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Abstract 

 

This research will explain and highlight the Persian rug as an art-form. It will examine the 

embargoes placed on the industry and detail the negative effects these sanctions are having on 

the rug industry and the artisans of Iran. 
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Introduction 

 

The art of carpet weaving in Iran or the Persian rug began more than 2,500 years ago. Persian 

carpets and rugs began out of the need to cover the floors of living quarters of nomads and 

tribesmen. The skill and craft involved in the creation of these works of art that has been passed 

down from generation to generation over thousands of years. It is uniquely linked with an ancient 

culture and is considered an artform, but the sanctions are not only blocking an important 

revenue source - but it is also attacking the Iranian culture. It has now turned into a multimillion-

dollar industry and it is under attack by U.S. sanctions. 
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Thesis Statement and Research Questions 

 

 

 

Thesis Statement:  The cultural identity of the Iranian people is being wrongly targeted by the 

U.S. Embargoes on Persian rugs.  

 

 

 

Research questions: 

1. What is the artisanal history of the Persian rug?  

2. What has been the effectiveness of embargoes on Iran? 

3. What are the negative effects of these sanctions on the rug industry in the United States 

and on the artisans of Iran?  
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Methods 

 

     My research will be utilizing the library database as well as other peer reviewed sources to 

gather information. It will be important to find sources and distinguish between essential and 

non-essential information. It will be important to identify propaganda and bias or recognize 

omissions and faulty logic. Research will utilize EBSCO, PIIE, JOSE among others. 

     I will use critical analysis to distinguish the logos, pathos and ethos of the sources. Ideally this 

thesis would rely mostly on peer reviewed sources but when researching a country such as Iran, 

it may be difficult to acquire accurate and up to date material. Reports produced by institutions 

like the International Monetary Fund, the World Trade Organization and the World Bank allow 

the evaluation of Iran’s economy despite the lack of evidence from official Iranian sources 

therefore much of the information coming from Iran may be biased and anti-Western in nature. 

As a result, Western information about Iran must be developed from an external point of view or 

from the perspective of outsiders.  

     In this Liberal Studies project, the research will be presented for the reader to analyze and 

synthesize the findings.  
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Review of Literature 

 

 

     To effectively explore the Persian rug industry and the issues involved with the U.S. 

embargoes on the craft, a subset of literature has been selected based on the relevance to the 

following questions: 

1. What is the artisanal history of the Persian rug?  

      2. What has been the effectiveness of embargoes on Iran? 

      3. What are the negative effects these sanctions are having on the industry in the United 

States and on the artisans of Iran? 

 

     A search of the EBSCO data base resulted in articles and other peer-reviewed journals that 

will reveal findings that will help in the systemic analysis of this topic. An in-depth analysis of 

how rugs are made from start to finish, and how to properly identify each one has been 

documented (Ford,2007). Persian rugs being an art-form. The identification of the type of rug 

also identifies the people, tribes or villages that weave them. Persian rugs, whether made in tribal 

or city surroundings, are all hand knotted. Each rug is made to a design, whether that design is 

copied from an intricate design plate or is inspired by the weaver or their surroundings or their 

way of life (Jarman,1947). One rug can take months or even years to complete and becomes a 

unique work of art.  

The United States was one of the main trading allies of Iran. “In 1978, a year before the 

Iranian revolution, the United States was the second largest exporter to Iran” (Lester, 2010). In 

1979, after the Iranian revolution and especially after a group of Iranian students held fifty-two 

American hostages in the United States Embassy, relations between Iran and United States 
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deteriorated. Because of this, the United States began a series of economic actions and sanctions 

against Iran for releasing the American hostages.  

