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Nation branding and cultural policy as display 
 
Theorists and practitioners of nation branding argue that 
increased global market competition, political and cultural 
homogenization, and a networked information ecosystem pose 
fundamentally new challenges to the nation-state (Olins, 1999; 
van Ham, 2001; Anholt, 2005, 2007; Dinnie, 2008). In their 
view, as the world is one market today countries must compete 
with one another for their share of consumers, investors, 
attention, and reputation. In order to attract tourists, talent, 
labour, investment, and global media-attention, they suggest, 
countries are required to re-articulate image and identity as 
unique propositions and should turn to those marketing and 
public relations strategies that corporate entities have been 
successfully using for decades.  

Some of these experts argue that the global convergence of 
political and cultural forms, the challenges of migration, and 
new forms of transnational and corporate loyalties require 
states to compete for the loyalty of their own citizens, too. 
“States need to justify their existence” - van Ham (2002) 
claims, and therefore “embark on a renewed quest for the 

hearts and mind of their people both at home and around the 

world” (p. 250). Nation branding in these narratives is as much 
about managing internal identity and loyalty (p. 255) as it is 
about creating images for external consumption. By “advancing 

national confidence” it is seen to “enhance the cultural stability 

of a nation” (Varga, 2013:829) and by enhancing the citizens’ 
sense of belonging and providing them with a clear self-
concept, it is suggested to generate internal solidarity and 
national pride (van Ham, 2002:253).  

Based on these approaches a nation brand should be defined 
as a “unique, multidimensional blend of elements that provide 
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the nation with culturally grounded differentiation and 

relevance for all of its target audiences” (Dinnie, 2008:15) and 
nation branding should be described as the “strategic self-

presentation of a country with the aim of creating reputational 

capital through economic, political and social interest promotion 

at home and abroad” (Szondi, 2008). 
While most of the existing scholarly literature focuses on the 

external aspects of nation branding, this paper aims to explore 
the strategic, inner-oriented dimensions of the practice. For 
doing so, however, it situates itself within the emerging corpus 
of critical studies which conceptualize nation branding as a set 
of discourses and practices which are connected to particular 
agents who are historically and politically situated (Dzenovska, 
2004; Roy, 2007; Kaneva, 2007, 2009; Jansen, 2008; 
Aronczyk, 2007; Volcic, 2008; Wills & Moore, 2008; Kaneva & 
Popescu, 2011; Varga, 2013). In this context nation branding is 
interpreted as an ideological project, a means of promoting a 
particular organization of power, knowledge and exchange in 
the construction and articulation of collective identities 
(Aronczyk, 2008:46).  

More specifically, this paper suggests that nation branding 
can be understood as a measure of the ‘cultural praxis of 
national identity formation’ (Löfgren, 1992) that provides and 
remakes the symbolic material, and develops the ideological 
and cultural components of the nation-state in ways that 
support existing political authority structures and elites. In this 
register nation branding ultimately becomes “an inner-oriented 
cultural-political measure that targets the citizens of the 
national state” and that takes on the form of identity politics 
(Varga, 2013:826). More precisely, Varga (2013) suggests, it 
can be interpreted along Raymond Williams’ (1984) term of 
cultural policy measures that function as ‘display’ and which 
can be differentiated from cultural policy ‘proper’ - the former 
being a socio-political tool that aims to uphold the symbolic 
legitimacy of the nation-state and its social order.  

In this conceptual framework this paper aims to explore the 
particular conditions within and the ways in which nation 
branding can become an instrument in the production and 
reproduction of the internal legitimacy of the nation-state. It 
aims to explain how discourses and practices of nation branding 
invent and reinforce notions of cultural similarity and difference 
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in the social imaginary with the ultimate purpose of producing 
and reproducing hegemonic discourses over belonging and 
citizenship. 

