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      The initial brilliant flash of light produced by a 
nuclear detonation causes flash blindness, a temporary wound that lasts up to 40 minutes. By 
a game of mirrors, the Iranian nuclear bomb has exploded virtually every day on our screens 
during the last decade. As a consequence, we have become self-deluded and incapable of 
understanding the Iranian strategies. I’ll try, here in Oxford, to shed - in the darkness - a new 
light on this country: Dominus illuminatio mea. Iranian strategies fascinate France since the 
17th century. Persia was seen in these days as the eastern mirror of France. The comparison 
then disappeared and we have nearly forgotten that the Marquis de Carabasse, a cat that is one 
Charles Perrault’s heroes is in fact Shah Abbas, the Persian sovereign of the time. We have 
forgotten but Iran has a long memory. It currently tries to apply the old French politics of 
equilibrium, in order to remain independent from the great powers. Today’s president Hassan 
Rohani has been elected on June 15. Within three months and a half of government, he has 
transformed the geopolitical situation of Iran. How? In order to spare Iran from global war, 
Rohani has chosen to wage a soft war, a complex strategy combining cultural influence, 
diplomatic offensives and peripheral proxy wars in order to put an end to containment. In 
effect, Rohani has perfectly drawn the lessons from the current wars of subversion. But he has 
gone beyond, thanks to his main asset: imagination. A country wishing to overwhelm Iran 
today should not focuse on the nuclear scientist but on the poets. They are present 
everywhere, especially at the top. Rohani has been advised and backed by poetical circles. His 
soft war strategy already combines the verb and the sword. So let us raise three questions: in 
what situation has Rohani found Iran the day of his election? What strategy has he put in 
place in order to revert the former situation? What are his perspectives of success?  
 
 
IN WHAT SITUATION HAS ROHANI FOUND IRAN ?  
 
 
Iran a confined energetic, poetical and political centre 
 

When Rohani comes to power, Iran is at the centre of the world’s geopolitical 
attention for three main reasons. First, this country is the energetic heart of the world, capable 
of exploiting simultaneously the oil reserves of the Caspian Sea and those of the Persian Gulf. 
To this respect, the regional powers of the Middle East that surround Iran represent envious 



peripheries. Iran is the energetic heart. This energetic heart raises the interest of the factories. 
In 1942, with operation Fall Blau, the Wehrmacht tries to seize the oil fields of the Caucasus 
in the north. In the south the objective of Rommel is the Persian Gulf. Both operations fail. 
Today’s factory, which is no more Germany but China desperately, needs Iran in order to 
ensure the security of its energy supplies. This explains the maritime and terrestrial thrust of 
China towards Iran, on the trail of the Silk Road of the Tang Dynasty. When Rohani comes to 
power, the sanctions have weakened Iran, they have divided the Iranian production by two. 
However, these sanctions have also stimulated innovation. They have been by-passed by the 
guardians of the revolution who have been able to smuggle tons of goods, thanks to their 
private-owned ports. Secondly the Shia world represents the historical heart of Muslim 
innovation. And let us not reduce innovation to mere technical improvements. The heart of 
innovation lies some other where: in poetry that is pure innovation, irrigated by spirituality. 
What frightens us is not the Iranian nuclear bomb, it is the capacity of Iran to innovate. We 
are frightened by it poetry, and this Iran’s best asset. Thirdly, Iran is the key to three main 
conflicts: Afghanistan, Irak and Syria. In august 2013, Iran is thus an energetic, poetical and 
military centre, but it is contained.  
 
The New Mongol Empire as a response to confinement.  
 

