
 

 

Seven successes for the seven Emirates: the less tangible but equally important successes of the 

UAE in its first fifty years 

By Dennis Sammut 

 

As the United Arab Emirates celebrates the fiftieth anniversary of its foundation many are enumerating 

its many success – from its mission to Mars to the miracle of the transformation of Dubai into a global 

metropolis, encapsulated by the ongoing EXPO2020. 

Some successes are however somehow more difficult to define and measure, but are no less 

important. Understanding these successes of the past will help the country define the success of the 

future. 

Looking back over the last five decades as a foreigner who has observed closely the UAE’s journey, and 

studied its roots and history, I am genuinely awed.  I list here seven, less tangible, but equally important 

successes that now constitute the basis for the country of the seven emirates going forward in the next 

fifty years.  

• The forging of a  national identity – the journey from an amalgam of tribes into a successful 

nation 

The “Emirati” national identity had to be forged from scratch. The people living within the UAE when 

it was created in December 1971 were an amalgam of tribes with some connections to each other, but 

amongst who there was also a lot of rivalry, even some enmity. The wisdom of the rulers in putting 

aside their differences and establishing the UAE has long been recognised, but that by itself does not 

explain the endurance and resilience of the country subsequently. It was the forging of an “Emirati” 

identity that was crucial in consolidating the nation. There is no doubt that the role played in this  in 

the early years by Sheikh Zayed – aptly called the father of the nation – was crucial. He took pride in 

the new country and was for a long time the unifying symbol. But ambitious new projects, such as the 

airlines “Emirates” and “Itihad”, iconic projects such as Burj al Arab and Burj Khalifa; visionary projects 

such as Masdar City, gave the young people in the new country cause to be proud. The “Emirati” 

identity of friendly, proud, tolerant and forward looking citizens emerged, and this identity has helped 

to forge the nation, as much as the nation has helped to forge it .  

The annual “March of the Union” held to coincide with the UAE national is in many ways an expression 

of the journey the country has made from a society of different tribes to a unified nation. Abu Dhabi’s 

Crown Prince, Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed  attending one such event in 2018 said the “March of the 

Union” represents a message of love and pride in the UAE’s history and heritage, as well as the values 

embedded in UAE society by the late Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan. “The march of our tribesmen 

is an honourable national image where they express their loyalty and belonging to our homeland, their 

faith in their unity, their cohesion and their national values, which they continue to carry forward in 

the nation’s journey of progress,” Sheikh Mohamed said. “Our nation has its own identity, culture and 

heritage, of which we are proud. We cherish the UAE’s heritage and the inherent values embedded 

within our community, and we are striving to preserve our unity for the future generations.”  

Getting this right was one of the key successes of the last fifty years. 

 

• A federal system that has persevered despite societal peculiarities 



 

 

The UAE emerged somewhat chaotically from the political realities of the 1960’s -a time when the 

world was at the height of the cold war, and when the British Empire, which had held sway over the 

entire Gulf region for centuries was in its last moribund days. Federations were created in many 

different parts of the dying empire and for some time they were seen as a panacea – for both 

maintaining some semblance of stability, as well as to ensure a privileged position for Britain in the 

post imperial space. The French were doing the same in their empire which was also in its demise. 

However, most of the federations created at this time failed.  

The British considered various options for a framework in the Gulf following their departure – the most 

popular one being a federation of the seven “Trucial Coast States” together with Qatar and Bahrain. 

From the outset that plan appeared unrealistic. Plan B – a federation of the seven emirates on the 

Trucial Coast was seen as a last shot. Some diplomats openly speculated that as soon as the British left 

a vacuum will arise, and the Iranians and the Saudis will move in and share the spoils. The timely and 

determined decision by the leaders – particularly Sheikh Zayed and Sheikh Rashid al Makhtoum to 

make the project of the federation of the seven “their project” rather than the project of the departing 

British was the crucial turning point. It was that decision, and it is for that reason the federation project 

in the Gulf – what became the UAE – succeeded, whilst the many other federations created by the 

British as part of their end of empire strategy failed. There is however a second question, namely why 

also has this federation model endured with very little stress points, whilst others failed. The main 

reason is that the guiding principles agreed by Sheikh Zayed and Sheikh Rashid and the other leaders, 

continued to be respected – the Federal government has duties, obligations and authority in a number 

of clearly defined areas of responsibility. The seven emirates maintain their control on internal issues 

– including crucial economic issues. There have been as one would expect, over the last fifty years, 

issues that have arisen where things were not black and white, and where problems had to be ironed 

out. It would have been odd and somewhat unrealistic if this was not the case. But for fifty years the 

mechanism of federation has worked. This feat needs to be celebrated and studied further, because 

its success should also be the model for the future. 

• A self-confident young generation 

The UAE is a young country with a young population. I am always intrigued by how self-confidant young 

Emiratis are when compared with people of their own age – even in other Gulf countries. This is partly 

due to the fact that the nation is comfortable in its own skin – and its citizens too. Tolerance is a key 

factor that has guided the UAE in its short history. And the fact that young Emiratis grow up exposed 

to so many different cultures and influences in the great melting pot of ethnicities languages and 

cultures that contribute to the UAE’s economic success of course enables young Emiratis to learn early 

how to interact with different people in different situations. Yet young Emiratis also remain attached 

to their family connections, and the country has been able to maintain  enough of its traditions that 

young people do not feel overwhelmed. Lessons here can be learned in European societies where the 

presence of a few thousand migrants often leads to concerns and stresses that are hardly based on 

reality, and which exposes a worrying sense of insecurity and a lack of self-confidence. 

