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Oral History
An Added Value to Written History

by: Prof. Kaltham Omar AlMajid

Assistant Professor- College of Humanities and Social Sciences at Zayed University
And Member of The Muslim Council of Elders

In their quest to navigate through the facets of
their nations, people tend to tap into the wealth
of their history, for their present and future. In
their journey of exploration, they may face many
obstacles or challenges, either due to the absence
of motivation to write down the various fields of
knowledge and sciences of certain eras of their
times, or to the loss of their historical inscriptions
and records.

If surviving, we may discover that such preserved
inscriptions lack accuracy or may mislead

genuine tracking. To help build a more textured
understanding of historical events, historians seek
oral “viva voce” collections, amassing past through
stories told by narrators of older generations. With
their “treasure chests” of revealed memories, they
revive traits of their ancestors, their sciences and
ways of living. This rich trip down the memory lane
represented by oral history does not necessarily
imply doubting or denying the facts brought by
written history, but comes to complement what
written history has documented, and acquire an
important added scientific value.
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Oral History An Added Value to Written History

In this context, | am pleased to present my late
father, Omar Obaid Majid AIMehairy (1930-2009
GC, - 1351-1430 H) and his golden memories of

our UAE history. A chest of glorious memories
which broadened my knowledge about our UAE
history, namely Dubai, his dear emirate. My father
Omar AlMajid was born in Dubai in the thirties of
the late century, where he lived until his demise

on December 1, 2009. Omar AlMajid lived the
momentous historical events on the national scene
spanning around eighty years. He lived the plethora
of changes and the dramatic developments this land
knew; namely on the historic, economic and social
scenes. With accountability and transparency, he
chronicled the events of his time, in their genuine
circumstances and facts.

In his open Majlis, Omar AlMajid welcomed a mix of
generations, young and old, as well as researchers
who were interested in digging into the past history
of the emirate of Dubai. He occasionally voiced his
historical narrations to many broadcast media, i.e.
radio, television and newspapers.

Not to mention our intimate home “retreats”,
listening passionately to his stories on historical
events, which | have penned and compiled; a chest
of treasure which | strived to unlock in his memory
lanes.

These were cherished moments of enlightment and
knowledge, sailing with my father’s memories, to
the great wise men he knew at different periods and
epochs of his life. Like an assiduous student, | lent
an ear to his astounding stories, endlessly gathering
threads of precious and valuable information about
his Dubai, and exploring the turning points in its
history, culturally, socially and economically.

From my father’s historical storytelling, | would like
to pinpoint the following:

In his memories’ spectrum, Omar AlMajid recounted
the environment in which he grew up and the
simplicity of life he enjoyed; from the serene
environment where he acquired his learning and
sharpened his knowledge, to his family and the circle
of Ulemas and men of knowledge he mingled with,
from Dubai and the neighboring regions, and their
sincere converged endeavors to promote education
and hone their knowledge.

“An inherent cohesive society, where compassion,
tolerance and collaboration were the distinctive
characteristics of the people”. Omar AlMajid depicted
a bright picture of the wealthy people, of his Dubai,
who were keen to build schools and educational
circles to enhance knowledge and learning. They
were men of deeds, taking at their own expense
students and educators in the pre-oil era, with the
lack of regular schools at that time, and opening
the doors of the first popular schools in the Emirate,
namely, Al Saada, AlIAhmadiya, Al Falah and
AlSalmiyah schools, and many others.

From schools to pearl diving, Omar AlMajid brings
us back to the first “breadwinning professions”
our ancestors relied on in their living, and which
was once the backbone of the country’s earnings,
contributing immensely to the development and
growth of their emirate. From him we learned

the dangers and hardships they faced in deep
seas; however, this did not discourage them from
practicing and enjoying “their diving hobby”.

Recalling the economic maelstrom which caused

the decline of the pearl industry in the Arabian Gulf
region, causing great hardship and the emergence of
cultured pearl in the forties of the late century, and
its vast rattle on the international market, competing
the natural dived for ones, Omar AlMajid remembers
the collapse of the national market and its harsh
impact on the life of Dubai’s people and beyond;
this dramatic collapse weakened the economy and
dried up revenues. Education, as he remembers,

was greatly impacted; the learning establishments
which were funded and supported by the wealthy
traders of Dubai were negatively affected. The crisis
impacted the learning path of ambitious students
and forced teachers to head back home, either
inland or to the near countries in Iraq, Bahrain, Al-
Ahsa and Persia. Leaving Dubai was the only solution
under these extremely difficult circumstances.

Most schools came to a complete shut down with
the shortage in funding, except the Al Ahmadiya and
Al Falah schools which were rescued by the goodwiill
of some Dubai people who combined their efforts
and money to ensure sustainability of the struggling
schools. At this turning point of history, appeared a
prominent figure: Sheikh Mohamed Noor bin Seif bin
Hilal Al Muhairy who resided in Mecca and worked as
instructor at “Al Falah School”, Mecca'’s edition. With
his income from teaching, Sheikh Mohamed Noor
was able to save these two schools, calling upon
young people of Dubai to take in charge teaching

in both, mornings present at AlFalah School in Bur
Dubai, and evenings at the Al Ahmadiya School in
Deira.
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Oral History An Added Value to Written History

At the age of fifteen, Omar AlMajid remembers that
Sheikh Mohamed Noor asked him to move from
learning to teaching. And so from student to teacher,
Omar Al Majid helped promote education in Dubai, a
way to overcome the economic crisis.

Abundantly, the living memory of Omar AlMajid
continues to utter his learning journey, from Mecca
where he traveled to acquire religious learning at the
Holy Mosque, to his recollection of teaching at the Al
Rahmaniya School in Mecca itself and the plentiful
benefits he gained, combining practice to learning
and meeting the Ulemas of the Two Holy Mosques
during the post-oil era, and the emergence of regular
schools in Dubai, a lofty aim which the Government
of Dubai was ambitious to achieve.

Among the oral histories | recall from my father, was
the biography of the late Sheikh Rashid bin Saeed
Al Maktoum who entrusted him and made him

his companion during his journey. Omar AlMajid
describes Sheikh Rashid’s exceptional personality,
his foresighted vision, keenness and great goals

to establish Dubai’s “future” infrastructure, and

also his ambitious aspirations to set the wheels of
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development and growth in motion in his beloved
emirate. He also described the human and social
characteristics of the late Sheikh Rashid, and how
such traits impacted the advancement of the
Emirate and beyond through the lens of his wisdom,
sagacity, and social care.

During World War I, Omar AlMajid recalls the British
official representative approaching the late Sheikh
Rashid announcing that war was looming and

that this period would witness a great shortage of
supplies and imported goods; the British Official
asked him to identify the quantities of supplies
needed by the Emirate of Dubai. Sheikh Rashid
referred to Dubai traders seeking their opinion, and
decided to import ten times the quantities traders
advised; this was a wise decision to save the people
of Dubai and the people of the other emirates and
the surrounding areas that were already greatly
affected at that stage.

Omar AlMajid, a rich memory thriving with

plenty of historically-significant events, on Dubai,
reconstructing its past, and shaping its present and
future.
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INTRODUCTION

The evolution of education in the United

Arab Emirates (UAE) very much resembles the
evolution of other fields such as economy, health,
and politics, which have all greatly developed
following the oil discovery. The education system
in the past was mainly focused on religious
education where Al Katateeb was considered

the school and Al Mutawaa was considered the
teacher in charge of instilling knowledge in young
students. The characteristics of Al Katateeb and
Al Mutawaa have created a lasting connection
between the UAE education system in the

past and the present. This paper discusses this
connection as well as the characteristics of Al
Katateeb and Al Mutawaa.
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AL Katateeb

TRADITIONAL EDUCATION

Education in the past was simple compared to
modern education today. The traditional education
was solely based on Al Katateeb which tackled
religious education (memorizing the Holy Quran and
Hadith Prophet Sayings), moral education, and the
basic principles of reading, writing and mathematics,
all of which ware delivered by one person: Al
Mutawaa (Al Mulla Salim, 2016).

