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THE EMIRATES OF ABU DHABI AND DUBAL:
CONTRASTING ROLES IN THE INTERNATIONAL
SYSTEM

CHRISTOPHER DAVIDSON

Christopher M. Davidson is a Lecturer in Middle Eastern Politics at the Institute
for Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies at the University of Durham. He is a
former Assistant Professor of Political Science at Shaikh Zayed University in
Dubai. and is the author of the recent book The United Arab Emirates:A Study
in Survival.

Almost everything is remarkable about the United Arab Emirates (UAE), from
its enormous oil wealth and tiny indigenous population to its record-breaking
socio-economic development, resting awkwardly astride one of the region’s
most opaque and constricted political systems. Most extraordinary of all,
however, at least in terms of immediate impact and sheer visibility, is the
stark contrast between the UAE’s two most powerful constituent members,
the emirates of Abu Dhabi and Dubai; a contrast made particularly spectacular
given that their eponymous cities are just a 90 minute car journey apan. The
skylines of both cities are dominated by modern steel and glass skyscrapers,
but Dubai has always held the edge and can now boast some of the world’s
tallest and most innovative buiklings, the flagship properties of many presti-
gious intemational hotel chains and real estate developers, man-made islands
rising out of the sea, and enormous anificial lakes and canals. Moreover,
while Abu Dhabi continues 10 exude a centain sleepiness and stll retains
many of its Arabic and Islamic traditions and customs, Dubai is well on its
way o becoming the ‘Las Vegas of the Middle East’: it is regularly visited
by millions of sun seeking and bargain hunting tounsts, is home to thousands
of prostitutes, turns a blind eye to public homosexuality, is awash with
alcohol and narcotics, is perfectly tolerant of beachwear being paraded down
the streets, and has long since adopted English as its lingua franca. By outlining
their differing histories and leadership, their geographical vanances, and of
course their crucial disparity in oil reserves, this article will highlight the
very distinct development strategies employed by the two emirates and demon-
strate how these have led to markedly different roles within the highly flexible
UAE federation and within the international system. Finally, the respective
advantages and disadvantages of these strategies will be considered, in addition
to the long-term political ramifications of such divergent paths for the survival
of the UAE’s non-democratic and extremely delicate ‘ruling bargain’ between
its rulers and citizens.
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