Later in the early 1990s, “the United States became concerned about the growth of the 

Iranian military. They believed that this development could endanger American interests in the 

Persian Gulf” (Lester, 2010).  “As consequence, they implemented measures in order to prevent 

Iran from producing conventional weapons, ballistic missiles, nuclear bombs as well as chemical 

and biological weapons” (Torbat, 2005). “The United States implemented sanctions and 

expected its allies to follow its process by boycotting purchase of Iranian oil. None of United 

States’ allies reacted as wished” (Torbat, 2010). “The allies did not want to change their 

commercial relationship with Iran. The sanctions policy being ineffective, President Clinton 

decided in 1995 to strengthen the sanctions policy by cutting off all trade and investment ties 

with Iran, including purchase of Iranian oil. As a result, a full embargo against Iran was 

implemented by the United States but again without allies joining the sanction its effectiveness 

was diminished” (Torbat,2005). 

           International economic sanctions levied on Iran due to its nuclear program caused great 

harm to Iran's carpet industry. In Iran, carpet hand-weaving has the first standing in status of all 

other handicrafts. Hand-woven carpets are the most important Iranian export product that is non-

oil. They have a major place in the country’s economy and account for one percent of the gross 

national product and employment. “In Iran, there are nearly 2.2 million full and part-time 

weavers and about 8.5 million people directly or indirectly live from the hand-woven carpet 

industry” (Choobineh, Shahnavaz, & Lahmi 2004). 

“Using Iranian province level data from 2001 to 2013, this study finds that the 

international sanctions of 2012 and 2013 had a significantly stronger negative impact on the 
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growth rate of the shadow economy than they did on the official GDP growth rate. Thus, the 

international sanctions on Iran have damaged the informal economy even more than the formal 

economy”. (Farzanegan, M. R., & Hayo, B., 2018). 

       “The sanctioning process has led Iran finding backdoor means and to third-party 

brokering to export their products. The countries of Dubai as well as Pakistan and India have 

participated in the trade of Iranian art products”. “The Dubai Art Fair brings the work of artists 

living in Iran out of the country for collectors to buy”. (Grant, 2011). 

In 2016 sanctions were removed, as part of the nuclear deal made between the United 

States and Iran. It was known as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action. “As such, exports to 

the US, the biggest buyers of Iranian handmade carpets before the imposition of sanctions, 

resumed after five to six years of no shipments to the country. Iran exported over $97 million 

worth of handmade carpets to the US alone last year. Iranian hand-woven carpets have a 30% 

share in global markets”.  (Financial Tribune, 2018).  

“Iran's exports of hand-woven carpets are to reach $400 million. Last year's exports stood 

at $359 million, indicating a 23.8% rise year-on-year. Persian hand-woven carpets are exported 

to about 80 countries. Formerly to the United States for a short time when the embargoes were 

lifted but also continue to Germany, Italy, the United Kingdom, Switzerland, Lebanon, the UAE, 

Kuwait, Qatar and Japan. New markets also include China, Russia, South Africa and Brazil”. 

(Financial Tribune, 2018). 

         The Persian rug is an artform. “Sanctions target this artform and the cultural identity of the 

artisans” (Basravi,2018). It is believed that antique Persian carpet prices are expected to climb as 
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the demand for fine pieces grow and supply declines. Iran’s carpets are among the most intricate, 

multifaceted and labor-intensive handicrafts in the world.  

“In the current political climate, there is no way of predicting how long the sanctions will 

last. Given the tensions between Iran and the Western world, it is inevitable that the price of this 

art form will escalate soon. In Iran small-scale industries comprise 96% of industries and employ 

a large proportion of work force. Handicraft is a major section in this sector such that its share in 

the Gross National Product (GNP) is equal to 3% (Choobineh, Shahnavaz, & Lahmi, 2004). 
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Analysis 

 

What is the artisanal history of the Persian rug?  

     The art of carpet weaving in Iran or the Persian rug began more than 2,500 years ago. Persian 

carpets and rugs were initially woven out of the need to cover the floors of living quarters of 

nomadic tribesmen. The skill and craft involved in the creation of these works of art has been 

passed down from generation to generation over the centuries - throughout war times and peace 

times.   

