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Few diplomats have had the 
far-reaching vision and impact 
achieved by former Iranian Ambas-
sador and Foreign Minister Ardeshir 
Zahedi in the post-World War II 
years and until 1979. Now 92, and 
still active, we asked his views on 
topics related to strategic maneuver 
in the 21st Century. 
Defense & Foreign Affairs publisher 
Pamela von Gruber met with Amb. 
Zahedi in Montreux, Switzerland, 
to discuss current issues, just as the 
third volume of his memoirs was be-
ing published in English. He is also 
still active as Patron of the Zahedi 
Center for the Study of Monarchy, 
Traditional Governance, and Sover-
eignty within the International Stra-
tegic Studies Association (ISSA), 
which publishes Defense & Foreign 
Affairs. 
Amb. Zahedi was Foreign Minis-
ter of Iran from 1966 to 1971, and 
served twice as the Shah’s Ambassa-
dor to the United States, and as Am-
bassador to the Court of St. James. 
His remarkable memory and grasp 
of history make any discussion with 
him, inevitably, long, detailed, and 
fascinating … and difficult to distill 
into a succinct document. 
We see economic and political sanc-
tions being applied, mainly by West-
ern governments, not just on Iran but 
other states. Do you think that sanc-
tions help resolve strategic differenc-
es or achieve desired outcomes by 
coercing target countries either to the 
negotiating table or to change? 
Sanctions by one government against 
another are a form of blackmail, or 
strategic coercion. They can often 
lead to unintended consequences, es-
pecially if taken too far. So, frankly, 

to repeat: I am against sanctions be-
cause of the unintended consequenc-
es and when taken too far. 
Sanctions as a weapon tend to be in-
human and inefficient in achieving 
strategic objectives. 
I understand that sanctions can be a 
form of negotiation, but if taken too 
far, or if they are not really used as a 
form of negotiation, then the results 
are not beneficial to anyone. 
In the case of US sanctions against 
Iran, for example, the major suffer-
ing is inflicted on the 82-million Ira-
nians, not the clerical Government. 
And, as we have seen, the sanctions 
actually strengthened the hands of 
the Government of Iran and hurt the 
Iranian people, who have not been 
anti-US. But when you impose and 
maintain sanctions, you are forcing 
people to become your enemies be-
cause you have victimized them. 
If sanctions are to be used then they 
need to be used like a bullet over a 
short duration, and with specific ob-
jectives. But then it is necessary to 
follow up with creative diplomacy. 
But by prolonging punitive sanc-
tions against Iran the US inevitably 
brought the Iranian Government to-
gether with the People’s Republic of 
China (PRC) Government, clearly 
an undesirable outcome for the US. 
Equally, the sanctions against Iran 
[and against Russia] caused Iran and 
Russia to come to depend on each 
other. Again, this was clearly an un-
intended consequence of US sanc-
tions, and harmed US interests. 
A great nation like the United States 
should not act like a child. If you 
look deeply into the history of Iran 
and the United States, you see that it 
goes back to the people who operat-

ed at a human level, with Americans 
working with Iranians on education 
and agriculture, and so on. I don’t see 
any reason why these deep human 
relationships should be forgotten or 
aban- doned. Iran needs the United 
States and the United States needs 
Iran. But if the sanctions are tempo-
rary, as I still hope they are, then we 
must work to solve the problem. 
When I left Iran, and when the sanc-
tions were begun, the population of 
Iran was 36-million. Today, 42 years 
later, the sanctions are punishing 
82-million people [and the Iranian 
Government has, in this time, not 
succumbed to the sanctions]. That 
does not help the United States, and 
yet I have lived in the United States 
and love it. But sanctions are inhu-
man and do not work. Sanctions are 
a step towards war. With sanctions 
you hurt the people, and force them 
to side with their government. When 
people are happy, they do not see that 
the threat comes from the outside. 
So the path we — the world — are 
taking is not getting us anywhere. 
And, yes, I know that [Ayatollah 
Ruhollah] Khomeini was the first 
to declare the US as the enemy, so 
the US did not start this. And the US 
was right to restrict its immediate re-
sponse to sanctions, but the sanctions 
needed to be short-term to avoid the 
long-term problems we have been 
discussing. They should have been 
followed by creative diplomacy, but 
they were not [as each side fell back 
on its dignity]. 
And so, step by step, we fell into hell. 
The European states then distanced 
themselves from the US on the ques-
tion of Iran, so this led to larger prob-
lems for Washington. After the Cold 
War, the imposition by the US of 
sanctions against post-Soviet Russia 
re-started, in a way, the Cold War. 
[US Pres. Richard] Nixon would not 
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have done this. Nixon showed you 
could completely change the strate-
gic dynamic by creative action. 
Is the isolation of Iran by the US, in 
particular, making it more difficult 
for Iran to evolve and move beyond 
the “revolutionary” approach of the 
clerical Government? 
Isolation has brought out some sense 
of purpose in the [Iranian] Govern-
ment, so clearly the US policy of 
isolating Iran has not been good for 
Washington. And, yes, I think that 
the clerics [in Iran] cannot use the 
“revolutionary” approach as much 
any more. It doesn’t work. So the 
clerics will probably evolve to be-
come a normal Iranian government. 
Indeed, that process has already be-
gun. They have developed relations 
with a lot of countries, even now 
starting a rapprochement with Saudi 
Arabia.  
Despite everything, there is already 
a lot more openness and criticism in 
the Iranian media. 
But we have to remember that hu-
manity is above all nations. This was 
my primary orientation when I served 
Iran in diplomatic posts. Thinking in 
humanitarian terms served us well. 
We respected all our neighbors and 
this resulted in the greatest period of 
stability and progress in modern Ira-
nian history. 