AL MUTAWAA

Al Mutawaa, or the Imam of the Mosque, was
dedicated to doing good deeds in the community.
He was known for his religious wisdom and overall
knowledge, as he taught young children to read
the Holy Quran and the Hadith. He was also known
by different names such as AlMulla, AlShaikh, and

AlFagih, and had willingly invested his time and
efforts to primarily instil the good moral behavior
in children before teaching them different concepts
of education (Mohamed, 2000). Hence, Al Mutawaa
played a vital role in the UAE and held several
positions that aimed to the betterment of the
community in general. Preaching and guiding
people towards the right ethics were one of Al
Mutawad'’s jobs. He was also the Imam (leader) of
prayers in the Mosque and offered religious advice
after prayers. Moreover, he read verses from the
Holy Quran and Hadith for patients as a treatment
method in the hope of them healing. In parallel

to these jobs, Al Mutawaa was also the judge
between parties in conflicts, and responsible, at
times, for officiating marriages as well as reading
the Holy Quran in Islamic funerals for dead people
(Mohamed, 2000).
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AL Katateeb

Consequently, he was considered a religious leader
in his community and was highly regarded and
cared for by both young and old. As such, mothers
would send food to his family with their children,
and his young male students would help with his
house chores like fetching water from the well,
cutting timber, and cleaning.

PROCESS OF ENROLMENT

Khalifa.H mentioned that the process of enrolling
children in classes was done either directly by
the parents or by Al Mutawaa himself. He also
mentioned that children could start attending
classes at the age of six or seven, and continue
studying until a later age, once they were willing
to work and help their families (20176). Since
fathers were mostly preoccupied with work during
diving seasons or were on missions outside their
hometown, mothers were the ones responsible
for enrolling children in classes with Al Mutawaa
(Mohamed, 2000). Al Mutawaa and his existing
students treated new students in a positive and

supportive manner, to encourage them to follow

up on lessons they had missed (Mohamed, 2000).
Students used to come to class with a glass of water
that they would drink and mark with different colors
like yellow, red, or blue, for each one of them to
identify his glass. They buried their glasses in mud to
keep the water cold (Mohamed, 2000).

TEACHING METHOD

Al Mutawaa's teaching method was based on
repetition and copying. Al Mutawaa resorted to
songs to teach students a letter or sentence (Al
Mulla Salim, 2016). Classes were conducted either
at the Mosque or at home. However, and to avoid
ruining the purity of the Mosque, it was preferred
by Al Mutawaa to give the lessons at home, either at
his own house, or at a house bought by one of the
merchants specifically for the purpose of teaching
children. Al Mutawaa used to sit in front of students
with a long stick- used to reprimand them only in
times of need, while they sat on a mat or on the
floor facing him.
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AL Katateeb

Students used a tool called Al Mirfaa to carry the
Holy Quran when they read from it, and it had two
types: the first one was made of the wood of the
Tectona tree and was used by children from rich
families, while the second one was made of Tin,
and was used by children from poorer families
(Mohamed, 2000).

Students used to attend lessons with Al Mutawaa
five days a week from Saturday to Wednesday. As
Khalifa.H said, the time scheduled for lessons was

mostly in the afternoon, after Al-Asr prayer until
Al-Maghrib prayer. Yet, on Wednesdays, Al-Mutawaa
allowed students to leave early. During the summer,
Al Mutawaa and his students sat under the trees

in the yard or under the roof of Al Arish to keep
away from the sun. However, during the winter,

Al Mutawaa and his students sat inside a tent to
keep warm. Mostly, Al Mutawaa used to test his
students every Thursday, where he listened to the
weekly lessons learnt from each student individually
(Mohamed, 2000).
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AL Katateeb

And in the case where a student missed class, Al
Mutawaa used to send three of his older students to
look for him near the sea or in areas of bird hunting
and bring him to Al Mutawaa's house (Mohamed,
2000). Once the student was found, he was carried
back to Al Mutawaa with shouts We brought him.
We brought him.Then, the student was reprimanded
and had to apologize and promise to not repeat his
irresponsible act again (Mohamed, 2000).

SALARY OF “AL-MUTAWAA”

In the past, parents used to pay the salary of Al
Mutawaa based on his status and his income in
different times. These durations include: the initial

payment that involves giving Al-Mutawaa rice, dates,
nuts or a very small amount of money (around

one dirham only) when the parents enroled their
child in the class. There was also a payment made
every Thursday which was called Al Khamesya
referring to Thursday in Arabic and to the amount
of money paid- five dirhams. Yet, some parents

paid one dirham only depending on their income
level. Parents also gave Al Mutawaa an amount of
money called Eidya during Muslims' Eid which varied
between one dirham, five dirhams and sometimes
up to twenty dirhams. However, poor children were
allowed to study even if their parents were not able
to pay any money at all (Mohamed, 2000).
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AL Katateeb

Al Mutawaa was allowed to punish students who
missed classes regularly, submitted their homework
late, or annoyed other classmates. Al Mutawaa used to
reprimand students whether using a long stick on their
hands and feet, or confining them within the class area
(Mohamed, 2000). Although parents gave Al Mutawaa
the full authority to use any way of reprimanding with
their children, he still often asked them to take action
themselves (Mohamed, 2000).

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, it is notable that the education system
in the past was depending on Al Mutawaa who led

REFERENCES:

a simple life that allowed him to instil in children
not only the basic principles of education, but
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INTRODUCTION

Most of the Emirati society today favors lavish
wedding ceremonies, and it’s often one of either
scenarios- from my personal experience: either the
groom refuses to overspend on the wedding, in
which case the bride’s family objects, claiming the
celebration of their beloved daughter needs to be
complete, or the other way around. Hence, Emirati
men are often of the pursuit of non-Emirati
women for marriage, resulting in the rise of a
large percentage of unmarried local women. This
research sheds light on traditional marriages in
the UAE through oral history. Analyzing traditions
and practiced rituals of marriage in the society
allows the reader to compare between traditional
and modern weddings, which help address the
issue of “funding” immoderate Emirati wedding
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Remembrance of a Traditional Emirati Wedding

ceremonies. The traditional wedding will be fully
dissected from the day of the engagement, until
the knot is tied, all through the memories of Um
Ahmad, an Emirati woman aged 60. All quotations
used will be referring to her.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Although the research’s primary information is
derived from the conducted interview, it is partially
based on other researches as well. The main one is

the research of Bristol-Rhys, (2007), which targeted
40 old women from Abu Dhabi, and inquired their
opinions on weddings in the past. While his findings
were significant, there is still a number of differences
between rituals that his participants pointed out
and those stated by my interviewee Um Ahmad.
Such is oral history, retrieved from people from
different emirates and tribes, each with a distinct set
of practices and rituals.
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Remembrance of a Traditional Emirati Wedding

Remembrance of The Traditional Wedding

A research conducted by Bristol-Rhys (2007)
studying the pre-oil Trucial States, collected
information from 40 older women participants with
ages ranging between 55 and 75. These women
recalled their youth, having witnessed good days,
with water supply and rich crops, and harder days,
with the crush of pearl and stock market in the
1930s, and then the rise of poverty in the 1950s,
which obliterated their access to healthcare and
education. Back then, owning more than one
dress was uncommon amongst women, as they
unified their efforts to make a new dress for a

bride’s wedding ceremony. The celebration would
normally require over a month of planning and
saving, bearing in mind the wedding “feast” was the
most crucial and “expensive” part. On good days,
the wedding feast consisted of two to three young
camels, and on not-so-good days, goats were served
as a replacement for camels, accompanied with rice.
Two separate feasts were usually prepared; one for
women and another one for men. From this part
onward, | will be mostly presenting data from Um
Ahmad’s memories of previous wedding ceremonies
that she’s witnessed.
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From “Girl” to “Woman”

When she was very young, Um Ahmad was allowed
to play in the neighborhood with friends from both
genders until she turned twelve, and was instructed
to completely refrain from engaging with boys

and girls her age outside the house. Instead, her
mother entrusted her with domestic chores, such

as carrying clean water to the household, cleaning,
cooking, and sewing, all of which kept her very busy
throughout the day. Back then, unmarried young
girls were treated differently than married ones. For
instance, the only time they were allowed to apply
Henna was during important celebrations like Eid,
and only a very specific basic type of Henna known
as Ghamsa, whereas married women could apply
the Qassa special type of Henna, exclusively for
married women.