In order to counterbalance containment, Iran moves close to China but also to Russia. 
This pragmatic alliance based on the Sino-Iranian axis is marked by mutual geopolitical 
support, close cooperation with the Russian energetic hinterland and the dissemination of a 
global vision that challenges our own stereotypes. Does Iran wish to build a new Mongol 
Empire with its two strategic partners? Between 1206 and 1294, the Turkish-Mongol Empire 
of Genghis Khan indeed extended over Central Asia before it broke up into four blocks. In 
2001, China and Russia has founded the Shanghai Cooperation Organization. One of the main 
objectives of this organisation is to counter the American influence in Central Asia. Tajikistan 
is one of the founding members of the organisation. It had been joined by Iran in 2005 and 
Afghanistan in 2012, which have been granted the status of observers. This means that the 
entire Persian-speaking world now belongs to the alliance. Totalling 1.5 billion people on 26 
million square kilometres, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization concentrates 50% of world 
uranium and 40% of world coal. It conducts joint military exercises and exchanges in the 
fields of medicine and nanotechnology. This collusion between Iran, China and Russia 
nevertheless remains discreet and is only visible in distant conflicts such as Syria or North 
Korea. The new Mongol empire fears above all the dissolving potential of globalization. The 
empire is however marked by three structural weaknesses. The first is demographic. Since 
1991, the Russian population has been declining due to a simultaneous decrease in the birth 
rate and increase in the death rate. The efforts of the government have only partially limited 
the collapse. In China, the inexorable consequences of the birth limitation policy threaten its 
future growth. As far as Iran was concerned, fertility has come down from six children per 
woman of childbearing age in 1979 to 1.9 today. The consequences of this demographic 
decline are all too predictable: China, Russia and Iran will experience a sharp decline in 
innovation. They will have to increase productivity in order to make up for the manpower 
shortfall. Second, and in contrast to the thirteenth century, these three civilizations encircle 
the island of Turkish civilization that once brought them together –China continues its policy 
of containment of the Turkic minorities of Xinjiang, Russia strives to control Altaic peoples 
of the Caucasus. Iran, for its part, sees Turkey as a regional rival. Thirdly, these three 
continental powers suffer from a real naval deficit.  
 
The Iranian vision of the world when Rohani becomes president.  



 
In this context, Hassan Rohani presents Iran as “an anchor of stability in an ocean of 

regional instabilities”. The United States are identified as the main factor of “structural 
violence”. The expression of Rohani is interesting. It means that the US are naturally going to 
spawn violence. The foreign policy of the United States is considered “archaic and deeply 
ineffective” (…) “Militarism and the recourse to violent and military means to subjugate 
others are failed examples of the perpetuation of old ways in new circumstances”. Iran 
condemns “the establishment of a monologue at the level of international relations” and the 
diffusion of a propagandistic discourse incalculating imaginary threats such as the "Iranian 
threat" conspiring against America. Rohani thus points out an American state-produced 
conspiracy theory. The United States are described as the main perpetrators of war crimes. 
Beyond Rohani’s speeches, how are the US analysed? For the Iranians, America feels that its 
power is quickly deported to Asia. Its strategy is to separate the Asian factories (China and 
India) from the main fuel tanks (the Persian Gulf and the Caspian Sea). This requires an 
action in three places: in the south, secure the Persian Gulf  (strategic alliance with some 
emirates, opening of Iraq by force, containment of Iran). Secondly prevent Russia from 
seizing the Caspian oil fields (alliance with Turkey and with the republics of southern 
Caucasus). Thirdly and most importantly, disseminating the chaos between the energy centres 
and the new factories to avoid at all costs the connexion by pipelines. Being too weak to 
attack Pakistan, the United States have chosen to settle in Afghanistan in order to export the 
Pakistan’s civil war to the north while destabilizing south-eastern Iran. But the Iranians have 
also perceived the weakness of the United States, which could become the mercenaries of 
their creditors (Qatar and Saudi Arabia). The American armies could be placed in the situation 
of the French knights who became the mercenaries of their Venetian creditors during the 
fourth crusade (1202-1204) and eventually plundered Byzantium instead of conquering the 
Holy Land. The Iranians know that declining empires are sometimes marked by desperate 
offensives and chaotic foreign policies.  
 
 
THE SOFT WAR STRATEGY OF ROHANI 
 
 
Hassan Rohani wishes to transform the confined island into a regional leader 
 

The press has described Rohani as a reformer. Contrary to what one might think, the 
distinction between reformers and conservatives is not very operative in Iran. The proof is 
that among the six candidates, five were classified ultraconservative or pragmatic 
conservatives: Said Jalili, Ali-Akbar Velayati, Mohsen Rezai Hassan Rohani and Mohammad 
Ghalibaf. Only one candidate, Seyed Mohammad Gharazi was described as moderate. At this 
rate, the Iranians had mathematically 83% of chances to elect a Conservative. But let us not 
forget that the Iranian world has been marked for centuries by a dream that is not 
conservative, namely, the reform of the Muslim world. This underground dream that haunts 
most Iranian statesmen faces two obstacles: Iran is neither Arab nor Sunni. Unable to federate 
the Muslim world, the Iranians are caught between two trends: either a shift towards the West 
or a consolidation of ties with Asia. Even if the Iranians see themselves as Westerners, they 
have been forced by the recent sanctions to form a plastic alliance with Russia and China, the 
New Mongol Empire. The real question is therefore: who has won between the Océanids - 
supporters of reconciliation with the U.S. maritime power - and the Gengiskhanids - who 
want to tighten the links with Russia and China. The Iranians have responded, with the 
victory of the Iranids, the third party that wishes the return of Iran as a strong regional power. 