 
Branding a nation in the minority 
 
The underlying research is built on a series of in-depth, expert 
interviews I conducted as part of my PhD fieldwork in the 
Emirate of Sharjah in 2013, with a recent follow-up study in 
2019 based on secondary sources. Since the Emirate of Sharjah 
does not have a designated office for nation branding, the 
interviewed experts included policy makers, marketing and 
branding practitioners, academics and artists who were 
associated with those organizations that in the course of the 
research emerged as relevant to and impactful in shaping 
nation branding discourses and practices in Sharjah. These 
government bodies and organizations included the Sharjah 
Tourism and Commerce Development Authority, the Sharjah 
Investment and Development Authority (Shurooq), the 
Department of Culture and Information, the Sharjah Media 
Centre and the Sharjah Government Media Bureau, the Sharjah 
Museums Authority, and the Sharjah Art Foundation, in addition 
to university research centers, think thanks, and art galleries.  

Sharjah is the third largest emirate in the federation of the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE). A young state with a long history, 
Sharjah has been ruled by the Qasimi dynasty since the 18th 
century (Heard-Bey, 1982, 2005) and became founding part of 
the United Arab Emirates in 1971. Once called the Trucial 
States: Abu Dhabi, 'Ajman, Al Fujayrah, Ash Shariqah, Dubayy, 
and Umm al Qaywayn were joined by Ra's al Khaymah in 1972 
to form their present structure.  

According to United Nations, the total population of the UAE 
was around 9,4 million in 2017. Out of this number more than 
88% were immigrants1 and according to recent statistics, close 
to 99% of the jobs in the private sector is staffed by expatriate 
workers in 2019 (Zeffane & Kemp, 2019). Today, the Emirate 
of Sharjah has an estimated 1.6 million inhabitants and 
according to the last census of the Department of Statistics and 

                                                 
1
 https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ae.html 
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Community Development, the population was made up of over 
175,000 Emiratis and more than 1.2 million expatriates in 
2015.2  

As the immediate socio-political context of this research the 
UAE Government launched an Emiratisation campaign in 2005 
to address structural challenges in the job market. The 
campaign mandates the inclusion of Emiratis in the job sector 
and encourages the public and private sectors to implement 
Emiratisation policies at all levels through the establishment of 
a special department, quota and incentives. Ministerial Orders 
imposed a quota system on private sector employers whereby 
companies are obliged to recruit the stipulated number of UAE 
nationals to ensure the minimum percentage of participation of 
Emiratis in the workforce.3 Discussions about the wider 
implications of the population structure in relation to cultural 
transmission, and the preservation of national identity are 
abundant in the local media and in circles of the Emirati public.  

Sharjah was chosen as one of the case studies in a research 
of a larger scope that aimed to explore nation branding 
practices at work in various multicultural societies. With its 
paradigmatically cultural focus Sharjah was selected as an 
interesting and relevant example for studying the inner-
oriented aspects of nation branding policy and practice in a 
context where the actual cultural essence of the place is 
perceived to be contested and might need to be negotiated. 

 
Exploring identity through history 
 
Based on the expert interviews Sharjah’s brand construct 
emerges as a complex proposition around the notion of an 
intense cultural focus, the commitment to the preservation of 

tradition and heritage, the support of education and an 
embracement of contemporary art, and as a family destination. 
These attributes are perceived as “organically” connected to the 
identity of the place and its people, and as the “authentic” 
representation of the “essence” of the Emirate.  

                                                 
2
 http://www.sharjahupdate.com/2017/01/sharjah-census-2015-results-announced-sharjah-population-reaches-1-

4-million/ 
3
 https://www.government.ae/en/information-and-services/jobs/vision-2021-and-emiratisation/emiratisation- 
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The vision of Sharjah as the “Cultural Emirate” articulates 
itself almost as a programmatic mission that positions Sharjah 
within the UAE and in the wider Gulf region. This attribute of 
the place is perceived as an “inborn” quality of its people and 
not as a result of marketing strategies. Highlighting the cultural 
tones in Sharjah’s image is seen as the “natural” way of 
reflecting local identities. This cultural claim is perceived to be 
supported by Sharjah’s title of the "Cultural Capital of the Arab 
World” awarded by UNESCO in 1998 in appreciation of the 
Emirate’s cultural achievements and its successes in preserving 
its heritage – a title that has also qualified Sharjah to be 
chosen 'The Arab's Cultural Capital' for 1998 by the Arab 
League. In recognition of its remarkable contributions in 
preserving, promoting and disseminating culture at local, Arab 
and Islamic levels, Sharjah was also named the Capital of 
Islamic Culture for 2014.  