     As international trade developed, the variety of patterns and designs grew.  Approximately 

1,500 examples are preserved in various museums and in private collections worldwide. Most of 

these carpets were made of silk with gold and silver threads. The Iranians were among the 

pioneer carpet weavers of the ancient civilizations. The skill of carpet weaving has been handed 

down for generations. To trace the history of Persian carpet is to follow a path of cultural growth 

of one of the greatest civilizations.  

     Carpet weaving is by far the most widespread handicraft in Iran. Persian carpets are renowned 

for their richness of color with a variety of spectacular artistic patterns and quality designs.    

      Persian rugs are traditionally spun from sheep’s wool, silk or a combination of the two. 

Artisans, usually woman, form the wool into thread by hand. They will cook the threads with 

natural dyes from plants and insects with water to form the different colors of wool to weave into 

the rug. Weavers may take months or even years to create a carpet.  Many rugs also contain 

intentional mistakes - symbolic that human beings are imperfect, and perfection can only be 

attained by the creator. The complex process of weaving and finishing a hand-knotted carpet 

includes approximately fifty steps before the final completion.  
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What has been the effectiveness of embargoes on Iran? 

     The United States was one of the major trading partners of Iran prior to the Iranian revolution 

in 1979. Lester (2010) explains that, in 1978, a year before the Iranian revolution, the United 

States was the second largest exporter to Iran. However, after the revolution and more 

particularly after a group of students detained 52 American hostages in the US Embassy for 444 

days, relations between Iran and United States deteriorated. As a result, the United States 

initiated a succession of economic measures and sanctions against the Iranian state for freeing 

the American hostages. In 1992, the United States became worried about the Iranian 

development of military means. They thought that this development could endanger American 

interests in the Persian Gulf. As consequence, they implemented measures in order to prevent 

Iran from producing conventional arms, ballistic missiles, nuclear bombs as well as chemical and 

biological weapons (Torbat, 2005) that in implementing sanctions, the United States expected its 

allies to follow its process by boycotting purchase of Iranian oil. None of United States’ allies 

reacted as wished. They did not want to change their commercial relationship with Iran. The 

sanctions policy being ineffective, President Clinton decided in 1995 to strengthen the sanctions 

policy by cutting off all trade and investment ties with Iran, including purchase of Iranian oil. As 

a result, a full embargo against Iran was implemented by the United States but again without 

allies joining the sanction its effectiveness diminishes.  
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What are the negative effects these sanctions are having on the industry in the United 

States and on the artisans of Iran?  

           International economic sanctions imposed on Iran over its nuclear energy program dealt a 

heavy blow to Iran's carpet industry. With the removal of sanctions as of early 2016 though, as 

part of the nuclear deal Iran signed with world powers a year earlier, trade began to normalize. 

As such, exports to the US, the biggest buyers of Iranian handmade carpets before the imposition 

of sanctions (importing $80 million annually), resumed after five to six years of no shipments to 

the country. Iran exported over $97 million worth of handmade carpets to the US alone last year. 

Iranian hand-woven carpets have a 30% share in global markets. (Financial Tribune, 2018).  The 

import ban applies to Iranian-made rugs coming from any country; only the sale of Persian rugs 

already in the US is permissible.  

          “Last year, Iran's exports stood at close to three hundred and sixty million dollars, which 

indicates an almost twenty for percent rise year-on-year. Persian hand-woven carpets are 

exported to about 80 countries. Formerly to the United States for a short time when the 

embargoes were lifted but also continue to Germany, Italy, the United Kingdom, Switzerland, 

Lebanon, the UAE, Kuwait, Qatar and Japan. New markets include China, Russia, South Africa 

and Brazil”. (Financial Tribune, 2018).  

      The year before the nuclear agreement was signed, Iran exported none of its traditional hand-

woven carpets to the United States, according to Iran’s National Carpet Center, a state-affiliated 

organization. That is because the United States imposed a ban on rug imports from Iran in 2010 

as part of Washington’s efforts to pressure the nation over its nuclear weapons program. In 2013, 

an antique Persian rug sold at a Sotheby’s auction in New York City for nearly $36 million. It 
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was the highest price for a rug and a reflection of the Persian rug’s enduring appeal as an 

artform. 