Hassan Rohani embodies the Iranian ambitions. His geopolitical aim is to transform the 
confined island into a regional leader. The competitors of Iran are more Saudi Arabia and 
Turkey than Israel. However, in order to gain influence, Iran must transform the Israeli twin 
into an ally, unless Israel mimetically adopts the attitude of a new Iran.  

 
In order to transform a confined country into a regional leader, a strategic change must 

occur. On 3 September 2001, Hossein Mazaheri, Professor of Law at Isfahan, described as 
Djang-e-Naram or soft war pressure from the United States on Iran so that it renounces 
nuclear enrichment. The current geopolitical recent years has actually been marked by the 
emergence of a new form of conflict, radically different from usual forms of war, which could 
become widespread in the near future. Soft or soft war war opposes both conventional 
conflicts based on the clash of armed troops, and the Cold War balance of power game under 
the threat of mutual destruction. This new form of war, closely linked to the technological 
progress of the last decade is presented as a conflict in which each opponent, preserving its 
human capital and the equipment of its armed forces, seeks to bring down the enemy thanks 
to hidden actions such as financial penalties, media manipulations, cyber attacks or targeted 
elimination of adversaries. Due to its discretion and the number of limited losses it causes, 
this covered war brings about little public opposition. Because of its low cost compared to the 
conventional war of conquest, soft war accommodates the usual cuts in times of crisis. This 
explains why soft wars multiply. Within a few years, warfare seems to have been transferred 
from the purely military sphere to the political sphere. Iran has been targeted by this strategy 
and has now reverted it for its own benefit. This soft war includes energetic aspects. In 2009, 
a project called Friendship Pipeline has been launched by Iran, Iraq and Syria, three countries 
with Muslim Shia or secular governance. The tube will bring Iranian gas to the 
Mediterranean, in order to supply Europe, but avoiding the Turkish territory. This project 
includes an extension to Lebanon and should ultimately be connected to the Russian South 
Stream project. 
 
Nuclear appeasement in order to loosen the sanctions 
 

In his speech to the United Nations, Hassan Rohani says : “People all over the world 
are tired of war, violence and extremism. They hope for a change in the status quo. Alongside 
these fears, however, there are new hopes; the hope of universal acceptance by the people 
and the elite all across the globe of "yes to peace and no to war"; and the hope of preference 
of dialogue over conflict, and moderation over extremism”. In effect, his first goal is to loosen 
the sanctions. Iran and the UN nuclear agency held "constructive" talks on October 28 and 
said they would meet again. Herman Nackaerts, deputy director general of the International 
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), said the discussions had been "very constructive" but gave 
no details. Iran's representative, Ambassador Reza Najafi, said the aim was to reach an 
agreement "as soon as possible". The Iranian foreign minister called sanctions against Iran 
"counterproductive" and added he hoped all bilateral, unilateral and multilateral sanctions 
would be lifted in the near future. Likewise, British Foreign Secretary William Hague said 
afterwards the tone and spirit of the meeting were "extremely good". The P5+1 have asked 
Iran to halt production and stockpiling of uranium enriched to 20% - a step away from 
achieving a nuclear weapons capability. They also demanded Iran shut down the Fordo 
underground enrichment facility. In return, they offered to ease the sanctions that have 
severely affected Iran's economy. After the first discussions, the Spanish, Germans, French, 
British and Italians who have been naïve or weak enough to withdraw from Iran because of 
US pressure reopen talks. 

