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Prologue: The Kingdom of Bling

THE AIR IS CRISP, DRY, AND COLD and everyone is wrapped up in hats and gloves. Snowboarders whistle past unsteady skiers freshly graduated from the bunny slopes, still learning the basics of movement and motion in this white other world. A young woman wearing a hejab (or headscarf) in keeping with the local understanding of Islamic modesty slaloms past me, while a gaggle of young children shriek and screech as they toboggan down a slide, experiencing the thrill of snow for the first time. Outside it’s nearly 120 degrees Fahrenheit. By nightfall the city will be transformed into a pressure cooker, but inside on these powdery slopes, cocooned from the sand and the heat, the limits of the natural world are momentarily forgotten.

This is Dubai: a place where the confines of the imagination no longer apply. The ski slope I have just descended is the centerpiece of the expansive Mall of the Emirates. Behind huge glass windows, a rainbow of nationalities stand and rubberneck in shorts and t-shirts, marveling at the incongruity of it all. The contrasts couldn’t be more elemental: warmth and fire against cold and ice; desert sand juxtaposed with snow slopes. In much of Arabia, though affluence may be displayed through gold and diamonds, true wealth is expressed by a somewhat cavalier attitude toward the region’s most precious substance: water. And if fountains and waterfalls are the playthings of the rich and powerful, snow is the ultimate accessory in this futuristic kingdom of bling.

Despite humble beginnings, Dubai is now a superlative city. Within its municipal borders you can find constructions with global ambitions: the tallest building in the world, the largest shopping mall, the most luxurious hotel. In less than a generation, a once diminutive port town has transformed itself into an instantly recognizable brand, synonymous with wealth and luxury.

Nevertheless, in the decade in which I was living in and traveling round the Arab world, the “real” Middle East seemed to lie elsewhere. The stories that inevitably attracted the attention and interest of the world at large were generally of a less aspirational nature: suicide bombers (Israel, Iraq, Saudi Arabia), politically inspired shootings and bombings (Egypt, Kuwait, Jordan), sectarian strife and ethnic tensions (Turkey), political assassinations (Syria, Lebanon), regime change, civil war, sectarian strife, beheadings, and kidnappings (Iraq), nuclear tensions (Iran), one-party totalitarian states (Syria), all-out war (Israel–Lebanon), internecine strife and mass civilian slaughter (Gaza). Since the Second World War the Middle East has been more famous for discord than harmony, as revolutions, religious and ethnic conflict, postcolonial dissension, and imperial chicanery have defined the region.

But Dubai didn’t fit this picture. Here was a point on the regional map that had distinguished itself from the surrounding countries and defined itself in different terms: a place of peace amid war; a place of enterprise amid stagnation; a place of action amid torpidity; a place of permissiveness amid a region prone (of late at least) to restriction; a place of optimism where pessimism is often the pervading mood. Here was something else to explore: a Middle Eastern success story that defied expectations, and one that was based on innovation and risk taking rather than oil reserves. While the region had been tarred with the brush of failure, regression, and intolerance, Dubai heralded itself as a center of success, progress, and inclusivity. Such an upbeat message was a different story to tell.

Despite its tempestuous location, Dubai has been steadfast in ignoring the age-old adage that you must learn to walk before you can run. It took a seat at the world table with what little stake it had and asked to be dealt a hand. The fact that one of their own had the grand intention to reinvent itself invoked both incredulity and a certain degree of mirth among many of its Middle Eastern neighbors. Undeterred, Dubai forged ahead and exhausted billions upon billions of dollars to remake itself in an image of its own creation – a place where opulence and growth were the norm, rather than the exception. While the rest of the Arab world was still learning how to walk, Dubai learned how to ski.
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It is clear that you are sitting down with a high roller even before your plane touches down at Dubai International Airport. Arriving at night there is at first little sign of life below, except for the occasional bursts of orange flames coming from the oil fields of Saudi Arabia and Abu Dhabi. If you could peel away the blackness, a harsh landscape would reveal itself. The coastline along the eastern shores of the Arabian peninsula is a sparse, gravelly place with little of the grandeur one associates with a classic desert scene. But suddenly, the emptiness below is lit up by a vast swathe of yellow and orange halogen, spreading for miles out into the desert. From high up in the sky Dubai looks like a giant pinball machine, a mass of geometric shapes and luminous grids stretching out into the blackness beyond.

