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Opinion

W
hen a day 
celebrating the 
notions of love 
and affection is 
decreed a crime 
there has to be 

something critically and funda-
mentally wrong with that society, 
or rather with the leadership of a 
society, that feels threatened by 
potential displays of affection 
among its citizens.

February 14th is recognised 
around the world as Valentine’s 
day, when lovers express their 
feelings, traditionally by offer-
ing flowers, typically red roses or 
chocolates and sometimes accom-
panied by a card.

In the Middle East, Valentine’s 
day is celebrated in some countries 
more so than others.

Despite the wars that have 
ravaged Iraq and the one that 
continues to plague Syria, Iraqis 
and Syrians were reported to be 
celebrating, along with many oth-
ers in the Arab world, even if there 
were more visible signs of Valen-
tine’s day in the reputedly more 
Westernised Arab countries, such 
as Tunisia and Lebanon.

In replying to criticism from 
some in the region that the holiday 
celebrates the memory of a Chris-
tian martyr, the celebration offers 
a positive development in many 
aspects.

In a way the celebration con-
stitutes a rejection both of Iran’s 
anti-Western narrative as well as 
the Salafist discourse. Ultra-ortho-
dox preachers have been telling 
worshippers in the region that 

Valentine’s day is haram 
(sinful). Young Muslims 
went out nonetheless and 
celebrated by showing 
affection for a loved one, 
as tradition dictates.

This is a very telling 
sign that, in spite of all 
of their efforts, radicals 
have failed to impose 
their grip on society. They 
simply do not have the 
grip they wish to impose. 

The celebration of Valentine’s day 
denotes an acceptance by the new 
generations in the Arab world of 

cultural globalisation. The West is 
not always demonised. Its mores 
are celebrated and can serve as 
bridges between the Middle East 
and the West.

The celebration of love is much 
needed as a healthy outward 
expression of affection in a region 
where such expressions have been 
repressed and where violence and 
hate are given preference over love 
and affection.

Iran’s ruling mullahs feel 
threatened by such display of 
Westernised behaviour and said 
they would crack down on Valen-
tine’s day celebrations and shops 
engaging in them would be guilty 
of a crime.

Iranian news outlets reported 
a police directive warning retail-
ers against promoting “deca-
dent Western culture through 
Valentine’s day rituals”. Police 
informed Tehran’s coffee and ice 
cream shops trade union to avoid 

gatherings in which boys and girls 
exchange Valentine’s day gifts.

The annual February 14th hom-
age to romance has become popu-
lar in recent years in Iran and other 
Middle Eastern countries.

The backlash in the Islamic 
Republic is supposedly part of a 
drive against the spread of Western 
culture, which Iranians avidly cel-
ebrate when police are not looking. 
Saudi Arabia has also sought to 
stamp out Valentine’s day but it is 
celebrated widely in nearby places 
such as Dubai.

Although the holiday is named 
for an early Christian martyr, dat-
ing to the days when Rome was the 
predominant power, February 14th 
has transcended all religious con-
notation, becoming the day — par 
excellence — when romance is cel-
ebrated. In recent years, pushed by 
commercial motives, the day has 
come to be celebrated in China and 
many Muslim countries as well.

In the United States, for exam-
ple, red roses bought any other 
time of the year sell for about $10-
$12 a dozen. Come Valentine’s day 
those same 12 roses suddenly cost 
$30-$45. This may reflect certain 
greed on the part of the vendors 
but that is the rule of supply and 
demand. It is pure capitalism in its 
basic element.

Radical admonitions against the 
display of affection are hypocriti-
cal. They run against the grain of 
Arab and Islamic cultures and their 
deep traditions of romantic poetry 
and celebration of love.

It is not because hate and vindic-
tiveness seem to have the upper 
hand in today’s Middle East that 
love will not prevail. After all, it 
has genuine social and cultural 
roots in the region.
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People shop for Valentine’s day gifts in al-Qaimaryeh street, in old Damascus.

Europe and the Middle East are not
condemned to fight

F 

rom Pax Romana to the 
universal Islamic 
caliphate, from Pax 
Britannica to Pax 
Americana: It is a 
constant feature of 

great powers throughout history 
to believe that their greatness 
entitles them, if not creates a 
duty, to impose their ways and 
beliefs on others.

None, however, succeeded in 
imprinting their DNA upon those 
they subjugated. This was and is 
the lesson of history but we still 
refuse to learn it.

