
and policies, in other words, would make no sense if social and material factors co-determine
each other (cf. Reus-Smit 2012: 532; cf. also Segrensen 2008; Nau 2002; Katzenstein &
Okawara 2001/02; Katzenstein & Sil 2004).

It is this conception of correlational complementarity that allows for an analysis of
divergences between a discursive and a behavioral level. In line with a ‘thick’ social
constructivist thinking, the critique may be brought forward that ‘everything is social’, and
that discourse in itself already constitutes behavior. This reading has been emphasised by
Habermas’ (1981) writings on speech acts as communicative action. But if we are to accept
that interests can be material as well as social, it would be an ontological fallacy to hold that
discourse always is an empirical act. Beyond semantic hairsplitting, it is perhaps instructive to
think of the concept of ‘doublespeak’.®® According to this concept, what an actor says does
not always correspond with how he acts. An actor, in other words, can fall short of acting
upon the discourse he conveys. It is in this understanding that the present dissertation makes a
distinction between a discursive and a behavioral level of foreign policy to arrive at a more
comprehensive understanding of an actor’s security culture.

The understanding and perception of a state’s standing in ‘the international system’

*® The term is often traced back to George Orwell’s novel Nineteen Eighty-Four, published in 1949. While it
does not appear in the book as such, the term is conceptually close to that of ‘doublethink’, which is used in
the book.
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may lead states to adopt foreign policies that they would not otherwise adopt if the system
were such that interaction effects did not matter; if states were to regard themselves as
isolated actors, in other words. Based on an understanding of the US’ power position and its
ability to enforce unilateral sanctions on third countries’ companies, for example, China,
Russia and Turkey may adopt policies that are not beneficial economically (e.g. reduction of
Iranian oil imports). The pursuance of materialist foreign policy objectives thus takes place at
least next to ideational motivations; or, more often than not, as the outcome of implicit foreign
policy identity perceptions and conceptions about legitimacy. As social context always
(co)determines a state’s foreign policy behavior, ‘interests’ are ideational as well as material.
As Thomas Diez (2005) formulates: “The point is not that normative power is not strategic,
but that strategic interests and norms cannot be easily distinguished and that the assumption of
a normative sphere without interests is in itself nonsensical” (625). The advocacy for
resistance to hegemony in Chinese, Russian and Turkish security cultures can therefore be
accompanied by an awareness of material dependence that makes these states (temporarily)
accept foreign policy decisions as the expression of norms of hegemonic structures (such as
intrusive sanctions regimes). In the long-term, however, their resistance to hegemonic security
cultures may reflect on their aspiration to bring about a non-hegemonic understanding of
norms regulating international politics and a more equitable adherence to the rules of the UN

system.

6. Conclusion

This chapter has laid out the theoretical framework adopted for the analysis in this
dissertation. It has been argued that any analysis of security discourses and perceptions
toward Iran needs to problematise underlying power structures not only in security
governance but in international relations at large. This study proceeds from the assumption
that both policy and academic discourse is influenced, shaped and reconfirmed by powerful
actors. Especially with a view to the politically loaded discourse on the Iranian nuclear
programme, it appears paramount to understand politics surrounding Iran as a clash of
narratives that needs to be deconstructed with the aim to disentangle deep-seated contentions
about legitimacy in international relations. This chapter has thus situated the research
project’s theoretical contributions within the ‘second wave’ of international norms literature
that understands norms as essentially contested narratives.

It is the contestedness of norms in analyses of international politics that provides the

first key to an understanding of Chinese, Russian and Turkish Iran policies. While China,
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Turkey and Russia are driven by myriad factors and motivations in pursuing their respective
multifaceted Iran policies, the case studies in this dissertation will carve out the existence of
common themes of diplomacy and foreign policy principles on which their positions converge
and on which they potentially differ from a dominant security culture on Iran, shaped and
reconfirmed by hegemonic power structures. Hegemony is shaped and sustained by the
correlating forces of consent and coercion, and this chapter has worked out how norm
contestation is an act of resistance to a consensual hegemonic order. It will be shown how
Chinese, Russian and Turkish foreign policies are partially crafted and perceived as
countering the Iran policies of other powers, most prominently the US as the single most
dominant actor in the Iranian nuclear dossier. Drawing on a neo-Gramscian understanding of
hegemony (Cox 1996: 97f.; 135f.; Gill, S. 1993, 2003; Rupert 1995, 2000; Pijl 1984), it will
be analysed how China, Russia and Turkey interact with the material, ideational and
institutional dimension of US-inspired hegemonic power structures. Here, a major caveat
should sound a note of caution that is being reflected in the theoretical framework adopted:
Being aware of the danger of the ‘hype trap’ (Calabrese 2006) that an analysis of alternative
power centers as the harbinger of global power transitions might fall into, this study aims to
challenge the assumption that ‘rising powers’ are by definition always revisionist, as assumed
by, e.g., the power transition and hegemonic transition theory. It will be shown how ‘rising
powers’®, in a process of “power de-concentration” (Tessman & Wolfe 2011: 218) where no
alternative world order has replaced the US-dominated governance architecture yet, resist
hegemony and advocate for alternative security cultures, but still remain bound to the US in
many ways. Just as ‘resistance’ is never absolute, power changes take place gradually, and is
has been shown how ‘resistance’ as a qualified form of disagreement provides a more suitable
conceptual instrument to capture such power diffusion than ‘counter-hegemony’. Drawing on
neo-Gramscian scholarship and situated in the literature on international norm dynamics, it
will be analysed how Chinese, Turkish and Russian Iran policies are indicative of resistance
to hegemonic structures. To that end, a two-level model to analyse foreign policy has been
introduced. A discursive foreign policy level can be paralleled by a behavioural level that falls
short of acting upon discursively propagated norms. Analysing which factors account for
China’s, Russia’s and Turkey’s partially diverging positioning on a discursive and a

behavioral level, this dissertation will answer the research question how Chinese, Russian and

* the classification of which is in itself debatable, as shown in chapter 3. Cf. section 4 on ‘emerging powers’
therein.
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Turkish foreign policies toward Iran’s nuclear programme are indicative of a security culture

resisting hegemony.
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Chapter 2
Methodological Framework

1. Introduction

After the theoretical framework adopted in this research design has been outlined in the
previous chapter, the purpose of this chapter is to give an overview of the methodology used
in the investigation into Chinese, Russian and Turkish foreign policies toward the Iranian
nuclear programme. In analyzing different approaches to the Iranian nuclear programme and
with the aim to disentangle underlying conceptions of security cultures, analyses of Chinese,
Russian and Turkish foreign policies serve as investigations into Iran policies that are
different from ‘the West’. Departing from the guiding research puzzle underlying this study,
analyses of the foreign policies of China, Russia and Turkey serve as case studies to illustrate
different approaches to the Iranian nuclear programme and the existence or possible
emergence of security cultures resisting hegemony. The research design adopts an integrative
comparative case study design that combines analyses of Chinese, Russian and Turkish
foreign policies toward the Iranian nuclear programme on a within-case level, respectively,
with an eventual cross-case comparison. Research methods on the within-case level are
process-tracing, qualitative data analysis as well as qualitative expert interviewing and
participant observation. The analyses of the respective case studies then allows for the
drawing of inferences about security cultures on the cross-case (macro) level.

