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Conference Report: Iran-US Relations: Challenges and Perspectives 

 
 Abstract  

On 19th October 2018 the Centre of Middle Eastern Studies at the Institute of Mediterranean and Oriental 
Cultures, Polish Academy of Sciences in Warsaw, hosted its fifth international annual conference dedicated 
to Middle Eastern Studies, this year Iran-US Relations: Challenges and Perspectives. The conference was aimed 
at presenting interdisciplinary research by experts in the field, as well as discussing approaches related to the 
crisis between Iran and the United States and its impact on Europe and the Middle East. 

 
Introduction  

A group of political experts and researchers from Poland as well as from abroad debated 
the Iranian-US relations in the context of the challenges they face and their future prospects. Among 
the invited speakers were: the President of the American-Iranian Council, Hooshang Amirahmadi, 
professor at Rutgers University and Senior Associate at Oxford University; Heinz Gaertner from 
the International Institute for Peace (IIP), professor at the University of Vienna and Chair of the 
Advisory Committee for Strategy and Security Policy of the Scientific Commission at the Austrian 
Armed Forces (BMLV); Professor Bernard Hourcade, Senior Research Fellow Emeritus at the 
National Centre for Scientific Research, in Paris; Dr. Łukasz Fyderek, an academic and world 
affairs commentator from the Institute of Middle and Far East at the Jagiellonian University in 
Kraków; and Mr Adam Rogoda from Warsaw University, School of Economics, Department of 
Economic Systems Theory. The conference was hosted by Dr. Henryk Meyza, Vice Director of the 
Institute of Mediterranean and Oriental Cultures at the Polish Academy of Sciences, Professor Karol 
Myśliwiec, former Director of the Institute and Dr. Mahnaz Zahirinejad, the head of the Centre for the 
Middle Eastern Studies. 

In his welcoming introduction, Dr. Meyza briefly presented the invited guests with the 
Institute’s history, profile and its scientific interests, while Professor Karol Myśliwiec attempted 
to draw several, not so obvious, similarities between Poland and Iran, bringing up the issue of unfair 
stereotypes that both countries suffered from, both in the past as well as nowadays. Professor 
Myśliwiec made his point by referring to the role of bad reputations or clichés, the way they taint 
mutual relations and how they can also be exploited for political purposes. Recalling the great ancient 
civilisation of Persia, he expressed his joy at welcoming such an excellent group of international 
experts and wished them a fruitful discussion liberated from certain clichés. 
 
Presentations  

The key speaker, Professor Hooshang Amirahmadi spoke about Trump’s policy towards 
Iran, aspects of its continuity and change. As a starting point for his argumentation, Amirahmadi 
presented the complex role of the US as a player in Iran in an historical overview, pointing out that 
after the WWII, the American administration was advocating for the idea of an independent Iran – 
which would have meant being free from Soviet influence. The latter, in his opinion, was present 
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in Iran and added to the already gradually rising anti-American sentiment among Iranians, 
displeased with their growing interference in Iranian affairs, and especially by the American ties 
to the Shah’s regime and Washington’s pro-Zionist policy in the Middle East. The collapse 
of relations that came with the Islamic Revolution in 1979 was thus expressing pre-established 
popular consent, according to which expelling the American forces and their local affiliates was 
vital for the country’s interests. 

Amirahmadi recalled these historical facts, reminding the invited guests that anti-Zionism 
and anti-imperialism are still among the main principles directing Iranian foreign policy. The two 
principles remain valid and will continue to determine Iranian policy as long as the regime’s 
demand for sovereignty is, in its view, undermined by repeating rounds of international sanctions. 
In his opinion, the conflict is still only building up and is contributing to rising mutual mistrust and 
misperception. In other words, Amirahmadi argued that the problem between US and Iran has 
historical roots and developed and crystallised in the form of a set of dogmas that both sides do not 
wish to abandon.  

According to Amirahmadi, the Americans succeeded in designing a series of dogmas that 
constitute and prevail in the contemporary discourse on Iran in international relations and global 
politics. What is more, consecutive American governments have managed to co-opt other countries 
into this anti-Iranian discourse, legitimising and further supporting international policies, mainly 
sanctions, restrictions and pressures, aimed at forcing the Iranian regime to moderate its revolution 
and policy. European states are a good illustrative case of being entangled by the American 
administration in a problem originally limited to the US and Iran. In his words, “the constructive 
engagement” of the Europeans was nothing other than them being tricked by the Americans to get 
involved in the tense US-Iran relations. 