Al Khattaba

Proposals were mostly done through a woman
called Khattaba, who took the responsibility of
finding the best match (or bride) for another
woman'’s son. She would relentlessly pursue a
convenient fit and then compliment the girl in
front of the proposer’s mother. The groom’s mother
typically relied on the Khattaba’s bride choice, and
later on, a group of elder men from the future
groom’s family would formally ask for the girl’s hand
for marriage. Although, in Sharia it is preferable
that the future bride and groom meet first and

get acquainted briefly, in the presence of an elder
in the room, this was not an option at the time

and was not favored by the society. The groom
could hence not see his future wife until they were
officially married, and the only details the bride and
groom would have about each other was the mere
information relayed by the Khattaba, in the hopes
that she had made the right call.
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Preparing ‘Al-Zhab’

The second stage was preparing Al-Zhab, which was
the responsibility of the groom’s mother. Al-Zhab
refers to the act of gifting the bride, as well as her
mother and father. It consisted of all the essentials
and some splurges, varying from clothes to gold
and perfumes. Gold was the most crucial part
included in Al-Zhab and came in many forms such
as Miriya, Mirttasha, Setatmmi, Hyool, Kwashi, and
Ftakh (the big toe’s foot ring). In the case where the
groom’s family was unable to financially provide all
these accessories, it was tolerable to exclude some
of them, before placing them in boxes called Thnak.
A separate Tnnak was sent to the bride’s father, and
another one to her mother, and these gifts were
always presented in the form of a ceremony. In the
case where the groom’s family was affluent, all gifts
were placed in a large chest called Mandoos.

Presenting ‘Al-Zhab’ - (Miksar)

The groom’s mother would invite her relatives

and friends to the Miksar to present Al-Zhab in
front of them. The bride’s family was usually not
invited to this specific event, as the goods would
be sent to the bride’s house afterwards. Firstly, the
groom’s mother would prepare a big breakfast

for her guests consisting of delicious, traditional
food, like Khbees, and Hrees. Following breakfast,
the guests would gather around an older woman
from the groom'’s side, not necessarily his mother,
as she would unveil Al-Zhab, piece by piece, by
confirming: This is Kandora, this is Shaila, this is
Burga‘a, this is Mirttasha, and so on. Once done
with the presentation of Al-Zhab, it would be sent
in many Thnak to the bride’s house, along with rice,
flour, coffee, and sugar (Um Ahmad, interviewed on
March 6, 2017).
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Receiving ‘Al-Zhab’

The groom’s family would inform the bride’s family
of the date of their visit in order to present the
bride’s Al-Zhab. The visit's feast, whether lunch or
dinner, would usually include rice and meat. After
the conclusion of the visit, the bride’s mother would
invite neighbors and relatives to join, and not only
observe but also help prepare the bride’s Al-Zhab,

as it would often be received in its raw form from
the groom’s side and would need to be applied on
the talli of the kandora, or the Badla. One woman
specifically would be in charge of decorating the
Burga‘a, or make perfume, and brew coffee. As
argued by Bristol-Rhys, (2007), the women he
interviewed were highly emphasizing that weddings
in the past were cooperative. The extended family
members, along with their neighbors, supported
each other in such celebrations. Solidarity among the

society was of utmost significance. As pointed out by
Um Ahmad, this support came in the form of small
deeds, like offering to lend clothes and gold to the
bride’s family for the wedding, and bigger deeds like
financially supporting them in planning the wedding
celebration.

‘Aqd AlQiran’

Interestingly, as sated by Um Ahmad, the bride’s
father did not attend any of the wedding
celebrations. In fact, he would leave the house

for a week or even a month, depending on the
length of the celebrations. Yet, he would surely
play the biggest role during Agd AlQiran, as he'd
set conditions on behalf of his daughter, and seek
the approval of the groom or his father. In the case
where an agreement was not reached, the wedding
would be voluntarily cancelled, and the bride’s
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father would be required to pay all the expenses of
the wedding celebrations in addition to Al-Zhab’s
celebration expenses in the groom’s house, which
could last up to three consecutive days before Aqd
AlQiran. Guests were invited, feasts were served,
and entertainment was provided. (Um Ahmad,
interviewed on 6 March 2017)

The Role of ‘Al-Zfeefa’

As explained by Um Ahmad, in the past days, it
was not the responsibility of the bride’s mother to
prepare her daughter for the wedding or arrange
for the ceremony. This responsibility was instead
bestowed on an older woman known as Al-Zfeefa

who would prepare the bride’s clothes, serve her the
right food, monitor her behavior, and give her valuable
words of wisdom on marriage. She would also be
responsible for the wedding's arrangements. Al-Zfeefa
would stay with the bride from the very beginning
until the awaited move to her husband’s house.
Throughout the wedding preparations, Al-Zfeefa
would ensure that the bride looks neat, attractive, and
respectful in front of her husband and guests after
marriage, hence the use of blue Indian product called
Al neel. Al-Zfeefa would mix it with water, and then
apply it on the bride’s face and her body, and leave

it for week (with no shower) to ensure her body is
beautifully bright and white.
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Remembrance of a Traditional Emirati Wedding

Additionally, Al-Zfeefa would also prepare the
bedding in the bride’s room, the bed Sreer or groups
Dwashiq above one another to make a bed called
Mnama. She would clean it, and perfume it with

the finest scent. The bride’s room was prepared for
the couple as the husband would usually stay in

his wife’s house for almost a week. Afterwards, on
Lailt AIDakhla, the groom would come to the bride’s
house to meet the men only; consisting of the father,
uncles, and bothers, in the previously prepared

room, the one Al-Zfeefa would bring the bride to the
next morning before dawn, entirely covered with a
black veil not showing her face or hands. She would
keep the bride inside without lights and remove
any Fannar away. An hour later, Al-Zfeefa would

take her back, leaving the groom alone again. In
the morning, his family members would come and
congratulate him. He would not see the bride again
until lunchtime when she would finally stay with
him.
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Remembrance of a Traditional Emirati Wedding

The bride could be seen by people only three to
seven days after Lailt AIDakhla. Accordingly, Al-
Zfeefa would prep her with Mkhwra and Sirwal bu
badlain gold. The bride would be covered and
sit silently and politely. If people greeted her, she
would answer quietly. After guests were done with
wearing perfumes and dkhoon, Al-Zfeefa would
approach the bride, and remove her cover so she
could stand and walk in front of her guests, then
show her hair before taking her seat again. The
bride would receive guests throughout the entire
week.

CONCLUSION

To sum up, weddings in the past were not very
simple. They had rituals and practices that needed
to be respected and followed. Although wedding
ceremonies could be extended up to one month
and the spending on them was rather immoderate,
it was for reasons that were of true value to the

BIBLIOGRAPHY

bride and groom, such as feasts served for guests,
and distributed among neighbors to allow them

to enjoy possibly their only meal with meat, for a
month; while today, we witness weddings organized
for one night only, nevertheless costing the same,
mainly for huge ballrooms, designer dresses,

and famous singers. In my modest opinion, the
aforementioned is a waste of money that could
unfortunately put the husband on serious debts.
From my point of view, if the aim is to decrease the
number of men marring non-Emiratis, extravagant
spending on weddings should be restricted. The
interviewee Um Ahmad had a similar point of view
when she said: “A wedding in my time was of great
value. Weddings today are losing their true meaning
due to trivial matters; furthermore, photographs of
the bride are being excessively shared by guests. A
bride is a bride, not a model, and that should always
be understood and respected.”

