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it’s the economy, stupid
How to solve the Middle East’s problems and get rich at the same time

b y  j o s h  w o o d

sUPER saD TRUE 
LoVE sToRY by Gary 
Shteyngart (Random )
The future imagined 
is post-literate and 
post-human; a world 
in which all the young 
dudes want to be media 
studs, and all the pretty 
girls dream of working 
in retail. Shteyngart 
is out for laughs here, 

and there are plenty 
of sharp observations 
and dialogue you’ll 
want to read aloud. The 
downside is that at times 
parts of Shteyngart’s 
craft are overshadowed 
by his genius for shtick. 
But so what: we could 
live with more writers 
with such problems. 

BENJAMIN ALSUP

I
n his new book, 
Meccanomics, 
acclaimed Middle 
East scholar Vali Nasr 
says that most of the 

region’s problems can be fixed 
simply through economic 
prowess and engagement.

According to Nasr, it is 
the Islamically-minded, yet 
economically-savvy middle 
class (which he describes as 
the “critical middle”) that have 
the power to defeat extremism 
in the region. This group has 
the potential to assert the 
Middle East as a real global 
powerhouse rather than just a 
source of oil and conflict.

While the title of the book 
insinuates lots of numbers 
and charts, the bulk of the 
text looks at the history of 
the region. Nasr traces the 
over-zealous authoritarian 
secularisation campaigns 
supported by the West, which 
stifled the critical middle and 
led to a reactionary growth in 
fundamentalism.

This secularisation — 
dubbed “Kemalism” after the founder of 
the modern Turkish state Kemal Attaturk 
— sought to tear apart the traditions and 
religiosity of the states in which it was 
implemented. Hijabs were banned, Western 
clothes forced upon the population and 
alphabets were changed as leaders tried 
to eradicate all signs of “backwardness”.  
In Iran, where the Shah launched his 
White Revolution along these lines, a 
fundamentalist backlash would eventually 
lead to revolution in 1979. The resulting 
hostility towards the West, and reform  

in general, has become one of the 
defining issues of our time.

This whole episode — of 
secularisation and reactionary 
fundamentalism — is “an experiment 
gone terribly wrong” according to Nasr.

But, despite the subsequent conflicts 
with the West, Nasr discredits the “clash of 
civilisations” model. Instead he credits the 
current relationship (or lack thereof ) to the 
West’s failure to engage. Rather than trade 
with the critical middle, governments have 
opted instead to liaise with authoritarian 

regimes at crucial moments in 
history. Nasr points out that 
if oil and weapons sales are 
removed from the equation, 
total trade between the U. S. 
and the Arab world was only 
$20 billion in 2007.  This figure 
is abysmally low compared to 
the $255 billion worth of trade 
with Latin America in 2008 or 
the $62 billion with Eastern 
Europe in the same timeframe.  

There is hope, however.
Nasr asserts that Islam 

and business do not work 
against each other, but rather 
complement one another: 
in Istanbul’s Blue Mosque, 
there is a calligraphy passage 
from the Prophet Muhammad 
(PBUH) which says,  
“A merchant is beloved by God.”

Today, there is a 
section of society 
in the Middle East 
that wants business 

done in an Islamic 
way: Islamic finance, 
Halal meat and hotel 
rooms that point 
to Mecca are just a 
few examples. These 
consumers are the 
ones that need to be 

tapped to turn Nasr’s 
theory into reality.

There have been 
marginal successes so far. Dubai shines as a 
city that – despite its crashes – has created a 
welcoming business environment based on 
Islamic-friendly institutions and services.  
The emirate’s government has also been 
instrumental in reducing the amount of 
bureaucracy for which the region is famous. 

IMPERIaL 
bEDRooMs by Bret 
Easton Ellis (Knopf) 
It’s been 25 years since 
Bret Easton Ellis wrote 
Less Than Zero, and 
in that time absolutely 
nothing has changed. 
Or that’s the feeling you 
get when reading Ellis’s 
long-awaited sequel. 

B.A.  
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She may be wearing a full hijab and 
niqāb, but it’s clear merely from Wedad 
Lootah’s eyes that she’s seen and heard 
it all. The UAE’s first ever family advisor 
turned sex counsellor — and a female 
one at that — has been made privy to all 
sorts of relationship crises during her 
nine years at Dubai courts: from the tale 
of a husband who dressed up in skirt and 
heels every night to sneak off clubbing, 
to the woman who was so afraid of sex 
she refused to consummate her marriage 
for four months. But there was one story 
that infuriated Wedad so much that she 
felt impelled to write one of the most 
controversial books of recent years. 

“I met a 52-year-old lady who had 
no idea women could 
enjoy sex for pleasure,” 
Wedad tells me via her  
daughter, Shirin, who acts 
as her English translator.  
“She blamed her husband 
and divorced him — after 
35 years of marriage.”  
Not wanting to see any 
more married lives 
wasted, the concept for 
Top Secret: Principles and 
Etiquette of an Intimate 
Marital Relationship 
was borne — a treatise 
explaining how certain 
sexual acts are not 
haram, despite being 
commonly perceived as 
such among Muslims.  
Her evidence? Extracts 
direct from the Holy Quran itself. 

