
The establishment of the United Arab Emirates:  

How a failed British project turned into an Arab success story 

 

I. Introduction 

The United Arab Emirates (UAE) celebrates the 49th anniversary of its foundation on 2 December. As 

it prepares for its golden jubilee year in 2021 its leaders and its people have reason to be satisfied. It 

is one of the world’s most successful countries in a number of spheres, and in recent years its 

importance as a regional player has increased considerably. But perhaps the most important reason 

for rejoicing on this particular day is the endurance and resilience of the federation itself. Unlike many 

post-colonial federations, artificially created in London or Paris in the 1950 and the 1960s, the UAE 

has succeeded. The reason is mainly that, unlike other federations that were artificial constructs 

imposed from the metropolitan centres of empire, the UAE emerged as the will of its constituent parts, 

even one can say, to the surprise of the British government. 

 

 

Two men are considered to have been crucial in the creation of the United Arab Emirates in December 

1971: the ruler of Abu Dhabi, Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan al Nahyan, and the British diplomat, Sir William 

Luce. Sheikh Zayed is often referred to as the father of the Union; Sir William the midwife that assisted 

its birth. They had different roles but British historians have tended to underestimate the role of 

Sheikh Zayed, and over estimate that of Sir William Luce. As new archive material becomes available 

it becomes clear that this was a misperception. The establishment of the Union was much more of a 

local endeavour, led by Sheikh Zayed, supported by Sheikh Rashid al Maqtoum, Ruler of Dubai, than 

it ever was a British one. This is the main reason why this Federation succeeded, whilst other similar 

British constructs at the time, failed, some spectacularly. 

 

II. The Gulf region was an imperial anachronism 

Even in the complex and diverse web of entities and constitutional arrangements that together formed 

the British empire: Dominions, quasi dominions, colonies, protectorates, and condominiums – the 

Trucial States of the Gulf were always somewhat of an anachronism. They were initially linked to the 

British Raj in India by a series of treaties, entered either voluntarily, or with a military nudge or two, 

as a result of which the local rulers exercised full control over their domestic policies, but delegated 

foreign affairs and defence to the British.  

The Gulf was a British lake, and London meant to keep it that way. In 1947 however, India gained 

independence, and the Raj was rather hastily disbanded. It was at this point that a major decision was 

taken that had long term consequences. Whilst in South Arabia (now Southern Yemen), the Western 

Protectorate and the Eastern Protectorate, and the statelets within them,  joined Aden as wards of 

the Colonial Office, the Gulf entities, including Muscat and Oman, were put under the foreign office, 



by the argument that these were never part of the empire anyway. The decision had been hotly 

debated in Whitehall since some thought that “the Colonial Office was better suited to manage these 

undeveloped entities”i. 

On the ground very little changed, but for the longer term this decision defined the trajectory of the 

region until 1971. Peter Tripp, a senior official in the Arabian Department at the Foreign Office, argued 

in an internal Foreign Office report dated 15 December 1966 entitled ‘Arab States of the Gulf since 

1947’,  stated, 

“The decision to entrust responsibility to the Foreign Office in effect determined finally and in 

advance the sort of relationship which would exist between Her Majesty’s Government and 

the Gulf States. Although not recognised at the time it set definite limits to the extent to which 

Britain would be able to guide the states in their development. These limits were rarely 

appreciated by successive British administrations and have never been acknowledged either 

by Britain’s allies or her critics in the United Nations and at home. Ministers have occasionally 

been as baffled as Her Majesty’s representatives in the Gulf by Sheikhly refusal to be won over 

by logical argument. They have overestimated the weight which Sheikhs attached to advice 

from Her Majesty’s Government, especially when this advice conflicted with the Sheikh’s own 

wishes”.  

III. The Empire’s Exit strategy  

The British were not happy to dismantle the Empire. But the realities created by World War II made 

this inevitable. Whilst Britain had been on the side that won the war, the experience left it weakened 

economically, and the British “prestige” on which the empire had been built never survived 

humiliating defeats, such as the fall of Singapore to the Japanese. Churchill tried to delay the process, 

famously saying “I have not become the King's First Minister in order to preside over the liquidation 

of the British Empire”. Initially he was against independence for India, and had to be persuaded by the 

last Viceroy, Lord Mountbatten of its inevitability. 