Bristol-Rhys, J. (2007). Weddings, marriage and money in the United Arab Emirates. Anthropology of the Middle East, 2(1), 20-36.
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A handpicked selection of quotes by the late Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan
Al Nahyan, dedicated by the Government Communications Department at
Zayed University
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A true leader thinks of his people as members of his
own family. He cares for them and looks after them at all

times.
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“A country’s greatest investment lies in building
generations of educated and knowledgeable youth.’ 2
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Education is the only way for revival and progress
and facing the challenges of age and service

development.
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“The desert environment has taught us to be patient until the
land blossoms, bestowing its bounties on us. Thus, we have

to progress to achieve the aspirations of our people.”
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“Every individual has to perform his duty, Man is mortal, but

his work is not. Therefore, work is greater than wealth.”
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The real asset of any advanced nation is its people, especially
the educated ones, and the prosperity and success of the

people are measured by the standard of their education. )
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“ Education is like a light that shines on the
future and human life. 22
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“Buﬂding good citizens is more difficult than building
factories. Sophisticated nations are judged by the level of

their population’s education.)?
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“ Our constant thinking of the past and all it granted us, of the
present and all the hopes that come with it, and of the future
and all of its bright aspirations, will lead us at all times to

build our country, its progress and its development. 99
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“We should preserve our traditions and national heritage.

We should stick to our roots and our Arab and Islamic

2

traditions.
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“ Progress and renaissance are not measured by buildings of
cement and steel but by developing people and everything
that makes the citizen happy and secures him a decent life.
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The Union is my wish and the highest goal I seek for the
people of the Emirates. 0D



) ©

Q0T

//
@

TP




S b sl dsus § Lals ,S81 s il
Jedy daludl gud 0555 O Jd egislew & S
g Lide Ly a1 ol Ll QLY 5855 0

Joi) Hogb

I always wanted to serve my countrymen. I thought
about their welfare before I got power and before I
had the means that Allah blessed us with through the

discovery of oil.
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INTRODUCTION

The United Arab Emirates (UAE) has acquired

its current state following the end of Britain’s
domination and the merge of the seven emirates
into a union to form one federal nation, and
while it has evidently faced challenges in its
transformation, the UAE’s wise and visionary
Leadership has strived early on to foster a
community of high values and stability. Since then,
the UAE and the Gulf region have savored- on all
fronts, sustainable, durable and secure progress.
Throughout decades of steady development, the
“Legacy” of the UAE was historically passed on
from one generation to another within a single
ruling family, and elections were dismissed

as a possible reason for aggravation of rivalry
among clans (International Business Publications,
2013). Moreover, elections were not regarded

as a necessity since citizens could express their
concerns directly to their Ruler using traditional
consultative mechanisms.
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The Relationship Between Rulers and Citizens of the UAE ~Then and Now

Thus, the purpose of this study is to examine the
relationship between the rulers of the UAE and the
citizens, and to review the changes that the UAE has
successfully undergone, as well as determine the
main factors that played part of these changes. The
information gathered for this research was obtained
from various sources, but mainly from an oral history
interview with former Ambassador of the UAE to
Australia, Ali Nasser Al Nuaimi.

METHODOLOGY

This study is designed to closely observe the
Leadership style in the UAE, more specifically,
relationships between the Ruler and the citizens.
Itis a qualitative research that combines the
empirical analysis of the existing literature and the
interpretation of the oral history interview.

The interpretation of the existing literature on

this subject provides background information

| issue 3 | March 2018
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¥and Citizens of the JAE

and gives insight on the process of establishing the
relationship between the Leadership and the people
of the UAE. The secondary data examination also
provides different findings and viewpoints, as well
as investigates various behavioral patterns, potential
contradictions, and popular trends. It additionally
ensures the objectivity of the research given the
availability of intelligence collected by both, citizens
of the UAE and observants from abroad.
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The Relationship Between Rulers and Citizens of the UAE ~Then and Now

A significant part of the information is
collected from a face-to-face interview with

Ali Nasser Al Nuaimi, former Ambassador of
the UAE to Australia. The selected method

is relevant to the study as the interviewee’s
responses highlight the observations and
viewpoints of an individual who directly
represents the governing institution of the
UAE. Additionally, his vast knowledge and
expertise in the evolution of the UAE allows
him to draw an accurate comparison between
the Leadership style then and now and identify
factors that have influenced the relationship
between the Ruler and the citizens.

The potential limitations of the study are the
insufficient number of interviewees, the lack of
consistent and accurate literature on the given
subject, and cultural bias of previous studies.

THE UAE CULTURE AND
LOCAL LEADERSHIP

The UAE is currently known as a Federation

of seven emirates that are politically semi-
autonomous. The overall population of the
UAE is around six million people with Emirati
nationals constituting about 20 percent of the
total inhabitants (US Department of State, n.d.).

Emirates Flashes |issue 3 | March 2018 —u-
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The Relationship Between Rulers and Citizens of the UAE ~Then and Now

The Federal Supreme Council is the regulatory

body that joins the rulers of each emirate into a
single highest executive and legislative body of the
country. This Council has the authority to appoint

a President and a Vice-President, selected from the
current Council members. In the past, citizens of
the UAE did not have the legal right to change their
government, hence they are today still living in a
patriarchy, defined by loyalty to tribal leaders, to
leaders of the individual emirates, and to leaders of
the Federation. Citizens can approach their Ruler
directly, express concerns, and ask for support.

The traditional consultative mechanisms make

this communication possible, such as the open
“Majlis”(forum), during which the Ruler still receives
visitors. This scheme has been set in place for a very
long time, and citizens of the UAE are supportive of
it, and find it just and effective. A recent research of
“Oxford Strategic Consulting” commends the Emirati
Leadership style as one with many advantages,
mostly due to the consistency of local values
regarding culture, religion, and national identity.

Many UAE rulers are known to be “Bedouins at
heart,” which greatly impacts their Leadership style
in dealing with citizens. It is necessary to review

the historical background of the nation to better
understand the nature of relationships between the
Ruler and the citizens, bearing in mind the emirates
existed separately before merging into the UAE.

Back then, the emirates were not very densely
populated, and each emirate was governed by a
dominant tribe or family. As the region developed,
more foreigners started to immigrate, but the
political structure of the emirates remained the same
in the aspiration to preserve local traditions, religion,
and ethnic unity.

As a close and cohesive community, people trust
their rulers who are committed to providing the best
living conditions for their citizens.

Emirates Flashes |issue 3 | March 2018 —u-
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The Relationship Between Rulers and Citizens of the UAE ~Then and Now

There is a direct connection between the Emirati
culture and the local Leadership style, as “the
consultative aspect of the Emirati Leadership
relates to the Majlis spirit of interaction” (Oxford
Strategic Consulting, n.d.). Therefore, the absence of
elections is not perceived as a disadvantage in the
UAE as citizens can freely approach the Ruler with
any issue knowing it would be addressed as soon
as possible. This structure resembles that of a big
family, with the Ruler as the main lead of the family,
constantly striving to provide the best environment
for his family members and involve them in his
achievements and successes.

The common identity and mutual historical roots

are the basis of the relationship between Emirati
rulers and citizens. The comments of some UAE
influential citizens about their leaders in the research
demonstrate their absolute approval and respect:
“They possess distinct attributes — humility and

gratitude, being ‘service leaders’ of people tolerantly
accommodating diverse views. Their communication
starts with listening. These visionary characteristics
allow them to passionately look beyond the present
and think of a broad spectrum perspective with deep
impact” (Oxford Strategic Consulting, n.d.).

PROMINENT LEADERS OF
THE UAE

The UAE has thrived as a nation due to the
availability of natural resources and its smart
allocation directed by the nation’s wise Leadership
from the early beginnings. Respect and recognition
are common and collective sentiments that citizens
of the UAE have initially held toward the founders
of the nation and the pillars of the Union, Sheikh
Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan and Sheikh Rashid bin
Saeed Al Maktoum, who stood out regionally and
internationally as visionary minds and generous
hearts.

Emirates Flashes | issue 3 | March 2018
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The Relationship Between Rulers and Citizens of the UAE ~Then and Now

A key historical figure and the first leader of the

UAE was Sheikh Rashid bin Saeed Al Maktoum who
came to power at a very young age, but with his
courage, confidence, and apt leadership skills, the
region managed to overcome political and economic
challenges.“The government’s job is to achieve
happiness for its people. We see the government as
an active part of the society. Our citizens are our first,
second and third priority. This is the path set for our
government’, he claimed (Gouher, Miller, Al -Sayed, &
Bin Sannad, 2016).