One of the first things you can see is the outline of a palm-shaped archipelago glowing out of the night-time waters of the Arabian Gulf. This is the Palm Jumeirah, a five kilometer-wide artificial island containing luxury resorts and celebrity-endorsed villas. By superimposing this quintessential image of Old Arabia onto the Gulf, Dubai shows that it doesn’t hang about when introducing itself to visitors. In doing so, the humble palm tree has been turned into a globally recognized corporate logo – a Nike swoosh with representation at the United Nations.

Yet politically Dubai has somewhat of an identity crisis, as it is neither simply a city, nor even a country in its own right. Along with the six other emirates (Abu Dhabi, Sharjah, Ajman, Um Al Quwain, Ras Al Khaimah, and Fujairah), Dubai is but one of seven self-governing entities constituting the United Arab Emirates, which came into being after the British called time on a mixed bag of protectorates along the Arabian Gulf in 1971. The UAE federal government takes care of the boring stuff, such as printing currency, issuing passports, buying F-16 fighter aircraft from Washington, or establishing diplomatic relations with the now-defunct Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan (aka the Taliban). Day to day, each of the emirates functions independently, somewhat like Texas and Florida, just without the democracy. Each emirate has its own absolute ruler and ruling family, governs according to its own laws, and, most importantly, tots up its own balance sheet. It’s only when dealing with the outside world that the heptet try to act as a collective.

In the midst of these politically ambiguous entities you find Dubai, which over the years has undergone a transubstantiation that even a Jesuit priest would find difficult to explain. Two centuries back there was barely anything here at all, as the founding of the city-state dates to the 1830s, when the seedling of what the world knows as Dubai was planted. Advance a hundred years and there was still barely any resemblance to what one sees today: as the Manhattan skyline rose up over New York to a jazz beat in the 1920s, what little wealth Dubai possessed was measured simply in date trees, camels, and other livestock. Even as Elvis was recording “That’s All Right (Mama),” the majority of Dubai’s inhabitants still lived in barasti houses made from palm trees; only a select few could enjoy the comforts of a home made from mud. The first concrete building did not appear until the 1950s. However, fast forward to the present day and the picture alters beyond recognition. Now around two million people live where there were 50,000 a generation before.

Exactly how such a transformation could have occurred so quickly has engendered a great deal of debate. After all, Dubai is one of the United Arab Emirates, which has not exactly been a byword for rapid-fire growth (at least not in the last millennium). Shwaya, shwaya, habibi, bukhara, inshallah (take it easy, take it easy, my dear, tomorrow, God willing) is a phrase you can hear regularly across the region as you try to accomplish the most basic of everyday tasks, be it getting a phone line installed or applying for a driver’s license. A less literal translation of that ubiquitous Arabic phrase could be rendered thus: “What’s the rush, my friend? This will get done at some undetermined point of time in the future, and in the end, we know it’s out of my control anyway and in the hands of the Big Man upstairs.” Dubai’s breakneck (some would say blitzkrieg) approach to development seemed to make a mockery of the stereotype.

It is important to understand that despite the fact that many of its neighbors sit on vast reserves of petroleum and gas, Dubai’s own oil reserves are rather paltry and account for only around 5 percent of its economy. So Dubai’s rise from a flyspeck on the map of the Middle East to global prominence is no mere whimsy on the part of some oil-rich sheikh. When a New Yorker flies to Singapore via Dubai on Emirates Airways, or an English football fan cheers his team at the Emirates Stadium in London, little do they realize that they are part of a master plan conceived by Dubai’s ruling family and a coterie of international consultants. The aim was grand but simple: to make the city the premier playground of the Middle East, Central and South Asia (over two billion potential customers) – a place where extravagance is standard and affluence is accessible by all.

