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Smile Please!

Posing a smile can brighten your
mood, according to new research.

hen we're happy, we

smile. The corners

of our mouths move

out and up, our

cheeks lift, and the

skin around our
eyes crinkles. But does it work
the other way? Can posing our
muscles in a smile brighten
our mood?

This question has been part
of a long-standing debate
among psychology re-
searchers about whether fa-
cial expressions influence our
emotional experience, an idea
known as the facial feedback
hypothesis.

In a recent paper in Nature
Human Behaviour, re-
searchers report strong evi-
dence that posed smiles can, in
fact, make us happier.

The effect isn't strong
enough to overcome some-
thing like depression, says
Stanford University research
scientist Nicholas Coles,
who led the research,
but it provides useful
insight into what
emotions are and
where they come
from.

"We experience 2
emotion so often that
we forget to marvel
at just how incredible
this ability is. But with-
out emotion, there's no pain
or pleasure, no suffering or
bliss, and no tragedy and glory
in the human condition,"
Coles says. "This research tells
us something fundamentally
important about how this emo-
tional experience works."

Psychologists still aren't
sure about the origins of this
central part of the human con-
dition. One theory is that our
conscious experience of emo-
tions is based off sensations in
the body-the idea that the feel-
ing of a rapid heartbeat pro-
vides some of the sensation we
describe as fear, for example.
Facial feedback has often been
cited as evidence for this theo-
ry, but some recent experi-
ments have called it into ques-
tion.

Before completing this proj-
ect, Coles considered himself
a fence-sitter on the issue.
There had been seminal facial
feedback research suggesting
that participants found Gary
Larson's The Far Side comics
funnier when they held a pen
or pencil in their teeth without
letting their lips touch it (sup-
posedly activating the same
muscles as a smile). But in
2016, 17 different labs tried and
failed to replicate these re-
sults, casting the hypothesis
into doubt.

When Coles conducted a
meta-analysis of previous stud-
ies on the subject in 2019,
which included a variety of dif-
ferent methods, his results
seemed to indicate there was at
least some evidence supporting
facial feedback. So he decided
to try to settle the matter in a
way that would convince both
skeptics and believers. He or-
ganized the Many Smiles Col-
laboration, a group that includ-

ed people on both sides of the
issue as well as fence-sitters
like Coles, and together they
devised a methodology that
everyone was satisfied with.

"Rather than quibble and
debate over Twitter and
through journal articles,
which would take decades and
probably not be that produc-
tive, we says, 'Let's just come
together and design some-
thing that would please both
sides,'?" Coles says. "Let's fig-
ure out a way that we could po-
tentially convince proponents
that the effect isn't real, and
potentially convince critics
that the effect is real."

The researchers created a
plan that included three well-
known techniques intended to
encourage participants to acti-
vate their smile muscles. One-

third of participants were di-
rected to use the pen-in-mouth
method, one-third were asked
to mimic the facial expres-
sions seen in photos of smil-
ing actors, and the final third
were given instructions to
move the corners of their lips
toward their ears and lift their
cheeks using only the muscles
in their face.

In each group, half the par-
ticipants performed the task
while looking at cheerful im-
ages of puppies, kittens, flow-
ers, and fireworks, and the oth-
er half simply saw a blank
screen. They also saw these
same types of images (or lack
thereof) while directed to use a
neutral facial expression.

In order to disguise the goal
of the trial, the researchers
mixed in several other small
physical tasks and asked par-
ticipants to solve simple math
problems. After each task, par-
ticipants rated how happy
they were feeling.

The Many Smiles Collabo-
ration collected data from
3,878 participants from 19
countries. After analysing
their data, the researchers
found a noticeable increase in
happiness from participants
mimicking smiling photo-
graphs or pulling their mouth
toward their ears. But much
like the 2016 group, they didn't
find a strong mood change in
participants using the pen-in-
mouth technique.

