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Preceding the development of Yale-NUS, Yale attempted to partner with Abu Dhabi of-
ficials to establish a satellite art institution on Saadiyat Island, or “Happiness Island” as it 
translates from Arabic. In his essay examining this early internationalization effort, Nich-
olas Stewart ’18 suggests that the satellite offered Yale and Abu Dhabi the opportunity 
to forge an identity beyond their own physical borders. However, in 2008, negotiations 
broke down as a result of disagreements over whether the institute would offer full-fledged 
Yale degrees. Although the institution never came to fruition, Stewart argues that it served 
as a precedent for the Yale’s later globalization efforts and represented a mutual partnership 
based on similar but misaligned aspirations.
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In May 1987, Yale University President Benno C. Schmidt announced the latest 
initiative to reshape the city beyond Phelps Gate. “New Haven is our home,” he reported. 
“We exist in the center of this magnificent city. Yale has a tremendous amount to gain 
through a more active and systematic role in New Haven.”1 Schmidt’s plan, comprising 
$50 million of investments in residential, commercial, and industrial properties in the city, 
was neither Yale’s first nor last intervention in the built environment of its post-industrial 
hometown. Years of Yale-supported urban renewal initiatives like the Oak Street Connec-
tor, Science Park, and the Broadway Shopping District attested the university’s longstand-
ing aspiration to play an “active and systematic role” in its surrounding city.2

Yet time and again, these interventions failed to realize Schmidt’s hopes for a “mag-
nificent city.” Yale’s fantastical vision of neo-Gothic spires and manicured triangles abruptly 
stopped at the borders of its campus. To the New York Times, New Haven in 1991 repre-
sented a “battleground” for “armed youths” that made the “Wild West lifestyle of the drug 
and gang culture…readily available.”3 Of all American cities with more than one hundred 
thousand residents, early-nineties New Haven had the sixth-highest rate of violent crime 
per capita.4 Even more disconcerting to members of the Yale Corporation, 1,439 major 
crimes occurred on-campus in 1990 alone.5 The realities of New Haven had made their 
way onto Yale’s campus. 

For this reason, university administrators soon took an interest in the world beyond 
New Haven. A framework for globalization—one that intended to extract Yale from the 
city’s decay—emerged from a 1997 Corporation retreat.6 One decade later, this reimag-
ined conception of the University had taken root in the desert sands of the United Arab 
Emirates, halfway around the world. There, in Abu Dhabi, Yale proposed a satellite arts 
institute on Saadiyat Island: a $27 billion real estate development plan that’s contents read 
like menu items at Union League Cafe. Handsome Dan would roam unleashed among mu-
seum outposts like the Louvre and Guggenheim; hotels like the Park Hyatt and St. Regis; 
and shops like Louis Vuitton and Dior. The “world class cultural district,” as promotional 
material for the Saadiyat Island development touted in 2008, offered visitors a fantasy not 
unlike that of the Yale campus.7 Finally, the University had found an intersection of town 
and gown where Schmidt’s “magnificent city” might at last come into existence. 

But Abu Dhabi wanted more than fantasy. Ironically, local officials sought to wield 
the glitz of Saadiyat Island as a means to producing a sustainable reality. In the minds of 
Emirati leaders, Louis Vuitton and the Louvre would undergird an identity for Abu Dhabi 
meant to outlive its decades-old oil boom. And so when Emirati officials insisted in 2008 
that Yale grant degrees at Saadiyat Island—demanding, that is, that the outpost be a real 
institution—they arrived at an impasse. University administrators declined, explaining that 
they “[were] not interested in a campus with Yale degrees.”8 Despite the undertaking’s 
consequent demise, both Yale and Abu Dhabi subscribed to the same underlying premise 
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in their pursuit of a joint venture: the built world, they believed, could be an instrument of 
propaganda with which to construct identities and promote their brands. The project met 
with failure as the University and city-state employed similar logic to oppositional ends. 
In other words, Saadiyat Island presented a site on which Yale and Abu Dhabi alike could 
project idealized versions of themselves; but these representations—of fantasy and reality, 
respectively—proved irreconcilable. 
  ____________