Sheikh Rashid was very influential and highly
respected in the UAE. His first command during the
discovery of oil was to construct modern airports
and a sea port in Dubai (Gouher, Miller, Al -Sayed,

& Bin Sannad, 2016). During his governance, Dubai

transformed from a small trading town into a
cosmopolitan city.

]

The first President of the UAE and one of the most
treasured leaders of the nation throughout history

is Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan. Sheikh Zayed
grew up in a severe desert environment which
greatly impacted his sage and kind personality which
continues to be complimented and praised, as he

is still regarded as a true role model of a pragmatic
leader today.

His finest qualities were manifested in resolving
conflicts and settling tribal disputes, hence he
gained reverence and appreciation thanks to his
sharp acumen and exceptional ability to solve
problems in challenging times. According to Oxford
Strategic Consulting, “Sheikh Zayed ensured the
realization of vast green areas in Abu Dhabi contrary
to what consultants had initially opined.
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The Relationship Between Rulers and Citizens of the UAE ~Then and Now

We are blessed with the next generation of the UAE
Leadership who possesses the virtues of the late
Sheikh Zayed, a long-term vision, and a passion for
the development and welfare of people” (Oxford
Strategic Consulting, n.d.). Therefore, citizens of
the UAE value their rulers, considering them rare,
precious, therefore highly cherished.

ANALYSIS OF THE INTERVIEW

The interview with Ali Nasser Al Nuaimi affirms

the positive attitude of the people toward the
established system. He revealed crucial details about
the governance and Leadership of the UAE, as well as
the relationship between the Ruler and the citizens.
He states that the Majlis in the past used to be open

at all times, and citizens were welcome to simply
pass by to greet the Ruler or to ask for assistance.
There were no specific requirements or conditions

for these visits, hence, the Majlis was open for the
public every evening. As the number of citizens
grew, the hours of visits were changed from daily to
weekly, which was a reasonable advancement given
the many responsibilities that were being delegated.
Relationships and social interactions between the
Ruler and other people were simple (“Interview with
Ali Nasser Al Nuaimi’, 14 of April 2017), and it was
very common for the Ruler to visit a family to offer
his greetings during happy occasions or to offer his
support and condolences during times of loss.

Emirates Flashes |issue 3 | March 2018 —u-
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Photo credit: Rashid’s Legacy by Graeme Wilson

The interview also highlights the reasons behind
the changing nature of the decision-making process
in the UAE. Ali Nasser states the society was much
smaller, and people’s lifestyles were simpler in the
past (“Interview with Ali Nasser Al Nuaimi’, 14t of
April 2017). The challenges faced by citizens today
were not a concern back then; consequently, the
Ruler could make most of the decisions by himself.
Nowadays, with the significant growth of the UAE
population and its infrastructure development,

a variety of formal institutions, such as hospitals,
ministries, educational establishments were
founded to assume some of the functions that

were formerly imposed on the Ruler (“Interview
with Ali Nasser Al Nuaimi’, 14t of April 2017). Yet,
Ali Nasser reassured that this new system has not
complicated relationships between the Ruler and
citizens (“Interview with Ali Nasser Al Nuaimi”, 14"
of April 2017); in effect, some aspects of the power
that used to belong to the Ruler were authorized
to corresponding bodies selected by him while the
Mailis is still open for all.

| raised the question of relationships between the
Ruler and the citizens between now and then, and
Ali Nasser explained why in his opinion the formality

Emirates Flashes |issue 3 | March 2018 —u-
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and officialism have increased: “If we are referring

to acting with respect, honor, and maintaining the
prestige of the Ruler and the government then that
hasn't changed. Citizens have been and remain
respectful and honorable, but a few other things
have changed.” (“Interview with Ali Nasser Al Nuaimi”,
14" of April 2017).

Again, one of the key factors influencing this change
is the UAE population growth. For example, there
was previously no need to compose formal letters in
order to approach different institutions and process
certain requests. This change was implemented

to increase convenience and resolve challenging
matters; the Ruler would then be able to attend

to all requests or promptly redirect them to the
corresponding establishment. Finally, Ali Nasser
described the relationship between the Ruler and
the citizens as very “fatherly”: “God has blessed the
UAE with guardians who have the wisdom to make
the right decisions that serve the best for the people;
this is highly reflected on the level of luxury that
most nationals maintain and the safety civilians
enjoy when in the UAE"(“Interview with Ali Nasser
Al Nuaimi’, 14t of April 2017) A significant growth
of the territory and population governed by the
Ruler has caused the customs to change, but these
adjustments were necessary for the preservation of
the efficiency of the Leadership.

CONCLUSION

The UAE has attained an immense success over a
relatively short period of time, having transformed
from independent emirates made up of various
tribes into a prosperous nation. Historically, the
power in each emirate belonged to a single family.
Leaders were expected to possess and demonstrate

the highest moral virtues, and set an example to
their followers, and ensure the wellbeing of their
community. This required leaders to be proficient

in many areas and develop an incontestable

ability to resolve conflicts and promptly take
appropriate decisions. Transparency and the people’s
reachability of the Ruler have always been important
characteristics of the UAE Leadership, and they
remain the reason people feel there is no need to
establish democratic elections. Some of the most
important former rulers of the UAE that are still
considered visionary leaders today are Sheikh Zayed
bin Sultan Al Nahyan and Sheikh Rashid bin Saeed Al
Maktoum.

Relationships between the Ruler and the citizens
are based on respect and consideration, and have
acquired, compared to the past, a certain degree

of formality, mainly due to the expansion of the
territory, the increase in population, and subsequent
emergence of problems that were not experienced
by people in the Emirates before. The interview
with the former Ambassador of the UAE shows that
changes did occur, but for clear and valid reasons.
To sum up, the development of effective Leadership
has become a central concern of various countries
around the world. The example of the UAE clearly
showcases the importance of capitalizing on local
strengths, ensuring an aspiring and motivating
Leadership is in power, and having a strategic vision
of the potential development. The UAE has fostered
transparency and trust from the very early stages,
and its commitment to their religion and traditions
also helped to safeguard the sustainable growth of
the nation. Hence, it is a perfect example that sheds
light on how to adopt good governance to preserve
safety, harmony and respect amongst citizens.
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INTRODUCTION

Communication is the ability to exchange
information with others through different
channels; speaking, writing, or other types

of media. Different forms of communication

have existed throughout history. Written
communication between people started through
cuneiform, which refers to shapes-based writings
that were used by ancient civilizations, but there

are numerous technological inventions widely
spread in the world today.
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Communication Between People in the Past

One has countless options of communication

to get in touch with a friend or a relative living
abroad nowadays, such as a phone call, an email,

a video call, all of which take seconds to connect
regardless of their location. With all the technological
advancements, daily news is transmitted through the
whole globe within only seconds; Communication
today is the fastest of all time. (Collins, 1976).

Before the 60s, local citizens of the United Arab
Emirates (UAE), or what was back then known as
“the trucial states of the coast of Oman” used to live
in similar societies. People mostly lived in “areesh”
houses, which consisted of local building materials
such as palm fronds and wooden poles with narrow
streets mostly by the sea. People with different social
classes lived together in a single neighborhood that
identified their social networks. Although they were
not all relatives, people from a single neighborhood
lived as one family, they shared a common fate and
always offered help and support to each other. They
had a strong bond that served them to unite when
the problems arose (Altorki & Cole, 1989).

METHODOLOGY

Citizens of the UAE in the past did not have any
means of media communication. News of any kind
were not transmitted through the newspaper,
telephone devices, or the internet. In this paper, |
will examine how people of the UAE communicated
together in the past and will pinpoint the different
sources of communication adopted.

For this research, | have conducted two interviews;
with my grandfather Ahmed BelHasa who was born
in the late 1930s and lived in AlRashidiya, and with

my aunts Fatma and Moza born in the late 1950s
and who lived in Za'abeel. The information | have
gathered revolved mainly around two parts of
Dubai, Bur Dubai and Deira, which were separated
by the Creek. | have also used different newspaper
articles that listed the evolution of technological
communication devices in the UAE, and research
papers that discussed the social changes of the Gulf
region.