The first step involved attracting tourists, travelers, expatriates, entrepreneurs, multinational corporations, and money from all over the world. By allowing all of these disparate elements to coexist, a global hub of entertainment for finance and trade would also be created. The merchants of cliché went into overdrive and the “Dubai dream” was born: a point of engagement between East and West and existing in the imagination as much as on a map. The second step involved the biggest building boom the region had seen since Nebuchadnezzar built his ziggurat in Babylon over 2,000 years ago. As Dubai charged down a path of superlative development, it forced itself on the world’s collective unconscious and transformed from a Middle Eastern Monaco into a global, Arabian-themed Disneyworld.

When it came to marketing the Dubai dream, subtlety was out and bling was most definitely in. Even a superstructure such as Burj Dubai – the tallest building in the world – was only a pinprick in an unrestrained outpouring of concrete and glass. On the outskirts of the city, ground was broken on the three billion square foot Dubailand, modestly self-styled as “the world’s most ambitious tourism, leisure and entertainment project.” Projected to be three times bigger than Manhattan and more than twice the size of the city of Dubai itself, the publicists insisted that this friendly little funfair would include re-creations of the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, the Taj Mahal, and the Eiffel Tower. Yet this was not wanton gigantism. The secret to good advertising is repetition and the public relations experts knew what it took to set the media quacking. Since this rebranding exercise was targeted at a global audience, its message had to be clear. And Dubai’s elevations of architecture speak an Esperanto of aspiration, easily understood across every continent.

Today, a flight to Dubai is a pilgrimage that millions make each year. Gulf Arabs and Iranians come to escape the restrictions imposed by their own rulers on alcohol and other entertainments. European tourists fly in for sun served with a dollop of luxury. Central Asian shoppers enter on business and leave with a host of consumer goods unavailable at home. Expatriates from India arrive to work and find a richer life, while long-haul travelers stop over for a few days on their way from continent to continent. And all of Dubai’s aspirations are made clear as soon you land. As you pass through the terminal building, a host of advertisements sing the emirate’s praises, insisting that this is the ultimate place to live in the twenty-first century. On one occasion, as I stood in line at passport control, the large illuminated sign overhead carried a message of such brazen conviction that I wanted to believe it: “WELCOME TO THE FUTURE.”
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However, a dream can’t last for ever. Despite the optimism in which Dubai trades, skeptics insist that a hard rain is going to fall. Even though Dubai imagines itself a gilded Prospero’s island free from the restrictions of time and place, the city’s rapid descent down the black runs of the global economy has come with complications. The Dubai dream was built on a tsunami of borrowed money and this in turn fueled a property bubble of epic proportions, which finally popped with a resonance that left the city reeling. The city’s fabled cranes ground to a juddering halt and many of the emirate’s more ambitious projects were mothballed indefinitely. Liquidity concerns soon morphed into solvency issues as the Dubai state-owned companies building the dream fell behind on their debts. Across the city’s new high-rise suburbia (which sprouted to life in less than a decade) forests of apartment buildings stood idly by, still in search of elusive end-users. Though the high-reaching skylines of Shanghai and Mumbai shout similar aspirations, these were a result and a reflection of economic virility. Dubai, on the other hand, used construction as a means to growth, a model of development that has since been deemed rather reckless.

Given its lack of modesty, people generally have pugilistic impressions of Dubai that only come in black or white. In one corner you have the champions: the ruling family, the local privileged élite, property developers, marketing professionals, investment bankers, businessmen, architectural and interior design futurists, and a range of others keen to enjoy the social freedoms on offer. Supporters are impressed by the ambition and audacity of it all. This is a place that has prospered on guile and gumption rather than oil and gas. In the past, Dubai had merely regional ambitions: to be a weekend escape from Saudi Arabia for those in need of wine with dinner or bacon for breakfast. But Dubai’s more recent neophytes have a much broader perspective. To these people, the emirate is a place for those who “have” rather than those who “have not,” and thus there will always be a market for what it has to offer.

