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INTRODUCTION

INVITED TO THE SULTAN'S COURT



Ara ma oreed (I see what I want)

Mahmoud Darwish



In her analysis of behaviour between Arabs and Westerners, Margaret Nydell insists on hospitality in the Arab world.1 Arabs, especially Bedouins, cultivate an art of welcome. They know that generosity towards the traveller and the visitor is vital to a ‘good reputation’ in a culture where honour and ‘what people might say’ are cardinal virtues. The Emiratis are no exception and take their host duties seriously. The Arab host offers tea, coffee or the place of honour at his private table, and, analogously, the local or federal authorities ostensibly show generosity with the visitors.

The time of an invitation

This stance of hospitality implies an obligation in return: the traveller, whose journey in the Emirates will imperatively come to an end, is a guest. The Emiratis expect behaviour compatible with this status. During summer 2008, Emirati police arrested a British couple who had sexual intercourse on Jumeirah beach in the daytime. Beyond the indecency of the act on the familial beach and on a weekend day, the culprits were found guilty of sexual intercourse outside marriage, consumption of alcohol, insult and assault against the police officer who arrested them. These offences carried a 6-year prison sentence. The Emiratis were particularly shocked that the couple, instead of admitting their errors, took advantage of the press to denounce the prudery of the emirate. In a Muslim state that prohibits all forms of nudity, the authorities and the Emiratis expect that enforcing a dress code leads to public caution and therefore decency in public areas. However, the last straw for the ‘locals’, or the Emiratis, was that guests of the country, who had enjoyed the great advantages of the Emirati largesse – like a tax-free salary, year-round resort facilities, amenities and beaches, accessible state-of-the-art infrastructures, schools, health facilities and international business – did not reciprocate generosity and hospitality with respect for cultural differences. The incident highlighted the Emirati condition as both host and guest, or even victim of globalisation and financial ascendancy in the global marketplace. While the Emiratis are amazed by and even resentful of foreigners who, after leaving the country, have reported disillusionment or disappointment with the federation,2 they are also avid consumers of the global stage.

This book aims to understand the Dubai model and its effects on the UAE federation. Since 2006, in the footsteps of Human Rights Watch, the West has openly criticised Emirati labour practices, especially in its construction industry, which exploits the South Asian workforce. As in the case of sexually explicit behaviour and attitudes considered lewd and impermissible, the Emiratis do not perceive their laws and practices as flawed in any way. For them, foreign labourers, mostly from the Indian subcontinent, benefit from salaries that are not only inconceivable in their home countries but also highly coveted. Furthermore, in theory, these workers are under the protection of a sponsor, pursuant to the kafala system, namely the several centuries-long Islamic tradition serving as both the written and unwritten statute of guardianship protecting the migrant worker in the host country. Long before the global economic crisis of 2008, the Emirati authorities acknowledged that ‘an issue’ regarding the vulnerability and mistreatment of the federation's temporary residents does exist. However, the issue remains embroiled and muffled by the dichotomy between a legacy of hospitality struggling to keep up with a mission of unprecedented achievement on the global stage, and the Western parameters, often didactic, of globalisation.

The status of guest is a complex one. Most of the Western expats, whose profiles do not match those of the Asian labourers, perceive their presence in the UAE not in cultural terms but in technical terms – namely, as ‘working abroad’. These opposite perceptions are a source of friction: regardless of the tasks they perform or the quality of their service, the Westerners are, in effect, guests of the Emirates for the duration of their mission. Highly paid, and compensated by beach, weather, luxury amenities and a seemingly cosmopolitan environment, they are enticed to stay in Dubai or Abu Dhabi for years or decades. After the age of 65, the rule is that foreigners must have acquired property – although owning an apartment or a villa does not automatically qualify for a resident visa – or leave the country. In other words, the Emirati authorities expect the guest to complete a service, participate in and contribute to the wealth of the federation and willingly return to his or her home country. Furthermore, the transnational relations are organised around the divide between Emirati and non-Emirati. Foreigners – Western expatriates or Muslims from outside the Arabian Peninsula – cannot assimilate with the Emirati nation. Land open to settlement which integrates or assimilates outsider populations is an impossible model. The national crucible that authorises the children of second and third generations to adopt the host country of the parents or grandparents encounters resistance. The Arabs of the Emirates think of themselves as a subset of the great Arab nation, or the Arabian Peninsula. This is a status that no foreigner can achieve, no matter how integrated in the machinations of the country, and no matter the years spent residing in the country, neither for him/herself nor for his/her descendants. The families of the Indian merchants settled in Dubai or Abu Dhabi for many generations have perfectly understood that they are unofficial citizens but not nationals.3 The Emirati sense of national unity as well as loyalty to tribal lineage governs rules on intermarriage and determines policies on demographic accountability so that, while Emiratis make up the minority of the population, they maintain the necessary affiliation to their sheikh and continue to see themselves as owners of their land.