Nonetheless, the evidence
from the other two techniques
is clear and provides a com-
pelling argument that human
emotions are somehow linked
to muscle movements or other
physical sensations.
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mbassador Talmiz
Ahmad in a book
of rare scholar-
ship has written
what might
arguably be rated
as amongst the
best books on West
Asia from an
Indian  perspec-
tive. His canvas is
wide both geographically and his-
torically which ranges from the
Napoleonic invasion of Egypt to
events of the present but what
stands out is his deep understand-
ing of the region and his analysis
including India's relations with the
region. His book is also a combina-
tion of a practitioner having served
in this region and an academic.
The enormity of what has hap-
pened in West Asia and North
Africa since beginning of twentieth
century and historical background
of those events is clearly explained.
The author has gone into the back-
ground and explained all the links
wherever required. He has the abil-
ity to connect the dots and this
helps the reader comprehend the
inherent complexities.

Napoleon's Attack

Beginning with Napoleon's attack
on Egypt in 1798, Ambassador
Ahmad has traced the impact of
Europe in West Asia. He then cov-
ers the five decades of upheaval
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beginning in 1900 which is the colo-
nial period, the rise of Arab nation-
alism from 1950 including the con-
sequences of the establishment of
Israel as an independent state, to
1979; a year which can rightly be
considered a watershed with
'nationalism' being replaced by 'reli-
gion' due to the effect of the Iranian
revolution of 1979 and other events
of that fateful year. The Post-Cold
War period, America's Afghan and
Iraq wars and the Arab Spring. But
what is of great relevance is India's
engagement with this region.

The advent of Western "enlight-
enment", found the Arabs, strug-
gling to rid themselves of the yoke
of centuries of Ottoman domi-
nance, and were in a predicament
regarding their reaction. Initially
impressed with the ideas and tech-

All that changed in the 1990s with
Prime Minister P.V. Narasimha Rao
extending full diplomatic recognition to
Israel, backstopping Yasser Arafat's last
throw of the dice at Oslo, and initiating
a process that has resulted in a policy
of "balance" towards rival forces
playing out in the region; in other
words, replacing principle and idealism
with a transactional relationship with
all. This has involved strengthening
relations with monarchies who have
made their peace with Israel; "de-
hyphenating" Israel from Palestine but
coming down so heavily on the Israeli
side that neither the Palestine Authority
nor Hamas are taken in; weakening
India's support in the UN and
elsewhere for the Palestinian cause;
attempting to accommodate Iran
without jeopardising relations with Iraq
or the US: that is, being all things to all
people, none of whom are hoaxed.

nology that came they felt they
must learn from the West. In 1826,
Rif'a al-Tawhati was sent to France
by the Khedive of Egypt with a 44-
member team on a five-year mis-
sion that resulted in al-Tawhati
translating the French Constitution
into Arabic. While noting that
although it was "the West's superi-
ority in science and technology" in
the last 200 years that was funda-
mental to their easy domination of
Arabia (ironically built on "Islamic
scientific achievement").

An equal and opposite reaction
sparked the Al-Nahda
(‘Renaissance') that sought to find
these same values of liberty, justice
and equality, including gender
equality, in Islamic tradition. Led
by Jamaluddin al-Afghani and his
pupil, Muhammad Abduh, this
influential school of thought urged
"weighing in the scale of reason"
what had been handed down as
injunctions from the past, using
three criteria sanctified by Islamic
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Talmiz Ahmad- Former Indian Diplomat.

jurisprudence: maslaha (public
interest); shura (consultation); and
ijtihad (independent reasoning) to
"become part of the modern world
while remaining Muslim": "the
original message of Islam", it was
held, "was sufficient to confront
Western intrusion". Islamic funda-
mentalists of the Wahhabi variety
continued, with powerful Saudi
backing, to try to cast the new
awakening in the most reactionary
theological terms. Thus, political
evolution in the region remained
(and remains) cast in a mould of
extremist vs moderate, secular vs
theocratic approaches.

