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A daughter of Damascus and her quest for 
cultural diplomacy
Gareth Smyth

Beirut

N 

adia von Maltzahn’s 
book The Syria-Iran 
Axis, recently released 
in paperback, has gained 
relevance in the three 

years since it was first published. 
Her research into cultural diplo-
macy between the Islamic Republic 
and Ba’athist Syria — dubbed “the 
odd couple” by Israeli academic Yair 
Hirschfeld — offers insights into an 
enduring alliance. Different readers 
will draw different conclusions.

“Things have become much more 
polarised since I finalised the manu-
script in 2012, although the nature 
of Syrian-Iranian cultural diplo-
macy hasn’t actually changed,” said 
von Maltzahn, a research associate 
at the Orient-Institut Beirut.

“I decided not to write a new in-
troduction for the paperback edi-
tion because I think the book gives 
a good idea about the nature of the 
relationship without needing to be 
explicit.”

Cultural diplomacy was defined 
by Joseph Nye, an American po-
litical science professor, as a means 
for governments “to communicate 
with and attract the publics of oth-
er countries”.  Von Maltzahn, who 
was born in Damascus and stud-
ied Arabic literature and history at 
Cambridge University, was attracted 
to exploring cultural diplomacy be-
tween Iran and Syria while studying 
Arabic in Damascus in 2003-04.

Living behind the Umayyad 
mosque, near the shrine of Sayyida 
Ruqayya, daughter of Imam Hus-

sein, von Maltzahn was soon struck 
by the number of Iranian pilgrims 
and more slowly by their limited in-
teraction with Syrians.

When her father became Ger-
many’s ambassador in Iran in 2003, 
von Maltzahn went to visit. Being 
in Tehran drew her further into the 
Syria-Iran relationship, which be-
came the subject of her doctoral 
thesis at St Antony’s College, Ox-
ford, researched in both countries.

Cultural relations between Iran 
and Syria date to a 1953 treaty when 
they depended on what von Malt-
zahn calls “enthused individuals” 
and were restricted by the shah’s 
worries over Pan-Arabism. Especial-
ly after Hafez Assad seized power 
in a 1971 military coup in Syria, she 
writes in the book: “Syrian foreign 
policy was more concerned with 
hard power than propagating ideas.”

With the establishment of the 
Islamic Republic in 1979, Iran’s 
policy towards Syria was based not 
on seeking close ties with the main 
Sunni Islamist group, the Muslim 
Brotherhood, but with a state led by 
the avowedly “secular” Ba’ath party.

Assad already had links with Iran’s 
revolutionaries, partly through 
Lebanese cleric Musa al-Sadr, who 
in 1973 had judged the Alawite to 
be Shia — so helping legitimise As-
sad, an Alawite, in a presidency re-
served for Muslims. Assad shared 
the Islamic Republic’s antipathy to 
Saddam Hussein, who invaded Iran 
in 1980, while both sides stressed 
support for the Palestinians.

These factors were more impor-
tant for the alliance than any rela-
tionship between mainly Shia Iran 
and the Alawites, who make up 
about 12% of the Syrian population.

Iran opened a cultural centre in Da-
mascus in 1983, first in Mazzeh close 
to the embassy, and later, writes von 
Maltzahn, “right next to Martyr 
Square and in walking distance to 
the shrines of Sayyida Ruqayya and 
the Umayyad Mosque… [where its] 
central location makes it very acces-
sible to anyone”.

The centre encouraged Syrians to 
learn about “Islamic Iran”. Its jour-
nal, Islamic Culture, published in 
1985-2006, covered law, philosophy, 
poetry and literature and “women 
and family affairs”. The centre has 
organised cultural weeks, film festi-
vals and conferences.

The centre also promoted Persian, 
cooperating with state universities 
in Damascus, Aleppo, Latakia and 
Homs. During her research, von 
Maltzahn interviewed Muhammad 
al-Tounji, who studied in Tehran 
and, until retirement in the 1990s, 
taught Arabic literature and Persian 
in Damascus and Aleppo.

Tounji became disillusioned af-
ter 1979, she writes, because “in 
his view it soon emerged… that the 
Islamic Republic wanted to teach 
Persian not to those who liked lit-
erature but to those who had an in-
clination to Shi’ism”.

Compared to Iran, Syria has 

shown little desire to propagate its 
culture abroad, while Iranians al-
ready commonly studied Arabic. 
The Syrian-Arab culture centre in 
Tehran did not open until 2005. 
“Arab nationalism was at the roots 
of Syrian policy,” writes von Malt-
zahn. “Promoting one’s national 
culture abroad would act against 
this particular Pan-Arab vision… the 
Syrian cultural centres focused on 
the themes of resistance and anti-
imperialism.”

The most popular aspect of the 
relationship remained Iranian reli-
gious tourism: 330,000 of 360,000 
Iranians visiting Syria in 2008 were 
such tourists. But these pilgrims, 
writes von Maltzahn, “created an 
impression among Syrians that all 
Iranians were… religious, of mod-
est background and conservative, 
which did not persuade many Syr-
ians to visit Iran.”

Syria’s most visited Shia shrine is 

Sayyida Zaynab, in south-west Da-
mascus, but there are many others, 
some of which Iran renovated, of-
ten in a distinct style. Among them 
were two in Raqqa destroyed in 2014 
by the Islamic State.

