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The deteriorating 
relations between 
Iran and the West 

THE DEATH OF SOLEIMANI

Was the assassination of the Iranian general the most pivot-
al moment in the deterioration of the relationship between 
Iran and the West?
“Hostilities had taken a turn for the worse even before the 
assassination of Soleimani. The current tensions started 
after May 8, 2018, when Trump announced the US with-
drawal from the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA). It resumed the tensions with Iran and nullified al-
most all progress made in terms of rapprochement. Since 
then, we have skated on the edge of all-out warfare. Critical 
moments of tensions that brought use closer to brink of 
warfare include the shooting down of the American drone 
by Iranian forces in June and the September assault on the 
Saudi Oil installation, which were all critical moments in 
2019 alone, and needless to say the assassination of Gen. 
Soleimani. The reason that all-out war has not happened 
is simple: none of the parties involved want an all-out war. 
Neither the American or the Iranian elite, nor the civil pop-
ulations of the two countries really want that to happen. 

Despite this, the actions of the states seem to favor the 
continuation of tensions.” 

After Soleimani was killed, President Ursula von der Leyen 
of the European Commission was criticized for her late reac-
tion to the assassination and call for restraint. NATO allies, 
including the Netherlands, expressed understanding for the 
attack. A split in European and US policy seemed to become 
clear. What does this mean for NATO and does it provide an 
opportunity for Iran?
“The split both did and did not create opportunities for Iran. 
The country has long noticed a shift in global politics, which 
goes beyond current events. Europe is in need of strategic 
autonomy and has been so for a while. Trump’s presidency 
is not the cause, but merely one of the symptoms of this 
shift. It has come to the point that makes us wonder wheth-
er we can still talk about a trans-Atlantic alliance. Perhaps 
it would be more fitting to call it trans-Atlantic partnership 
or a coalition of the willing.” 
In terms of military threat, how does Iran assess the Europe-
an mission in the Strait of Hormuz, which is separate from 

“The Administration’s statement says that its goal is to deter future attacks by Iran, but this action almost certainly 
will have the opposite effect. President Trump just tossed a stick of dynamite into a tinderbox, and he owes the Amer-
ican people an explanation of his strategy and plan to keep safe our troops and embassy personnel, our people and 
our interests,” said Joe Biden after the assassination of General Soleimani, the second most powerful man in Iran. 
The tinderbox hasn’t exploded yet, however tensions with Iran remain high. “We must remember that wars start acci-
dentally,” says Iranian political scientist Mohammedbagher Forough in this interview with editor Gerben Stormbroek 
and Paul Evers of the Netherlands Atlantic Association. The Leiden University professor, who was born and raised in 
Iran, believes Iran does not want war, but it will challenge the United States and Europe in its own interest. As the EU 
is seen as weak, and the US as untrustworthy, Forough calls for European strategic autonomy, including military and 
financial autonomy. He also advocates for continued cooperation and rebuilding trust between Iran and the West in 
order to go forward, instead of backwards.
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the US? Is it an Iranian victory if NATO members do not act 
uniformly?
“Iran is not concerned with the military dimension of the 
EU. The Iranian elite is generally very pragmatic although 
some favor hard power over negotiations. They see NATO 
and US military power as the same. Even so, they do cap-
italize on the, in the words of Macron, ‘braindead’ NATO 
alliance. In terms of International Relations Theory, the Ira-
nians can be considered as having a hardcore realist world-
view. They know the limitations of European military efforts. 
Now that the US is slowly withdrawing from the region, it 
would be wise for the EU to steer towards developing their 
strategic and security autonomy with regard to the region, 
among other things. This is needed for them to be regarded 
as an effective and decisive partner by regional actors that 
value both hard and soft power, such as Iran. Then the EU 
would no longer be dependent on the whims of American 
leadership, whims that more often than not undermine the 
goals of the EU in the Middle East.” 

The Iranian retaliation and consecutive responses were so 
careful not to escalate tensions further that it almost sug-
gests that they were brokered.1 Do you believe this to be the 
case?
“There is no hard evidence that proves this. However, the 
Iranian missile attack on the American bases was extremely 
measured. They did not want to inflict a single US casualty 
since this could potentially cause a war. They could have, 
since their missiles are very precise. Iran did not want to 
mobilize American public opinion against them. They want-
ed to send a strong, symbolic message to both the Iranian 
people and the US. This first, and perhaps last, direct retal-
iation was meant as a slap in the face, not a punch. This 
does not mean the end of retaliations, which will likely be 
continued by proxy, something that is happening these days 
(in mid-March) through rocket attacks on Camp Taji, which 
killed two US soldiers and one British solider.”