LITERATURE REVIEW
THE MAJLIS

The Majlis played a major role in forming a
communication network in a single neighborhood.
In every neighborhood, people would gather daily
in one of the people’s Majlises. It had many different
social roles as well, as elder people passed on their
knowledge, experience, norms, cultures and right
manners to younger generations. Also, it had an
important social role where people of the same tribe
would meet and consult. (AIShamsi, 2015).

As my aunt Fatma has stated; mostly, people used

to gather in the Majlis of the most prominent

person of a neighborhood. People of AlRashidiya
neighborhood as an example used to gather in Bin
Sougat’s majlis since he was one the most known
traders in that neighborhood. Whereas in Za'abeel,
people used to gather in the Majlis of the Ruler of
Dubai, H.H Sheikh Rashid bin Saeed AlMaktoum,
whose Majlis was open daily, welcoming people of
all nationalities and social classes and offering them
meals, coffee, and dates. The Ruler’s majlis played an
important political and social role in the society. First,
it created a strong relation between the Ruler and
the citizens. Second, it helped the Ruler to stay aware
of the conditions of his citizens and their needs.
Third, the Ruler consulted his citizens in decision
making. (AlIShamsi, 2015).

Emirates Flashes |issue 3| March 2018 eo—



loysd ciljlodll s Jalgill Jilug

— 2018 julo | 3 ssall | dpillol culebal 110 e—



| 1]

Communication Between People in the Past

Emirates Flashes |issue 3| March 2018 eo—



Laysi calylodll é Jualgill Jilug

— 2018 jujlo | 3 sxell | dpillol calelial

R L QR S e e e

(Jng leml Slyall jogha gi «duougall lgillayl daxell
|.\.u sl puugall oo dalall aali] e gledl

b witl) S lgaige o4 gl Alalall bani of Jié
Jalgall cidlay e gdledl Pt ulsg .lgua as;linall
g Cails k_,.'iJlg cudlaodl caline ¢ wisliallg
Jaleall uﬂ wgraluall uLSg eIl dundyll l_Llcxlg_l.ll
U.o l.g_llaJal Al Sl calilol ug,o.luu agpaull gl agpdl
JLIJ' Sl ugagliodl ylSg .pgrulpo 9| el uso b
l9ils Lo «(laghasll) (uiall Gguidll Jsy ugpaiiy pgilic
Loaynl iy wguaisy Gutiliciligiso  foay piaBiuy
.(Saraya Al Bait, 2013)

Jralgill daya cibulioll

ol Lo dndll ygaap Ius ciljlodl Lo Gulill uls

ssppall (elly e pinll @5l bl Sis gysaellg

lgsaicla «wllall ple vggaas vloc Jabw Jal ylsg

sauo Jga ugeaing leusd gulill ulsg LAyl aibibwa

i caiydy cuid 1318 . Julgll (spadl cusoll Jus auall

a_Lo:JJpaﬂd,uaJJm.Loﬂa.lmu.oLLmuJuuiLcJﬂ
T g| Logun angsds ugS; L

Jol uls” s 0)lals (xeal) 32 Ginds pulaall yeg
o091 JSuin oy Clelal Ga gulaall Gé ggasiay
Yaudl Jlgal Jga per Caljlgall joaig «clbiiell 61ba sey
pauidiio Lo Cileaaill o3 uilSg «elpiilly gully
ddsa) bogall dls cuilsg Josall 4 Jighll pgog sa.
1957 lgaog «yulaall L}m| o4 lginnlia go jgad «pounll
&4 cluill Lolg «Jlacly dubuug sbaial (o jlsdl jbal
aaluall pgiliings L6 wabal ciy gulaoe b Gojlaiy
olball el La ulpally Jadll ye pusll iy
sl 3ggall dxily Gaaig Cilyilly &llall agp dosdoll
&thg 9gh (o ogull cull Jlacl ;8 wacluiyg

ot gl Jualgdll cilgis jul o gudaall wls 135mg
83909 Jalsi lia «cluillg Jayll

aloj Jalj «Jlusgal

Jol ugailig ulasall ugiga “laglulie” yullaell Uls
ols Lill dolgll cillallg dolell juall agall wolaiy lgua
wglulpall lasg .lgs asibnlgo dSjlive it pg Im3ai slall
cajlenll o olait &S G “Ctlulpall” s Ul adye
0811250 8 Bgllaaly Ga)lal olslisig el wylallg
gy “Jluyoll” ol UALILN Joisy 1l Lol pall yls 13lg
55349 ilel JS1 aisen o 53 Lo Jai dlighll culblusll
ail” loj 13 s sgidil $3ll (ol o wllabu) (532
clgall cuilsg ol gle gall Jony Gulill G Joau wls
Hadarsgi Gle Ladls Josidylailll

G|’ ye Saa Glisay c@yphall Jalgill Gib yeg
aldls 3 lsg «clggll a dyylill pedll o 3330 sac
sac byl Jylaiil Joing 1l Lola Tjol clgall oo ol Lle
clogll o clalla &illi ilsa (ileall gaey cilalhll
uls 135mg .(SSuue pgam pa ylidlhg (ugo pa Joai
lgslasg pglall “pugols” Ll caaiio puli

Yot Cilaluwo ¢ Jiluayll
soalh e ilegane dlaity ol o4 ulillolS
og3ss gulll ols il (Jeloal) omg Al Jloal

112 e——



e |13

Communication Between People in the Past

According to my grandfather Ahmed, men used

to attend informal gatherings of the Majlis daily to
conclude long work days after the Al-isha prayer.
They would gather for a cup of coffee to chat and
exchange news about politics, business economy,
and all different types of news. Women, on the other
hand, used to gather every morning in one of the
neighboring houses for a cup of Arabic coffee. It
was the time where they chatted and exchanged
news of different relatives and people from nearby
neighborhoods. They would also help each other
with daily chores of cooking, cleaning, and so on.
For both men and women, the Majlis was their daily
source of all types of news.

COMMUNICATION BETWEEN
PEOPLE

In the past, some people were known to be news
transmitters: certain men would usually move
around different neighborhoods and meet people
in their Majlis to exchange news or deliver the
Ruler’s orders and important messages. Also, some
women would move around to meet relatives

and friends from different neighborhoods to
exchange news. In the case where an urgent piece
of information needed to be shared, people would
travel themselves or deliver the news through others
to their desired locations. If the piece of information
was extremely necessary, they did not mind traveling
for long distances just to deliver the message.
According to my grandfather Ahmed, “In Dubai,
Sultan Bin Salim was a well-known messenger who
used to move around to deliver news, but he was
stopped by the British troops several times.”

As my grandfather added, people used to agree
among different neighborhoods on the number of
shots to fire in case of crucial incidents that could
not wait to be delivered. As an example, they would
agree on three shots that would be fired in the air in
cases of death, or two shots that would be fired as

a warning of military interventions. The number of
shots depended on the agreement of people which
usually differed depending on the situation.

LETTERS

i e s i A S gl e . gl e L

Within different seasons, people used to travel
around as groups on camels, which was called
“Qawafl” or on sail ships. Trips were set well in
advance, and people transmitted the news of

the coming season’s trip for whoever wanted to
join. Trips were scheduled and announced to all
different Majlises that were the main source of
communication among people. In such trips, people
traveling used to deliver letters to individuals in
different cities. Also, when they arrived back from

a trip either through the sea or the desert, people
would gather around to see if they had received

any letters from where the travelers came from,
especially if they had relatives living in the same city
they came from. These letters were called “Khat".
(Saraya AlBait, 2013)

OCCASIONS

Nowadays, we have highly developed technologies
that examine the exact dates of Ramadan and
Eid. People in the past were also able to examine
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Communication Between People in the Past

whether it was the month of Ramadan or not. People
in the coast of Oman used to learn astronomy,

which helped them to declare the date from the
moon, which was used when examining the month
of Ramadan. Before Ramadan, men would gather
around in the neighborhood’s mosque before

the sunset, waiting to examine the moon. From

the mosque, the month of Ramadan was officially
announced to all the people of the neighborhood.
The same process was applied to announce Eid.