Before each of these methods will be elaborated in detail, a preliminary remark on the
nexus between theory and methodological designs precedes at this point. A relational theory
of reference underlying much of critical theorising and as also adopted in this research has
important methodological implications. While the interpretative camp of qualitative
researchers occasionally prefers to speak of constitution rather than causation in making
inferences about the empirical world (Wendt 1999: 85), this dissertation proceeds from the
assumption that analytical eclecticism need not stand in contradiction with methodological
rigour. While method follows from pre-existing theoretical understandings of the world, a
mutually informing process between method and theory accounts for a constant dialogue
between evidence and argument on the basis of a convincingly crafted research design. The
reproach of marrying a post-positivist epistemology with a social ontology is old and dates
back at least to the second ‘great debate’ in IR (Kurki & Smith 2010). Beyond die-hard camp
thinking, this study acknowledges that norms and perceptions play a role in states’ behavior as
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much as material capabilities do.® While theoretical sophistication and a certain ‘playful

 are sometimes traded for an exclusive tilt toward

approach to creative theorising®
methodological craftiness, this dissertation aims to combine theoretical interpretations as
outlined in the previous chapter with a robust methodology, the latter of which will be the

subject of the following pages.

2. Chinese, Russian and Turkish foreign policies toward the Iranian
nuclear programme: Case studies of security cultures toward Iran

2.1 Case selection strategy and scope conditions

In this dissertation, the case study selection derives from an empirical dimension that is to be
explained by the scope conditions of the case study research design detailed in the following
paragraphs.*® These derive from pre-existing theoretical conceptions as laid out in the
previous chapter that inform and narrow down the possible range of scope conditions.** Scope
conditions delineate the population and specify the universe of cases to be analysed (Walker
& Cohen 1985). If the scope conditions adopted apply to all cases analysed, a degree of
homogeneity can be assumed that is the basis for inferences about correlation in comparative
case studies. Suffice to recall that the orientation of epistemological pluralism as advocated
for by scientific realism allows for a more reflectivist interpretation of the evidence found
through process-tracing on a within-case level in line with the theoretical framework as
outlined in the previous chapter with the more general case study methodology detailed
below. The following paragraphs will outline the scope conditions for the choice of case
studies in this research project as derived from the theoretical framework that was presented

in the previous chapter.

The ‘non-Western emerging power’ status. Derived from a theoretical framework examining
power shifts in a process of ‘power de-concentration’,*” this study analyses Chinese, Russian
and Turkish Iran policies as three case studies of ‘non-Western’ foreign policies towards a
contested issue area. A focus often placed in the scholarly literature on foreign policies of

states like China, Turkey and Russia is their perceived inherent ‘non-Western-ness’. Chapter

%% This is also consistent with moderate constructivism, as explained in the previous chapter. Cf. also Neal’s
chapter on ‘empiricism without positivism’ (2013).
* Advocated by Knud Erik Jorgensen at the Gent-Kent doctoral workshop, 25 February 2013, Brussels.
“® On the use of case studies cf. i.a. Rohlfing (2012: chap. 1); Eckstein (1975); Seawright & Gerring (2008);
George & Bennett (2005).
* This also corresponds to an understanding that theory should come before method.
*2 Cf. section 4 of chapter 3.
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3 gives an indication of some of the dividing lines in the literature on foreign policy analysis
of China, Russia and Turkey.* Underlying many analyses of their foreign policies is a
bifurcation into two thinkable scenarios: Either these states socialise into a Western-
dominated world, including its governance structures, or they will herald a power transition

and ‘emerge’ as challengers to this Western-dominated world.**

Acknowledging that the
‘emerging power’ label has been criticised on substantial and conceptual grounds, this
dissertation aims to shed light on the working relationship between powers that have created,
crafted and sustained the prevailing international governance architecture (and a ‘historic
bloc’ in Gramscian terminology), and those powers that will, one way or the other, play an
important role in the gradual modification thereof. While this is not to argue that China,
Russia and Turkey act in a concerted manner to accelerate the demise of prevalent (security)
governance structures, it will be shown in this research how their respective foreign policies
share commonalities in terms of normative conceptions of how international relations should
be governed. With structural imbalances built into a system that was defined by the powerful
position of certain Western states, ‘rising powers’ will have an interest in advocating security
cultures that challenge such power asymmetries. Aware of the empirical criticism brought
forward against the ‘emerging power’ status, this study argues for a re-conceptualisation of
the future working relationship between (former) hegemonic powers and ‘emerging powers’.
However misplaced the semantics of the label ‘rising’ or ‘emerging’, this scope condition is
crucial for selecting cases that have a stake in formulating and discursively shaping power
shifts, for ‘norms-shapers in the making’.

As much as ‘hegemony’ and ‘resistance’, as the previous chapter has carved out, are
never absolute and in a continuous process of interaction, an analysis of Chinese, Russian and
Turkish respective foreign policies towards Iran’s nuclear programme becomes an
examination of non-Western foreign policies in processes of interaction and inter-penetration
between allegedly exclusive camps. However, the theoretical interest in analysing resistance
to hegemony presupposes a case selection of states that contest a US-inspired ‘hegemonic

bloc’ that is largely Western-dominated. While the foreign policy of a European state may

* pertinent to much theorising on Turkish foreign policy, for example, is the reading that Turkey represents a
‘bridge’ between the Western world and a region and culture that is not Western. In this context, Barry Buzan
et al. have coined the label ‘Westernistic’ to characterise states like Turkey or Japan that breathe the ambition
to be perceived as a, if not Western country, then at least as being close to its political cultures (Buzan & Segal
1998; Buzan & Diez 1999: 49).
o Analyses of power transitions due to the emergence of new ‘power poles’ include Schiffer & Shorr (2009);
Sakwa (2012); Hurrell (2006); MacFarlane (2006); Armijo (2007); Brawley (2007); Hancock (2007); Sotero &
Armijo (2007); Morris (2011); Patrick (2010); Phillips (2008); Serfaty (2011); Subacchi (2008); Rynning &
Ringsmore (2008); Vezirgiannidou (2013); Lieber (2014); Laidi (2012, 2014); Nel (2010). Cf. also section 4 of
chapter 3.
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theoretically equally be an example of a counter-hegemonic security culture, the empirical
track record of European negotiations with Iran and especially the EU’s ‘over-compliance’ in
Iran sanctions rules out such an analysis for the purpose of this study already on factual
grounds,* and it will be shown at a later point if and how ‘resistance’ can take place within
‘historic blocs’. Most importantly, however, the scope condition ‘non-Western’ is dictated
already by the theoretical interest of an examination of cases that are non-Western foreign
policies as an investigation into security cultures crafted in opposition to ‘Western’ normative

frameworks.