Professor Amirahmadi critised the JCPOA as further deteriorating already damaged 
relations between the US and Iran, mainly because of keeping the crucial regional actors out of the 
negotiating table and putting too great an emphasis on singling out one issue – the nuclear – while 
overlooking other problems. These two facts, in Amirahmadi’s opinion, keep the JCPOA from 
being a comprehensive deal. In fact, these arguments prompted the first speaker to call US-Iran 
relations “beyond repair”, before quoting Ayatollah Ali Khamenei’s remarkable words that “our 
relationship with the US is existential, either the US goes or we go”. The speaker then sketched 
quite a gloomy conclusion, seeing the only solution to the stalemate a change on the side of Iran. 

Professor Gaertner picked up the question of JCPOA’s viability, arguing that it was 
a sensible deal and fulfilled its most important goal of the time, namely engaging Iran. With this 
deal, both sides renounced such steps, according to the speaker, and this in turn has begun to change 
regional dynamics. 

Its failure, however, was motivated by a different set of factors, mainly related to a sudden 
turn in US foreign policy, resulting from the change in the White House. Professor Gaertner pointed 
out that undermining the JCPOA, especially by moving to a situation in which Iran withdraws from 
the deal, would create opportunities for more bold moves from the regime’s adversaries, such as 
Donald Trump and Benyamin Netanyahu. A military strike would not be the most unlikely of them. 

Professor Bernard Hourcade started his speech by comparing post-revolutionary Iran 
to a strong, but an emergent state. Previously ruled by the absolutist shah, Iran underwent major 
transformation led by a popular movement and Islamic clerics, resulting in the foundation 
of the Islamic Republic of Iran. As an emergent state, Iran became a major player in the region: 



Conference Report: Iran-US Relations: Challenges and Perspectives                   107 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

confronting Israel by supporting its proxies, Lebanese Hezbollah and Palestinian Hamas, 
challenging the Saudis by being actively involved in Syria and Yemen, and also recently, 
by successfully fighting to eliminate ISIS. Iran’s role in the region has become a big question 
contributing to a further split between the current US administration and the EU in international 
relations. 

As an emergent state, however, Iran also faces serious internal problems that can be only 
worsened by further sanctions. The main pillar of Iran’s domestic policy is nationalism 
and resistance towards sanctions is motivated by a national sense of pride that only grows 
in strength. In this context, the speaker viewed the role of Europe, which he said might help Iran 
to transform itself from inside. 

Returning to the question of the JCPOA, Professor Hourcade said the deal was also about 
allowing business to enter Iran. What the Europeans discovered on the ground, however, was that 
their efforts to develop economic ties with Iran (having no prior experience) utterly failed. The main 
reason was the lack of proper business infrastructure in Iran, including a secure banking and 
payment system that would link Iranian partners to the international network. Its reconstruction 
would take years, but remains vital for making proper use of the country’s capacity, as well as its 
stability, and it is equally important for Europe. This is why the EU is not, and will not be eager, 
to abandon the outcomes brought by the JCPOA. 

Professor Hourcade even referred to the EU as “the godfather of Iran”, in its efforts 
to rebuild business infrastructure. He emphasised that instead of sanctions, Europe should stand 
beside Iran in strengthening its potential. By helping Iran – which in many contexts resembles 
for Hourcade an emergent state – the EU would contribute to peace making in the entire Middle 
East region. 

Dr. Łukasz Fyderek posited the hypothesis that had the war in Syria not occurred, the 
JCPOA deal would not be on the table. In his opinion the nuclear deal was about curbing Iran’s 
influence in Syria. Fyderek presented the timeline of Iranian’s involvement in Syria, starting from 
what he called a “reluctant involvement” to nurture its only Arab ally in 2012, pointing to its 
growing presence, rising influence and also confidence about its position in the Levant in 2018, 
ultimately saving the allied Assad regime. Iranians proved extremely useful in creating proxy allies 
and networking with them. Thanks to this they will likely be able to secure a number of possible 
postwar deals in Syria. Tehran’s position in the process of reconstruction could become exceptional. 
In Fyderek’s opinion, there are two main issues here: Iran becoming the regional power and the 
nuclear deal, which are interrelated. Iran not only proved it was far from being only in defensive 
mode, but was more than that – acting in fact as a regional power in a changing regional 
environment. Tehran went much beyond just securing its borders, but attempted to transform 
the entire regional system. 

The problem of the destructive impact that further sanctions imposed on Iran could bring, 
was taken up by Adam Rogoda from the Warsaw University School of Economics. The researcher, 
who is completing his PhD thesis on relations between the state and economy in Iran between 1962 
and 2005, among several potential consequences of the new set of sanctions referred to: fiscal 
problems, higher unemployment, currency depreciation, rising inflation, severely reduced access 
to modern technologies, especially in the energy and manufacturing sectors, and last but not least – 
lower or negative GDP growth. In his speech Rogoda analysed why the prospect of a revival in US 
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sanctions is so destructive to the Iranian economy and what are the reasons for such  economic 
vulnerability to the US sanctions. 