POPULARITY OF IRANIAN PUBLIC FIGURES

The retaliation was thus also meant to have a symbolic ef-
fect on the Iranian population, even though public opinion 
of Soleimani seemed divided, considering the fact that an-
ti-regime demonstrations took place soon after his assassi-
nation.
“The Iranian public opinion was not really divided, with 82% 
of the population being favorable towards him.2 He was 
widely regarded as a national treasure and a powerful sym-
bol of Iranian might. He was untainted by scandals and rum-
ors of financial corruption in the eyes of the Iranian public. 
His death was used to mobilize public opinion to be once 
again supportive of the political establishment. The elite 
was initially successful in this regard, but this effort col-

lapsed on itself shortly after the accidental downing of the 
passenger airliner by the IRGC. Support for the government 
performance was falling in the aftermath of the sudden fuel 
price hike last November. With the American assassination 
of Soleimani, people’s sense of nationalism got riled up 
and they rallied behind the flag, so to speak. But all of that 
became underwhelming and anticlimactic in the aftermath 
of the shooting down of the Ukrainian airliner over Tehran’s 
sky. Now with the coronavirus situation, all these emotions 
have been suspended and people are in survival mode. The 
past few months have been an emotional roller-coaster for 
the Iranian people living inside Iran.” 

 “Iranian public figures in general have had their ups and 
downs in terms of popularity, which is very dependent on 
the dynamics of the time. Iranian conservatives had strate-
gically decided that they wanted to negotiate with Western 
powers over the nuclear issue. When the nuclear deal was 
signed, Iranians were thus very pleased with the Minister 
of Foreign Affairs, Javad Zarif. His success gave the coun-
try a much-needed international standing. The US, under 
President Barack Obama and the Secretary of State John 
Kerry, was ready to acknowledge Iran as a regional power. 
This put the country on an equal footing alongside Saudi 
Arabia, Israel and Turkey as prominent regional actors. The 
conservatives gave reformists a chance in appealing to the 
West in the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) 
negotiations on the nuclear deal, but warned them against 
it. When Trump reneged on the deal, it proved the conserv-
atives right. Zarif’s and the President Hassan Rouhani’s 
popularity went down quickly. In the meantime, Soleimani’s 
popularity was steadily rising. In turn, such dynamics have 
affected the February 2020 Iranian parliamentary elec-
tions. The Guardian Council disapproved many reformist 
candidates, which led to more conservatives in the Iranian 
parliament. In that sense, you could argue that Trump has 
made the Iranian political system more conservative.” 

You already mentioned that the accidental downing of the 
passenger plane was a turning point in the events after the 
assassination of Soleimani. How did it affect the situation on 
the ground in Iran?
“I was in Iran at the time Soleimani was killed. You could 
sense a change in the atmosphere after he died. For four 
days there was a sense of fear and it felt war could break 
out at any moment. Had the military not fired upon the US 
base nor shot down the civilian passenger plane, the situ-
ation could have turned out very differently. Instead, these 
events once again turned public opinion against the polit-
ical system. The sanctions do not help the government’s 
popularity either. When people are under pressure for ac-
cess to basic needs, it does not matter who is in charge, 
they are angry with the government. Currently, well under 
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50% is supportive of (the reformist) president Rouhani. Part 
of the blame is directed at the sanctions, but Iranian people 
are also fed up with the systematic corruption and misman-
agement that they hear about in the news (both domestic 
news and foreign) on a daily basis.” 

“After shooting down the airplane on January 8 this year, 
Iran was quick to admit its fault. ‘Normally’ it takes decades 
for both democratic and non-democratic countries to admit 
their responsibility in these kinds of incidents. These days, 
however, everyone has a smartphone at hand which causes 
a flurry of evidence to mount quickly and undeniably. There 
is no strong evidence to support this, but it seemed that 
there was no coordination between the Iranian elite and 
the military. This chaos, miscommunication and mounting 
evidence possibly led to the quick recognition of Iran’s role 
in shooting down the aircraft. By that time, the political es-
tablishment had already lost rally-around-the-flag factor that 
occurred after Soleimani’s assassination.”