The broader Middle East only 
became of direct concern to the 
West as the Ottoman empire 
declined and the demand for oil 
exploded. 

The West grasped it, exploited 
it and blew it. From North Africa 
to Afghanistan, people know from 
bitter experience that when they 
have trusted us, we — the French 

and the British till the 
1950s, the United States 
thereafter — have too of-
ten betrayed that trust.

There is something deep 
within the Western psyche 
that mistrusts Islam and 
Islamic nations. Alexis de 
Tocqueville and Karl Marx 
shared such views. The 
former was lucid but ex-
plained that France must 
project its power in Africa 

to regain international prestige 
lost in the collapse of Napoleon’s 
empire.

The broader Middle East was 
thus set to become the stage upon 
which European fantasies would 
play out until the disastrous 1956 
Suez campaign destroyed French 
and British influence in the region.

Arguably, the most single failure 
of Western policy in the late 20th 
century has been our reluctance to 
criticise Israel when that coun-
try’s behaviour merited it. That 
is central to the local perception 
of Western foreign policy in the 
Middle East.

The West loves to lecture the 
region on democracy, human 
rights and the rule of law only to 
discard such lofty principles when 
the shoe does not fit. When it sells 
chemical weapons to Iraq in the 
1980s and uses drones, it shows 
utter contempt for Arab lives.

Twenty-five years ago, Opera-
tion Desert Storm successfully 
evicted Iraqi occupying forces 
from Kuwait. The US-led coalition 
was large, comprised many Arab 
countries and mandated by the 
United Nations. It was legitimate 
but only effective in the short 
term because it allowed Saddam 
Hussein to turn on the Shias and 
denied the Iraqi people the oppor-
tunity to overthrow the dictator.

Fifteen years ago, the US-led op-
eration in Afghanistan was legally 
legitimate but not effective. 

The United States and the 
United Kingdom were justified in 
removing the Taliban from power 
but what happened in the 14 
years that followed defies rational 

explanation.
In 2003, the US-British invasion 

of Iraq failed on all counts. It was 
premised on a lie and badly dam-
aged transatlantic relations. Iraq’s 
army, civil service and oil industry 
were destroyed. 

Handing power to the repressed 
Shias turned out to be disastrous. 
The regional consequences have 
been catastrophic.

In 2011, the West “stayed 
until the job was done” in Libya 
without defining what the job 
was. Our intervention was legal 
but the authority of NATO, which 
backed it, was not and it was il-
legal to support regime change. 
This severely undermined NATO’s 
constitutional credibility and was 
the beginning of the continuing 
signing up to alternative govern-
ments that have no credibility or 
durability. This made the West 
look foolish.

In Bahrain and in Yemen, we are 
backing the Saudis against Shias. 
We know that Sunni Saudi Arabia 
is the spiritual, if not the actual, 
home of Wahhabi extremism but 
wring our hands and say there is 
nothing we can do about it. The 
intensely sectarian civil war into 
which the region has descended 
will be long-lasting.

The bitter stalemated Israeli-
Palestine dispute has lost none of 
its power to inspire hatred but has 
been joined by other conflicts of 
equal or greater intensity. Western 
involvement will invite reaction 
from either or both sides of this 

civil war, reaction on the ground 
but also reactions within the 
Muslim communities in various 
European countries.

For better or worse, the states 
of the region have seized control 
of their own destiny. Tolerance 
is almost everywhere in retreat. 
Passionate divisions favour ex-
tremism and the continuation of 
conflict.

One of the first lessons that Eu-
ropean leaders must learn is that 
you do not have to go to war to be 
a great leader. The recent agree-
ment between the West and Iran of-
fers a glimmer of hope. It is worth 
recalling the Chinese classic the 
Romance of the Three Kingdoms, 
which opens with these words: 
“Empires wax and wane; states 
cleave asunder and coalesce”.

The United States and Europe 
are implicated in many of the cur-
rent conflicts but in none of them 
do they play a decisive role. More 
than the United States, Europe 
must be mindful of the unin-
tended consequences for its own 
security of intervening in southern 
rim Mediterranean countries. It is 
already bearing the consequences 
of the conflicts in the region 
because of the mass migration to 
our shores of refugees fleeing war 
or their iniquitous states. Europe 
and the Middle East are not con-
demned to fight.
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