Long before Yale envisioned expanding beyond New Haven’s borders, the Uni-
versity manipulated its surroundings in accordance with the logic it later resurrected on 
Saadiyat Island. Two foundational assumptions implicitly supported these recurrent cycles 
of renewal: that New Haven was an improper backyard for Yale and that intervention in 
the physical landscape was the sole means to cure this urban ill. A kind of environmen-
tal determinism therefore underpinned New Haven’s development, as an early-twentieth-
century municipal report demonstrates: “It is the duty of the city to…control its develop-
ment [such that] the man-made conditions of living and working…shall make possible the 
greatest productive power along with the greatest satisfaction in the work and life.”9 Ac-
cording to city officials, “man-made conditions of living and working” were responsible for 
“productive power” and the “general satisfaction” of local residents. For this reason, Yale 
administrators and city planners collaborated to reform New Haven through alterations to 
its infrastructure and architecture. 

Repeatedly, administrators and planners conceived of the Elm City in utopian 
terms. New Haven represented a paradigm of progress, where American ideals could not 
only manifest themselves in the built environment but also redress the structural, systemic 
wrongdoings of society. For instance, a 1910 recommendation from prominent archi-
tects Cass Gilbert and Yale-graduate Frederick Law Olmsted laid out a “well-defined pro-
gramme” of “dignified” public spaces and axial boulevards reminiscent of Pierre L’Enfant’s 
civic-minded plan for Washington, D.C.10 Through twentieth-century renewal efforts like 
this, New Haven became the subject of imaginative fantasies.

Only during the postwar years did Yale finally realize its ambitious agenda of city-
as-propaganda. The words of a 1965 special to the New York Times attested to New Ha-
ven’s urban revitalization: “The American dream of a slumless city may be fulfilled here. 
About a third of this city—six square miles—is being renewed at a cost that will exceed 
$500 million in public and private investments.”11 Here, reporter Samuel Kaplan conflated 
the “American dream” with the erasure of slums and the disappearance of their residents. 
He also illustrated the vast extent of this erasure: renewal was to consume “a third of this 
city.” In fact, midcentury New Haven received more federal funding per capita than any 
other city in the United States: on average, $458 for each resident, which was nearly fifteen 
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times more than New Yorkers received during the same period.12 With these funds at hand, 
planners set about replacing tenements and decrepit brownstones with immense stadiums, 
housing projects, and highways. 

Though these transformations occurred at the behest of local officials, they reflected 
in many ways Yale’s own hopes and dreams for its hometown. Often, officials represented 
the interests of the University. As political economist Gordon Lafer summarizes, “Mayor 
Richard Lee came to City Hall directly from serving as Yale’s Director of Public Relations; 
his chief development administrator was the son-in-law of the Yale College Dean;…and 
Yale President Griswold served as vice-chair of the Citizens Action Commission that over-
saw the terms of development.”13 Lee served as New Haven’s mayor from 1954 to 1970 
and spearheaded much of the city’s urban renewal.14

The university intervened in less explicit ways, too. Historian Brian Goldstein 
writes, “Behind the scenes, the university helped attract federal monies to New Haven, 
both by its prominence and by its political connections, building a university-city alli-
ance.”15 The vision for New Haven that Mayor Lee put forward during his sixteen-year 
tenure—one of “restoring elegance and grace to this city,” in his words—thus emerged 
from the ivory tower within the Elm City’s nine squares.16