NEWSPAPERS

People in the region were aware of the importance
of media communication and documentation in

the past, but as printers were not yet available, they
created their first handwritten newspaper entitled
“Oman”. This newspaper was initiated by Ibrahim
Mohammed AlMidfaa in Sharjah in 1927'it was
handwritten and used to be hung on the walls.
“Oman” newspaper discussed mostly political and
social issues in the region, mostly gathered from
foreign newspapers in Kuwait, Irag, and Cairo that
were received once every month. Ibrahim AlMidfaa,
a pioneer of media culture, was a minister and a
counselor for Sharjah's rulers. (Moheisen, 2016)
Moreover, Musabih bin Obaid AlIDhaheri was one

of the first journalists in the region to create a
newspaper. In 1934, he launched “AINakhi” newspaper,
which saw light after he had started documenting
and writing news on paper bags and palm fronds
hung over his small coffee shop in AlAin. People used
to gather around to read the news, and he would

as well read it out loud to illiterate people. “AlNakhi”
soon started including various topics revolving
around the community, such as news of marriage,
births, deaths and even traveling trips. It also included
daily statistics of people entering and leaving AlAin.
The most important news that was written in his
newspaper was about the irrigation machine of the

late Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed Al Nahyan (the First).
People gathered around the palace curiously to see
the new machine shortly after reading the newspaper.
Due to increasing interest by readers, AlDhaheri
started copying and distributing his newspaper made
of paper bags and palm fronds to people and coffee
shops continuously over the period of 16 years.

Many newspapers were later launched within
different cities of the trucial states of the coast of
Oman. Since no printing services were provided

in the 70s, they were written in the trucial states,
printed in Kuwait, and shipped back to the city to
be distributed. The late Sheikh Zayed was aware

of the importance of media communication to
introduce people to the new existing country of
the United Arab Emirates through newspapers and
other forms of communication, and invested his
efforts to announce the launch of the UAE's first
official governmental newspaper, “Al-Ittihad” which
meant the union of the seven Emirates. Five hundred
copies of the first issue were distributed to citizens
in Abu Dhabi for free on Monday 30 October 1969
(Moheisen, 2016).

RADIO

Arab radio broadcasting initially saw light in Egypt in
the early 1920s.“Sawt AlArab” was the most popular
Egyptian radio station that targeted the Arab region
and aimed to discuss different political news and
issues. (History of Egyptian Radio, 2015)

The first radio station in the Trucial states region

was “Sawt AlSahel” which started broadcasting from
Sharjah in 1962. It had programs of various topics

Emirates Flashes | issue 3 | March 2018
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regarding religion, politics, and health. In the early
1960s, Rashid Bin Hamdan lauched his own radio
station that was broadcasted from his room in
Ajman. (Hassan, 2013)

As mentioned by my grandfather Ahmed, the first
radio available in Dubai was brought by Sheikh Saeed
AlMaktoum from London. Not everyone was able to
purchase a radio back then for two reasons: radios
were not yet available in the UAE and the high cost of
purchasing them from London could only be afforded
by affluent citizens. At the time, no radio channels
were available, but people would still gather around
the radio to listen to the sound of raindrops that had
been recorded all the way from London.

Traders used to travel to Bahrain, Kuwait, AIDamam
and other nearby countries to purchase radios.
People who owned radios used to listen to the news
broadcasted directly from London. In the beginning,
the concept of a radio was rather confusing, as
citizens found it hard to understand how it could
enable them to listen to the news all the way from
London. Most of the people did not know where
London was located, but they knew it was far away
from them and hard to reach (Saraya AlBait, 2013).

PHONE

Before the 60s, the only source of communication of
people in the coast of Oman region was the mailbox.
It was the main source of communication with
people living abroad.

Although this region has always been an important
trading route, traders still lacked communication
with each other. Therefore, one of the local
merchants, Abdullatif AlSerkal, sought to introduce
communication services in the region. With the
approval of the late Sheikh Rashid Al Maktoum, Ruler

of Dubai at the time, and the cooperation of the
British officials, the first telephone company in Dubai
was established in 1960. A phone number guide that
listed all the numbers of people and governmental
departments of Dubai was soon enough formed. The
first page of the guide consisted of the emergency
numbers and hospitals followed by Ruler’s palace
number which was available for everyone. By 1961,
the phone book had around 500 subscribers to the
phone service. (AlFares, 2013)

After establishing separate telephone companies in
Dubai, Abu Dhabi and Sharjah, the UAE announced
the creation of “Emirates Telecommunication
Corporation’, a governmental communication
service provider that operated to all the seven
Emirates in 1976 and known today as “estisalat”.
(Emirates Telecommunications Group, 2015).

TV

Amongst the Gulf countries, Kuwait was the first

to establish an official TV channel in 1961, that was
viewed by citizens of all gulf countries. Shortly after
in 1969, Kuwait created a new TV channel in Dubai
called “Kuwait TV from Dubai”. However, its signal
only covered Dubai, Sharjah, and Ajman. Kuwait
was the leading country in development among
Gulf states as it benefited from its neighboring
civilizations (UAEPedia, 2017).

As my aunts stated; not all citizens of the UAE were
able to purchase a TV, so they would gather around
in houses that owned one. In the afternoon, children
of a single neighborhood would gather to watch
cartoon shows from channels broadcasted from
Kuwait mostly, and rarely from other Arab countries
depending on the signal. When TVs were used in
houses, some women would cover up in front of the
producers and kept their veils on as long as the TV
was on (Saraya AlBait, 2013).
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CONCLUSION: today, they were not isolated. They continued to
Throughout this research, | have depicted how communicate, develop or work hard to achieve
citizens of the UAE were always involved in the new goals. As my grandfather concluded: “We used
development of their nation with the support and to live in peace, we had no thieves. Although the
guidance of their leaders. technology development today is very helpful and
beneficial, you can now sit here and see what people

Although people in the past lacked the technological ~ around the world are doing. In the past, you never

know-how of means of communication used knew so many details about other people”.
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Introduction

Studying our history is very crucial to us as it
enables us to understand our past, and therefore
better understand our present. As UAE citizens, we
have long held on to the culture of our ancestors,
led by the visionary Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al
Nahyan, may his soul rest in peace, who once
stated: “A nation without a past is a nation without
a present or a future” (Gulf News, 2005), hence

the importance of always seeking knowledge

and history of one’s past to make the best of it

in the present. The UAE Leadership has always
strived to preserve our heritage, may it be by
sustaining traditional activities and encouraging
citizens to take part in traditional activities (such as
camel racing), or raising awareness among youth
through education. The reason | chose the topic

of “Childhood in the Past”is because | always hear
stories from my elders about how different and
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Childhood in the Past

simpler life was in the past. My grandmother would
always complain that all today’ children want to

do is play video games and stare at the TV screen.
Growing up in the past, there were no electronic
games and barely any TV, so what did they do in
their free time? What kind of games did they play?

My curiosity is what pushed me to choose this topic.

My aim is to understand the way our ancestors
lived their daily life as children in the past, and what
kind of games kept them entertained; a simple
comparison between childhood now and then,
similarities and differences.

Methodology

Objectives

This research aims to gather all the information
available on childhood in the past. In my interviews,
my main objective is to gather information about
childhood memories, games, toys, education and
celebrations, mainly all activities that children used
to participate in (Eid, Ramadan and weddings).
Moreover, | aim to find, examine and learn about
different aspects of childhood in the past and
compare it to childhood in the UAE today. | also
aim to gather information about both genders, to
compare childhood of little girls vs. boys in the past.
What | plan to accomplish is to form a better
understanding about the UAE’s heritage and

culture. I look forward to hearing stories from my
grandmother, which would enable me to pass
memories of heritage to younger generations.

By conducting this research, | strive for a clearer
perception behind certain traditions that have been
passed on by previous generations.

Research instruments

| intend on using several research instruments

from numerous sources to enhance the accuracy

of my data. The first research instrument I'll be
incorporating in my research is an interview | have
conducted with my grandmother. The reason | chose
to interview her is because she is always nostalgic
about the past and has a plethora of interesting

and valuable stories about our heritage. | gathered
crucial information about childhood in the past

and how previous generations spent their time as
children without many activities.