Western Parameters

Western perfidy continued (and
continues) to set the parameters
within which Arab politics are
played out. First to be betrayed
were the Hashemites whose
Bedouin troops under Sharif
Hussain were instrumental in
defeating the Ottoman Turks in the
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First World War after the Brits
accorded their approval in princi-
ple to an "Arab Khaliphate" under
Sharif Hussain replacing the
Ottoman Caliphate; then dividing
Arab from Arab by supporting and
enforcing the Saudi claim, under
Abdulaziz al-Saud, to the throne,
while pacifying the Hashimites by
handing over the thrones of Iraq
and Transjordan to the sons of
Sharif Hussain. Meanwhile, Jewish
settlement in Palestine continued
apace leading to '"regular and
increasingly bloody communal
riots". The system of League man-
dates might have made French and
British occupation of Asian Arabia
legitimate in international law, but
colonial exploitation remained just
that in Arab eyes.

This resulted in protests; an
immediate consequence was the
emergence of pan-Arab nationalism
against the division of Arab lands
by the colonial authorities into five
separate regions. From Rashid Rida
and the distinguished Christian
Arab historian George Antonius, in
the 1920s and '30s, till its final flow-
ering under Sati al-Husri, identified
by Ahmad as "the most influential
Arab thinker through the 1950s and
1960s", the yeast of pan-Arab nation-
alism was added to this intellectual
churning. They shaped the region's
national aspirations into a pan-
Arab ideology that incorporated
under one umbrella all the religious
faiths of the Arab world. Such Arab
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of Israel on May 14, 1948. Since
then, however opportunistically
Arab states might have changed
their stance on relations with
Israel, especially after the crushing
military defeats of 1967 and 1973,
and more recently at the prodding
of the United States, for the average
Arab the sense of grievance against
Israel, especially its total lack of
generosity even in victory, has
aggravated "the experience of
defeat and disaster" by "the torment
of tyranny".

The really disturbing outcome
for secularists, Arab and global, is
that "in the face of the shame of
defeat and humiliation and state
repression...the answer  that
appeared most self-evident was
Islam" - albeit an Islam "thoroughly
reformed, wholly modernised...but
still the ancestral faith founded on
morality, social justice and public
welfare". Yet, Al Qaeda and ISIS are
children of the same disillusion.

During the Freedom Movement,
Mahatma Gandhi, Jawaharlal
Nehru and the Indian National
Congress were unambiguous that
"Palestine is an Arab country and
Arab interest must prevail
there...It is the misfortune of the
Jews that they have aligned them-
selves with British imperialism".
Even more forcefully came
Gandhiji's famous dictum,
"Palestine belongs to the Arabs as
England to the English and France
to the French." Following this stand

m

he focus of Arab nationalism shifted from "Albion perfide" to Israel

after the November 1947 UN partition of Palestine. War broke out
almost immediately, but the combined Arab armies were no match for
the Western-funded and militarily well-equipped and brilliantly led
Jewish army. The Arabs were thus unable to forestall "Al Nagba" (The
Catastrophe) that overtook them with the proclamation of the State of

Israel on May 14, 1948.

nationalism, Ahmad stresses, "was
entirely secular - the idea that reli-
gion could be the basis of Arab
nationalism was rejected". From
such thinking arose in 1943 the
Ba'ath (Rebirth) party, founded by
two impassioned Syrian political
activists, Michel Aflaq and Salah al
Bitar.

This notion of "Rebirth" resulted
in overthrowing in the 1950s a series
of Arab monarchies created and
sustained by Western intervention:
Egypt, Syria, Iraq and, perhaps
most dramatically, the overthrow of
the Shah of Iran by Mosaddeq in
1951 (the CIA overthrew him in turn
in 1953). But the seeds had been
sown for the successful Iranian rev-
olution against the same Shah, led
by Ayatollah Khomeini in 1978-79.
The republicans in Tunisia
obtained freedom from French con-
trol in 1956, while Libya overthrew
its monarchy in 1969.