 

 

Suez and the end of consensus in British politics 

Despite giving independence to India in 1947 – the jewel in the crown, the British hoped they could 

extend the life of the British Empire for many decades, and the Commonwealth was created as a sort 

of half way house. There was also recognition of the need to prepare territories for statehood, and 

crucially, an acceptance that money had to be spent in this endeavour. Then Suez happened in 1956. 

It was not only a military disaster, a massive political humiliation, and a stark reminder of Britain’s dire 

financial situation, but it also marked for a while an end to consensus within the British political 

establishment on matters of foreign and colonial policy, a consensus that was not reconstructed until 

1970.  

The Suez events directly impacted the situation on the Arabian peninsula and the Gulf. It saw the 

emergence of a hard line group of Conservative MPs, led by Julian Amery, who were determined to 



reverse Suez and give Nasser a bloody nose. All of a sudden Arabia became the new frontline of the 

British empire. British policy in the region was coloured by this thinking, resulting in a number of 

missteps, including in Aden, North Yemen and also on the Trucial Coast. 

In 1964, Labour replaced the conservatives in government, with Harold Wilson as prime minister. 

There is a lot of misperception about Labour’s intentions towards end of empire, and the Gulf in 

particular. Whilst it is true that there were elements within the Labour Party who were for swift 

decolonisation and disarmament it is difficult to put Wilson, who ones said that British interests end 

at the foot of the Himalayas in this category. What drove Labour’s policy was not socialist ideology but 

Treasury predicaments. Britain  was in a dire financial situation, and in November 1967 sterling was 

devalued – at the time seen as a major blow. Britain was at this point embroiled in a serious war in 

South Arabia, a legacy of the previous government. Financial constraint rather than ideology forced 

the Labour government to declare that it was withdrawing east of Suez in 1968. The proof of this is 

that when a Conservative government returned to power in 1970 it maintained the decision to 

withdraw east of Suez, despite the fact that many conservative MPs would have liked the decision to 

be reversed. At this point however it was the local rulers that took the initiative. 

As late as 1967 Britain wanted to maintain a privileged position in the Arabian peninsula. It still hoped 

to keep a military base in some form in Aden; and it was keen to maintain the Gulf as an Arab lake, 

and London, as the bank for the new oil revenues being generated. Federations were seen as a 

solution. 

  

The Federal Panacea 

In 1957 Conservative Prime Minister Harold Macmillan shortly after taking office ordered an audit of 

all territories within the empire ‘’something like a profit and loss account for each colony”; he wanted 

to know whether Britain stood to lose or gain by its departure. Macmillan was obsessed with the cost 

of end of empire. In his diary note for 12 June 1962 he famously wrote “The cost of losing an empire 

is frightful. Wining it was much cheaper”.  

For most of the 1950s and the early 1960’s therefore the debate in Britain was how to manage an 

orderly departure that would also ensure that Britain maintained wherever possible a privileged 

position. In some territories there were specificities that required a more precise British intervention: 

defence (as with Cyprus, Malta and Singapore), large white settler communities (as with Southern 

Rhodesia and Kenya), or, as was the case with the Gulf, commercial interests and the prospect of large 

funds deposited in the City of London. 

Federations were seen as one of the tools in which to achieve this. Many federations were created, 

only to fail most of them before they even achieved independence the Central African Federation, the 

East African Federation, the West Indies Federation, Malaysia, and finally but most grotesquely, the 

South Arabian Federation. 

The historian Ronald Hyan, in his book Britain’s Declining Empire,  calls this the ‘federal panacea’ which he 
described as: 
 



“The ideal – the delusion very often – that a large federal structure can resolve problems of 

competing contenders for power, create consolidated post-independence units which are 

more viable, and have superior defence capability to ward off international competitors. Self-

government seemed unrealistic for small populations. ii 

But as Hyan argues,  

“Despite all the official hopes naively vested in the theoretical rationality and conveniences of 

the ‘federal panacea’, the truth is that federations have to evolve organically, and require 

positive dynamic local pressures to stand any chance. The failure rate is very high. They remain 

one of the more spectacular imperial mirages.”  