Sharjah’s pioneering role in advancing social development in 
the region emerges as another paradigmatic attribute of the 
brand. It is often mentioned that the first school of the United 
Arab Emirates was established in Sharjah in 1907, the first 
library in the country was opened here in 1933, and in 1942 
Sharjah became the first emirate to provide education for 
women. As one of its major tourism propositions the Emirate 
hosts 15 museums covering Islamic art and culture, 
archaeology, heritage, and science. Since 1998, the Emirate 
has been hosting The Sharjah Biennial which is today one of 
the biggest art events in the Arab world. In 2019 the Emirate 
presents the sixth edition of the annual Sharjah World Music 
Festival that celebrates Cultural Harmony Through Music. In 
2019 Sharjah was also named World Book Capital by UNESCO. 

Finally, Sharjah is also characterized as a “family 
destination”, a notion that brings about different connotations 
and meanings in the interviews. While the term emphasizes 
“political stability” and “individual safety” (in terms of low crime 
rates, for example), it also describes a “morally modest” and 
“conservative” atmosphere. In addition to these qualities some 
of the interviewed experts uses the term as a reference to the 
Emirate’s Islamic values. 

It is relevant to note that in these narratives the above 
categories and brand attributes are further qualified by an 
overarching notion of authenticity. This term, once again, 
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articulates a rich realm of qualities that includes: “purity”, 
“modesty”, “humbleness”; a sense of being “true”, “organic” 
and “locally embedded”; “unique” and “different” – especially 
when it is defined against the neighbouring emirates and other 
countries in the Gulf region.  

Beyond identifying Sharjah’s perceived brand attributes, this 
study also aimed to explore those professional understandings 
at work that the interviewed experts believed were and would 
be shaping Sharjah’s nation branding practices. In this context, 
the ‘cultural ethos’ of the Sharjah brand is articulated along two 
major themes in the interviews: the image of the ‘Cultural 
Emirate’ is built on references of history, tradition and heritage 
but also on elements of contemporary (and abstract) art. 
Notions of ‘heritage’ and ‘heritage-preservation’ serve twofold 
functions in these narratives. Heritage, both in its tangible and 
intangible forms is interpreted as an evidence of Sharjah’s long-
established ‘cultural identity’. However, the commitment to 
cultural preservation as part of the Sharjah brand also functions 
to provide historical and organic embedding for its course of 
social development.  

The ‘heritage-element’ of the Sharjah brand is rarely 
discussed solely in the context of tourism promotion strategies. 
There is an ongoing polemic that emerges from the interviews 
between those experts who highlight the marketing functions of 
these themes and those who emphasize the educational 
motivations behind a focus on heritage. This debate also relates 
to discussions about the origin and nature of trends of cultural 
revival in the wider region. For some, the recognition of 
economic and promotional value is the main reason behind 
tendencies of cultural boosterism in the Gulf. Others highlight 
the role of culture as an educational instrument of nation-
building. For them, long-term cultural policies in Sharjah should 
be interpreted as part of the nation-building efforts of the state. 
These leaders and practitioners accentuate the relevance of 
heritage preservation for strengthening historical memory and 
nurturing national identity. In this context the bold heritage 
element in the cultural focus of the Sharjah brand carries a 
primarily internal function, that is: cultural transmission.  

It is in this sense, as some of the interviewed experts 
highlight it, that Sharjah’s nation-building vision is in real 
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contrast with other strategies in the region. Mr. Peter Jackson, 
Architect Advisor in The Ruler's Office argues that 

“while in other areas their focus is on the highest buildings, and 

the biggest this and biggest that, Sharjah has been quietly 

getting on in exploring its own identity through its history.” 
 