• A foreign policy that punches above its weight 

The one word that characterised UAE foreign policy in the first quarter century of statehood was 

“cautious”. The UAE is located in a difficult neighbourhood – one that became even increasingly so 

after the 1979 revolution in Iran which unleashed religious zealots who have kept the region tense and 

unstable. Other adventurist, such as Sadaam Hussein, attempted to ignore the rules of the 

international system, throwing the region into even further chaos. UAE foreign policy has had to 

contend with these realities. It evolved and matured over the years – on the one hand in response to 



 

 

the realities on the ground, and on the other hand to reflect the country’s visions and aspirations. In 

the greater scheme of things the UAE is a small country, but in foreign policy it punches well above its 

weight. It prepares to take a seat on the UN Security Council in a few weeks’ time, and the country’s 

leaders are now to be seen around the table with much bigger countries as important international 

and regional issues are discussed. UAE foreign policy is work in progress. There is even bigger potential 

ahead, but it’s success to date must be noted.  

 

• A global melting pot where different religions, cultures and habits are respected 

I have tried very hard to think if there is a global melting point more impressive than Dubai and I 

couldn’t. In a sense the current EXPO2020 is a celebration of that. People of all nationalities and 

backgrounds regularly converge on Dubai: for vacation, to do business, to work, for medical reasons, 

and for dozens of other reasons and excuses. In many ways other emirates now follow the same trend 

as Dubai, even if on a smaller scale. Overall one can say that people are allowed to do their own things 

as long as they don’t upset anyone else, or anyone else’ sensibilities. One UAE leader famously said 

that in Dubai if you want to go the mosque, you can go the mosque, if you want to go the church, you 

can go to the church, and if you want to go to disco, you can go to a disco. There is however another 

important nuance: different religions, cultures and habits are not only tolerated, they are respected. 

 

• A leader in innovation 

One trend that is becoming increasingly accentuated in the UAE is the quest for innovation and 

excellence. One can now see this in every aspect of life. It has been there for a while, but it seems to 

me that it now characterises the approach to a lot of issues – from government to economy, from 

services to management. The UAE’s recently launched space programme is a case in point.  

Within a few years after announcing the start of the programme, the UAE’s “Hope Mars Mission” 

launched successfully on July 19, 2020 and arrived successfully in orbit around Mars on 9 February 

2021.    

With the successful orbit insertion, the UAE became the fifth entity to reach Mars, joining NASA, the 

Soviet Union, the European Space Agency and India.  While the probe is gathering science 

observations, it will orbit over the planet near its equator once every 55 hours.  The UAE government 

has now also established a program meant to drive towards building a habitable settlement on Mars 

by 2117. And in September 2019, the United Arab Emirates sent its first Emirati astronaut into space. 

Hazzaa Ali Almansoori, a former pilot, spent eight days on the International Space Station, where he 

performed a series of experiments and gave a tour of the station in Arabic. 

The logic for this desire for excellence and innovation was well characterised by UAE Vice President 

and Ruler of Dubai Mohammed bin Rashid who in 2014, when the Mars mission was first announced, 

said, "We chose the epic challenge of reaching Mars because epic challenges inspire and motivate us. 

The moment we stop taking on such challenges is the moment we stop moving forward." 

• A vibrant cultural space 

Less than seventy years ago there was hardly a fixed stone structure in Abu Dhabi except for the 

house of the Ruler, the residence of the British agent and the offices of BP. That was the pattern 

throughout the Trucial Coast, and when change came it heralded the advent of concrete jungles that 

were hardly artistic in their appearance. In contrast the UAE is now a cultural hot spot, characterised 



 

 

perhaps by the Louvre Museum in Abu Dhabi, the most visited museum in the Arab World. 

Museums, art galleries and cultural spaces now dot around Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Sharjah and other 

locations throughout the UAE. But the most inspiring aspect of this is that young Emiratis flock to 

these locations. They have embraced them and made them their own. During a recent visit to Abu 

Dhabi despite a busy schedule I found time to sneak off to Manarat al Saddiyat Cultural Centre to see 

a rather avant-garde photo exhibition, and was surprised to note that all the visitors except me were 

Emiratis. So the claim that these cultural spaces are only patronised by tourists and expats is simply 

not true. The evolution of the UAE as a vibrant cultural space between Europe and Asia encapsulates 

the spirit of the country and bodes well for its future. It can also be the harbinger of a new Arab 

renaissance, that is not based on revolutions but on the ability to express once feelings through art 

and culture freely. 

 

These seven success of the seven emirates forged together in the UAE deserve to be mentioned and 

celebrated. Does that mean that the UAE is a perfect country: no it isn’t because no such thing exists. 

There are big challenges ahead in areas such as the economy, defence, governance model and social 

policy that will test the wisdom of the country’s leaders in the next decades, but the fact that the 

UAE is a success story needs to be recognised and celebrated. Happy anniversary UAE. 
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