In the other corner you find an unlikely alliance of detractors: Islamic fundamentalists and western human rights advocates, environmentalists and traditionalists, socialists and libertines, who perceive only Pyrrhic victories in the successes achieved so far. Cultural purists see a mongrelized abomination of its former self. Repulsed, these critics insist that Dubai embodies the very worst instincts of humankind: hubris, gluttony, and inequality. They see consumption without production and the dominance and glorification of materialism over the natural world. Only in Dubai would a developer announce proudly to the world that the cooling system in his latest project had the chilling power of 10,000,000 kilograms of melting ice per day. Skeptics maintain that the Dubai dream is unsustainable and envision a lost kingdom of ghostly superstructures, a hurriedly built Araby bazaar standing empty and idle in the desert.

During my time exploring the city, I experienced a place that did not fit the one-dimensional portraits painted by either the braying jackals of doom or the hear-no-evil, see-no-evil publicity reps. It was ridiculous to speak of it as a single entity, despite the convenience of these opposing narratives. The Dubai dream was merely an abstraction, something that would always feel intangible. My experience showed me something else: a place defined by people, not by conceits or assaults; as likely to engender ethical schizophrenia as moral certainty. Though Gulf Arabs flock in droves to its bespangled emporiums of consumption, they also acknowledge that the city’s infatuation with earthly pleasures is “against Islam.”

Here was a plurality whose worth could not be measured in dirhams or dinars; here were dreams that would hold their value, regardless of any fluctuations in the market. The questions I sought to answer were not so readily quantifiable and the answers resonated more deeply than property prices. What was it really like to live in a city that used exclamation marks to punctuate every aspect of itself? Was there any substance to the claims of prosperity, dynamism, and success? Where were the intersections of experience that would ultimately lead to a true understanding of this place? And who were the people who fleshed out the stories that gave life to the dream, behind the brilliance, the bluster, and the bling?




1 
Dubai Dreams

EVERY CITY HAS ITS DEMARCATION LINES, both physical and figurative, which evolve over time and leave their own unique impressions on the land. Water, invariably, adds the most definition. For example, in Dublin you are either a Northsider or a Southsider, depending on which side of the river Liffey you were born. Those born north of the river will spend a lifetime being portrayed as a little rough around the edges, while those who hail from the “south side” are seen as soft, moneyed, and somehow British, by far the worst possible slur against one’s character in Ireland. Dubai is little different in this regard. The city is cleft in two by the Creek, an inlet of the Persian Gulf that winds inland in a lazy S for more than six miles. On its journey the Creek passes a number of landmarks: a former royal abode, restored period houses, glass-fronted high-rise hotels, and a golf club, before finally putting up its feet amid a wildlife sanctuary that plays host each year to flocks of migrating flamingos. The meandering course the Creek follows is a history lesson of sorts, charting the city’s rise from an anonymous pearl-diving port to a regional trade center, and from there to a global financial and entertainment hub.
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Orientation in any new city can be a challenge but in Dubai the matter is straightforward: once you know where you stand in relation to the Creek, you know where you are in Dubai. The Creek laid the foundation of the modern-day city and has been an artery of business and trade for over a century, mainlining people, money, and commercial goods into its bloodstream. At around 300 meters wide and broader than much of the river Thames, the very use of the word “creek” is a lone beacon of modesty surviving from the city’s humbler past. For when it comes to defining Dubai’s modern urban environment, hyperbole, rather than understatement, is generally the order of the day.