Or, as Mr. Marwan Bin Jasem Al Sarkal, CEO of Shurooq - 
Sharjah Investment & Development Authority elaborates, while 
some development strategies in the region have been 
dominated by marketing and place branding priorities, Sharjah 
put nation-building and especially education in the middle of its 
long-term development policies.  

The unique priorities of Sharjah’s nation-building and nation 
branding strategies are boldly articulated in relation to the 
region’s ‘museums-debate’. Whereas museums in Sharjah are 
seen to serve an activation of community spirit and play a 
crucial role in saving cultural and communal reference points at 
a place that goes through a period of rapid transformation, 
museums in neighboring Abu Dhabi and Dubai are mainly 
considered to be part of the tourism development repertoire. In 
this context, what makes Sharjah’s nation branding practices 
unique is the historical and cultural awareness embodied in 
heritage preservation, thus connecting marketing to the visions 
of nation-building. 

 
Moulding cultured citizens 
 
Art and especially an embracement of contemporary art 
emerges as a further qualifier of Sharjah’s image and identity. 
Once again, the support of art becomes a paradigmatic brand 
attribute by which the Emirate strategically positions itself 
within the UAE and in the region. And once again, a 
commitment to the nurturing of art is featured in a historical 
context by which a sense of authenticity is created to the claim. 
References to Sharjah as historically a “place of learning and 
art”, and the portrayal of its ruling family as “learned men” and 
Maecenas of artists - are richly featured in these narratives. On 
the other hand, in the context of a perceived artistic revival in 
the region Sharjah is not only described as a pioneer but also a 
player that focuses on “real” and “authentic” artistic values 



Karlovitz, J. T. (Ed.): People and their Values in the Society, ISBN 978-3-903317-03-1 

50 

versus what is seen to be the “popular taste” pursued by others 
in the Gulf.  

In these narratives, however, the embracement of 
contemporary art also becomes a marker of ‘progressivity’ and 
‘modern-ness’. More precisely: art, the understanding of art, 
the cultivation of art, and the embracement of art become 
references of a process of “modernizing mindsets” and is 
considered to highlight a ‘natural’ and advanced phase of 
national progress and nation-building. Moreover, art becomes a 
reference to “creativity”, and an embracement of it is an 
educational mission of “nurturing creative thinking” in the wider 
population - as Ms. Manal Ataya, Director General of the 
Sharjah Museums Department explains it. In this context, the 
promotion of artistic production to visitors and tourism come 
only as complementary targets to the goal of nation-building.  

It is important to note that in these narratives there is a 
recurrent notion of the elite’s perceived responsibility for 
educating the local population. This vision is articulated through 
a series of subthemes about the perceived historical lack of art 
education in Sharjah and in the UAE, the apparent absence of a 
museum-going culture, and a general lack of interest in culture 
in general within the wider population. These discourses are 
dominated by a vison or mission for “moulding cultured 
citizens” who are proud of their national heritage but also 
familiar with contemporary art. As the increased exposure to 
contemporary and global art is seen to be a way of 
“modernizing people’s way of thinking”, the debate over the 
new international museums in Abu Dhabi, once again, gains a 
different perspective. While for some of the interviewed experts 
these new museums remain tourist attractions conceptualized 
to put Abu Dhabi on the map, others allow for an interpretation 
that the coming of these globally renowned institutions will 
provide exposure to locals to the latest trends in international 
art. Building a Guggenheim and a Louvre in Abu Dhabi, they 
argue, might create a local museum-going culture that is seen 
to be missing from the region. In these narratives 
contemporary global art becomes a reference to progressivity 
and these museums appear as messengers of ‘modern-ness’.  
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The ‘sheikh’s dilemma’ and the answer of nation 