In his opinion, the new US sanctions are more comprehensive than in 2011–2012, but they 
lack international support, as in 1995. So on one hand, it is possible that without international 
support the US policy would not be as effective as in 2011–2012. The impact has already been 
significant though, as manifested among other things in: the exit of multinational companies 
(for instance French Total), termination of aircraft deliveries and license agreements (for instance 
in auto industry), and in rial depreciation. As Rogoda said, the problem is deepened by the fact that 
Iran’s economy has never fully recovered from the nuclear-related sanctions in the first place, 
and that the JCPOA could not have delivered the expected benefits because only secondary US 
sanctions were lifted, Iran has not been removed from Financial Action Task Force black list 
and there was only partial and limited reintegration with the international financial system.  

In his diagnosis of the Iranian domestic economic context, the speaker also mentioned the 
problem of economic mismanagement and raised the question of the government’s interests in rial 
devaluation in order to decrease the budget deficit and boost non-oil exports. Rogoda suggested that 
Iran’s economic problems go beyond the lack of foreign investment and modern technology. In his 
opinion the economic crisis is destined to continue due to the high level of social expectations after 
the JCPOA, Europe’s inability to protect the agreement and also, most importantly, Iran’s fragile 
economy. In other words, the regime still has limited policy options to counter the crisis, therefore – 
as in 2012 – sanctions still pose an existential threat to the survival of the Islamic Republic. 

Why Iran cannot rely on China and India was discussed by Dr. Mahnaz Zahirinejad. 
According to the speaker, Iran wants to re-establish its position within OPEC and for that reason 
it should increase its oil and gas production from new oil and current oil and gas fields. Iranian oil 
and gas production have declined under the international and US sanctions. The reason is that Iran 
needs approximately $200 billion investment for oil and gas production, development and refineries 
and roughly 65 to 75 percent of that needs to come from foreign investment. In addition, Iran needs 
to import advanced technology available only in Europe and the US to increase its oil and gas 
production. However, under sanctions and in the absence of trade between Iran and EU and US, 
Chinese or Indian investments cannot give back what Tehran has lost from the West. This is 
because the Chinese have a long way to go, even to catch up with second-class European countries 
technologically. Even so, it is not just about technology, but also because China is not going to get 
into conflict with the US for the sake of maintaining relations with Iran. Dr. Zahirinejad mentioned 
how China stopped investing in Iran during Barak Obama’s term to avoid any conflict with the US. 
The speaker believes that  economic interdependence has drawn China into the international 
community but it has limited its power in foreign policy because even though China is a great 
power, it is yet to be considered a global one.  

She also pointed to growing trade between Iran and India, which has made India the second 
largest customer of Iranian oil and Iran the third largest oil exporter to India. In addition, 
Dr. Zahirinejad noted the importance of relations with Iran for India due to the India aims 
of developing Iran’s Chabahar port as a transit hub for Afghanistan, Central Asia, and the 
International North-South Transport Corridor (INSTC). She believes that the US as a partner 
of India has always made the case of Iran a test for the credibility of New Delhi’s commitment 
to building a long-term political partnership with Washington. Thus, in her opinion, although India 
has not considered Iran as an aggressive regional power, US relations have impacted New Delhi-
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Tehran relations and prevented further development of India-Iran ties. In other words, the India-US 
relationship has committed India to US policies and consequently India has put better ties with Iran 
on hold. 

Dr. Surender Bhutani senior fellow at St. Antony’s College, Oxford and Institute 
of Mediterranean and Oriental Cultures, Polish Academy of Sciences agreed with Dr. Zahirinejad 
and added India and Iran share an interest in countering Sunni extremism and Tehran is of strategic 
importance to Delhi’s expanded influence in Central Asia through  projects with attention to China-
Pakistan ties.  
 
Discussion  

The discussion also heard several interesting voices from the audience. Dr. Stanisław 
Jaskowski from the Department of Iran at the Warsaw University, emphasised the necessity 
of sticking to continuity in analysing Iranian statehood. He argued that the idea of calling Iran 
an emergent state was intellectually inspiring but not entirely accurate and risked being 
counterproductive in political analysis. In response to these remarks, Professor Bernard Hourcade 
returned to his argument about Iran being an emergent state. He explained that taking into account 
the transformation and the way Iranian society is changing, there is a new body and new system 
emerging from there. He also added that similar processes are going on in Saudi Arabia. Both are 
seen by Hourcade as countries undergoing profound transformations and facing problems stemming 
from it. 