____________

 By the eighties, it seemed urban renewal had reached a dead end. Near the Yale-
New Haven Hospital, the Oak Street Connector’s eight lanes of asphalt sputtered to an 
abrupt and seemingly arbitrary stop in a soot-covered, utilitarian parking structure generi-
cally named the “Air Rights Garage.” Mounting uproar over the replacement of city blocks 
with a superhighway prevented the Connector’s completion. The New Haven Veterans 
Memorial Coliseum, with its eleven thousand seats and raucous WWE wrestling matches, 
had become a “white elephant” by the mid-1980s, in the words of then-Mayor Biagio 
DiLieto.17 Anchor tenants like Macy’s and Conran’s abandoned over one hundred thousand 
square feet of retail space in the Chapel Square Mall, whose visitors increasingly patronized 
suburban shopping centers instead.18 Although Yale had sculpted New Haven according to 
the rhetoric of midcentury modernist planning, this reshaping had assumed a very differ-
ent appearance in practice than in the plans and elevations of its architects.
 Most problematically, this style of planning failed to produce the “slumless city” 
it had once promised. The state of late-twentieth-century New Haven undermined the 
operating principle of urban renewal—that the construction of highways, arenas and malls 
could rid the city of blight and conflict. Writing of New Haven’s violence and crime for the 
Atlantic in 1995, Adam Walinsky reported, “In 1960, for example, six murders, four rapes, 
and sixteen robberies were reported in New Haven.… In 1990 that city, with a population 
14 percent smaller, had thirty-one murders, 168 rapes, and 1,784 robberies: robberies 
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increased more than 100 times, or 10,000 percent, over thirty years.”19 Most disturbingly, 
Walinksy’s statistics demonstrated that crime soared in the wake of Yale’s redevelopment 
of New Haven. According to the environmental determinist logic of University administra-
tors and city officials themselves, this redevelopment actively perpetuated the maladies it 
sought to eliminate.
 More than crime alone, New Haven experienced a broader economic and social 
downturn. Between 1990 and 1995, the city lost eleven percent of its population (around 
15,000 people) as longtime residents fled to the suburbs.20 It thus became home to those 
who could not afford to leave: during this same period, one fifth of residents lived in pov-
erty—a rate that had increased by fifty percent in the prior twenty years.21 Other than the 
continued crumbling of the Coliseum and Oak Street Connector, New Haven’s cityscape 
sat largely untouched; in the early-1990s, the number of city-issued building permits fell 
by twenty-five percent.22 Speaking to the New York Times in 1991, Mayor John C. Daniels 
presented the city’s desperate reality in more accessible terms: “It’s getting to the point 
where I’m afraid to open the morning newspaper.”23

____________

 Against this backdrop of blight and decline, Yale shifted its focus away from New 
Haven altogether. Once again, the university aimed to reimagine its surroundings in hopes 
of affirming its prestige; this time, however, these surroundings lay far beyond the Metro-
North corridor. To this end, members of the Yale Corporation dedicated their 1997 fall 
retreat to reframing their brand in a context broader than that of New Haven.24 They there-
fore sought to “position Yale as a global university of consequence”—to export the uni-
versity abroad.25 Blight and decline next door mattered little, these Corporation members 
reasoned, if Yale could transcend the limitations that New Haven posed. 
 In some ways, it already had: Yale engaged actively with the globalizing economy of 
the late-twentieth century. Yale’s spatial expansion beyond New Haven followed from an 
analogous economic one: between 1980 and 2007, the value of the world’s transnational 
flow of goods, services, and finance ballooned from $2.6 trillion to $29.3 trillion.26 In this 
same period, cross-border flow came to account for more than half of the global economy.27 
The University implicated itself in this economy from which the rest of New Haven was 
barred, as Lafer highlights: “Yale generates the majority of its wealth from investment 
across the globe in everything from oil exploration to resort development to junk bonds.…
The University effectively operates in an economy, which, though physically located within 
the city, is almost wholly isolated from its economic realities.”28 This kind of isolation—an 
economic one—thus enabled Yale’s departure from New Haven. 
 In aspiring to the status of global university, though, Yale was not alone. Simulta-
neously, universities across the United States concocted plans to integrate themselves eco-
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nomically and spatially into an increasingly global world. Once, “colleges and universities 
[were] viewed as anchor institutions…tightly linked to their local communities,” write ed-
ucation experts Jason Lane and Kevin Kinser.29 But many universities rejected the implicit 
assumption that they were somehow bound to the towns and cities in which they had long 
resided. In dismissing this longstanding logic, these universities embraced an alternative 
mode of existence: a proliferation of the global branch campus, which produced a Georgia 
Institute of Technology in western France, a Johns Hopkins in northern Italy, and a Carn-
egie Mellon in Rwanda.30 That these outposts surfaced in such diverse corners of the globe 
attested to their increasing ubiquity—the three-year period between 2010 and 2013 saw 
a twenty-three percent increase in the number of international branch campuses.31 Yale’s 
dreams of establishing itself as “a global university of consequence” were part of a wide-
spread internationalization of American academic institutions.  
 At the same time, Yale’s efforts were exceptional: no other university contended 
with a legacy of such intensive intervention in the landscape of its hometown. Yale looked 
to expand abroad not only to participate in the global economy, but also in hopes of re-
structuring the built world in order to match the reality beyond campus gates to the fan-
tasy within them. When University President Richard Levin proclaimed in 2007 that Yale 
had had “been widely acknowledged as the most active and visible [academic institution] 
on the international front,” he spoke in dialogue with President Schmidt’s late-twentieth 
century advocacy for an “active and systematic role” in urban revitalization. In this sense, 
Saadiyat Island proved an extension of New Haven’s nine squares.