For the scholar working within the borders of the UAE, the social contract of host and guest can be cumbersome rendering the investigative and critical enterprise strained. Often the paradigm of Arab hospitality governs information as much as etiquette whereby everybody is sure of doing right and no dialogue is possible. Conversely, as Arab culture imposes full allegiance to the patron, the challenge for the resident scholar is not to slide from the position of guest to that of client.

The bibliography on Dubai and the Emirates is torn between work that denigrates the Dubai model, and work that commends it. Critics have fallen into this trap of censure or praise. In the first category is the work of Syed Ali4 and, to a lesser degree, Ahmed Kanna.5 Dubai: The Gilded Cage, from the former, evokes the contrast between the insolent success and the tragic reality of certain categories of employees. Numerous developments in Ali's book are interesting, such as the idea of ‘permanent impermanence’, but the intention to denounce tends to empty the book of its academic substance. Outside academia, many journalists seized any opportunity to demystify Dubai during its golden decade (1999–2008). Dubai Dream: Inside the Kingdom of Bling6 developed the argument, now a commonplace, that Dubai is not what we see or what we know. In the second category, authors like Wilson Graeme,7 are reminiscent of Arab travel literature. Ibn Fadlan or Ibn Battuta documented for posterity the perfect qualities of the rulers, generous and humble, heeding the advice of a wise entourage. The sympathetic body of work on the Maktoum family, Emirates Airline or the federation's administration of justice is informative when placed in context. Such work converges with other journalistic works, such as the writing of Jim Krane,8 who evokes disturbing aspects of the city-state like prostitution or migrant employment, but gives by and large a positive review of Dubai.

Between denigration and praise, the middle path is narrow in terms of available books on the rise of Dubai and the Emirates. Christopher Davidson tops scholarly contribution to the knowledge on the UAE.9 For a decade, he has been frequently called upon by the media, universities and research centres. His work is indispensable because he places the emergence of the Emirates in the Arab and globalised world in a historical perspective. Davidson's focus afterwards widened to include the Gulf.10 As an academic reference during the financial crisis and the Arab Spring, he was inevitably entangled in controversies beyond his academic work. His last book on the end of monarchies in the Gulf11 is not available in the UAE. Lately, Karen Young has focused on the state-building process and, notably, on the role of institutions.12 Other professional researchers are just a handful; not only that but Frauke Heard-Bey remains the main benchmark historian even though her book came out in 1982.13 Still, it lacks in-depth analysis on matters of political culture such as monarchical/tribal succession, analysed more thoroughly by Andrea B. Rugh.14 Also, there are only a few significant contributions on the role, culture, and evolution of women15 and similarly few on Emirati culture16 but both subjects are ultimately overshadowed by the renewal of themes such as migrations,17 prostitution18 or media.19 In addition, barring Christopher Davidson, no academic scholar has ventured to offer a comprehensive explanation of the Dubai and Emirati model. The economic crisis of 2008–10 sparked curiosity in the research community and it is likely that the work of Kanna,20 which studies the response of the government of Dubai, will set a precedent. Most recently, scholars living in the country have tried to integrate the local background into the regional context of the Gulf Cooperation Council members.21 Regardless, it is legitimate to wonder why academic research on Dubai and the Emirates is still in its infancy. Moreover, we might ask, what has not yet been subject to research or analysis and why? What questions have been subordinate to others? Finally, what is the direction of contemporary research on this singular representation of globalisation in the Arab world?

The pervasive perfume of modernity

Until Dubai surged on the international stage with the inauguration of Burj al-Arab in 1999, the auto-proclaimed 7-star hotel built in the sea, rare were the Westerners able to locate Dubai or the UAE on a map. Ten years later, when the economic crisis hit the country, in September 2008, unaided awareness of Dubai had reached a peak. The Gulf city-state had become a surprising and sensational landmark of modernity and globalisation in the international media, generating mixed representations, both positive and negative, but rarely neutral. It is possible to imagine that the sensationalising of Dubai in the media created make-believe ideas that in turn paved the way for the dichotomy between glowing reviews and sharp criticism. Internet sources provided such an abundance of information on Dubai and the Emirates discouraging the user from looking and thinking beyond the surface. The Emirati authorities themselves have been strategically reluctant to communicate on issues considered sensitive. This fact comes as no surprise in regional tradition where rulers are protected behind high walls and their decisions made privately within. An aura of secrecy has surrounded the successions, for instance. The ruling families are leery of evoking them in the public domain. In this regard, there is no publicity related to the decision-making process. Rumours are part and parcel of the mental landscape of the residents. Residents can only surmise the rationale behind the decisions of the Emirati authorities. The complex mechanism of decision-making is privy to few, and the values on which it really relies or the type of interpersonal relations it entails is only just earning credence in research. Furthermore, it remains to be seen if the decision-makers are willing to contribute to greater understanding of the mechanism for those looking from without the walls of governance.