Dr. Emmy Irobi, Assistant Professor at the LCC University of Klaipeda, returned to the 
question of the EU’s intermediary role in the US-Iran relations. He emphasised EU responsibility 
for their role in the process and raised the question as to whether European states are able 
to mediate between the US and Iran? In his opinion, to successfully mediate would be in this case 
to empower the powerless. Professor Irobi posed the question whether the European countries can – 
and are ready – to empower the powerless Iranians. A similar statement was expressed by Mahnaz 
Zahirinejad – the EU should not reject the JCPOA, it should mediate more constructively with 
the US and perhaps should even push Iran to negotiate with the American administration. 

On the other side, Maciej Milczanowski pointed out that EU and Iran are in a similar 
situation, because of the Donald Trump’s policy – perhaps then a better strategy, especially from 
Paris and Berlin, is needed in confronting Trump. The speaker specifically emphasised the necessity 
of confronting the president himself, not the entire US administration. 

In response to the voices presenting Iran as a rising star in regional politics, Professor 
Hooshang Amirahmadi, siding here with Adam Rogoda’s analysis, made a remark on Iran 
collapsing domestically on multiple fronts – in his own words, Iran being “almost on the verge 
of revolution”. Amirahmadi warned not to overestimate Iran’s strength by focusing on its 
performance in Damascus and overlooking the domestic front. In his opinion, it would be a mistake 
to confuse the country’s regional role with its domestic governance. Amirahmadi also disagreed 
with the statement that the problem lies in the person of the current American president. For him, 
the election of Donald Trump merely represents major and inevitable changes ongoing within 
American society. Still, Amirahmadi sees in Trump’s election a sort of opportunity that could 
be beneficial for Tehran, but only if it is played smart. 

Dr. Łukasz Fyderek in turn made a point on the Iranian political regime consisting of a post-
revolutionary elite. This is the reason, he argued, that Iran will stay rigid in its foreign policy until 
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the 1st generation of revolutionary guards steps aside and is replaced by a new generational elite. 
Therefore, it remains a question of time. He also remarked on the importance of supposedly minor 
players – e.g. Iranian local allies and proxies. In other words, contemporary Middle East analysis 
should not be stuck using Cold War conceptual paradigms, viewing the regional situation only 
through the lenses of a bipolar model.  

Returning to the issue of sanctions, Professor Amirahmadi also said that sanctions imposed 
by the Trump cabinet are not new, but are similar to the ones implemented during the Obama era. 
In fact, 80% of sanctions were imposed under Clinton and Obama. The professor repeated that the 
Trump presidency should be seen as an opportunity, and went even further by saying that none 
of the previous US administrations had been posed as such. Professor Hourcade made a general 
comment on the problem of the role of sanctions, suggesting there is no immediate impact 
on political change. Besides, even if it leads to the regime change, the outcomes could well slip 
out of control. What if we get a more fascist regime in Iran, he asked? Adding to the discussion 
on the impact of the US sanctions on Iran, Professor Gaertner made a remark concerning 
the questionable effectiveness of sanctions as tools leading to substantive political changes. There is 
no evidence of sanctions causing direct regime changes as noted in the scholarly literature. 
Sanctions were at best partially involved in changing regime in South Africa, but did not bring 
concrete results (that is: cause regime change) in Cuba or Russia. Referring to the argument made 
by Amirahmadi about Trump becoming an opportunity for the Iranian regime, Professor Gaertner 
said that perhaps Ruhani did not take the opportunity created by the Trump presidency, but then the 
same could be stated about Bill Clinton’s administration – not taking the opportunity of Mohamad 
Khatami.  

Amirahmadi noted again that sanctions are probably responsible for approximately 20% 
of Iran’s economic problems, 80% of which should be put down to the government’s 
mismanagement, which is simply transferring the burden of economic sanctions on to its people. 
It is for this reason that the current regime may not be able to survive and its change is essential 
because it is failing Iranian society on multiple levels: social, economic as well as political. Adam 
Rogoda added that from the economic point of view, Iran’s successful reconstruction would require 
a new economic structure – not by building new factories, but by setting solid grounds 
for generating stable oil incomes in the future. In order to achieve that respective Iranian sectors 
must be internationally competitive.  

In the final remarks concluding the discussion, Professor Amirahmadi urged that we pay 
attention to Iranian society – not the regime - which would be a step out of the discourse imposed 
by previous American administrations and continued under the presidency of Donald Trump. 
The speaker strongly recommended the EU seize the moment as Iranian society is turning against 
the regime. Recognising this and avoiding the mistake of targeting society – while having 
the regime as the enemy – would prevent Europe from losing Iran. 
 

 