Political dependence on the US. This is a condition that differs across actors and policy
domains. Political dependence relates to the power position of the US in the international
(economic and political) system and is closely intertwined with an understanding of
dominance that renders the US unavoidable to deal with. As laid out in the previous chapter,
the US is acknowledged as the prevalent hegemonic point of reference whose preservation
depends on the acceptance thereof by other states. This is the consent that actors give — tacitly
or explicitly — to established power structures without which the latter could well come into
being, but could not be sustained for long. Such an acceptance, as elaborated upon in the
theoretical chapter, presupposes a level of dependence that lets states subscribe to dominant
normative frameworks. Turkey’s political dependence on the US already is a more formalised
relation due to (NATO) alliance structures and Cold War historical legacies. But also Russia’s
and China’s foreign policies have widely been analysed as balancing acts between policies
that were not appreciated by the US and foreign policy stances that were more
accommodating to the US and arguably crafted in reaction to or anticipation of US perception
of Chinese and Russian policies. Russia’s quest for (a new) international identity after the
collapse of the Soviet Union underwent distinct phases of re-orientation that always involved
a re-balancing of relations with the US (cf. Belopolsky 2009: 14-28; Casier 2006; Katz 2002;
MacFarlane 2006: 44f.; Sakwa 2002; Trenin 2006; Tsygankov 2007; Mendras 2012;
Nizameddin 2013: 52f.; Shakleina 2013: 166-174).

And also China’s economic rise essentially was an opening-up to and adherence to an
international economic system that was created and dominated by the US after 1945. This
opening-up of China to a ‘system’ determined to a large extent by the United States was
ushered in under Deng Xiaoping’s leadership as from 1978, but preconditioned on the re-

opening of US-Chinese relations under Nixon and Mao in 1972 (Kissinger 2011). Pertinent to

*0on this, cf. section 2.2. of chapter 3.
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an analysis of foreign policies toward Iran’s nuclear programme for this research, the
sanctions regime in place against Iran, as laid out before, is the epitome of a hegemonic power
constellation: While UN-backed international sanctions require the consent of the UNSC
permanent members China and Russia, the US unilateral sanctions regime imposes penalties
on third country companies entertaining business relations with Iran — so decided and adopted
by a single state outside of UN structures (Lohmann 2013). The fact that China, Russia and
Turkey, albeit grudgingly, accept and comply with parts of such an elaborate system of
‘extraterritorialised’ US legislation suggests a substantial level of political dependence on the
US on the part of these countries, and therefore becomes an important further scope condition
for case studies examining the friction between the advocacy for security cultures that resist
this hegemony and the factual adherence to prevailing hegemonic structures. The case studies
that follow will analyse how and why this is the case, and how ‘political dependence’ on the

US need not exclude resistance to US policies on other occasions.

Interest in relations with Iran. Analyses of foreign policies that find themselves in an area of
friction with the US over the Iranian nuclear programme condition a level of interest in
bilateral relations with Iran. This is another scope condition that stems from the theoretical
understanding of security cultures as expressions of sometimes conflicting normative
frameworks in international relations: If a case study aims to examine the existence of
security cultures resisting hegemony, there needs to be an issue at stake that can serve as an
exemplary ‘empirical entrance point’ to make sense of wider conceptions of how international
relations should be governed. This would be precluded, however, if China, Russia and Turkey
did not have a stake for entertaining a disagreement about Iran policies; if they simply did not
care about Iran and its nuclear programme, in other words. China, Russia and Turkey have
economic, geopolitical, and broader ideational interests in relations with Iran, as will be
carved out in the analysis that follows. ‘An interest in relations with Iran’ in the widest sense
is therefore a complimentary scope condition to the previous one: For an analysis of foreign
policies toward Iran’s nuclear programme to produce theoretically and empirically
meaningful inferences about the existence of security cultures resisting hegemony, it must be
given that the cases analysed have both a level of dependence on ‘hegemonic structures’ and
stakes in the upholding of relations with Iran. It will be shown how these partially centrifugal

forces oftentimes present a policy dilemma for China, Russia and Turkey.

Leverage in the nuclear dossier. This final scope condition directly derives from the

importance assigned to the case countries’ weight in the Iranian nuclear dossier and can be
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formulated as ‘having the ability to influence the nuclear negotiations’. China and Russia are
permanent UNSC members and part of the P5+1 format. The importance of these two states
for the Iranian nuclear negotiations has become obvious with the referral of the Iran file from
the IAEA to the UNSC in 2006 at the latest, where sanctions resolutions require the consent
of Moscow and Beijing. The resulting balancing position between the ‘Western camp’ and
Iran theoretically gives them what Bercovitch & Schneider (2000) in their review of the
mediation literature call “leverage, power potential, and influence” (149).

Turkey, the third case study, is often portrayed as having the potential to act as a
‘facilitator’ of talks, being embedded in Western strategic security cultures, and, at the same
time, a geographic neighbour of Iran that, throughout history, has learnt the necessity to
maintain good-neighbourly relation with Iran. “Cultural and geographical proximity to at least
one of the conflict parties” (151) is acknowledged by Bercovitch & Schneider (2000) as a
possible factor that can increase a mediator’s acceptance. It is this position that led some
analysts to see Turkey in a bridge-building function conducive to diplomatic de-escalation.
‘Mediation’ in diplomacy has been defined in different ways, and its preconditions and
required components have been discussed controversially (Bercovitch 1992: 8; Moore 2003:
8; Blake & Mouton 1985: 15; Kleiboer 1998; Herrberg 2008). Underlying many analyses of
the effectiveness of mediation in different conflict situations is the view that mediators should
be impartial, be in a position to influence the conflicting parties’ perceptions or behavior and
(as a precondition for the latter) have credibility as a mediating party. The fact that Turkey is
a NATO member and a regional neighbor of Iran inspired and informed theorisations of
Turkey as a potential facilitator of talks and conduit of messages between Iran and the West,
rather than as a fully-fledged mediator.*” The idea of facilitation is distinct from mediation in
that a facilitating third party should not interfere in the process (Fisher 1972; Burton 1969).
The perception of Turkish facilitation was given life with, e.g., the choice of Turkey as a
venue for negotiations between the EU3 and their Iranian counterparts, and between the
extended format of P5+1 and Iran. And with the phase of remarkable shuttle diplomacy in
2009 and 2010 that led to the signing of the Tehran declaration in May 2010, Turkey had

% Cf. also on the importance of ‘leverage’ in international mediation: Cot (1972); Brookmore & Sistrink (1980);
Kleiboer (1996: 371f.).
* Section 3.2 of the following chapter will expand on this point. cf. also Giirzel (2012); Giirzel & Ersoy (2012);
Fuller (2008); Giragosian (2008); Kibaroglu & Caglar (2008); Kibaroglu (2009); Lesser (1992); Onis (2009); Ustiin
(2010); Ulgen (2012). In this context, see especially former Turkish foreign minister Davutoglu’s article ‘Turkey’s
Mediation: Critical Reflections from the field’ (2013).
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clearly engaged in mediatory diplomatic efforts.*® The chapter on Turkish Iran policy will
expand on these points. It follows from the theoretical interest in security cultures that resist
hegemony that an investigation into foreign policies towards Iran’s nuclear programme
becomes more meaningful if the foreign policies examined do have a certain level of
‘leverage’ over the direction of nuclear talks with Iran that may or may not be used to give
expression to a security conception alternative of one advocated for by hegemonic structures.