 



As France is concerned, negotiations with the Iranians have not always been easy. 
Confronting the Iranian negotiation culture to French legal traditions casts a new light on two 
key events i.e. the Islamic conquest of Iran and the French Revolution. In Iran, a thousand 
years of invasions have given birth to a culture running counter to French legal traditions. 
Whereas an aristocratic negotiation style survives in medieval France, the Persian elites, 
brought into disrepute by Arabic conquerors, invent sophisticated conflict-resolution means in 
order to ensure their own survival. Inertia is thus used as a means to resist foreign domination.  
A spontaneous law system spawns, set up by brokers. The vanquished élites, haunted by 
foreign conspiracies, use ambiguous and indirect speeches in order to retain power. 
Simultaneously, Iranian legal sources reveal striking similarities between Safavid Persia and 
early modern French culture. The weight of the clergy within the State, the importance of 
history or the art of conversation are shared by both French and Persians. Parallels can be 
drawn between the Persian metaphorical speeches and the baroque taste for illusion or the 
politeness of the Iranian merchants with the French court etiquette. The early modern period 
proved a time of cultural proximity, which, however ended with the French revolution. Its 
cultural and legal consequences can be considered as the starting point of a growing gap 
between France and Persia. Remembering invasions and searching for the perfect ambassador 
thus constitute two major features, whose neglect has led to wide cultural and legal 
misunderstandings between Persia and France. 
 
Waging war in order to avoid war 
   

  Iran exerts pressure on three military fronts: Afghanistan, Irak and 
Syria. What is the position of Hassan Rohani about Syria? “The human tragedy in Syria 
represents a painful example of catastrophic spread of violence and extremism in our region. 
From the very outset of the crisis and when some regional and international actors helped to 
militarize the situation through infusion of arms and intelligence into the country and active 
support of extremist groups, we emphasized that there was no military solution to the Syrian 
crisis. Pursuit of expansionist strategies and objectives and attempts to change the regional 
balance through proxies cannot be camouflaged behind humanitarian rhetoric”. In reality, 
just as the United States, Iran supports and advises the Syrian army. These actions are 
likewise camouflaged under the pacifist rhetoric of Rohani. As far as land operations are 
regarded, Syria represents a laboratory for Iran’s guardians of the revolution. Rohani also 
continues the naval policy of his predecessors: from a geopolitical perspective, the Iranian 
plateau is as high citadel isolated from the nearby civilizations. This geographical 
configuration brings about a strong superiority towards the surrounding peoples, whether 
Russians, Indians, Arabs or Turks. Yet Iran has not always been a besieged castle. During its 
millenary history, Persia has been able to exert power when it mastered the surrounding 
maritime areas. This is even truer today as the Caspian Sea and the Persian Gulf are the 
largest reservoirs of oil in the world. Only the control of these rich maritime areas will enable 
Iran to become a regional power one day. In ancient times, Achaemenid Persia had been able 
to control the nearby sea thanks to seafaring populations like the Phoenicians, the Greek or 
the Omani. After the seventh century and the Arabic conquest, Iran has lost access to the 
ocean and thus been contained. Today, Iran has returned to the sea, the Navy benefits from 
large budgets. However, the naval strategy of Iran remains unbalanced and defensive. Thanks 
to its irregular maritime warfare, Iran is able to launch blockade the Persian Gulf in case of an 
Israeli attack. According to a recent estimate, the Iranian navy could lay a field of 700 mines 
in the Strait of Hormuz before being neutralized . These mines are Russian, Chinese or 
Iranian. Recognizing this threat, the U.S. Navy has doubled the number of vessels and 



helicopters to defuse mines since 2012. Four mine-sweepers are currently based in Bahrain, 
headquarters of the U.S. Fifth Fleet.  

 
 
WILL HASSAN ROHANI SUCCEED?  
 
 
In order to succeed, Israel, must not become a new Iran. 
 

The relations between Israel and Iran are complex. On the one hand, we have a long 
history of cooperation. Let us not forget that the Jewish communities of Iran are the eldest, 
richest and the most numerous of the Middle East. On the other hand tensions between the 
two countries have developed during the last decade. In his speech to the United Nations, 
Hassan Rohani says : “Brutal repression of the Palestinian people What has been - and 
continues to be - practiced against the innocent people of Palestine is nothing less than 
structural violence. Palestine is under occupation; the basic rights of the Palestinians are 
tragically violated, and they are deprived of the right of return and access to their homes, 
birthplace and homeland. Apartheid as a concept can hardly describe the crimes and the 
institutionalized aggression against the innocent Palestinian people”. In Israel, Hassan 
Rohani arouses simultaneously anxiety and fascination. Indeed, beyond their military and 
energy competition - revived by the discovery of huge gas fields off the Israeli coast - these 
two states appear as two creative centres, cultivating their cultural singularity against the Arab 
world. Both see themselves as a besieged island. But more than a nuclear threat, Israel fears 
an imaginative and unpredictable competitor able to dispute his strategic initiative. The 
Iranian threat is also a good way to gather a very divided Israel. Iran and Israel behave as 
twins. It is either either fusion or murder. On October the 4th for example, Ahmadi, who is 
responsible of the cyberdefence policy of Iran is assassinated in a forest near Teheran. Israel 
can choose to become a new Iran. After all it has also illegally developed nuclear weapons. 
On the other hand, if Iran is too kind with Israel, there is a risk of Putsch led by the Iranian 
Revolution’s Guardians Corps. The risk of a coup of the IRGC has always existed in Iran. In 
effect, the IRGC control 80 % of the economy thanks to their hold on the famous Bonyads. 
They are the guardians of the temple and fear an Iranian-American deal. They could take 
power if they were not fully associated to the diplomatic and financial negotiations. On 
October 4th Ali Khamenei openly criticized president Rohani. These criticism indicated the 
pressure of the IRGC.  
 