Shift to Israel

The focus of Arab nationalism
shifted from "Albion perfide" to
Israel after the November 1947 UN
partition of Palestine. War broke
out almost immediately, but the
combined Arab armies were no
match for the Western-funded and
militarily well-equipped and bril-
liantly led Jewish army.

The Arabs were thus unable to
forestall "Al Nagba" (The
Catastrophe) that overtook them
with the proclamation of the State

of principle, India became one of
the few non-Arab, non-Muslim
countries to vote against the
Partition of Palestine, having our-
selves only months earlier experi-
enced the horrors of Partition.

As the Arab republics came into
their own after the revolutions that
spanned the '50s, the Delhi-Cairo
axis set the course of India's rela-
tionship with the Arab world. India
played a key role in defusing the
Suez crisis in 1956. Pakistan's
machinations through the
Organisation of Islamic Countries
to line up the Arabs on their side of
the Kashmir dispute on grounds of
religion were thwarted, and non-
alignment became our shared
worldview. We also became perhaps
the first state to recognise the State
of Palestine. These, not the
"appeasement" of Indian Muslim
sentiment, was the rationale for our
emerging as a principal partner of
the Arab awakening.

All that changed in the 1990s
with Prime Minister PV.
Narasimha Rao extending full
diplomatic recognition to Israel,
backstopping Yasser Arafat's last
throw of the dice at Oslo, and initi-
ating a process that has resulted in
a policy of "balance" towards rival
forces playing out in the region; in
other words, replacing principle
and idealism with a transactional
relationship with all. This has
involved strengthening relations
with monarchies who have made

their peace with Israel; "de-hyphen-
ating" Israel from Palestine but
coming down so heavily on the
Israeli side that neither the
Palestine Authority nor Hamas are
taken in; weakening India's support
in the UN and elsewhere for the
Palestinian cause; attempting to
accommodate Iran without jeopar-
dising relations with Iraq or the US:
that is, being all things to all people,
none of whom are hoaxed.

Islamic sectarianism came to the
fore with renewed vigour, following
the Iranian revolution, which lead
to the Saudi-Iranian rivalry or the
clash within between the 'Shia's'
and 'Sunnis'. This continues to
affect every aspect of West Asian
politics and various terrorist
groups are aligned to these two
sects such as the Hezbollah and ISIS
respectively. What Ambassador
Ahmed does do is explain the differ-
ent strands of political Islam and
their manifestations.

Political Islam

The rise of political Islam was 'the
use of doctrines and tenets to shape
political order', a new phenomenon
in Muslim politics. During the Arab
Spring, it was clear that the old bal-
ance between acquiescence in
return for subsidies was overtaken
by economic realities comprising
unemployment, food prices, pover-
ty, inequality and lack of freedom.
The key was whether the army
would support insurrection. When
it did not, leaders of Tunisia, Egypt,
Yemen and Libya were toppled. In a

second wave, the leaders of Sudan
and Algeria were deposed. But no
monarchy fell and Bahrain's Emir
was saved by Saudi intervention.
Counter revolutions to confront
political Islam, in particular the
Muslim Brotherhood, were staged
in Tunisia and Sudan by Saudi
Arabia, Egypt and the UAE.
Political Islam may now have
run its course. Gulf rulers fortify
themselves by making Islam an
adjunct of state order and seek
legitimacy through appeals to
Muslim moderation, Arabic identi-
ty and nationalism, with special
emphasis on enlisting the youth.
But the rationale for popular dis-
contentment endures. The Wahhabi
doctrine, mainly associated with
Saudi Arabia, is where the ruler is
accepted as fount of political
authority, welfare and guarantor of
security, doctrinal support being
provided by state-appointed ulema.
Contrasted to Wahhabis are Salafis
who advocate activism to achieve a
state based on Islamic principles.
The Muslim Brotherhood, founded
by al Banna in 1928 and refined by

Sayyid Qutb, extols martyrdom and
militancy, and defined Islamic prin-
ciples with the Koran as the basis of
constitutions; governments must
function with shura or consulta-
tion; a ruler must comply with the
laws of Islam and the people's will.
This translated into a democratic
government of Islamic principles
with protection of rights of women
and non-Muslims. This form of
activist Islam, towards which
Turkey and Qatar are accused of
feeling sympathy, was condemned
and suppressed.