AMERICAN WITHDRAWAL FROM THE JCPOA
The assassination of Soleimani could be seen as another 
step in the already deteriorating relations between Iran and 
the West and with the US in particular. The first step was 
America’s withdrawal from the 2015 nuclear deal with Iran 

in 2018. As you mentioned before, the Europeans and Amer-
icans seem to take different stances towards Iran. Iran’s 
stance vis-à-vis the US seems clear, but how does it assess 
the role of the Europeans?
“The withdrawal of Trump from the nuclear deal could be 
framed as a political victory and an economic defeat for 
Iran. The Iranian elite created a narrative of the ‘good guys’ 
and the ‘bad guys’, internationally speaking. The good guys 
consisted of the European powers, Russia and China. The 
US was inevitably going to be the bad guy in this story.” 

“For Iran, the narrative became a success since the Euro-
pean countries adopted this stance. Not insofar as copying 
the wording, but they did capture the essence of the narra-
tive as they wanted to continue cooperation with Iran. After 
the withdrawal, the Europeans and Iranians set up the Spe-
cial Purposes Vehicle (SPV).3 However, this economic and 
financial channel was not particularly successful, mainly 
because of the stringent American sanctions put into place 
after the American withdrawal from the deal. The narrative 
therefore did not have the desired effect. Iranian reformists 
as well as conservatives began to openly criticize the Euro-
pean powers after the sanctions resumed and started real-
ly biting. The reformists were more moderate in their tone, 
conservatives branded the EU as incompetent.” 

General Soleimani was widely regarded as a national treasure and a powerful symbol of Iranian might. He was untainted by scandals and rumors of financial corruption in the 
eyes of the Iranian public. These are images of his funeral ceremony in Tehran on 7 January 2020 (photo: saeediex/Shutterstock.com)
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“This shift from the Iranian side, in terms of criticizing the 
‘good guys,’ was meant to force the Europeans to take a 
more solid stance against the US. It is important to note 
that the JCPOA was framed as a steppingstone to open 
talks on other topics as well. Even to the point that the 
framework could be applied to other countries, such as 
North Korea. The talks leading up to the 2015 nuclear deal 
taught Iran that they needed to compromise in order to 
maintain the cooperative attitude of both the EU and US. 
Tehran had made a strategic decision in this regard: they 
wanted to be an accepted actor in the international arena. 
Trump’s withdrawal ruined their opportunity. Even so, con-
tinuation of talks is not off the table on the Iranian side.”

Iran has indicated that it wants to continue its cooperation 
with the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). Could 
this then merely be seen as symbolic? 
“The commitment of Iran to the agency is not symbolic. So 
far, there has been no indication that it will not continue. The 
IAEA reports have noted continued Iranian cooperation. Ura-
nium-enrichment is now used by Iran as a bargaining chip 
after the US backed out of the deal and European countries 
were not able to get their acts together with the Special 
Purpose Vehicle. The uranium-enrichment process is used 
to motivate, encourage, intimidate or scare Europeans to 
make a stand, mainly in terms of economic support to Iran.” 

RENEWAL OF RELATIONS?

Will relations ever recover to the same point as the moment 
when the nuclear deal was struck?
“However unlikely now, it is certainly possible. Historical 
and emotional constraints stand in the way of the US and 
Iran becoming close friends in the near future. However, 
they can become partners. Both countries have previously 
showed that it is possible. General Soleimani and his Quds 
brigade helped the US in their invasion of Afghanistan af-
ter 9/11. Those same troops have coordinated their move-
ments with the Americans in the fight against Daesh (ISIL) 
in Iraq. If they can cooperate in times of war, I am certain 
they can in times of peace or truce. However, in order to 
continue talks, both Iran and the US need to simultane-
ously have competent, willing Presidents and Ministers of 
Foreign Affairs, as was the case when JCPOA was signed.”

Therefore, Iran would have a high interest in the Presidential 
Elections in the United States. Given the confrontations with 
the Trump Administration, could one say that Iran would au-
tomatically prefer a Democrat winning the elections?
“Iran is waiting for a successor, preferably a Democrat, to 
revive the JCPOA. They believe the Republicans cannot be 
trusted. Even when a Democratic government signs a deal, 
the Republicans tend to cancel it, as happened with the 
2015 deal.” 