The intelligence services crippled by short-term analysis and absence of debate 
 

It is very difficult for the intelligence services to foresee the evolution of Iran and the 
next steps of Hassan Rohani. Two main difficulties arise. First, they have a problem of 
rhythm. There is obviously a gap between the slow pace of the intelligence services and the 
acceleration prompted by the Iranian diplomacy. Rohani is acting very quickly. In the same 
time in order to understand his movements, intelligence officers must have some idea of the 
historical and cultural background. Most of the time, they are drowned by forged 
informations. Secondly, there is risk of politicization of intelligence. A note is crossed 
examined at several levels. There are four or five levels of correction before the note arrives 
on the minister's desk. The risk is self-censorship. The danger is that intelligence comes to 
justify the choice of the politicians rather than inform him of the risks. This is the subversion 
of intelligence. Now when foreign policies become erratic or virtual, intelligence services 
loose the north.  



 
Time plays in favour of Hassan Rohani 
 

Why does Hassan Rohani declare : “Notwithstanding all difficulties and challenges, I 
am deeply optimistic about the future”. The explanation is that time plays in favour of Iran.  
Americans know that the presidency of Hassan Rohani represents the last great historical 
opportunity for the reintegration of Iran into the western community of nations. Then, it will 
be too late. Diplomatic circles, even if they are not always listened to, have fully aware of this 
fact. Dialogue has already been reopened. The United States have indeed opted to exploit 
their own shale gas. In a few years America will no longer be able to lead an independent 
policy in the Middle East. It will than be too late to invest on the Iranian mineral wealth. 
Paradoxically, the geopolitical containment of Iran by Western powers has given the country 
an advantage, turning the economy to the new eastern economic centre of the planet. If the 
West misses its last chance, Iran will be confronted to a new choice: China or India, two 
powers that desperately need its oil. Iran will either deepen the new Mongol empire alliance 
gathering Iran, Russia and China or build a second Maurya empire, reinforcing the Indo-
Iranian alliance. Today, because of the immobile posture of the West, and the difficulty of the 
westerners to realise that they are no longer the center of the planet, Iran has taken the 
initiative. Hassan Rohani addresses declarations to the west but also multiplies contacts with 
India. The results have been quick to follow: ten days after Rohani’s inauguration, India had 
declared itself ready to import more Iranian crude...  
 
 

           Beyond his skilfulness, Hassan Rohani has had 
the chance to arrive at the good moment. After years of frontal opposition between the United 
States, its maritime allies, the United Kingdom and Japan and the New Mongol Empire 
formed by Iran, China and Russia, the United States have renounced to an armed intervention. 
After three successive defeats in Asia (Afghanistan, Iran, Syria), the United States might have 
made, for once, the intelligent choice of dismantling the New Mongol Empire with peaceful 
means. It would be in effect less costly and more efficient. They might try to revert the 
situation to their own benefit. In fact the New Mongol Empire is an Oyster. In order to open 
it, you have to touch Iran, the adductor muscle. Once you have it, the two shells, China and 
Russia fall apart and you can pick up the energetic pearl. After the phone call between Obama 
and Rohani, tensions have immediately appeared between Iran China and Russia. But if the 
United States bet on Iran, they will have to sacrifice Saudi Arabia and even Turkey. Can they 
sacrifice a creditor and an ally? What about Israel? It will either have to follow the US or to 
become a new Iran. In short, if what we have seen of is not an illusion, than all cards could be 
reshuffled. What is sure is that in order to transform Iran into the new pivot of international 
relations, Hassan Rohani has to distribute the cards. He has already started in all directions. 
The problem is to distinguish the true cards from the fake ones.  
 