The case study selection thus derives from an empirical, yet theory-informed
dimension. Given the above scope conditions, intentional case selection is a viable strategy.
The cases are in and of themselves ‘substantially interesting’ cases. The extent to which the
foreign policies analysed represent security cultures resisting hegemony is necessarily
expressed as ‘differences in degree’ and cannot be categorised as positive (counter-hegemonic
security cultures present) or negative (counter-hegemonic security culture absent) with regard
to the outcome.* This is also consistent with and dictated by the theoretical understanding

outlined in Chapter 1 that power shifts in international relations take place gradually.

2.2 Integrating the within-case with the cross-case level

The cross-case analysis eventually will allow me to contribute to theoretical insights pertinent
to an understanding of Chinese, Russian and Turkish Iran policies as the expression of
security cultures resisting hegemony. A mutually informing process between theory and the
phenomena found in empirical research accounts for an appropriate blending of evidence with
argument.”® The indeterminacy problem, according to which several causes can explain the
same outcome (Collier et al. 2004: 47), can arguably be diminished by good theoretical
explanations that make sense of the collected evidence and strengthens the cross-case
comparison.

The small-N problem, which in essence states that due to the small number of cases
studied, the generation of valid causal inferences is precluded or at least constrained, can
arguably be circumvented in such a research design by a two-step approach of within-case
process-tracing, followed by a cross-case comparison of the findings generated in the
respective within-case studies. Such an integrative case study design allows one to generate

causal inferences on two levels of analysis and to make comparisons on the basis of the cross-

*® On this, cf. i.a. Ozkan (2010); Leverett & Leverett (2013: 361f.); Parsi (2012: 172f.); Pieper (2013a: 85-86;
2015); Fitzpatrick (2010); Kibaroglu (2010).
*> On continuous measurement as a yardstick for differences in degree, cf. Goertz (2006: 30f.); Rohling (2012:
63).
*% Sometimes called the ‘abductive approach’ (cf. Wodak 2004: 188).
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case scores.”* The advantage of a small-N case study selection lies in the possibility to take
contextual power structures into account (Gerring 2007b: 172; Lieberson 1991; Mahoney
2000; King et al. 1994: 208f.), an approach which is appropriate to the research question of a
particular geopolitical constellation underlying this dissertation.

The aim in this study is thus essentially twofold. In a first step, Chinese, Russian and
Turkish foreign policies toward the Iranian nuclear programme are analysed respectively,
standing as three in-depth analyses (within-case level) of foreign policies of three different
states (China, Russia, Turkey) toward a particular geopolitical issue (the Iranian nuclear
programme). In a second step, which will be the comparative aspect of this study, Chinese,
Russian and Turkish foreign policies will ultimately be analysed with a view to overlapping
interests that will have been carved out in the foregoing analyses (cross-case level). This
second step fits well with the comparative methodology adopted in this research and therewith
blends in-depth analyses of the three case countries’ respective Iran policies with a broader
analysis of several cases in the search for general trends on a cross-case level. The
comparative case study method has a long-standing history and is widely used as a viable
strategy to generate causal inferences from small-N analyses (Lijphart 1971; Hall 2003;
Mahoney & Rueschemeyer 2003; Savolainen 1994; Lieberson 1991, 1994; Collier 1993;
Ragin 1987).

Here, the question of representativeness cannot be ignored when inferring from the
case countries’ stance towards Iran to broader generalisations about security governance and
the non-proliferation regime at large (Fleetwood 2010: 132; Ekstrém 2010: 80f.). Therefore,
the main focus lies on a critical analysis of China’s, Russia’s and Turkey’s foreign policies in
a particular situation of turbulent geopolitics. | am aware of the question of representativeness
in inferring to this being a typical case study for the state of non-Western security conceptions
and non-proliferation policies in the 21% century (Seawright & Gerring 2008). Much of the
qualitative scholarly work analysing ‘particular cases’ adheres to a certain “causes-0f-effects”
approach to explanation as compared to the “effects-of-causes” approach underlying much
quantitative work (Mahoney & Goertz 2006: 230f.).>* This dissertation analyses the foreign
policies of the three case countries toward a particular issue area and is thus interested in
understanding outcomes in particular cases. It is hoped that the cross-case comparison triggers
a fruitful dialogue between the empirical data and the theoretical interpretation that enriches

our understanding of non-Western voices in the substance studied here. Blending evidence

51 o . 1s
More on comparability and generalizability, cf. below.
>* The ‘effects-of-causes’ approach does not imply that randomisation is used, but is merely a perspective on
causality and an acknowledgment of ‘marginal effects’. | thank Dr. Ingo Rohlfing for clarifying this point.
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with argument, this dissertation explains Chinese, Russian and Turkish Iran policies but
equally aims to make a contribution to our broader understanding of non-Western foreign
policies in the non-proliferation and the security governance realm that resist dominant power
structures. As the three cases analysed here are ‘substantially interesting’ in themselves in
view of the scope conditions laid out above, the question whether generalisation of the
findings to similar cases is possible is an empirical one. On the basis of the case selection
strategy adopted here, the interest lies more in a discipline-configurative (cross-) case study
and less in generalisations to similar cases. While there is often a trade-off involved between
the comparability of cases and the generalizability of the inferences made from a cross-case
comparison (Rohlfing 2012: 126), the focus of the case study research design in this
dissertation lies on a longitudinal within-unit comparison (policies toward the Iranian nuclear
programme in a given timeframe), so the main interest lies in increasing the comparability of

cases.>

3. Identification of research methods

Now that the case study research design, including the motivation for the combination of the
within-case with the cross-case level has been laid out, the following sections will serve to
identify the appropriate research methods for the practical carrying out of the case studies.
The primary research methods will comprise process-tracing as well as qualitative data
analysis of policy documents (primary sources, e.g. declassified government documents,
international organisations documents, press releases, transcripts of speeches), memoirs of
decision-makers, policy briefs and the scholarly literature, supplemented by semi-structured
elite interviews with experts and decision-makers. Process-tracing is used as a research
method on the within-case level. The identification of themes by way of constant comparison

allows for the scoring of causes on the cross-case level.

3.1 Process-tracing and qualitative data analysis

Process-tracing is a method that enables the researcher to disarm many of the small-N
problems associated with case studies. Process-tracing is an appropriate method to study how
and why something has evolved over time (Van Evera 1997: 64). Process-tracing enables the
researcher to look for causal mechanisms in single case studies, allowing us to make reasoned

inferences on the basis of their observable implications (cf. Gerring 2007a; George & Bennett