Jihad

Abdul Maududi later stressed
Islam's central role to establish God's
justice, whose instrument would be
jihad. This was exemplified by the
support of the US, Saudi Arabia and
Pakistan, each for its own reasons,
for the anti-Soviet campaign in
Afghanistan (1979-89), which had
many outcomes: the first battlefield
victory over a western power for sev-
eral centuries, the unleashing of
international jihadis, extremism cul-
minating in 9/11 in US and western
Islamophobia. American presence in
WANA expanded as centrality of oil
to economies increased; its objec-
tives are access to oil and security of
Israel, with its role invariably
expressed in military terms. The
region was too important for any
hands-off attitude, not least to pre-
vent Soviet influence. Attempts by
successive US presidents before
Trump to broker an Israeli peace
with the Palestinians collapsed,

Abdul Al Maududi,

since Israel could never offer 'final
status' sovereign viable statehood.
Trump's 'strategic incoherence' iden-
tified with Saudi Arabia and Israel
and his peace plan for
Israel/Palestine was dead on arrival
with 94 per cent Palestinian rejec-
tion.

Biden for his part 'got most
things wrong', and 'veers between
idealism and pragmatism'. He lost
the momentum to renew the Iran
nuclear deal (JCPOA) abrogated
unilaterally by Trump, no change
towards Israel is expected, and arms
exports to Saudi Arabia will contin-
ue as before. Washington's short-
comings, whether on Covid, Iraq,
Afghanistan or withdrawal from the
JCPOA, are palpable. The US has
the capacity to damage but not to
heal or reconstruct. Saudi Arabia,
Iran, UAE, the main frictions in the
Arab Peninsula are- Israel against
Palestinians and Saudi Arabia
against Iran. Israel's founding
ensured a pattern of racial discrim-
ination and violence against
Palestinians who, Israel claims,
reject peace with Israel along with

Hamas and Hezbollah. Saudi Arabia
sees in Iran a threat to its leadership
of Islam based on guardianship of
Islam's holiest shrines, feels vulner-
able to dissent from its 2 million
strong Shia minority, and is
engaged in a war with Shia Yemeni
Houthis from 2015.

Despite Saudi-Iran negotiations
since 2021, there is no indication of
any positive outcome, not even
restoration of diplomatic relations.
Iran has been Shia since 1501 with
clerics traditionally active in poli-
tics. The 1953 coup against
Mosaddeq to prevent the nationali-
sation of the oil industry and the
1979 American hostage crisis affect
Iran-US relations even now. In 1979,
for the first time, Muslims over-
came the Shah and western influ-
ence with an Islamic modern state,
and challenged Saudi leadership of
the Muslim world. Iran was project-
ed in US as fanatical and terrorist
and a challenge to the 'international
community', obsessions that persist
to this day Iran 'is animated by
xenophobia born out of insecurity
and victimhood' because regional
conflicts were engineered on sectar-
ian lines to demonise it. As for
Israel's paranoia about Iran, the lat-
ter is 'neither interested nor capa-
ble of initiating any hostile action
against Israel'. In 2005 Iran was
declared non-compliant with the
NPT and thereafter became a hate-
figure for US and Israel. The JCPOA
was concluded in 2015 but US opin-
ion was polarised in Congress and
the public. Sanctions which fol-
lowed the deal's abrogation by
Trump damaged Iran's economy.
UAE has made following the US line
central to its foreign policy, which
led to the 'Abraham Accords' with
Israel, Bahrain, Morocco and
Sudan brokered by the US. Saudi
Arabia stayed away although its
officials have been meeting Israelis
since 2014. The author feels the
Accords will not endure for lack of
support from the Arab people, espe-
cially concerning Palestine.

