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Extended Abstract
Introduction

The Iran and U.S.A. relationship has served as a potential diplomatic tool after major
earthquakes (particularly in 1990, 2003, and 2017) and has provided brief moments of
opportunity for dialogue and de-escalation. With the near-total absence of U.S. diplomatic
relations with Iran since the 1980 hostage crisis and occupation of the U.S. embassy in
Tehran, direct channels of communication were severed. The United States imposed
broad sanctions, making any financial or material exchange, including humanitarian aid,
complicated. Exceptions included offers of unconditional humanitarian aid were of the
few positive actions could take. There has also been scientific cooperation between the
United States and Iran in the fields of seismology and earthquake engineering, based on
the occurrence of major earthquakes in Iran. These moments have ultimately been
overshadowed by deep distrust, ideological opposition, and broader geopolitical conflicts.
The Iranian government’s response to these offers has been a measure of its internal
political dynamics, often reflecting the challenge between practical need in times of
disaster and revolutionary anti-American ideology. As a result, while the aid offers
provided temporary openings, they failed to bring about any lasting thaw in the ice
between the two countries and instead highlighted the deep obstacles to reconciliation.
Methodology

Using a qualitative, historical-comparative case study design, this study examines the
dynamics of Iran-US cooperation in the field of earthquakes between 1980 and 2025. This
cooperation is examined as a general case, and critical earthquakes (such as the 1990
Manjil earthquake, the 2003 Bam earthquake, and the 2017 Kermanshah earthquake) are
considered as subcases within specific empirical intervals. While the main approach is
qualitative, elements of mixed methods analysis are incorporated through bibliometrics
and network analysis of joint scientific publications and joint initiatives.
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This methodological approach is expected to produce the following: A detailed
mapping of the scientific, institutional, and diplomatic dimensions of Iran-US cooperation
on earthquakes. Identification of lessons learned in terms of scientific cooperation,
resilience, and the limitations of disaster diplomacy. Recommendations for future science
diplomacy initiatives in politically constrained environments.

Result and discussion

Analysis of U.S. humanitarian interventions in Iran after major earthquakes since 1980
confirms that “disaster diplomacy” is a tool with limited, but not insignificant, potential.
The 1990 Manjil earthquake exposed the complexities of Iranian domestic politics and
the difficulty of delivering aid without a unified political will. The 2003 Bam earthquake
demonstrated the peak of this tool’s potential, providing a brief window for de-escalation
and limited, tactical engagement that even led to temporary concessions on nuclear
safeguards. However, the 2017 Kermanshah earthquake demonstrated the fundamental
limitations of this approach, when the broader politics of the proposing party were
perceived as the source of humanitarian harm.

In a context of frozen diplomatic relations, humanitarian aid can provide a fragile
bridge to limited communication. It can provide a politically acceptable pretext for
engagement without requiring a fundamental shift in foreign policy. However, it cannot
act as a panacea for deep geopolitical conflicts, nor can it fundamentally transform a
relationship defined by decades of mistrust and conflicting strategic interests. The fleeting
nature of the “thaw” after the Bam earthquake and the apparent rejection of aid in 2017
after the Azgaleh earthquake suggest that the political environment is a key factor in
determining the success or failure of such efforts.

Conclusion

The humanitarian relationship between the United States and Iran during earthquakes,
despite the extensive diplomatic challenges, is a complex and contradictory pattern of
“disaster diplomacy.” Following major earthquakes in Iran—such as the Sar-e-Pul-e-
Zahab earthquake of 2017—the United States has offered technical assistance,
equipment, and manpower, and has sometimes temporarily relaxed sanctions to facilitate
relief efforts. This assistance has generally been channeled through NGOs or the
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, and has been less direct and
bilateral. The United States has used this opportunity to improve its image in the eyes of
Iranian society and to demonstrate goodwill (public diplomacy). This assistance has
sometimes improved the atmosphere for dialogue momentarily—for example, the
exchange of messages through the Swiss side in the Bam earthquake—but it has never
led to a lasting dialogue or a major diplomatic opening. Deep mistrust and macro-
geopolitical issues—such as the nuclear program, regional patronage, sanctions—quickly
overshadowed any temporary warmth and returned relations to their previous hostile
state. The “window of opportunity” created by the natural disaster was very short-lived
and lacked strong political institutions or allies to consolidate it on either side.

Even with good intentions to help, the web of US sanctions against Iran has been the
greatest operational obstacle to effective aid delivery. Banks and companies’ fear of
violating sanctions have made it extremely difficult to transfer funds, buy medicine and
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‘equipment. This paradox (offering aid on the one hand and creating structural obstacles
on the other) has meant that US aid has often taken a ceremonial form and has had limited
operational impact. In the absence of strong political will, stable institutional mechanisms
and fundamental trust-building, these moments of cooperation can rarely become a bridge
to resolve geopolitical differences. The heavy burden of history, deep mistrust and
strategic differences have neutralized any positive developments from ‘“‘earthquake
diplomacy”. Humanitarian aid has remained, at best, a positive but transitory event in a
tense relationship, not a transformative strategy. "Earthquake diplomacy" between Iran
and the United States has been a brief light in the darkness of relations that, due to the
lack of fuel of trust and sustainable mechanisms, has never turned into the fire of dialogue
and reconciliation.
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