branding 
 
The second part of this paper will connect the identified brand 
attributes and the related practices of nation branding to those 
social developments and political discourses that dominate 
current debates in Sharjah about the future of the Emirate. 
More precisely, the cultural and educational focus of the brand 
will be discussed in the context of how heritage conservation, 
cultural revival, cultural boosterism, the national identity 
building efforts of the state, and the recent Emiratization 
campaign relate to the ideological project of maintaining the 
cultural components of a ‘ruling bargain’ between the 
government and the population. It will also be suggested that 
Sharjah’s brand proposition as a family destination should be 
explained along those ideological discourses on the hegemonic 
ideal of the family that are used in support of the state’s 
‘ethnocratic’ project. Finally, the modern, or ‘worldling’ 
elements of the Sharjah brand will be explained in the context 
of how the nation-state tries to negotiate global cultural flows 
by portraying itself as modernizer, while also preserving the 
image of a patron and guardian of tradition, culture, and the 
interest of the national/Emirati minority segment of the 
population.  

As most early modernization theorists (Deutsch, 1953; 
Lerner, 1958) argued, in order to successfully cope with 
modernizing forces traditional rulers would inevitably face the 
‘king’s dilemma’. According to these scholars, economic and 
social transformation in modernizing societies necessarily 
creates new groups that traditional polity cannot sufficiently 
assimilate alongside its traditional groups (Davidson, 2005:66). 
As Christopher M. Davidson (2005) summarizes these 
arguments: the “traditional monarch would either have to resist 
modernization in some way or instead have to accommodate 
the new groups, a route that would invariably lead to ceding of 
former powers” (p. 66). However, Michael Hudson (1979) 
argues, in some cases a traditional polity can achieve long-term 
legitimacy and stability by strategically using certain traditional 
sources of legitimacy as part of its comprehensive survival 
strategy. Writing on the Middle East, Hudson suggests that 
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most ruling families in the Arabian Gulf have managed to 
maintain power and popular support by drawing in a range of 
legitimacy resources by which they have established and 
maintain their particular versions of an ‘unwritten bargain’ with 
their citizenry. In the United Arab Emirates, Suleyman Khalaf 
(2008) explains, the country’s very survival has been rested 
upon an “extremely delicate balance of legitimacy resources” 
containing both cultural and religious elements, in addition to 
rentier benefits distributed to the citizens (p. 150).  

Davidson (2005) provides a detailed analysis of the process 
of how the UAE’s traditional monarchies and their elites have 
managed “to circumvent the sheikh’s dilemma” by developing a 
ruling bargain based on a careful combination of traditional and 
material resources of legitimacy (p. 103.). One of the most 
important elements of the traditional polity’s legitimacy formula 
is the maintenance and invention of certain ‘cultural resources’ 
which underpin these ruling bargains (p. 77). It is in this 
context, this paper argues, that the all-encompassing notion of 
culture as the main attribute of Sharjah’s image and identity 
should be interpreted. Being rich in cultural traditions and 
having a proven, long-term cultural focus in its nation-building 
strategies, Sharjah’s cultural reputation is perceived to be its 
greatest asset and the very core of its brand proposition. This 
dynamic and condensed cultural focus is also perceived to set 
the direction of Sharjah’s brand positioning against the 
neighboring emirates and the wider region. As some of these 
interviewed experts put it: it is Sharjah’s cultural focus in which 
the Emirate’s reputation and identity come convert. Culture, 
thus, functions as an organizing idea along which all other 
attributes are interpreted, and as this study suggests, can be 
controlled.  

Sulayman Khalaf (2008) argues that the Gulf’s ‘imagined 
national communities’ rest on certain cultural and heritage-
related foundations which are being produced and reproduced, 
for example, in forms of heritage institutions and cultural 
festivals. These institutions and events provide these political 
communities with “a constructed theatre”, upon which such 
“invented cultural themes” are continuously promoted, 
reconstructed, and authorized as national political culture (p. 
41). Citing examples from the fields of anthropology and 
ethnography, Khalaf explains how “the production and 
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celebration of popular heritage culture with particular poetic 
discourses and strategic essentialism” function to safeguard 
national cultures, and in turn, national political identities in 
these traditional monarchies (p. 41). Writing on the invented 
museum culture of the UAE, for example, Khalaf notes that as a 
cultural project, the establishment of these institutions serve 
the “production of historic memories and nostalgia” which are 
transformed into “discourses of national politico-cultural 
representation” through a state-controlled media machinery (p. 
42). In a similar manner, Davidson (2005) continues, the 
recently institutionalized (and sometimes, invented) traditions 
of camel racing, pearling, or the building and rebuilding of forts 
and towers all should be added to the list of practices, 
monuments and objects which construct a “legitimizing bridge” 
between the traditional, governing elite and contemporary 
Emirati society (p. 78). 