IV.  Federations in Arabia 

The South Arabia Federation 

Despite the fact that it was already becoming clear that Federations were no panacea for end of 

empire transitions the British persisted in pursuing the federation models also in Arabia. The first one 

was to be in South Arabia, a part of the world that had hardly featured in London’s priority for most 

of the life of the empire, but which by 1959 started to assume a huge importance in the thinking of at 

least a part of the British establishment. The hastily concocted plan was devised with the primary 

objective of drowning the colony of Aden, which the British felt was a hotbed of Nasserism and Arab 

Nationalism, into what they perceived to be the more amenable surroundings of the hinterland, after 

which the new Federation was supposed to give the British the right to maintain a large military base 

in Aden – one that did not exist before 1956 and sprang up suddenly and abruptly to become the 

empire’s last stand in the Middle East. 

 

Despite London pouring huge amounts of money, as well as troops, the artificially constructed 

federation collapsed in a dramatic fashion the moment the British left in 1967. Even before that, the 

only real federal structure that existed, the Federal Army, mutinied, to the shock of its British officers. 

No wonder than that when the British turned their attention to their second federation project in 

Arabia – in the Gulf, the idea was met with huge expressions of cynicism. 

The “Federation of the nine”  

The British, except when it suited them otherwise, promoted good relations between the different 

Gulf emirates, and indeed based a lot of their legitimacy on their capacity to be honest arbiters 

whenever disputes arose between the local Sheikhs. They had therefore encouraged co-operation 

between the trucial states. The January 1968 announcement of the UK withdrawal east of Suez, and 

the chaos playing out next door in South Arabia,  focused minds, and a process was initiated to bring 

together Qatar, Bahrain, and the seven Trucial Coast states into one federation. The process was 

painstakingly slow and marred with considerable confusion. The “nine” were in very different 

positions in terms of their development, resources, and preparedness for life after the British left. 

Bahrain had a much bigger and better educated population, but brought with it its own baggage, 



including Iran’s claim to the Island, which was not sorted until some time later. Qatar, whilst not in a 

dissimilar situation than the others, had a few years head start in benefiting from energy revenues. 

The ruler had a sharp Egyptian legal advisor who played a key role in the discussions. The others had 

hardly any such professional support – some of the smaller Emirates had hardly anyone who could 

read and write properly, let alone draft a constitutional text - so the discussions, whilst friendly and 

positive enough when the leaders were meeting, got quickly bogged down in acrimonious details once 

the officials got involved. For some it became obvious that these discussions were going nowhere. 

Discussions dragged on until 1970, when unexpectedly, Bahrain and Qatar declared they will seek 

independence on their own. This left the other seven needing to fend for themselves. During all this 

the British role was confused and confusing.  Frauke Heard-Bey, in her book From Trucial States to 

United Arab Emirates writes how the crucial sixth meeting of the rulers of the “nine” in October 1969 

failed to reach agreement after an untimely intervention by the British Resident.  There were also 

those, particularly in Bahrain who were being wrongly led to believe that if there was a change of 

government in London, the British policy to withdraw would be reversed. They therefore 

procrastinated. The Federation of the “nine” was never even formally established, so it simply 

evaporated, overtaken by events. 

But the process of meetings and discussions that had been initiated helped the remaining seven to 

understand what needed to be done, and it was at this point that the rulers of Abu Dhabi and Dubai 

decided it was time to take the initiative and act. Most of their discussions were held without the 

involvement of the British, and it was this local and more traditional framework that in the end 

produced the formula about how the UAE should be governed once it was established. 