>* On the nexus between external validity and comparability, cf. also Ruzzene (2012).
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2005: chap 10; Hall 2006; Mahoney 2000: 412; Brady 2004; Beach & Pedersen 2012; Collier
(2011). In other words, this method allows for the reconstruction of a historical process via
the collection of process observations. These are defined as an “insight or piece of data that
provides information about context, process or mechanism, and that contributes distinctive
leverage in causal inference® (Collier et al. 2004). In the present research, process-tracing as a
method looks at the way that China, Russia and Turkey have positioned themselves toward
the Iranian nuclear programme through an analysis of concrete foreign policy decisions by
way of constant comparison of the data used (cf. Savin-Baden & Major 2013: 436-37). A
reconstruction of the way that Chinese, Russian and Turkish foreign policies toward the
Iranian nuclear programme have been crafted relies on the collection of observations that will
be found in policy documents, briefs, legislative documents and through the analyses of
process observations in qualitative interviews. Informed by the underlying theoretical
framework and determined by the empirical substance matter, such process observations can
be voting behaviours in relevant international organisations such as the IAEA or the UN
Security Council, revealing trade flows, negotiation positions, remarks delivered in Security
Council meetings, and press releases, among others. As these need to be constantly
interpreted in light of the theory and in the framework of broader explanatory mechanisms,
such an endeavor is inherently complex and constitutes more than a form of ‘pretentious
journalism’.>*

Employing constant comparison as a qualitative form of data analysis, the
interpretation of the evidence found through process-tracing will be identified as themes
around which factors in foreign policy revolve.>® These themes will be found in interview
transcripts, official documents and the scholarly literature, and will be continually compared
against each other. The comparison will be necessarily theory-informed and dictated by the
identification of themes as laid out in my theoretical framework (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane
2006: 4; Crabtree & Miller 1999). Themes thus identified by theory (sovereignty, non-
interference, legitimacy, (il)legality, hegemony) are instrumental in drawing broader
conclusions about normative understandings of the actors examined and their conceptions of
security cultures. Sources, in other words, are translated into themes. These themes are the
unit of analysis in qualitative data analysis (Hermann 2008: 157f.), the “micro-level for the

empirical investigation” (Wiener 2009: 188). Guided by the underlying research question and

>* So formulated ironically by Carsten Schneider, lecture, ECPR Summer School on Methods and Techniques,
Ljubljana, 6 August 2013.
> Cf. Savin-Baden & Major (2013: 436-37) on constant comparison as an analytical method in qualitative data
analysis.
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its theoretical underpinnings, such an approach does not preclude the additional identification
of themes as the data collection proceeds and is in line with this dissertation’s aim to achieve
a fruitful cross-fertilisation between evidence and theory.>® However, conceptual templates
for the analysis of documents and interview transcripts are largely given a priori by theory.
By way of constant comparison, the research question underlying this dissertation helps to
extract meaning from communication (such as interviews and policy documents). Key
questions in interviews, for example, were structured around the key terms and themes
identified earlier by the theoretical framework, pertaining to Chinese, Russian and Turkish
conceptions of legitimacy in international relations, foreign policy approaches to addressing
Iran’s nuclear file, and understandings of sovereignty, non-interference, power politics and
perceptions of other actors’ foreign policies.”” The processing of information (transcription
and thematic analysis of interviews, summary and analysis of documents) in light of these
concepts then allows me to contextualise information and conclude on the accuracy of the
theory to interpret the empirical evidence and, if needed, suggest modifications to the
theoretical model. Such an interpretative endeavor (rather than proceeding from an inductive
content analysis) is justified by the research question at hand and the qualitative nature of this
research. The validity of such qualitative data analysis is also ascertained by triangulation as
another implicit methodological approach adopted in this dissertation where all research
methods used are combined and ‘triangulated’ against each other (Campbell & Fiske 1959;
Denzin 2009: 297; Neuman 2006: 149f.; Flick 2004: 181f.).%® In any empirical research, not
all causal process observations might be collected due to the non-availability of certain
interviewees, publications, or the classification of policy documents, making the collected
sample possibly biased. The selection of sources, Thies (2002) cautions, “always incurs the
potential for claims of unwarranted selectivity and investigator bias” (555). With the aim to
bridge such possible deficiencies, triangulation intertwines the research methods and increases
the reliability of the methodological footing. Triangulation of sources in this context also
means consulting a variety of sources in order to “maximize [...] archival coverage” and
avoid tautological interpretations of evidence that may arise from the use of only one type of
sources (Thies 2002: 557; 565). This method thus results in a cross-validation of the findings
from qualitative data analysis of primary sources (official documents, declassified

government documents, press releases, legislation, international organisations documents,

*® Cf. also Fereday & Muir-Cochrane (2006) on “research analysis as an iterative and reflexive process” (4).
> The following section will expand on this in more detail.
>% Atkinson & Coffey discuss triangulation as a method for combining participant observation and interviewing
(2002: 806).
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memoirs, transcripts of speeches), press reports and policy briefs, the scholarly literature, and
insights gathered from interviews with experts and decision-makers, as well as post-interview
debriefing notes, field notes and participant observation.

The use of interviews and interview transcripts will be further detailed in section 3.2
below. Policy documents and declassified government documents, like Foreign Policy
Concepts, Military Doctrines or declassified embassy cables, essentially serve a similar
purpose in document analysis as interviews: They textually embed governmental policy and
make it possible for the researcher to read, analyse, and compare not only how policy is
discursively conveyed, but in some instances (especially with declassified material) also why
this is the case. Press releases and statements, in government parlance, belong to the category
of public relations and therefore have always to be read as socially mediated language with a
purpose. Yet, for an investigation into possible discrepancies between discourse and
behaviour in foreign policy, the official governmental positioning is crucial to include in the
picture. Documents of international organisations, like minutes of Security Council meetings
or of IAEA Board of Governors meetings, will be used to document when and how Chinese,
Russian and Turkish officials have voiced objections, concerns or approval. And memoirs of
former officials intimately involved in the Iranian nuclear file will be drawn upon throughout
the chapters that follow, as these are highly informative accounts of decision-makers that
often write from the convenient position of elder statesmen who do not have to mince their
words because of the secretive nature of both the dossier and their official position with all
caveats on open information that ensue.

As important documents (especially preparatory documents for the case countries’
negotiation positions toward the Iranian nuclear programme) are not always available as open
sources, interviews become a necessary supplement to base the research findings on a reliable

footing- the methodology of which will be the subject of the next section.

3.2 Interviewing methods

For the purpose of this study, qualitative semi-structured elite interviews were conducted as a
method of empirical data generation. With the ability to “both make use of and shape the
resources of the public sphere” (Wiener 2009: 191), elites comprise decision-makers, policy
consultants as well as senior scholars. The interviews involved a set of open-ended questions
that give the interviewee the chance to talk from their perspective with as little intervention on
the part of the interviewer as possible (Weiss 1994; Warren 2002). This is designed so as to