“The project started out as a research 
paper in 2004, before eventually growing 
into a book,” she explains. “I then had to 
amend it in 2007 because of the growth 
of ‘intercultural communications’ in 
Dubai — how new factors, such as expats, 
technology and the internet were affecting 
the relationships of Muslims here. I also 
added information about which foods 
to eat in order to have more effective 
intimate relations,” she adds. Chickpeas,  
it transpires, have added benefits. 

The book’s other revelations? To pick 
a handful, she argues that oral sex is not 
haram, that having sex from behind does 
not mean your children will be born cross-
eyed (as seems to be the rumour) and that 
Muslim women should have the right to 
tell their parents which man to invite to 
be her husband. Perhaps predictably, the 
Arabic version did not hit shelves last year 
without causing seismic shockwaves.  

“People were trying to blackmail me 
before they had even read the book,” 
Wedad remembers. “They had just heard 
about the title and the main content. One 
man called me and said me he 

would kill me if he saw me anywhere.  
I invited him to meet so that either  
I could persuade him to agree with me  
or he could persuade me otherwise.  
After that he stopped calling. I continued 
living my life as normal.” Even Wedad’s 
family asked why she wanted to write 
such a contentious book. But she couldn’t 
be swayed — after receiving approval 
from the Mufti of Dubai, she self-financed 
publication of the Arabic version and now 
also the English translation. The book has 
already become a bestseller. 

So does she purely blame the 
misinterpretation of the Holy Quran for 
the rise in Emirati marital breakdown? 
(The UAE divorce figure is now as high as 

30 percent). Or could 
it be something to 
do with the changing 
demographics of the 
UAE — and the influx of 
so many cultures with 
different views on love 
and relationships?  

“I don’t think foreign 
people are to blame 
for marriage problems 
between locals,” Wedad 
says firmly. “I think 
it’s more because of 
our ‘closed’ culture — 
some families say no 
to everything. Then 
Emiratis see foreign 
ladies who are more 
open-minded; women 
that are always happy 

and energetic, whereas many Emirati 
ladies are always closed. Other Arabic 
cultures are much more open with their 
emotions. Why don’t men hold hands with 
their wives in the malls? She’s your wife! 
Men and women should know it’s okay  
to show their love for each other; to say,  
‘I love you’ and kiss on the cheek, in front 
of their children.”

What next for the fearless taboo- 
trasher? Another book, this time a sex 
education textbook for children to try and 
combat child abuse. There’s also a master’s 
in family relations and she will hopefully 
save hundreds more marriages in her 
continued role as a councillor. “My main 
aim is to raise awareness,” she says. “I want 
people to know that a husband should 
complete his wife, and a wife should 
complete her husband. They should be 
close. This is quoted in the Holy Quran.” 

And her hopes for her daughter?  
“She can have a love marriage if she 
wishes. She just has to introduce him to  
me first!” she cries, her big eyes now 
ablaze with affection. 
Top Secret..., translated into in English,  
is now available in Magrudy’s

sexual healing 
The UAE’s taboo-breaking sex counsellor

b y  j e n n y  c h i l d s

In what Nasr calls the “Dubai effect”, 
people from the Middle East who work 
in Dubai take back these lessons to  
their home countries and push for 
similar reforms.

Turkey also stands out: the dominant 
political party, the Islamist Justice 
and Development Party (AKP), is 
built around the middle class and is 
extremely business-orientated. While 
the word “Islamist” strikes many as  
a sign of strident anti-modernity, the 
AKP is leading the charge to find Turkey 
a place in the European Union.

But despite these successes, the 
necessary engagement between most 
Middle Eastern economies and the West 
is still lacking. Nasr ends by telling this 

anecdote: after 
a Taliban attack 
in Pakistan 
last year, he 
called one of 
his friends and 
asked him what 
could be done 
to solve the 

country’s problems. His friend replied: 
“lift all those tariffs... grow the economy; 
the rest will sort itself out.”

For Nasr, economic integration seems 
to be a cure-all. Freedom of expression, 
transparency, government deregulation, 
better education and all of the other 
missing building blocks for reform will 
follow this economic renaissance.

While this free market theory 
might work in some societies, it would 
seemingly be a long time before real 
change happens in many countries. 
And to be fair, Nasr is cautious in his 
optimism. Perhaps in his capacity as 
an Obama administration advisor we’ll 
see what happens if Iran and the U. S. 
start trading iPods and carpets rather 
than hostility. Personally though, I’m 
not holding my breath for Mogadishu or 
Sana’a (and other epicentres of conflict) 
to start resembling Dubai or Geneva.  
Meccanomics by Vali Nasr is out now

ThE sPoT  by David 
Means (Faber & Faber) 
Prostitutes lying at the 
bottom of lakes, vagabonds 
with blades at their throats, 
women knocked cold and 
purple... Each story is a 
reminder of why people 
break, and an uncomfortable 
revelation that we are all 
closer to breaking than  
we think.               TYLER CABOT

“The Islamically-
minded, yet 
economically-
savvy middle 
class have the 
power to defeat 
extremism”

“One man 
called and 
said he would 
kill me if he 
saw me”

SOfT POwER: MANYBOOkS.NET hAS 27,242 EBOOkS AvAILABLE fOR dOwNLOAd. 
ThEY’RE ALL fREE ANd AvAILABLE IN A vARIETY Of fORMATS.