The elusive Sir William Luce, and his quick fixes 

A key person in the story was Sir William Luce, who some historians of empire, continue to see as the 

midwife that helped bring the birth of the modern Gulf states. His views on many issues were not far 

from those that led to the disaster in Aden and South Arabia, but his virtue was his flexibility and 

pragmatism. Indeed it was he who, as Governor of Aden (1956-60), formally proposed the idea of a 

Federation of South Arabia to the British government, although in truth the idea came from his 

colleague, Kennedy Trevaskis, who was very adamant and stubborn in pursuing it. In contrast Luce’s 

virtue was his flexibility and pragmatism.   

 

After Aden, Luce became the British Resident in the Gulf, the title given to the most senior British 

official in the region, and he served there from 1961-66. 

Luce had gravitas, was widely respected and had many admirers, both in the British establishment and 

among the Arabs. A former British Ambassador to Iran, Sir Anthony Parsons says Luce’s rubric should 

have been ‘Firmness tempered with sympathy and humour’. In a forward to Balfour-Paul’s book, The 

end of empire in the Middle East, adds,  

“I have met Arabs who never knew him who regarded him as an old fashioned imperialist. 

His appearance and background could give this absurdly false impression. He had a 

remarkable gift of persuading other people to adopt his point of view without their feeling 



either that they had been coerced or humiliated. This was where the light heartedness came 

in. I can recall staff meetings in the Residency in Bahrain punctuated by roars of laughter, 

but I do not remember feeling that his ultimate decisions were wrong or had been taken 

without everyone having had a chance to put his or her view. I remember accompanying him 

to call on Arab dignitaries whom he wished to persuade either to change course on which 

they were set or to embark on one which they were reluctant to follow. Again the meetings 

generally ended with high good humour and agreement with his arguments. This ability – to 

get his way without giving offence or leaving an aftertaste of resentment – was nowhere 

more skilfully deployed than in the year of negotiations which ended in December 1971. 

Luce had to deal with the vain and arrogant Pahlavi government in Iran, with suspicious 

Saudis and anxious Gulf rulers, not to mention his political bosses in London, some of whom 

were far from committed to the decision to terminate the British protective presence in the 

Gulf. He charmed everybody, he persuaded everybody, he was patient, good humoured 

(with occasional explosions) and skilful. The overall conjuncture was favourable and Britain’s 

last act closed with less trouble and more residual goodwill than was the case with any of 

the other episodes in the Middle East retreat.iii” 

This laudatory description is typical of others used by many Foreign Office colleagues to describe 

Luce. He was the quintessential British diplomat, and looked the part. However others cannot be 

blamed for seeing Luce in a completely different light. Luce held in his hands the ultimate decision 

on who ruled and who did not in territories “under his protection”. The deposition of the Sultans of 

Lahej and Lower Yafa in South Arabia, the Rulers of Sharjah and Abu Dhabi, and his contemplation of 

deposing the rulers of Ras al Khaimah and Ajman constituted not only a breach of faith but also 

probably an illegal act under international law. His manipulation of anything that stood in his way 

was no less ruthless than that of his Aden counterpart, Kennedy Trevaskis, even if executed more 

finely. Yet he left the region in 1966 in full glory, with the bands of the Trucial Oman Scouts playing 

the tune the Barren Rocks of Aden on the parade ground of Sharjah. 

But his job was not yet finished. Within weeks of his retirement from the Foreign Service, William Luce 

was closely advising the Conservatives on British policy in the Gulf. He spoke to a joint meeting of the 

Conservative Party’s Parliamentary Foreign Affairs and Defence Committees on 24 January 1967, in 

the House of Commons as the Committees were preparing a report on the situation in the Gulf. Luce’s 

ideas were consistent with those he advocated when he was Resident, saying that, 

 ‘the aims of British policy in the Persian Gulf and Arabia were to keep out communism, to 

preserve British interests, in particular the flow of oil on reasonable terms, to keep the Shah 

of Iran pro-Western, and to preserve the east-about air route to the Far East.’  