Writing specifically on Sharjah Picton (2010) suggests that 
museums and heritage sites in the ‘Cultural Emirate’ operate to 
establish and maintain a sense of nationhood and nationalism 
in the young state. These sites have become places, he argues, 
“where nationals can practice imagining the nation and manage 
their local and global identity” (p. 80). These institutions and 
events provide the means for the state by which it can produce 
and appropriate historical and heritage knowledge and control 
the dissemination of it to the public (p. 80). As such, Picton 
concludes, these examples should be interpreted as ‘exercises 
of statecraft’ that use tradition and heritage in state formation 
and nation-building (p. 80). By celebrating national cultural 
heritage and arts, this paper suggests that nation branding 
should be interpreted as an instrument that reaffirms national 
identity and thus becomes a crucial part of the state’s internal 
legitimizing apparatus. 

When cultural cultivation operates through state-controlled 
institutions in a top-down manner, global cultural forces 
necessarily get into interplay with state policies. As many 
argue, globalization and modernity in the UAE are perceived to 
threaten what most nationals imagine to be ‘authentic’ Emirati 
culture and heritage to an extent that this sentiment becomes 
one of the major reasons behind the state-led heritage revival 
tendencies (Picton, 2010:69). For Picton (2010), these fears of 
the national population have been translated into a “politicized 
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government policy of heritage revival” which centers around 
the establishment of museums, heritage areas, the invention of 
cultural traditions, and generous state support for education 
and the arts (pp. 69-70). Both Picton (2010) and Khalaf (2008) 
argue that the Arab Gulf states and the UAE in particular are 
excellent examples of places where the construction of past 
heritage, often in forms of invented traditions has reached the 
levels of national cultural industries. In this context, the results 
of this study suggest, nation branding is not only a primary 
platform for celebrating cultural heritage but also an instrument 
through which the inculcation and strengthening of heritage-
related knowledge happens. Through its market-based and 
popular activations nation branding embraces the often recently 
invented elements of cultural tradition and contributes to their 
‘naturalization’.  

Khalaf (2008) argues that one of the most important 
consequences of these state-led heritage revival exercises in 
the Gulf is that these policies and initiatives enhance the image 
of the leaders of these states “as both patrons-cum-guardians 

of national heritage as well as state modernizers” (p. 41). As he 
explains, while the state emerges as “a supervisor who 
orchestrates the production/invention of heritage culture” (p. 
45) it does not only generates the symbolic meaning and 
ideological capital which support the making of its ideological 
identity, but it also builds an image of itself as a champion of 
modernization in the course of its successful negotiation of 
global cultural forces. In this context, once again, nation 
branding should be recognized as a major instrument that the 
state utilizes to communicate national identity in forms and 
manners which fit the language and suit the logic of 
globalization. 

Marwan M. Kraidy (2010) writes that what it means to ‘be 
modern’ in the Arab world has been vigorously contested since 
the 1850s. As he explains, “debates over the meaning of 
modernity are heated in the non-West because ‘modernity’ 
conjures up social progress, economic growth, individual 
emancipation, or cultural modernism, or, alternatively, cultural 
decline, loss of authenticity, and economic dependency”, 
complicating these discussions with the “widespread belief that 
modernity is incapable of shedding its Western ethos” (p. 8). 
Abdul Khaleq Abdulla (1984) explains that “ever since the 
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British recruited them to be imperial protégés” Emirati royals 
and leaders have strived to “monopolize definitions of 
modernity and sovereignty” from the nineteenth century (see in 
Kanna, 2011:9). For Kanna (2011) the recent history of the 
Emirates must also be interpreted in continuity with this project 
of the state that has been “shaped by the local struggle over 