The western shore of the Creek is referred to as Bur Dubai (a corruption of the Arabic word bar or place) and previously this was the heart of the city, before the New Dubai of the Sunday supplements usurped the title. Despite its waning importance, in Bur Dubai you can still find the two essential institutions that in the past constituted a proper Gulf sheikhdom: the Majlis Al Hakam (Ruler’s Court) and the Masjed Al Khabeer (Grand Mosque). Here political power and religion sit side by side, though one should never forget that it is the former that exercises true control on worldly matters.

Deira, on the eastern side, is definitely the poor relation and traditionally has been home to Dubai’s less-moneyed residents. Though Deira is now an integral part of the city, it did not get there by a straight path. In 1939, the ruling Maktoum family had to reaffirm their position as the undisputed rulers of Deira when a breakaway clan of the family started showing signs of sedition and seized control.

The power play that settled this dispute runs like an Arabian version of The Godfather’s final scene. One fine day, Sheikh Rashid (son and heir of the ruling Sheikh Said) crossed the Creek by boat (there were no bridges at this stage) to marry the daughter of a sheikh from Abu Dhabi. Sheikh Rashid had his wedding party in tow, which in this case was a bevy of armed retainers. On any other occasion, a host of sword-wielding Bedouin (bedu in Arabic) crossing the Creek would have been a cause for suspicion. But on his wedding day, Sheikh Rashid’s entourage managed to do so without raising much concern. On arriving on the Creek’s eastern shores, Sheikh Rashid’s men quickly overpowered the would-be rebels and from then on, the preeminent position of the Maktoums, controlling both sides of the Creek, has never been seriously threatened.
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My own arrival in Deira was much more prosaic. Dubai and I had been carrying on a long-distance relationship for some time and if a greater understanding was to be reached, a period of cohabitation was needed. The most pressing question was where to find suitable accommodation. Low-budget Deira had seemed like the best place to start, even though a former long-time resident of the city had advised against it. “You don’t really want to stay there, it’s a bit, you know…” he offered.

The ellipsis notwithstanding, my curiosity had been piqued. On leaving the airport, I asked my taxi driver to take me to a decent “family hotel” in Deira. In Dubai, a “clean” or family hotel means an establishment that does not double as a makeshift brothel. To find out if your hotel falls into this category, simply ask if there’s a “nightclub” on the premises. If there is, asking to have your room serviced might get you more than you bargained for.

Once settled in, it was time to get acquainted with my surroundings. Despite the lateness of the hour, the urge to explore my new habitat propelled me out into the muggy night air. Bachelor residence extraordinaire, Deira is best known for its Arabian souks or markets. Yet the heart of the matter for the people who live here is Baniyas Square (also known by its original name of Nasser Square), a bustling confluence of streets and nationalities away from the spice and gold emporiums that entice tourists across the Creek to rough it with the residents for a few hours.

Dubai’s global reach was evident immediately. Fur coats were advertised in shop windows with signs in the Cyrillic alphabet. Mobile phone establishments boldly declared they were “wholesale only” and the nearby pavements doubled as makeshift goods depots, as an assortment of boxes and cartons were loaded into vans and trucks. From Baniyas Square it is only a short walk to Sabkha bus station, a hustling public space where the streets teem with an assortment of nationalities. Trim Indian men wearing embroidered caps (identifying them as members of the Bohra faith, an Ismaili branch of Shia Islam) sell electronics and cheap clothing to well-fed West African women in brightly colored garments, who saunter though the crowd with bulging shopping bags balanced elegantly on their heads. Down an alleyway I came across three generations of a Chinese family manning a shop that sold (appropriately enough) china. Within 24 hours of arriving in Deira, in the course of going about my everyday business, I encountered people from Egypt, Eritrea, Cameroon, China, Nigeria, Turkmenistan, India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Ethiopia, the Philippines, Iran, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka. This dizzy mélange was occasionally garnished by isolated sightings of native Emiratis, looking like tourists, slightly lost. I had heard that “locals” were a minority in Dubai, but on the streets of Deira they seemed like an endangered species.