“Regarding Trump in particular and from an International 
Relations perspective, Trump is merely seen by Iran as a 
symptom. In the US, neo-conservatives have always sought 
confrontation with Iran. They managed to get exactly that 
via Trump. Their influence on Trump’s policies is noticeable 
not only towards Iran but also in regard to deregulation of 
environmental legislation, tax breaks for the super-wealthy, 
anti-abortion laws, and confrontation with China. Iran has 
had tensions with Democratic and Republican Presidents 
alike. We cannot predict what changes in leadership will 
bring, but Trump has even been breaking with traditional 
Republican standards and policies. Indicative is the assas-
sination of Soleimani. Both President George W. Bush and 
President Barack Obama had opportunities to kill General 
Soleimani. They didn’t as they wanted to prevent escala-
tion.” 

“Tensions might therefore become uncontrollable if future 
incidents are not handled with care. Potential areas of 
further clashes could be in the Strait of Hormuz and the 
Persian Gulf where shipping lanes and oil transports are 
potentially threatened. Another concern is Iraq. It was Gen-
eral Soleimani’s last wish to evict foreign troops from the 
region. Iraq is being pressured by Iran to make this happen 
and to oust American soldiers from its soil. This could lead 
to further tensions as evidenced by recent attacks on Camp 
Taji near Baghdad.”

THE TRUE VICTIMS OF ECONOMIC SANCTIONS

Since the nuclear deal collapsed, and Iran resumed its ura-
nium-enrichment program, even more stringent sanctions 
have been put into place. Even though it hasn’t come to war 
yet, the pressure on Iran seems to be mounting. What are 
the effects, apart from the political effects?
“Undeniably the Iranian people are suffering the most. Ira-
nian society is buckling under what Trump calls ‘maximum 
pressure’ sanctions. These sanctions hollow out the state 
and are threatening the functioning of society. Basic human 
needs, such as access to medicine, have become extremely 
difficult for most people. This is getting exponentially exac-
erbated in the coronavirus situation in Iran, which is one of 
the hardest-hit countries in the world. Trump sanctions are 
making it extremely difficult for the country to combat the 
virus. More broadly, I have seen the effects of the sanctions 
first hand among my family and family friends and all across 
Iran’s middle class. They are struggling with rising inflation 
and scarcity of both products and services. The backbone 
of society, Iran’s middle class is shrinking because of the 
sanctions. Sanctions are also exacerbating corruption in 
the country. These are not smart sanctions. I would warn 
against saying whether or not this might help in toppling 
the political system. The American president hopes that 
this will force Iran to do its bidding but ‘maximum pressure’ 
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could also lead to a revolution or social collapse. In this 
scenario, social collapse of 80 million people, on the one 
side, and a strong military, on the other, both without lead-
ership, could potentially lead to utter chaos in the country, 
which means chaos for the region, and potentially for the 
world. People should be careful what they wish for.”

“The conservative elites are arguing that the sanctions 
came into place even when Iran was willing to cooperate 
with the US. Therefore, they try to turn public policy against 
the cooperative stance of the reformists. They say: ‘The 
people criticize us for being anti-American, now look at what 
cooperation with “the Great Satan” brought us?’ The Amer-
ican sanctions are directed mostly at Iranian people, not 
really at elites. It is a shame that the sanctions reduce the 
people to a pressure tool rather than treating Iranians as 
human beings.” 

“Finally, I can say that, fortunately, the assassination of 
Soleimani and subsequent events didn’t lead to all-out war, 
but we need to be cautious. The situation in the Persian 
Gulf area is tense, and will remain so. Hopefully, leaders 
in Iran and the West alike will use common sense. In this 

situation, I think a European move towards strategic auton-
omy can potentially help both European and global security 
issues (including the tensions between Iran and the US). An 
actually independent Europe can act as a security stabilizer 
in various global situations and function, one could hope, 
as a potential center of gravity for values such as human 
rights and peace.”

Democratic Presidential Candidate Joe Biden delivers remarks on the Trump’s adminstrations’s actions in Iraq. He gave his remarks during a speech at Chelsea Piers, New York 
on 7 January 2020 (photo: Ron Adar/Shutterstock.com)
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