____________
 
 Here lay neither an Oak Street Connector nor a Chapel Square Mall; instead there 
were championship golf courses and gold-bar-dispensing ATMs. Over several decades, 
the United Arab Emirates evolved from a series of impoverished British colonies (the Tru-
cial States, as they were known) to an oligarchic powerhouse whose economy yielded the 
eighth-highest gross domestic product per capita in the world.32 As both the capital of 
the emirates and the site of the country’s oil reserves, Abu Dhabi quickly came to reflect 
its newfound status of boomtown-cum-parliamentary-hub. Dunes disappeared beneath a 
realm of superlatives. There was the world’s largest carpet (in the Sheikh Zayed Mosque), 
the world’s biggest dome (at the $3 billion Emirates Palace Hotel), and the world’s fastest 
roller coaster (Ferrari World’s Formula Rossa, which reaches 150 miles per hour in five 
seconds).33 Abu Dhabi treated its desert sands much like Yale approached the city streets 
of New Haven: as a setting whose reimaging might one day yield a utopia worthy of its 
creators.
 Saadiyat Island epitomized this logic. From its very name, the development served 
as propaganda: “Happiness Island,” as it translates from Arabic, evoked the beaches, five-
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star hotels, and world-class museums that were to occupy its ten square miles in the years 
to come. One executive at Abu Dhabi’s Tourism & Culture Authority deemed the project 
“a bridge to the future, to connect knowledge and civilization.” Another claimed that it was 
an “experience…rich in discovery and grounded in acceptance, understanding, and empa-
thy.”34 Platitudes like these crystallized the intent of government officials: to forge from the 
physical landscape of Saadiyat Island something wholly non-physical—an identity for the 
city-state and for the other emirates beyond its borders.
 Thus, officials deferred to brands and institutions older than their own country, 
like the Louvre, Guggenheim, Park Hyatt, and St. Regis. (Incidentally, both museums were 
paid over one billion dollars as part of their respective partnership deals.) To similar ends, 
the Al Nahyan ruling family of Abu Dhabi provided New York University (NYU) with an 
unrestricted $50 million gift and showered its president, John Sexton, with oriental rugs 
and fanciful paintings, affirming the university’s choice to open in 2010 a branch campus 
on Saadiyat Island.35 Side by side sat a curated assortment of even more superlatives: the 
world’s best museums, hotels, and universities, which previously had had little more in 
common with one another than their participation in the same global economy that had 
long benefited Yale. This was a smorgasbord of sorts of all the planet had to offer—and 
alongside white-sand beaches and beneath palm trees, at that.
 These symbolic and propagandist ambitions underlay Abu Dhabi’s selection of Yale 
to anchor its educational program on Saadiyat Island. Like with NYU several years earlier, 
this collaboration emerged from a delicate courtship of sorts. In the first years of the twen-
ty-first century, officials from both Yale and Abu Dhabi flirted with the prospect of partner-
ship. First, a twenty-member delegation of Emirati administrators came to New Haven, 
meandering through residential colleges, perusing libraries, and sampling local apizza.36 
Soon after, Vice President and University Secretary Linda Lorimer visited Abu Dhabi in 
hopes of “building Yale ties in the Middle East.”37 There, she addressed the graduating class 
of Abu Dhabi’s Zayed University. A gaggle of deans and professors later voyaged to the 
United Arab Emirates for nine days of negotiations with the country’s leaders.38 This slow, 
often-secretive process culminated with the 2007 announcement of the Saadiyat Island 
Cultural District’s crown jewel: Yale Abu Dhabi. This campus was not only to be a boon 
to the local Tourism & Culture Authority; reciprocally, the university had finally found its 
fantasy.