      Washington insists the sanctions are targeted at Iran’s regime, not ordinary Iranians. Iran is 

plagued by high unemployment and inflation that has led to a currency crisis. The Iranian 

villagers who make the rugs suffer the most under new embargo. 
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Personal Reflection 

 

     Persian rugs are a reflection of both Iran’s past and its society. I have learned that the Persian 

rug is an Iranian handicraft. There are certain cities within Iran that are recognized for their rugs 

and artistic handicraft. Tabriz has a lengthy history as being known as the center of rug 

production. It is host to the city’s rug bazaar where you can see the trading, selling and even 

mending of rugs. Kerman is known for its exceptionally knotted rugs. The city of Kashan is 

known for its silk rugs and is the oldest rug-producing area of Iran. 

          Rugs are one of Iran’s top exports alongside oil, natural gas and fruits. I have learned that 

two dozen universities in Iran teach carpet design. Intricate rugs featuring birds, flowers, leaves, 

palmettes and rosettes can take years to make and require millions of hand-tied knots. 

In Iran, Persian rugs are viewed not just as family heirlooms but are lifelong investments. 

The more you walk on a carpet in Iran – the more worn it becomes and the more it reveals its 

intricacy of the design. These carpets are one of the most respected art forms in Iran. It 

demonstrates the Iranian traditions and beliefs. 

         The Persian rug is big business inside Iran. Last year, there was almost one billion dollars’ 

worth of carpets made and sold in Iran. It is documented that close to one hundred million 

dollars’ worth of Persian carpets were exported to the U.S. just after the lifting of international 

sanctions. President Donald Trump has chosen to withdraw the United States from the 2015 

nuclear deal between Iran and world powers and reimpose sanctions just as Presidents Clinton, 

Bush and Obama have done in the past. Sanctions have been used by four presidents against Iran.  
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          The sanctions are causing the rug industry to navigate the latest challenge of sanctions. 

Some rug dealers share that the sanctions are ineffective and that smugglers continue to bring 

Persian rugs into the U.S. They get them in through Dubai, India, Pakistan or other countries. 

They also pretend they are rugs from India or Pakistan.  

         During my studies at Purchase, I have study art history, arts management, funding the arts, 

marketing the arts and taken drawing seminars. I have learned to appreciate the arts more and 

more. It has exposed me to understanding the past and how it can relate to the future. In my 

studies, I have come to appreciate the cultural and historical perspective of art. – and the 

appreciation of being able to see the world as interconnected.  The art of carpet weaving is 

unique and ancient. This capstone allowed me to explore an area that incorporated history, 

politics and art. Fine handcrafted carpets tell a story and a history – and speak to a culture. I hope 

that my capstone will reflect the knowledge and skills that I have gained during my college 

career but will also help me to apply it to the business of the carpet industry.  
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Conclusion 

 

     The trade embargo had devastating effects on Iran society - hurting ordinary citizens. ‘Since 

the hostage crisis and more recently the nuclear program threat from Iran, the US government 

has used its central position in the world’s economy to sanction Iran into compliance. With the 

election of moderate President Hassan Rouhani relations seemed to ease in 2015. A nuclear deal 

was struck between the Iran, the US, China, the EU, Russia and the UK” (Nilas, et al., 2018). It 

was known under the anacronym, JCPOA, or the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action. When 

President Trump pulled out of the agreement in 2016, sanctions were placed back on.  

      As has been shown with the research I have included herein, it is not the Iranian regime or 

the top percentage of society that suffers – it is the actual people of Iran that suffer. The Iranian 

economy is suffering with the collapse of their currency, the rial. Unemployment is up, and the 

rug weavers and artisans cannot work. Inflation is high. The cost of imported products is going 

higher and higher. Washington insists the sanctions are targeted at Iran’s regime, not ordinary 

Iranians but the sanctions are not only blocking an important revenue source - but it is also 

attacking the Iranian culture – as artisans are unable to create their handicraft – the Persian rug.  
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