Iraq

The US backed Saddam's Iraq
against Iran (1982-88), ignored the
former's use of chemical weapons
and obfuscated the American down-
ing of an Iranian civilian aircraft.
From being a US protége, Saddam's
anschluss of Kuwait in 1990
plunged Iraq into 30 years of anar-
chy. The West hoped that severe
sanctions would lead to regime
change, and before the Iraq inva-
sion (2003-11), US neocons thought
the country 'ripe for democracy' to
transform the entire region. The
removal of Saddam in Iraq sought
to empower the previously belea-
guered majority Shias, which
increased Iran's influence and
expanded its role in Syria and
Yemen. The US, who regarded
Sunnis as former oppressors of the
other communities, then divided
Iraq on sectarian lines, privileging
Shias and leading to violent insur-
gency and the ISIS which in 2016,
controlled a third of Iraq and quar-
ter of Syria, and income derived
from Syrian oil. Iraq must now try
to drain the sectarian poison inher-
ited from the US.

India

Indian 'relations with Saudi Arabia,
UAE and Israel [now] obtain the
highest place while ties with Iran
remain subject to the vagaries of
US sanctions'. India has made
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ndian 'relations with Saudi

Arabia, UAE and Israel [now]
obtain the highest place while ties
with Iran remain subject to the
vagaries of US sanctions'. India has
made efforts to balance ties with
the US with its interests in Iran but
rarely successfully. Indians are the
largest expatriate community in
every Gulf country.

efforts to balance ties with the US
with its interests in Iran but rarely
successfully. Indians are the largest
expatriate community in every Gulf
country, remit $35 bn to India each
year and total trade with the Gulf
reached $121 bn in 2018-19. However,
Ahmad faults India for never trying
to address shared security issues
with the Gulf countries and sees no
future in the announced Israel-US-
UAE-India partnership, describing
it as 'theatre as an end in itself'.

Ahmad's chapter on India-West
Asia ties is a fine survey of the
changing contours of the relation-
ship. It also factors in Indian-Israeli
and Indo-Iranian ties.

Chronological details of crucial
events and impact of 'Arab-Spring'
on region's states gives further a
better understanding. Country wise
elaboration of facts and analyses
makes the picture of region emerge
with clarity. At the same time it
gives better perspective of how the
fate of one state was and still is
entwined with that of other states
and how several states came into
being with Anglo-French machina-
tions.

From the period when Western
invasion began into Egypt and the
Arab and adjacent lands in Iran and
Turkey, right up to the 21st century,
the vastness of book with its focus
on key historical, political, reli-
gious and economic developments
in each of the countries which com-
prise the region is indeed most com-
prehensive. What stands out is the
manner in which diverse matters
have been weaved into a 'coherent
narrative' to give an understanding
of the dynamics of the region.

The book tells us that neither
republican nor monarchical models
have produced strong Arab states
capable of ensuring their own secu-
rity. They have remained dependent
on the US as protector of rulers
who dispense patronage from oil
money to tribal chiefs, clergy and
heads of corporates. These rev-
enues enable the rulers to control
their citizens through access to edu-
cation and health, silencing any
demand for reform, and threaten
them with the heavy hand of
repression at the first sign of dis-
sent.

It is deeply engaging book which
gives details of every significant
and crucial event of the region and
allied historical aspects that have
shaped West Asia as it has emerged
in present times. Talmiz Ahmad's
has an intimate knowledge of West
Asia this imprint is clearly dis-
cernible in the book. It is no doubt a
monumental work, and provides a
great insight of the developments
over the past two centuries in a
region with which India has had
deep historical ties and one which
continues to remain to our contem-
porary interests. [l
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