 The minutes of that meeting state: 

“Sir William said that Britain could not be expected to remain indefinitely in the Gulf. He saw 

no hope of building up a viable entity from among the Gulf States themselves. Nor could the 

Arab League provide the answer. He thought it essential that there should be a tacit 

understanding between King Feisal [of Saudi Arabia] and the Shah of Iran. He favoured a 

system of “Arab Peninsula Solidarity”. In such a system the Gulf States would preserve their 

internal autonomy but would be protected by Saudi Arabia and guided by her in Foreign 

Affairs. On the outer edge of this system would be Kuwait, preserving her present 

independent position in the Arab world, but friendly and co-operative with her Gulf 



neighbours. The Arabs preferred informal arrangements of this kind to formal federation and 

pooling of sovereignty. “ 

Luce was proved wrong. His biggest contribution was therefore not the creation of the UAE, but rather 

in persuading Iran to acquiesce to it, and to its independence, and that of Qatar and Bahrain, although 

the price for that has never been clear. 

  

 

V. Why the personality of Zayed was the determining factor 

It is impossible to discuss the foundation, and continued successful existence of the United Arab 

Emirates without understanding and recognising the pivotal role played by Sheikh Zayed. An 

assessment of the British archive material during the last thirty years of British rule consistently shows 

Zayed acting wisely, even at times when the British were pushing him in another direction. For decades 

he had to balance the pressures of the British with those from his brother, the charismatic but very 

idiosyncratic Sheikh Shaqbut, who was ruler of Abu Dhabi from 1932-66. 

But it was after he became ruler himself in 1966 – in a coup that was planned and executed by the 

British, but to which he for very good reasons, even if reluctantly, acquiesced – that this wisdom could 

be seen more starkly, and this soon came to be widely recognised. 

Zayed understood that the world was changing, and Abu Dhabi had to be brought into the modern 

world. He also recognised the changing international context, which meant that in their reduced 

circumstances the British could not be relied upon to play the same role they had done for a long time. 

But Zayed also understood his people, and his close neighbours. This meant that early on he 

understood that a federation of the seven “trucial states” was possible, but that a larger one with the 

“nine” was not. 

Thus in parallel to any talks and actions that the British were proposing, which looked nice on paper 

but where inadequate for the reality of the region, Zayed conducted his own charm offensive. It was 

his readiness to compromise that finally clinched the deal. It was not the British who pushed him, in 

fact they were rather taken by surprise by the lengths that Zayed was ready to go to secure the new 

Union. In the British archive there is a very telling telegram from the British Resident, Sir Geoffrey 

Arthur, reporting on a meeting he had with Sheikh Zayed on 24 November 1971. This was the do or 

die moment of the federation. Sir Geoffrey was shocked the extent to which Sheikh Zayed was ready 

to compromise, but the wise ruler told him that “patience and generosity were not things to be 

ashamed of”. 

With hindsight it is possible to say that the UAE succeed because the dynamic within the federation, 

although not without its problems, was mostly positive, and problems that arose were usually ironed 

out quickly. In the early years this was thanks mainly to the personality of Sheikh Zayed who always 

saw himself as a unifier – within Abu Dhabi, and within the broader UAE. Fortunately Sheikh Zayed 

lived long enough for the UAE’s institutions to establish deep and strong roots. 



A “Union of the nine” would probably have collapsed sooner, rather than later. The dynamic of the 

other two states (let alone their historical difficulties), and in the case of Bahrain, the demographic 

reality, would have made them awkward partners. This the British failed to see. By pushing for the 

federation of the “nine” they simply delayed the process. Sheikh Zayed himself, at the time, put it 

more prosaically saying in an interview with the newspaper Al Itihad on 1 December 1971: 

“Our brothers in Bahrain and Qatar will always remain dear to us whether they join the union 

or not. We are mutually bound by blood…I believe our destinies are the same and intertwined 

just like our peoples’….As long as our beliefs remain unchanged and as long as our door 

remains open, I am certain we all agree to what satisfies Allah’s will and serves the best 

interest of our people and nation.”   

These words remain very valid today, when the Gulf region is once again at a crossroads, when the 

Gulf Co-operation Council is facing important challenges. But today the United Arab Emirates is a 

strong well established country which can continue the visionary role of Sheikh Zayed.  

I congratulate all my Emirati friends on the occasion of the UAE National Day 
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