The idea that what the foreigners perceive could be different from the reality stems from two factors. First, two cultural universes coexist. The Emirati leaders, in courting the economic fruits of modernity with fervour, have found themselves exerting every means to maintain their Arab-Muslim heritage while meeting the exigencies of globalisation. The international community's demands for liberalism, reforms, the revisiting or dismantling of century-old alliances and the formation of new alliances have forced the rulers to work with more transparency. Moreover, the booming consumer culture and population size have become great determinants in decision-making. Some political decisions reflecting the shift from one side to the other, sometimes putting emphasis on tradition, and sometimes on modernity, baffle the onlooker. However, upon further exploration, the Dubai (and Emirati) model is no syncretism but the juxtaposition of different cultures. Second, Dubai was the first city-state in the world, alongside Singapore, to use a rigorous and long-term marketing strategy to accelerate its international exposure and raise its profile to a top tier destination for business and commerce. This nation branding is a case study. While the media carried out orientalist stereotypes, Dubai led the way for the other Emirati emirates and neighbouring countries in the Gulf, like Qatar, which copied its model of development.

How can we describe this composite reality without caricaturing the factors at play? Traditional approaches of political science or international relations, for instance, provide little understanding, on the one hand, of the balance of power between the local emirates and the federal government and, on the other hand, the relations between the UAE and its different regional or world ‘partners’. In the first case, tribal heritage organises interpersonal relations; in the second, the way the Arabs perceive the outside world is vital. The German and the French tradition of geopolitics have defined a new discipline that has borrowed from the social sciences; it is also original inasmuch as it analyses how the tensions crystallise on a said territory. Heir of geography, geopolitics starts from the spaces in order to analyse what characterises them. This is why thinking outside the Anglo-Saxon mindset is a prerequisite to understanding logics on the basis of their own criteria and principles. The relations between Emiratis and Omanis cannot be reduced to the diplomatic relations between Muscat and Abu Dhabi, for instance; personal connections link the populations and the officials on either side of the ‘border’, whose mere existence is questionable for the Bedouins. Because the Dubai model has relied on substantial promotional campaigns abroad, its description through the nation branding process, as in any other ‘commercial’ branding in the field of marketing, is meant to be all-inclusive but psychologically pliable and evocative at the same time. Therefore, room for interpretation can both be vast and limited depending on the road taken by the onlooker.

With this geopolitical methodology in mind, tourism for instance, one of the pillars of Dubai's policy of diversification, will not be analysed as a commercial activity but as a guideline of the branding strategy of the emirate. Similarly, while oil is at the core of the Emirati economy, its importance and role is viewed as part and parcel of an evolving and globally pivotal Asian tropism. Moreover, demographics, which is at the very centre of the Emirati identity crisis, opens the chapter on identity and the development of the national sentiment. This book finds new ways to create meaning from facts that might remain silent if broached from a classical perspective.

Disparate sources

Making sense of the facts raises the issue of sources. The host/guest relationship explains why there is no free flow of information. The Emirati authorities, namely the local and the federal governments, consider that information that might be considered ‘public’ outside the federation should not be disclosed because it could harm the reputation of the UAE. Thus, during the 2008 economic depression, the official statistics were barely updated. Therefore, without data on migrations, evolution of the balance of power, etc., analysis is mere opinion. An intuitive perspective that develops after living in the federation for many years may be useful if filtered on three different levels. One level is comprised of personal interviews with Emirati officials. Christopher Davidson has used this technique in his books. The disadvantage is that one cannot quote the interviewed person for confidentiality reasons. The scientific value of this testimony is arguable, but, in the final analysis, interviews with Emirati officials or Emiratis are irreplaceable while being inoperable within scholarly research.

On the second level is the press, which provides an interface for what the officials say confidentially. However, the use of media sources requires caution in discriminating between the expatriate vox populi, the voice of the authorities and the restricted voices of the remaining populations that make up the complex demographic spectrum of the primary cities, Dubai and Abu Dhabi. In parallel, the journalists who work for the most prominent regional newspapers exercise a form of self-censorship. They know, on the one hand, where to collect official information and, on the other hand, to stay away from sensitive issues that might embarrass the Emirati authorities. In this regard, the Emirati press is not state-controlled but a source in line with the ideas of the decision-makers and sometimes the echo of public relations strategies. Even so, this book could not have been written without the (printed) press. The archives of Khaleej Times, a collection of folders on themes with clippings of Emirati and regional articles, official and non-official reports, notes, etc., and compiled by professionals since 1978, supplied the substance of this book. Without the Khaleej Times archives this volume would not have succeeded in tracing back the first campaign of branding, for example. In this regard, the archives of the Emirati press agency, WAM, were indispensable for the analysis of diplomatic relations.

On the third level, hypotheses central to the conception and materialisation of this book has been put to the test with my Emirati (and other) undergraduate and graduate students in Dubai starting in 2006. This work was conducted in full transparency without ever having the intention to harm, only to understand. Yet, any source of information, even carefully handled, remains subjective.

This subjective dimension of available or silent information exerted inevitable influence on the analytical and critical enterprise. However, this aspect of resourcefulness has shown Dubai and the Emirates to be indeed on a human scale. The population of Dubai was 2.5 million in June 2016, but the Emirati population of the Emirates was merely an approximate
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