For too long we saw foreign powers   
— starting with the British — at-
tempting to use religion to divide the 
entire Middle East, to make it easier 
for them to control the region. But 
religion is like fire, and, if you play 
with it you will get burned. Of course 
religion in some form does reside in 
us all, and it is possible to abuse it, as  
Khomeini did [when he took power 
in Iran in 1979]. But that passes. 
The Abraham Accords made the 
Middle East strategic momentum 
more about geopolitics than about re-
ligious issues. Could that, ultimately, 
help Iran to return to calmer dealings 
with the Sunni states and even, per-
haps, Israel? 
To be honest, I have not studied in 
detail the Abraham Accords. But, as I 
said, dividing the region on religious 
grounds is dangerous, and we have 
seen that when attempts to play “the 
religious card” go away — as we 
saw beginning to happen when Iran 
pursued a regional policy based on 
friendship and humanity during the 
Shah’s period — we see greater co-
operation and stability. 
So, from what I have seen, some parts 
of the Abraham Accords are clearly 
good, but we will have to see where 
it goes. After all, as we discussed, we 
are now seeing Iran talking with Sau-
di Arabia, so the process is moving in 

the right direction. 
I think it all gets back to humanitari-
an concerns. If we work toward bet-
ter communication at a human level 
then it can only help. 
The Shah wanted to see Iran on a 
trajectory to achieving the level of 
Japan by this time. What will it take 
to get Iran back onto that kind of eco-
nomic and industrial growth track? 
Yes, that was the Shah’s dream. He 
had a real love for the Iranian people, 
and it was indeed his idea that Iran 
could achieve the economic success 
of Japan — at that time, and today, 
a great economy — within his life-
time. As he said, being King of a 
poor country is not a point of pride. 
He wanted to make Iran a wealthy 
country and to restore its positive 
example to the world. Look: I know 
that at that time we had a lot of cor-
ruption to overcome, but the Shah 
had a vision. And Iran, today, is still 
well-placed to achieve the Shah’s vi-
sion; to get back onto that path. Ira-
nians are not only well-educated, but 
there is an enormous “youth  bulge”, 
which means that the country is one 
of the few nations with a highly-ed-
ucated, productive young workforce. 
Some 25 percent of inhabitants are 
under 14 years of age, while almost 
69 percent are aged 15 to 64, and 
only about six percent of Iran inhab-
itants are aged 65 or older. 
I am extremely happy that this poten-
tial exists in Iran. Despite the change 
in Government in 1979, which has 
kept me in exile, I consider all Ira-
nians my brothers and sisters. And 
I’m particularly proud of the fact 
that half of this new “youth bulge” 
— some 70 percent of the 82-million 
people — consists of educated wom-
en; that means about 30-million edu-
cated and capable women. 
This is the great wealth of Iran. 
But Iran must have close relations 
with its neighbors if it is to prosper. 
That was always my goal when I was 
in the Government. We have to live 
in harmony with our neighbors.

Interview conducted by Pamela von Gruber, Publisher, Defense & 
Foreign Affairs Reprinted with permission. © 2021 the International 
Strategic Studies Association. www.StrategicStudies.org
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