ensure that the interviewee is not steered into a particular direction in answering the questions,
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thus avoiding research bias. Introductory questions would usually refer to the interviewee’s
professional engagement with and experience of the issue area, setting the ground for more
detailed or probing questions as the interview proceeds, establishing trust with the interviewer
and easing the interviewee into the conversation, a factor that is intimately linked to the issue
of rapport and neutrality between interviewee and respondent (Platt 2002: 46-47; Rapley
2004: 19). Questions were formulated in a way that would avoid the implication of pre-
conceived assumptions, insinuating or steering questions and biased wording. As the
conversation proceeded, questions would investigate the rationale for particular decisions or
policies (explanatory probes), the interviewee’s practical understanding of particular concepts,
policies or contexts (clarification probes), or a specific and in-depth decision-making process
(Kvale & Brinkmann 2009: 135). Questions on current positions in and foreign policies
towards Iran’s nuclear dossier against the background of the most recent P5+1 talks would
often provide a timely introduction to the conversation. The timely dimension derived from
the high frequency of negotiations between the P5+1 and Iran at different levels (expert,
political directors, foreign minister) throughout the timeframe in which this research project
was carried out (2012-2015). This initial discussion of current negotiations and the prospects
thereof was followed by more specific questions on conceptions of the sanctions regime or
specific policy decisions that have been controversially debated in the country’s respective
Iran policies (such as the Russian non-delivery of the S-300 system to Iran or Turkey’s
decision to participate in US missile defense plans). Especially questions on the sanctions
regime in place were revealing of the interviewee’s understanding of legitimate means and
ends in international politics. This information was most relevant for this dissertation’s
analysis of security cultures with their underlying normative disputes in international
relations. To allow for a comparative analysis of the research findings on a cross-case level, a
common set of questions was formulated for all interviews, and adapted slightly to the
specificities of each and every interviewee. During some interviews, attention needed to be
paid to the risk of feeding insights from other interviews back to the interviewee. Curious
about the replies other (especially official) interviewees might have given me in previous
interviews, some interviewees asked as much. With a view to the protection of this research
project interviewees, the challenge here lay in not succumbing to the temptation to become
too ‘chatty’ and reveal information that might, in turn, also impact on the interviewee’s
response.

But how do we recognise adherence to certain norms in interviews? Asking a Russian

foreign ministry official about US unilateral Iran sanctions, for example, is an indirect inquiry
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about Russian perceptions of US security cultures and legitimacy in international relations.
Interviewing arguably requires the capacity to detect codes behind words, which are nothing
other than ‘ciphered inventions’.>® The interviewer, then, needs to de-cipher the semantic
schemes used to convey how an interviewee talks about, assesses, and implicitly evaluates
things. Interviewees (especially officials) function as norm-carriers in this regard (cf. also
Young & Schafer 1998; Foyle 1997). State agents “tend to anthropomorphize the state” (Li
2010: 356). “[...] individual elites”, Antje Wiener (2009) formulates, “carry normative
baggage which informs their respective expectations towards the meaning of norms” (191). In
this understanding, elite interviews are norm contestation in practice: Interviewees’ semantic
references to normative frameworks and ‘associative connotations’ (ibid.: 188) at the micro
level reveal broader conceptions of legitimacy at the macro level (international politics).

Keywords and phrases relating to the conceptual framework identified earlier may not
appear verbatim in the interview, but will have to be identified by the researcher. “The cross-
linkage between keywords and norms allow for a comparative distinction of individually held
associative connotations” (ibid.). The intrusive effect of the Iran sanctions regime, for
example, is related to an understanding of sovereignty in that the effect of sanctions arguably
curtails the sovereignty of the sanctioned nation (by cutting it off from international financial
and trade flows, thus restricting its autonomy of policy decisions). Critically questioning the
legitimacy of such a regime is revelatory of an interviewee’s normative understanding of
‘sovereignty’ and ‘non-interference’. How do we, then, recognise resistance to hegemony in
interviews? Resistance, as has been worked out in chapter 1, is never a “totalizing act” (Jones
2006: 76), but always a qualified form of disagreement with parts of hegemonic policies. The
three dimensions of hegemonic structures as borrowed from a Coxian framework (material,
ideational, institutional) have been identified in the theoretical framework. If an interviewee
talks about trade statistics or the economic effect of sanctions regimes, examples are given
that relate to the material dimension of this triangle. Language on ‘legitimacy’, normative
language on sanctions and on the foreign policies of other states presupposes intersubjective
evaluations and relate rather to the ideational dimension of hegemonic structures. And
emphases of the institutional nature of sanctions (unilateral or multilateral), the UN system, or
UN-created international bodies disclose an interviewee’s perception of the institutional
aspects of international politics and how hegemonic structures relate to them. ‘Resistance’ to

a particular policy like the imposition of an embargo that becomes apparent in an interview, in

> Words as ‘ciphered inventions’ is a formulation by Dr. Michael Dillon. PhD workshop at the University of Kent
at Brussels, 3 December 2014.
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other words, does not in itself reveal resistance to hegemony on a state level. It is only
through the careful collection of such indicators (or the lack thereof) for resistance, both in
every respective interview transcript internally and throughout the range of conducted
interviews, that a more comprehensive picture of Chinese, Russian, or Turkish ‘resistance’
emerges. The danger of reading such conceptions into the interview transcript (selectivity and
researcher bias) is circumvented by a thorough triangulation of the data with a variety of other
sources to cross-validate the interpretation.®

Depending on the flow of the conversation, the order of questions was reverted or
changed spontaneously, selectively reacting to the answers given with thematic follow-up
questions (cf. Johnson 2002: 111; Rapley 2004: 22). This allowed for an appropriate
combination of structure and flexibility. Even though questions were structured around
similar sets of topics (proliferation-related issues of the Iranian nuclear programme, recent
developments in the nuclear negotiations, motivations for and effects of certain policies),
interviews were always also tailored to the individual interviewee depending on his/her
professional involvement. Interviews were conducted in English and, in cases where the
interviewee’s and the author’s nationality was the same, in their mother tongue.®* No
interpreters were used. During interviews with officials and policy-makers, a form of
informed consent to be signed was also handed over that would ensure the confidentiality of
the research findings as well as the non-attribution of the answers given to the interviewee in
compliance with ethical guidelines and the UK Data Protection Act 1998 designed to
safeguard personal data.®® This form of consent sometimes was signed only by the end of the
conversation. The form was always signed, even when a prior consent was already given by
the interviewee’s superiors, as was the case with some interviews with officials. Expert
interviewees were asked whether they consent to being cited by name. The data was recorded
in writing. No tape recorders were used so as to allow for a maximum of openness on the part
of the interviewee.®® The interviews were transcribed shortly after the interview had taken
place, so as to avoid lapses of memory of what has been said that may arise if tape recorders
are not used. The transcription of interviews also included the processing of non-verbal data

pertaining to the interview setting, such as field notes and reflections on atmosphere, non-

% ¢f. above.

®! This was the case with interviews in the European External Action Service, diplomats at the IAEA and with

some experts.

®2 http://www.kent.ac.uk/infocompliance/dp/about.html. Cf ethical guidelines for qualitative interviewing. Cf.

also Kvale & Brinkmann (2009: 68f.). The form of consent was handed over together with contact details about

myself as representative of the research project, and an information sheet about my research.

® 0on advantages and disadvantages of using tape recorders for qualitative interviewing, cf. Warren (2002: 91).
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verbal communication and other external factors.®* In some cases, interviews were conducted
over the telephone or via Skype where an in-person interviewing session was not possible due

to (travel related) financial or time constraints.®®

3.2.1 Identification of interviewees

Foreign policy in all three case countries is primarily shaped and decided upon in the
respective foreign ministries. Besides this traditional understanding of foreign policy as the
domain reservee of the foreign ministry, foreign policy in general and Iran policies in
particular are shaped and informed by a number of other ministries and influential actors in all
case countries to varying degrees, respectively. The following paragraphs give an overview of
how this played out in the identification of interviewees.