ideals of modernity and independence” (Kanna, 2011:9). As 
this paper argues, debates around national identity and nation 
branding in the Arabian Gulf can be explained in the context of 
the dynamics through which “the taming of modernity” (Kraidy, 
2010:21) occurs, a process that is paradigmatically defined by 
a “contention in public life” that revolves around and focuses on 
defining and managing modernity. Drawing on what Kanna 
(2011) writes about Western ‘starchitects’, this paper suggests 
that nation branding experts, locals and expatriates alike 
contribute to the legitimization of “royal ideologies and claims 
to local historical memory” (p. 9). 

In the context of a discussion of Sharjah’s brand attribute as 
a ‘family destination’ it is important to note that since the 
1990s, a particular, “patriarchal and hierarchical construction of 
family” emerged to hegemony in public discourses and national 
representations that has not only played a role in locating 
family over the notion of tribe, for example, but also in 
representing the ideological construct of family as a tool of 
preserving “what many Emiratis consider authentic national 
culture” (p. 110). The connecting of the notion of the 
patriarchal family to the responsibility of preserving national 
cultural identity also led to a “spatialization of inside and 
outside” or to a definition of what belongs to “us” and what 
does not through the analogy of a family affair (p. 110). 
Situating Sharjah’s nation branding proposition as a family 
destination in the context of the ideological reconstruction of 
the notion of family as a site of preserving national 
authenticity, especially with the accompanying imagery that is 
mostly positioned to attract Gulf families, demonstrate how 
nation branding can be utilized to support a political program. 

While in the previous pages this paper aimed to provide an 
analytic account of how a strategic management of the 
symbolic elements of national identity formation has also been 
serving to support the cultural legitimacy resources of the 
ruling bargain between the traditional polity and the national 
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population, the next paragraphs will suggest that it is in the 
context of the emergence of certain ‘ethnocratic’ forms of 
political-legal structures (Longva, 2005) that the nature and 
course of development of nation branding practices in Sharjah 
gain actual form.  

Anh Nga Longva (2005) notes that the radical demographic 
imbalance between citizens and foreigners that characterize 
most Gulf societies unavoidably leads citizens worry about their 
cultural integrity which necessarily affects state policies. Longva 
describes ethnocratic systems as politico-legal structures in 
which elites posit “their own physical characteristics and 
cultural norms as the essence of the nation over which they 
rule, thus narrowing its definition and excluding all those within 
the polity who do not exhibit the same characteristics or 
embrace the same norms” (p. 119). Ethnocratic regimes are 
usually characterized by “a vivid awareness of being under 
threat” that is combined with “an equally vivid experience of 

empowerment derived from control over subordinate groups” - 
Longva explains (p. 126).  

In civic ethnocracies, such as most of the Gulf states, the 
preservation of elite minority privileges and the accompanying 
exclusion of Others are practised on the basis of nationality 
(and citizenship). As Miriam Cooke (2014) explains it, nation-
building on these not so long tribal territories “has turned into 

race into nation” which not only necessitates the fabricating of 
immediately recognizable identities to differentiate nationals 
from the immigrant part of the same polity (p. 12.) but also 
asserts “a unique right to citizenship and exclusive entitlement 

to national wealth” (p. 12). 
As Kanna (2011) concludes, however, the demographic 

tendencies of the Gulf cannot be fully explained without an 
understanding of the neolcolonial relationship by which the 
region connects to the global economic order. In his words, the 
“conjuncture of global forces with family-state agenda favoured 
the emergence of a discursive field in which a certain kind of 
ethno-nationalism” or ethnocracy “and an Arabized 

neoliberalism were flip sides of the same coin” (p. 31). It is in 
this context that nation branding becomes an important 
discoursive intervention, this paper concludes, that is not only 
capable of reaffirming the maintenance of the resources of the 
bargain and serve ethnocratic tendencies, but also to meet the 
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linguistic and methodological requirements of this specific type 
of ‘Arabized neoliberalism’ in the globalizing Gulf. As such, it 
becomes an example par excellence of such ideological 
measures that can support ethno-nationalist tendencies within 
the conditions of globalization and neoliberalism. 

