
 As Iain Robertson indicates, when art is created, a 
distribution system forms around it. Intriguingly, he sees the 
international art market as the sole mechanism conferring 
value to art (1). In the past, artists usually exchanged their 
creativity in return for something. Robert Huges even argues 
that some of the works of the great Masters (which now have 
great value) would not have existed unless someone had paid 
for them, and paid well. He considers the idea that money, 
patronage and trade corrupt the �wells of imagination�, to 
be a �pious �ction� (2). �is means that there needs to be a 
system at work to distribute art and grant it value. At the 
beginning of the millennium, the UAE was not on the art 
map, yet in just a few years, it has managed to prove itself as 
an emerging art market, one that is capable to attract sub--
stantive art investors. �ese investors no more consider art 
which is created in the Middle East to be �junk�, but rather 
have started to give it the label of being cutting edge. �e 
art in question might not have changed in the last decade, 
but there are factors that allowed for this alteration in the 
perception of �value�. Alan Bowness described four circles of 
recognition through which an artist goes through on his/her 
path to fame: peer recognition, critical recognition, patrona-
age by dealers and collectors, and �nally public acclaim (3). 
Countries seeking to increase the value of their art, it seems, 
are required to go through nine major steps. Each of these 
steps plays a role in adding value. 

1- Political Stability. Country’s Infrastructure and Econo-
omy.
 �ere appears to be a direct relationship between a 
given country�s development and political status and the way 
in which its art is perceived and valued. �ere is a di�erence 
in value between two similar artworks painted by two artists 
where one resides in New York, and the other in Abidjan. 
Clearly, art created in New York will have more value (4).  
Since 1971, the UAE has enjoyed remarkable political stab-
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 Is the value of art simply an agreement be--
tween conscious entities where the art object escapes 
the physical world to touch something beyond us? 
Does this explain why it reaches imaginary prices 
which o�en bewilders, not only the general publ-
lic, but also art connoisseurs? In 2008, the United 
Arab Emirates (UAE) in�estment �rm, Abraaj 
Capital, launched a new annual art prize worth 
600,000 USD. �e competition encouraged emergi-
ing artists living in the Middle East, North A�ica 
and Southeast Asia to submit an application with 
an internationally known curator with whom they 
were expected to work in order to develop the art 
concept. �ree winning projects will be showcased 
at Art Dubai 2009, and will become part of the 
Abraaj Capital corporate collection. 

 By o�ering one of the world�s most substantial art 
competition endowments, can one assume that the UAE has 
bought the ability to in�uence the art world and grant valu-
ue to emerging artists from the region? Or is there a system 
at work that has been serving to establish the value of art? 
It appears that the UAE decided to embark on a shortcut 
that takes advantage of the decades, or even the hundreds of 
years, of art knowledge that Western countries employed to 
grant value to their arts. �ere is a di�erence between �price� 
and �value�. It is possible for the price of artworks of the winn-
ning artists to reach international standards by time, but the 
question remains whether art created in such countries has 
value. 
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bility. �e federation between the seven emirates has proved 
to be very successful and is quite unique as it is open to the 
world, yet manages to adhere to local traditions and heritage. 
�is political security and model of excellence has encoura-
aged foreign investments (5).  Living standards have dramatic-
cally improved in the UAE as huge sums of money have been 
poured in to build the country�s infrastructure, develop its 
social institutions, create jobs, diversify the economy (maki-
ing it less dependant on oil) and consequently improve livi-
ing standards. �e population of Abu Dhabi alone grew by 
8% in 2008, and the urban planning council estimates that 
the population will treble in the next twenty years to more 
than three million. Accordingly, there are plans to develop 
advanced transportation to include metro, rail and tram syst-
tems (6).  �e UAE has plans to become the �rst Arab state to 
develop atomic energy to meet its huge power demands (7).  
Since it opened in September 2004, the Dubai International 
Financial Centre (DIFC) is the world�s fastest growing int-
ternational �nancial centre. It also established a world-class 
stock exchange, the Dubai International Financial Exchange 
(DIFX) in 2005 (8). With an annual capita of 25,000 pounds, 
Abu Dhabians are among the richest people on earth (9).

2- Education.
 �ere is a correlation between wealth and culture 
(10).  �is might explain why Western countries appreciate 
art more than developing countries. RAND, an American 
institution that helps improve policy and decision-making 
through research and analysis has conducted a study to exp-
plore the characteristics of art participants and the factors 
that in�uence art participation in the United States. �e 
study indicates that, historically, �education has proven to be 
the single best predictor of participation in the �ne arts.� (11)  
It found that people who attend museums are better educ-
cated and have higher incomes. It also found a relationship 
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between income and education, suggesting that people who 
earn a higher income tend to be more educated. Hence, we 
can consider general education as an internal factor in adding 
value to the arts as it helps people to appreciate the medium. 
With time, this appreciation and the increased level of art 
participation, will give rise to people who grow into a society 
that is culturally and artistically nurtured. It is inevitable that 
art appreciation will start to translate into value. �e UAE 
which is a very rich country, has realized the importance of 
general education. It has made it a priority in the last two 
decades. Education spending was 4.6 billion USD in 2008 
and is generally by far the largest item in the federal budget 
(12) (Appendix 1, contains a summary of the education in 
the UAE). 

3- Government policies.
 �e federal government of the UAE has recognized 
that it is a political priority to enhance the public infrastruct-
ture to achieve civilized life. In 2005, foreigners were allowed 
to own land on a leasehold basis which has triggered a boom 
in construction and foreign investment in many parts of Abu 
Dhabi, similar to the one that has been occurring in Dubai 
(13).  According to the Abu Dhabi Chamber of Commerce 
and Industry, ��e United Arab Emirates has one of the most 
dynamic economies in the Gulf with a booming oil indust-
try, Free Trade Zone with 100 % foreign ownership, stock 
exchange, privatization, industrial zones, and an open banki-
ing system.� (14) �e UAE has no income, sales, property, or 
value added taxes (15).  Over 75% of imports enter duty free 
and 25% are subject to a 5% tari�. �ere are no duties on 
exports.  As for intellectual property, the UAE (which is a 
member of the World Intellectual Property Organization) 
passed three laws in 1992 protecting intellectual property:  a 
copyright law, a trademark law, and a patent law. Implement-
tation of the copyright law began in September 1994 (16). 
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