Out of all the foreigners, male members of the former Soviet Republics were the easiest to identify, given their penchant for white leather shoes, surly expressions, and the calculators hanging on cords from their necks. Throughout my stay in Deira I shared numerous hotel lifts with these ex-comrades, but not once did they greet me. Whether it is my Irish blood or excessive time spent living among salutation-conscious Arabs, I find it impossible to walk into any confined space with another human being and not at least acknowledge their presence.

This Russian reserve was in marked contrast to the young Cairenes and Alexandrians manning the shwarma stand close to my hotel, hawking sandwiches of coal-roasted chicken stuffed generously into pita bread. Despite the fact that Egyptians get a hard time everywhere in the Gulf (from both expatriates and locals) for being exceptional exponents of the art of palaver, there is something infectious about their upbeat approach to life, the constant joking that is the soundtrack to their daily lives, in their necessary but often unwanted Gulf exile. The little language I exchanged with the waiters standing on the streets verbally accosting the busy passing trade was highly appreciated. In fact, for the rest of my stay, each time I came within 20 meters of their patch there would be a shout in the street: “Marhaba! Azaiyak?” (Hello! How are you?) They would even feign annoyance when I didn’t join them for a bite to eat each time I passed. Balance, it seems, is often hard to find.


By the end of that first night’s walk, though now more comfortable with my physical surroundings, my metaphysical expectations of Dubai were in some disarray. I was here to paint a picture of life in this city, but the question now seemed to be whose life? So many nations were represented and the native one was conspicuous by its absence. To speak of a Dubai dream was a convenient generalization, but clearly there was more than one. Here were multiple narratives with little sense of demarcation. In the midst of this seething agglutination of humanity, whose experience was essential?

There was also a second source of uncertainty. Dubai was supposed to be a twenty-first-century city on the cusp of the modern world, but I was beginning to have some doubts about the extent of this much-heralded transformation. I had come here to document the brave new world emerging from the parched sands, but everything I had witnessed felt distinctly antediluvian.

Given Dubai’s tiny stature and relative insignificance for all the nineteenth and most of the twentieth century, there are few stimulating portraits before its reincarnation as a regional focal point. One place where you can find fleeting descriptions is in the much-lauded travel book Arabian Sands by Wilfred Thesiger, an English explorer who journeyed through the deserts and mountains of the Arabian Peninsula in the late 1940s. Born in 1910 in what was then Abyssinia (Ethiopia) to a father in the employ of the British Empire, Thesiger spent his life chasing, in his own words, “savagery and beauty” across Africa, Arabia, and Asia, receiving a knighthood for his troubles. In Dubai, before heading out to explore the desert accompanied by a small band of Bedouin as guides, Thesiger strolled through the souks near the Creek, a place where the old ways of doing things were very much in evidence. Dubai was still only a small town of around 40,000 people and it was the lack of modern development that impressed Thesiger the most:

The suqs were crowded with many races – pallid Arab townsmen, armed bedu, quick-eyed and imperious; Negro slaves; Baluchis, Persians and Indians… and some Somalis off a boat from Aden. Here life moved in time with the past.

My own first impressions were of constancy, not of change. Even if some of the players had been substituted, the game, in Deira at least, seemed to have remained the same. Though Thesiger is the gold standard by which all accounts of Arabia are measured, I had intended to distance myself from him and the other “sand-crazed Englishmen” who had written extensively about the region. After all, I wasn’t in Dubai to chase shadows. From his writing, it’s clear that Thesiger’s obsession had been those far-removed places in the desert where the motor car and thus modernity could not follow. Anyway, the death knell for this Old Arabia had sounded years ago. Leafing through books written by men whose vision of the world had been forged by a now defunct empire had seemed like a pointless exercise. The Dubai I had in my sights was a place that had not so much embraced modernity but was actively trying to define it.