The second research instrument I'll be using is an
autobiography by Khalaf Al Habtoor, where all stories
told reflected his own experience, hence making the
information useful and precise. He dedicates a whole
chapter to his childhood revealing how as a little boy
he would spend his time playing different games
with his friends and participating in traditional
activities such as camel racing.
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Childhood in the Past

My third research instrument will be the Internet
to search for facts in order to support my data;
the Internet would allow me to gain access to

different kinds of information related to my topic.
Furthermore, the Internet would also facilitate my
demonstration of certain games in my research.

Literature review

Memories

Life was extremely different for children growing
up in the past. They didn't have access to video
games and entertainment, which pushed them to
invent their own games with whatever resources
they had available. According to my grandmother,
when she was a child, the majority of her free time
was dedicated to playing outside with her friends.
As she got older she started to cook, making bread,
muhalla and rice. She also assisted her mother
with housework such as cleaning around the tent.
Growing up, my grandmother mentioned that her

family would move houses according to the weather.

During the summer, they moved from Jumeirah to
Al Ain on their camels, to enjoy the cooler weather,

fresh water and dates. They used to build airy areesh
houses, which helped them feel cooler during

the sizzling summer nights. Areesh is made from
palm tree branches, which are common in coastal
settlements. When winter came, her family would go
back to their tents in Jumeirah.

Al Habtoor (2012) points out that as a child he spent
most of his childhood in a fishing village named Al
Layyah, located in Sharjah. He had to travel long
distances just to obtain drinking water. During the
summer, his family would relocate to be closer to
the oasis and ensure easy access to water. During
his childhood, Al Habtoor states the majority of
families had their men working as divers and
pearling merchants, both of which were threatening
occupations, as they could have had them face shark
attacks or suffer from malnutrition.

Traditional games

The UAE traditional games are considered to be very
crucial features of our heritage, some of which are
still present among children today. However, some
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Childhood in the Past

of the tools and appliances that were used in the
past have been developed. Hanawy (2015) discusses
the most popular games; El gumaida is a traditional
game that is still played by children today. It consists
of a group of children gathering together; one child
covering his eyes with a piece of cloth and chasing
the other children running free around him. When a
child gets caught, he'd have to swap places with the
catcher. El Mairhana refers to “swing” today. However,

children back then didn’t have the swings we have
today and would subsequently create their own

swings by tying ropes on tree branches. According
to my grandmother, she would sit on the rope facing
one of her friends and they would swing together,
singing traditional songs. Hanawy (2015) refers to
another game called Al Dusais, which is similar to E/
gumaida, where a child would cover his eyes and
count while the other children found places to hide
in; once one got caught they'd have to swap places
with the catcher. This is a game that is well-known
around children worldwide as “Hide and Seek”.
Other games include Um El lyal, a group game where
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Childhood in the Past

children pretended to be mothers raising children,

Al Karabi, a summer game favored by boys as they
jumped on their right leg, using their hand to hold
onto their left leg. Each boy would face his opponent
and they would push each other until one of them
fell. Additionally, Al teelah refers to small marble balls,
a game that was also mainly played by boys who
would compete with each other to collect more balls.
Khoosa boosa is a game that used to be played by
both girls and boys. Children would sit in a circle with
their hands on the floor and one child would sing
and count his fingers until the song stopped and
another child would have to exit the game (Hanawy,
2015).

Furthermore, my grandmother stated that her
favorite game was making hureya, which is a doll
made from khoos. Each girl would have her own box
filled with cloths to dress them up. To get the khoos,
they used to go all the way to Souk Dubai, since they
didn’t have any shops in their village.

According to Al Habtoor (2012), he dedicated most of
his time as a little boy diving in the water collecting
coins or swimming all the way to the rocks despite
all the pain he'd usually suffer when the tides carried
him forcefully against the rocks. He used to dive very
deep and swim long distances without considering
the dangerous consequences. The most dangerous
pursuit for him was diving without breathing “to play
inside the hulls of new wooden dhows that have
been temporarily sunk by their makers” (Al Habtoor,
2012). The boys would then play a game; the first one
to make it out of the huge structure was the winner.
Al Habtoor admits to being very reckless growing up.
If Al Habtoor was not hunting, swimming or assisting
his father tending the animals, he would be hanging
out with boys his own age, his “buddies” from his
own village, as he used to call them. All the boys
were big fans of football, playing barefoot with no
care to painful gravels and shattered glass that they
would frequently step on. In addition, Al Habtoor
(2012) indicates that they had a few toys; handmade
wooden ships or homemade bats, which portrays
that the toys children owned were simple and often
built by the children themselves. Al Habtoor also had
the privilege of accompanying his father abroad and
visiting different countries.

Special occasions

A typical day would consist of playing with friends
and helping around the house. When | asked my
grandmother to describe a specific day they would
gather on, she said they didn't have a specific day
to get together. “We were all neighbors and we
would visit each other daily, our houses were open
and in the evenings we would all sit together some
would knit, make talli unlike today, as we have a
specific day of the week to visit our family”. A special
occasion my grandmother was fond of was Eid. She
would start her day by cleaning up and going to
the mua’gsa, who would braid her hair. She would
wear something new and put on her gold jewelry.
The first day was spent visiting her relatives in the
West and the day after she would go East. Food has
always been a big part of our traditions and special
kinds of food were always prepared to celebrate

Eid such as; khmeer, Hrees, Khubees, Useed and most
importantly the thbeeha (slaughter of Halal animals).
Other special occasions were weddings, which were
held in the family’s house, unlike today were weddings
are held at hotels. One more special occasion that my
grandmother witnessed was the return of the men in
her family from diving, after 3 months of being away,
and the big celebration with a thbeeha and a feast.
Most of time, they would bring back with them clothes,
pearls and many other valuables. During Ramadan,
everyone would gather and have futoor together, and
also pray Al- Taraweeh together before gathering again
in one house.

Education

Education in the past was very different from
education today. There weren’t many schools or
universities, and most of the children were taught
by Al-Mutawaa to read Holy Quran with him in the
Mosque. My grandmother used to walk all the way
from her house to Umm Sugeim where she learned
the Quran. She would attend every morning expect
on Fridays, with another 10-15 girls. Although
children didn’t get a proper education, they were
taught all they needed to know about life and caring
for their families, as most of them were married at a
very young age.
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Childhood then and now

Interviewing my grandmother made me realize that
she, like other older generations, prefers how life
was in the past. People used to be closer and helped
each other regularly; they would visit their neighbors
on daily basis, unlike today’s precoccupations with
one’s own life and family. Hospitality has always
been important in our culture, and houses have
always been open for visitors; social connections
were stronger and simpler. My grandmother assures
electronic games and TV programs are in many ways
harming today’s youth. She considers herself blessed
to have grown up in the past, and to have had the
opportunity to enjoy the beauty of life outdoors,
create her own games with her friends, and celebrate
Eid with food, family and new outfits (although
according to her, she never really received a Eideya).

Data analysis

From the data | have gathered, | now have a better
understanding of why my ancestors prefer life

in the past. Simplicity says it all. They used their
imagination to create their own games (many of

References

which we are still using today in more developed
forms such as El Marjhana), they helped their families
at home (however girls had less freedom than boys
as they were expected to help their mothers at
home, whereas boys could travel with their fathers),
they used to relocate in the summer to continue
enjoying the cool weather. Life was just simpler.

Conclusion

In conclusion, | believe our generation should exert
more effort into preserving all aspects of our national
heritage. Oral history is a key element in doing so, as
valuable experiences of our ancestors were not always
documented. My interview with my grandmother is

a perfect example of the importance of oral history,

as she has provided me with a wealth of information
and precious stories that have very much shaped

my understanding of the UAE heritage. Although
technology and entertainment are widely spread

in our society today, | am pleased that we are still
preserving some of the traditional games that were
used in the past and believe we should strive to do so
more often in our daily lives, as such games encourage
children to be more active, creative and resourceful.
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