____________

Abu Dhabi, however, already had a fantasy. It had unending carpets, soaring domes, 
and ostensibly supersonic roller coasters. Saadiyat Island therefore complicated conven-
tional conceptions of the city-state as a vapid playground for rogue sheikhs and business-
men. The new development rejected the indoor ski slopes and palm tree-shaped artificial 
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islands of neighboring Dubai in favor of chef d’oeuvres by Henri Matisse and Édouard 
Manet and courses from renowned professors.39 In this way, Abu Dhabi used the reshaping 
of its landscape to antithetical ends to those of Yale in New Haven—to produce superla-
tives that were, in fact, of substance. As prominent urban planner Brigitte Dumortier notes, 
Saadiyat Island was “a tool for planning, public policy, and community development.”40 
 Officials aimed to use this tool to invest in a reality beyond the ski slopes and man-
made islands that oil wealth had produced. Ironically, the appeal to Western notions of 
culture—an appeal that joint ventures with museums and universities achieved—was in-
tended to underlie the construction of a uniquely Emirati identity (for this reason, the 
billion-dollar branding agreements with the Louvre and Guggenheim are set to expire after 
thirty years, at which point local organizations will run the institutions). Diplomat Cynthia 
Schneider dubs this process “Emiratization”: the “gradual […] weaning [of ] the cultural 
institutions and agencies from foreign managers and workforce and replacing them with 
Emiratis.”41 

Subversively, this appropriation of Western culture was meant to create an Abu 
Dhabi that might outlast carpets, domes, and roller coasters. Saadiyat Island’s designers 
conceived of a landscape as visionary as that of midcentury New Haven, but in hopes of 
reimagining the city-state as something real. As journalist John Hockenberry writes, “In 
my Middle East…towers and glassy spires in…Abu Dhabi were not rides in an oil-themed 
amusement park, they were monuments to the anticipated restoration of an Islamic em-
pire.”42 Even if the Louvre and NYU Abu Dhabi achieved propagandist ends, they served a 
more elementary purpose, too: to provide locals with access to a world that was more than 
fantasy.

Yale and Emirati officials dreamed of sculpting the very same desert sands into a 
landscape that reflected their respective aspirations. Problematically, these aspirations did 
not align. The university envisioned “the couture line in New Haven and then the Ca-
nal Street fake version somewhere in the Middle East,” the Yale Daily News reported.43 Of 
course, Abu Dhabi wanted that same “couture line” for itself. When negotiations turned to 
the crux of the potential partnership—whether degrees would bear Yale’s name—prospects 
of an outpost on Saadiyat Island receded back into the desert sands from which they had 
once emerged. Yale Abu Dhabi was no more.

Soon, the undertaking was all but forgotten. Abu Dhabi began construction on the 
museums, golf courses, and luxury hotels it had long advertised. Yale quickly announced 
alternative initiatives: the Yale Center Beijing and Yale-NUS in Singapore. But Yale Abu 
Dhabi served as precedent for these since-realized projects, and the same logics and as-
pirations that framed the failed undertaking presented themselves again. Yale-NUS, for 
example, grants only degrees from the National University of Singapore. It boasts several 
residential colleges (named Saga, Elm, and Cendana) as well as an acceptance rate of three 
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percent.44 And so Saadiyat Island did not become Benno Schmidt’s “magnificent city”—
just as New Haven had failed to fit this vision before it. But as Yale’s internationalization 
efforts demonstrate, this city need not exist in the real world—rather, it sits in the plans 
of Olmsted, the minutes of Corporation meetings, and the renderings of Saadiyat Island. 
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