Yet each day as the newspapers trumpeted the latest statistics and proclaimed the magnificence of the Dubai dream, I found it more and more difficult to leave the past fully behind. As Emirates News (a saccharine, government-friendly television news show) kept pumping out the statistics each night (“Mutton Imports Up a Record God-Knows-What Percent This Year!”), I found myself retreating to descriptions of the city written thirty, forty, fifty years before, rather than the babble of newsprint that appeared outside my hotel room each day.


And Thesiger is a hard man to ignore. Every bookshop in Dubai prominently displays his works, filled with vivid descriptions and photographs of the region’s Bedouin culture, recounting in detail a way of life that has disappeared for ever. For him, new ways of doing things held little appeal. He cherished the distances that existed between cultures. But the Dubai dream of the twenty-first century is all about abrading these cultural boundaries and blurring the lines that separate people from one another. Nevertheless, as I leafed through my hardback edition of Arabian Sands, I imagined the stern-faced gentleman in tweeds staring out from the back flap gently rebuking me for my tardiness: “You’re too late, old chap. No use coming around now, you should have got here years ago!”
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During my first few days in the city, I began each taxi ride by asking the same question: “What country are you from?” After a week, this changed to: “So, what part of Pakistan are you from?” And after a month: “How are things in Peshawar?” By the end it was easier just to say: “Senga yai?” (“How are you?” in Pashto). Peshawar is a city in the North-West Frontier Province of Pakistan close to the Afghan border and has something of a “Wild West” reputation.

Every ride was an education. I learned that when a Pakistani from the border regions near Afghanistan with little formal schooling gets fed up with the Taliban and US Special Forces fighting it out in his village and starts thinking about a move abroad, driving a taxi in Dubai is often his first port of call. For despite having a reputation for being fearsome adversaries in combat, the Pashto-speaking Pathan tribes have other talents. One of these is a natural disposition toward the automotive arts. When an Indian taxi driver in Dubai lamented that Pathans were terrible drivers, accusing them of importing driving techniques directly from the Khyber Pass, a native of Peshawar responded by insisting that timid Indian drivers were the bane of his existence, as they drove “slowly, slowly” and were always holding him up.

When it came to conversation openers with this particular demographic, it was the Irish cricket team who provided an unexpected but much-welcomed ice-breaker. Only a few weeks before, this amateur-filled team had knocked Pakistan out of the Cricket World Cup. Pakistan’s ignominious defeat to Ireland was the shock of the tournament and this often led to impromptu cricketing discussions while taxiing across the city. One driver believed that the Irish had batted well, commending a solid display against England the day before, but lacked real depth in bowling. After such conversations, I mentally slapped myself on the back that my homeland, in the words of that great Irish nationalist Robert Emmet, had “taken its place among the nations of the world.”

Such familiarity with my roots was in marked contrast to what I had become accustomed to in other parts of the Gulf. Conversations regarding my nationality often followed a different pattern.

“Min wayn balad inta?” (“What country are you from?”)

“Eir-land, Ana Eir-landi.” (“Ireland, I am Irish.”) If this makes no impression I repeat myself in English, then once more in Arabic.

“Min Holland? Taqalam inglizi quais!” (“From Holland? You speak English very well!”) was a not atypical response.

However, after a week of dining out on Ireland’s unexpected sporting success, I was brought back to earth on a trip across town. After discussing our famous win, the taxi driver asked with an uncertain expression: “Ireland, where is this, Australia, Europe?” It was then I realized why this defeat had resonated so profoundly with the Pakistani community. Losing to a second-tier cricketing nation like Bangladesh would have been one thing, but Pakistan had suffered the added shame of losing to a country that many of its citizens had never even heard of.

Aided in part by rush-hour traffic (which provided ample time for conversation), the city’s Pakistani taxi drivers shed light on the symbiotic relationship between the greater Middle East’s propensity to political turbulence and the rise of Dubai. One conversation was particularly enlightening. Jaffar was in his forties and came from a village outside Peshawar. He had lived in Dubai for nearly ten years. The reality of life for expatriates further down the economic ladder is not difficult to
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