Interviewees have been identified through strategic sampling due to the nature of the
present research topic. Organisational charts of the foreign ministries in the respective case
countries’ capitals give a first orientation of the relevant departments and units involved in the
Iran policy decision-making process and are thus a first step in core group targeting. In the
Russian foreign ministry, relevant departments are the second Asia department (vtoroy
department asii),*® covering Iran; and the department for security policy and non-proliferation
(department po voprossom besopasnosti i rasorushenia) as the main department in charge of
the nuclear dossier.’” Departments involved in the foreign policy-making on Iran in the
Turkish foreign ministry are the department for the OSCE, arms control and disarmament (in
charge of the nuclear dossier); the political department; and the economic department (dealing
with Iranian-Turkish trade and business relations). Chinese foreign policy toward Iran is
shaped by the foreign ministry, where the Arms Control and Disarmament department, the
West Asian and North African Affairs department and the International Organisations and

Conferences department are involved. Besides key persons in the respective foreign ministries

A (mutually) candid exchange of information in interviews is facilitated by an atmosphere of conviviality
where the hospitality of the hosting interviewee plays a crucial role, especially when the meeting takes place in
a more formal setting such as a ministerial office. The proverbial Turkish hospitality allowed interviews to take
place over Turkish tea, a factor conducive to the effect of ‘rapport’ between interviewer and interviewee
described above. Likewise, discussions were facilitated by tea in the Russian and the Chinese foreign ministries,
respectively. A talk in the US State Department was facilitated by Starbucks coffee, the officially franchised
coffee supplier in the State Department canteen.
& Roger W. Shuy discusses advantages and disadvantages of telephone interviews versus in-person interviews
(2002: 538f.). He contends that telephone interviews largely reduce ‘interviewer effects’ associated with the
interviewing process as a social interaction as described above (540).
o BTopoit genaptameHT A3umn
& JdenaptameHT no Bonpocam 6e3onacHocTu un pasopyeHus. While the foreign ministry had largely been
sidelined under President Yeltsin, it increasingly gained a coordinating function for Russia’s overall Iran policy
since the late 1990s (Belopolsky 2009: 46-49).
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in Ankara, Beijing and Moscow, interviewees have also been identified at the permanent
representations of the three case countries to the IAEA in Vienna. Given their posting to key
organisations for the topic of this research, their insights added an important dimension of
expertise at the official policy level.

While names of desk officers are usually not publicly available, first contact details
were provided by the German federal foreign office and the German embassy in Moscow.®®
This first step helped me get hold of names of diplomats working closely on the Iran nuclear
file, including at the European External Action Service, but also in Moscow, where | had
worked in the political department of the German embassy. Further identification of
interviewees has then often followed the principle of ‘snowball sampling’: First interviewees
referred me to further potential interviewees, either in their own institution/ministry, in their
national representations elsewhere, e.g. at their respective permanent representation at the
IAEA in Vienna, or in other countries’ institutions. Interviews at the Turkish foreign ministry
in Ankara have led to interviews at the Turkish mission to the IAEA in Vienna; interviews at
the foreign ministry in Moscow have led to interviews and hour-long discussions at the
Russian embassy in Washington, D.C. Interviews with the Iran desk in Berlin have led to
interviews with the nuclear negotiation team of the EEAS, which in turn have led to an
interview in the US State Department in Washington.

In a similar vein, first exploratory interviews with experts on the issue area (in
Western capitals, but also in Ankara, Beijing and Moscow) and with senior diplomats from
the European External Action Service as well as conversations with EU member states’
diplomats have often been useful in providing further names and contact details of target
interviewees. Given the inherent reluctance in granting access in some administrative cultures
as an additional barrier when requesting interviews (Adler & Adler 2002: 515), such referral
via colleagues also had an important ‘legitimising’ effect and helped facilitate setting up
meetings (cf. also Odendahl & Shaw 2002: 307). In contacting the Chinese foreign ministry in
Beijing, | was thus able to refer to European (member state or EEAS) counterparts of my
target interviewee. Name-dropping served crucially as a door-opener. Through extensive
travelling and target interviewing, this research project benefits from face-to-face interviews
that have been conducted with actual delegates from the respective nuclear negotiation teams,
and/or the respective Iran desks of China, Russia, Turkey, Germany, the UK, the US, and the
EU.

Additionally, after first sets of interviews and an interpretation thereof in light of the

® | have worked at both places as an intern- an opportunity that gave me first valuable contact details.
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research question and theory had taken place, further sets of interviews then also followed the
principle of ‘theoretical sampling’, in which the data analysis prompted me to further research
particular concepts or processes which could not yet be sufficiently clarified with the given
data generated so far. This is a necessary reflexive approach to detecting patterns in interview
responses that allows for adapted, or even new, paths of inquiry.

Besides these statist foreign policy actors mentioned above, research institutes and
think tanks in the three case countries inform foreign policy, ‘float’ policy ideas and thereby
partially also shape the decision-making process. In China especially, influential think tanks
are known to be consulted by the State Council and are providing policy analyses and
recommendations for the Chinese foreign policy decision-making process. Since the 1980s,
Chinese foreign policy has seen the emergence of a network of formal and informal relations
and exchanges between decision-makers and research institutes. The latter thereby filter and
interpret relevant information and play a certain system-legitimising role- otherwise they
would not be invited to State Council hearings in a closed political system in which the
Communist party decides on all major policy directions of strategic importance. This latter
observation naturally bears out on the extent to which these think tanks can be regarded as
independent or entirely objective. This means at the same time, however, that interviews with
experts and policy analysts from these think tanks often generate quasi-official policy position
responses.

The most influential Chinese think tanks in the realm of international relations are
think tanks that are officially affiliated with the State Council and the foreign ministry such as
the China Institute of International Studies (C11S)® and the China Institutes of Contemporary
International Relations (CICIR). The latter enjoys close ties with the ministry for state
security, “is the primary civilian intelligence organ and has direct access to the Politburo
Standing Committee” (Downs 2004: 28). The military think tank China Institute for
International Strategic Studies (CIISS) belongs to the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and
the Shanghai Institute for International Studies (SIIS) also regularly briefs different ministries
of the central government as well as the Foreign Affairs Office of the Party Central
Committee (SIIS 2013). These institutes act as foreign policy consultants and craft conceptual
policy recommendations for the Chinese government and thus have a considerable impact on
the Chinese foreign policy decision-making process (cf. also Lanteigne 2009: 29). Next to

these think tanks, departments of international politics in renowned universities such as

% ClIS is one of the most influential civilian foreign policy research institutes and counts as “the research arm of
the MFA” (Downs 2004: 28). Cf. also Shambaugh (2002: 583-585); Glaser & Saunders (2002: 597-616).
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Peking University, Qinghua University (which cooperates with the Beijing office of the
Carnegie endowment for international peace), Renmin University, and the China Foreign
Affairs University (CFAU), the latter of which is deemed a preparatory stage for the Chinese
foreign service and has close links with the foreign ministry, regularly act as foreign policy
consultants. | have stayed at CFAU as a visiting doctoral student for two months, which has
helped me set up interviews and get a good grasp of the Chinese policy community.