Again, readers may draw their 
own conclusions. “Of course, issues 
such as student exchange and reli-
gious tourism might seem irrelevant 
in the face of all the destruction and 
suffering experienced in Syria to-
day,” said von Maltzahn, “but they 
give us a good idea about the long-
term relationship.”

The Syria-Iran Axis: Cultural Di-
plomacy and International Relations 
in the Middle East, by Nadia von 
Maltzahn, IB Tauris, 272 pages, $24.
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T he official implemen-
tation of the Iran 
nuclear deal raised 
speculation that 
relations between the 
United States and Iran 

might enter a new and more 
promising stage. However, 
differences over terrorism, 
missiles and proxy wars, as well 
as political attitudes in both 
countries, are likely to block true 
reconciliation.

On January 16th, the Inter-
national Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA) announced that Iran had 
curbed its nuclear programme 
enough for the international com-
munity to begin lifting economic 
sanctions, as stipulated in the 
nuclear deal signed by the P5+1 
countries and Iran in July 2015.

US Secretary of State John 
Kerry hailed the occasion as “the 
moment that the Iran nuclear 
agreement transitions from an 
ambitious set of promises on paper 
to measurable action in progress”. 
The news that Iran had met its 
timetable on reducing and disman-
tling parts of its nuclear infrastruc-
ture was overshadowed in part by 

the announcement of a prisoner 
swap between Tehran and Wash-
ington in which five Americans 
were exchanged for seven Iranians.

The prisoner release in par-
ticular led to speculation that the 
nuclear deal would lead to a real 
lessening of long-standing bilateral 
tensions and that Washington and 
Tehran would enter a new chapter 
in their troubled relations.

But soon after the American 
prisoners had left Iran, US Presi-
dent Barack Obama slapped ad-
ditional sanctions on Tehran for 
conducting missile tests in October 
2015 that had raised the ire of the 
US Congress, both Republicans 
and Democrats alike. Although the 
sanctions were not onerous — they 
targeted a few individuals and 
companies involved in Iran’s mis-
sile programme — they provoked 
an angry response from Iranian 
officials.

In a televised address, Obama, 
while hailing the nuclear deal 
and the release of the Americans, 
cautioned that Washington still 
had problems with Iran’s “destabi-
lising activities” in the Middle East. 
Nonetheless, he ended his remarks 
by appealing directly to Iranian 
young people by saying “you… 
have the opportunity to build new 
ties with the world. We have a rare 
chance to pursue a new path.”

It is precisely the potential for 
a “new path” that has worried Ira-
nian hardliners the most. Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, 
knowing that most of Iran’s youth 
want to reach out to the West, is 
concerned about “corrupting” 

influences on the nation’s younger 
population.

Khamenei, while welcoming the 
lifting of sanctions against Iran that 
were related to the nuclear pro-
gramme, said in a letter to Iranian 
President Hassan Rohani that Iran 
needed to “guard against deceit 
and violations of arrogant states, 
particularly the United States”.

In another sign that the hard-
liners are digging in their heels, 
Iran’s Council of Guardians, which 
is responsible for vetting political 
candidates, disqualified about 40% 
of the 12,000 candidates wishing 
to run for parliamentary elections 
scheduled for February 26th. The 
vast majority of those disqualified 
are considered part of the reformist 
camp, which prompted Rohani to 
criticise the vetting process.

Hence, while Iran will continue 
to cooperate with the United States 
on some issues — such as the 
remaining aspects of the nuclear 
accord and attending talks on the 
Syrian crisis — hardliners will do 
their best to prevent a restoration 
of relations.

On the US side, politicians of 
both parties, while welcoming the 
release of the American prison-
ers, continued to criticise Iran’s 
behaviour. Republicans running 
for president have emphasised that 
the Americans detained in Iran 
should never have been incarcer-
ated in the first place and that the 
windfall of cash that would soon 
go Iran’s way with the lifting of 
sanctions would enhance its abil-
ity to pursue terrorism and other 
nefarious activities.

Even Kerry acknowledged on 
January 21st that some of this mon-
ey might be used to fund terrorist 
activities, though he emphasised 
that most of it would probably be 
used to shore up Iran’s economy.

During the Democratic presi-
dential debate on January 17th, 
both Hillary Clinton and US Senator 
Bernie Sanders, D-Vermont, were 
asked whether the United States 
should normalise relations with 
Iran. Sanders, while saying the 
United States should move “aggres-
sively” on this front, added that he 
disagrees with many of Iran’s poli-
cies and would not favour opening 
the US embassy in Tehran. Clinton 
was tougher, saying the release of 
American prisoners was only “one 
good day over 36 years”, talked 
about Iran’s “bad behaviour,” and 
emphasised that it was too soon to 
normalise relations.

Therefore, it is unlikely that 
Obama, or any of his potential suc-
cessors, will soon move to restore 
diplomatic relations with Iran even 
if Tehran was receptive to such 
a move. Although a Republican 
president might be tougher on 
Iran, it is unlikely such a president 
would scuttle the nuclear deal, 
as pragmatism would override 
campaign rhetoric. Hence, US-Iran 
relations will likely remain cool 
and aloof with occasional episodes 
of cooperation.
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