 
The language par excellence of ethno-nationalism in 

neoliberalis 
 
This paper aimed to explore how, by their embracement of the 
government’s nation-building discourses, nation branding 
practices in Sharjah are linked to the legitimization efforts of 
the state. First, this paper argued that the increased exposure 
of the region’s national populations to different cultural regimes 
due to rapid technological changes and the radical influx of 
immigrants into these societies, reaffirmed the ruling 
monarchies in their attempts to project themselves as 
‘guardians’ of local culture. It was suggested that nation 
branding in the ‘Cultural Emirate’ has become an important 
measure of the ideological apparatus of the state that aims to 
create a notion of cultural authenticity in ways which support its 
political agenda. In this context nation branding was 
interpreted not only as a primary platform for celebrating 
cultural heritage but also as an instrument through which the 
inculcation and strengthening of heritage-related knowledge 
could happen. It was argued that through its market-based and 
popular activations, nation branding embraces the often 
recently invented elements of cultural tradition and contributed 
to their ‘naturalization’. More particularly, however, by 
highlighting and constantly reinventing Emirati heritage and 
tradition as the authentic cultural representation of the 
population, nation branding contributes tremendously to a form 
of identity politics that creates and reaffirms an ethno-
nationalist conception of community in the context of a 
multicultural social reality. This paper concluded that the 
construction of culture as an all-embracing attribute of place 
image and identity is a discursive instrument of control par 
excellence that limits and guides the dominant and legitimate 
ways of imagining and articulating the place. 
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Second, the emerging brand attribute of Sharjah as a pioneer 
of modernization and social development in a traditional region 
has been explained in the context of how the state negotiates 
the challenges of globalization within the framework of its ruling 
bargain with the population. In this context it has been 
concluded that while global changes have upset the cultural, 
religious and national identity resources of the ruling bargain 
between the state and its national population, globalization has 
enhanced the hegemony of the ruling sheikhs, and nation 
branding has become a major instrument that the state utilizes 
to communicate national identity in forms and manners which 
fit the language and suit the logic of globalization. This paper 
suggested that nation branding experts contribute enormously 
to the legitimization of royal ideologies and claims over 
development and progress. 

As its third major proposition this paper has situated nation 
branding discourses of Sharjah as a family destination in the 
context of those ideological efforts of the traditional polity by 
which it reconstructs a hegemonic, hierarchical and patriarchal 
notion of family as a site of preserving national authenticity. In 
addition to this, however, the naturalization of the notion of the 
patriarchal family and the connecting of it to the responsibility 
of preserving national cultural identity were also suggested to 
be seen as related to the naturalizing of the “ethnocratic 

spatialization of inside and outside, local and foreign” (Kanna, 
2011:110). The nation branding proposition of Sharjah as a 
family destination discoursively embraces the ethno-nationalist 
political agenda of the state.  

In sum, by an exploration of nation branding discourses and 
practices in Sharjah the results of this research have also 
supported the argument of existing literature on the character 
of neoliberalism in the region. As these studies argue, in the 
affluent Arabian Gulf, where citizens represent only a minority 
part of the particular resident populations, it is not economic 
value but “themes of cultural authenticity and forms of virtuous 
citizenship”, aligned with the a notion of a national struggle for 
modernity that serve as the main theme of the advancement of 
neoliberalism (Kanna, 2011:34). This paper has further 
explored the ways in which neoliberal discourses of nation 
branding connect to ethnocratic tendencies in the region. It is 
through its twofold nature as a neoliberal and ethnocratic 
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discourse that nation branding becomes an ‘exercises of 
statecraft’ and connects to the internal legitimization efforts of 
the traditional polity. 
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