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JAVAD ZARIF has appeared at universities, public policy forums 

and social and political clubs so often that Lisa Anderson, dean of 

Columbia’s School of International and Public Affairs, recently 

asked him wryly if he was thinking of running for office.

Mr. Zarif is the United Nations ambassador from Iran, a country 

that has had no diplomatic relations with the United States since 

1980, and he is confined by the American authorities within a 25-

mile radius of Columbus Circle. Punctuating the point, a map in 
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the Iranian Mission shows the boundaries as Parsippany, N.J., the New York-Connecticut border and 

Exit 40 on the Long Island Expressway.

State Department demarcations? he was asked.

“No,” he said, smiling beneath a Koranic inscription in his ambassadorial office. “Everything here in 

the U.S. is private, isn’t it? We had Hagstrom’s do it.”

Brand names, local geography and American customs come easily to Mr. Zarif, 47, who has spent 

most of his adult life in this country and speaks colloquial English with an American accent.

His ability to strike cordial relations with many American leaders and with the crowds of Americans 

he frequently addresses, while defending a country whose leadership they have no sympathy for, is 

being much commented on as his five years of service come to an end.

He has degrees from San Francisco State University and a doctorate from the University of Denver, 

and his American-born son and daughter now study in the United States.

Though he dresses in austere Iranian style, with a high-buttoned collarless shirt and no necktie, and 

follows the Iranian practice of not shaking hands with women, he is disarmingly informal and 

punctuates his comments with chuckles and grins.

He has combined this beguiling ease with communication tools like video- and telephone-

conferencing and Web postings (www.zarif.net) to influence the American-Iranian relationship.

YET Mr. Zarif also represents a country that is locked in a contentious standoff with the West over its 

nuclear program, has harassed and recently jailed three Iranian-American intellectuals, and is led by 

a president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, who has declared that Israel should be “wiped off the map” and 

that the Holocaust should be questioned.

“It’s a dilemma for any diplomat to bring the right balance between defending his government and 

not defending the indefensible,” said Dimitri K. Simes, president of the Nixon Center, which studies 

national security issues. “I think he was able to find such a balance.”
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