Exchanges about the direction of Chinese foreign policy between Chinese ministries
and these influential actors work in a two-way process, which makes interviews with Iran
experts and foreign policy analysts at CIISS, CIIS, CICIR and the universities a fruitful
empirical contribution to this research. Chinese interviewees at these think tanks also include
former officials. Chinese think tanks thereby gradually adopt the US-inspired ‘revolving door’
principle between official positions and research fellowships.

To a lesser extent, the same holds true for Russian think tanks. While Russian Iran
policy is shaped by the foreign ministry, with important strategic decisions made by the
president who, according to the Russian constitution, holds ultimate authority in foreign
policy matters, a number of Russian think tanks provide a considerable amount of expertise
and consultancy related to nuclear non-proliferation and energy policy. These include
primarily the CENESS (Center for Energy and Security Studies) and the PIR Center (the
Russian Center for Policy Studies), the latter of which has close ties to the Russian
government and is regularly briefing the foreign ministry and the defense ministry on foreign
policy, nuclear proliferation and arms control. The Turkish think tank scene is somewhat less
pronounced in terms of foreign policy consultancy. Instead, renowned experts at Turkish
universities brief and consult their government, and it is with a number of these that
interviews were conducted on Turkish Iran policies (i.a. at Middle East Technical University,
Hacettepe University, Kadir Has University, IPEK University). Other experts included a
range of policy analysts, consultants and senior academics in Brussels, Moscow, Ankara,
Berlin, Vienna, London, Istanbul, Washington, Beijing and Shanghai.” In total, 55 elite
interviews (i.e., experts and decision-makers) were conducted for this research project in 9

countries.

3.2.2 Qualitative sampling in interviews
As almost always with qualitative sampling, selection bias can hardly be avoided since the

selection of interviewees and publications is oriented already beforehand towards the

usefulness for this particular field of research (Collier & Mahoney 1996). Moreover, the “non

7% ¢f. Annex | for a list of all interviewees and their respective affiliations.
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availability of interviewees as well as non-publication of certain government documents
introduces ‘systemic error into the sample’” (Burnham et al. 2008: 160). Burnham et al.
further acknowledge that due to the nature of qualitative politics research, random sampling
often turns out to be inappropriate. “[T]he researcher [...] selects the cases (e.g. interviewees,
official documents, newspapers, pictures etc.) that it makes sense to select” (ibid.: 157). (Non-
probability) purposive modes of sampling are often used when the number of cases studied is
small and process-tracing as a within-case method is used (Tansey 2007: 789). The foreign
policy decision-making process toward Iran in the respective case countries involves a small
number of people at different departmental levels in a few ministries, in embassies, and in
permanent representations worldwide (to international organisations). Interviewing sampling
methods are thus necessarily purposive for the research question underlying this dissertation
because enlarging the group of respondents to interviewees that are not involved in or have no
expertise in the issues at hand would be irrelevant. Moreover, much qualitative research using
interviews follows the ‘saturation principle” according to which increasing the data set if all
the relevant information has already been generated (when the data set it ‘saturated’) becomes

obsolete (Johnson 2002: 113).

4. Participant observation and cultural immersion as political stance

Besides qualitative interviewing, Participant observation has also been used as a more indirect
method of research (cf. Guest et al. 2012; Kawulich 2005). Participation in numerous policy
conferences, speeches, and roundtable discussions did not only help deepen my expertise on
the issue areas being studied here, but also sensitised me for particular foreign policy styles,
appearance, behaviour and rhetoric of officials relevant to my research topic. Conferences
attended did not necessarily always directly relate to the research question underlying this
project.” However, the observation of the behavior and rhetoric of Chinese, Turkish and
Russian decision-makers is instructive for a much broader understanding of their respective
public administration and diplomatic cultures and ultimately an element conducive to a deeper
understanding of foreign policy cultures. Such an approach helps comprehend ‘“habits,
attitudes, and professional discourse” (Jorgensen 2001: 11), which sensitises us for (political)
bias in primary sources and discourse. Participation in such events also facilitated

approaching and talking to officials as well as experts (informal unstructured interviews;

" Examples include the Kurdish question in Turkey; Turkey’s EU accession talks; China-EU economic relations;
or economic security in Southwest Asia. See Annex Il for a complete overview of conferences attended.
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Guest et al. 2012: 77)."

In the same vein, sojourns in the countries of research were deemed an important
element to immerse not only in the political, but administrative, linguistic and historic
respective culture. Without an awareness of country-specific cultural codes, policy analysis
that overlaps with the discipline of Area Studies can only be shallow. | had lived, studied and
worked in Russia for a year before embarking on this doctoral research — time spent that my
research on Russia benefitted from in myriad ways. My sojourn and travels to Russia also not
only improved my Russian language skills which helped during the research, but gave me a
useful feel for approaches to interviewing in Russia. In the absence of publicly available
contact details of Russian officials, addressing their departments over the phone requires the
Russian conversation skills necessary to prevent their secretaries from hanging up. The same
holds true for contacts with Chinese interview partners. Even though | did not systematically
study Chinese, | learned a number of phrases that allowed me to drop keywords when the
occasion arose. This often contributed to the necessary rapport in interviewing. | also started
learning Turkish with the Yunus Emre Turkish Cultural Center in Brussels. This turned out to
be most useful in preparation for fieldwork, interviews and other arrangements on the spot in
Turkey. Longer stays in target countries also helped me develop a grasp of culturally
determined time and space conceptions, conversation styles, and helped me ‘move around’
more easily — insights and skills essential to fruitful research that goes below the surface of
readings in the office. While working on this research project, | travelled back to Russia three
times, to Turkey four times, and stayed in China for field research for two months. | also
travelled widely within each of these countries. The necessity to understand cultural codes
holds true also, and perhaps even more so, for Iran. Even though not a case study in this
research design but rather the object of study towards which the three case countries’ foreign
policies are being analysed, any research involving foreign policy towards Iran benefits from
an understanding of a country that all too often is rendered an abstract variable in policy
research. Without anticipating the research findings in the following case study chapters,
suffice to retain that the political language on Iran as an ‘issue’ or a ‘cause’ (rather than a state
and a nation on equal terms) is quite instructive in this regard.”® For a necessary cultural
understanding of Iran, | have travelled to Iran in March 2013, visiting Shiraz, Isfahan, Yazd,

Persepolis and Tehran. ‘Fieldwork’ in political science research eschews easy definitions.

’%In conversation analysis, the validity of such an approach stems from an understanding of talk as structurally
organised action (cf. Perdkyla 2004: 155).
3 Henry Kissinger once famously stated that Iran has to decide whether it wants to be a ‘nation’ or a ‘cause’
(Ignatius 2006).
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While | did not engage in qualitative interviewing in Iran as | did in China, Russia, Turkey
and elsewhere (see section 3.2 above), | absorbed political and cultural sentiments, had casual
conversations with ordinary Iranians, and travelled through the country as a tourist. On a bus
driving from Isfahan to Tehran, | passed by and saw the controversial nuclear facilities at
Natanz, whose existence was uncovered in 2002 by an Iranian exile group, sparking the
international conflict about the country’s nuclear programme. I talked to Iranian clerics in a
mosque in Isfahan, interacted with Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) patrols, and
