In the Dreamtime of Oil

Wealth and Development in an Anomalous Time

THERE WAS A FURIOUS KNOCK at the door of my room one afternoon. I had beenin
Bahla, the beautlful walled casls town In the Interlor reglon (al-Dakhiliya) of
the Sultanate of Oman for just two months, but [ already knew that this was
highly unusual. I threw on the headscarf that my hosts had asked me to wear
while I lived In thelr home and cautlously opened the door. To my surprise, It
was one of my landlord’s grown sons. We were both suddenly uncomfortable;
untll then only mylandlady or the young children of the family had come to my
door, mostly to let me know that a meal was ready, that visitors had come, orto
ask whether I would like to joln my landlady as she went to a nelghbor’s house
for a coffee gathering. After an awkward pause, Majld suddenly announced:
“Come quickly, there has been a coup d¥tat!” “What?" I asked, even more sur-
prised “Yes, a change In government, come downstalrs, It's on televislon,” he
sald urgently We ran downstalrs and jolned the rest of the family as they stood
silently and solemnly In front of the large televislon perched on the bockease
of the otherwlse furniture-less family room. Indeed, the usual afternoon car-
toon programining on Omanl natlonal televislon had been interrupted and a
stern-faced newswoman was declaring that the government was about to make
an Impoertant announcement. But soon it became clear that there had been no
coup; rather, the government was lssulng a constltutlon,

[ could not stop thinking about Majld’s actlons. Why had he expected or
assumed that there would be a coup? What had motivated him to leave his
home in one of the new suburbs of Bahla, jump in his car, and speed over rut-
ted dirt roads to his father’s house in the Interlor of the walled town? There had
been no sign of high-level political instability and the Sultan remained, desplte
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some whispered discontent here and there, Immensely popular. And, yet, Majid
was convinced that the Interruption that day of state-run television could mean
only one thing: a coup.

Several months later, [ galned a better understanding of the anxletles that
had motlvated Majid’s actlons from an unlikely source. A popular Omanl soap
opera (halga) alred on state-run televislon. The soap opera seemed to transfix
the natlon, as it did Bahla. Every evening, after dinner and after the evening
prayers, my host famlly and I would sit on the floor of thelr family room and
watch the program. Whereas the televislon often served as a source of back-
ground nolse rather than the focus of the family’s or guests soclal activitles,
during the alring of this program, as on the day the constitutlon was pro-
clalmed, It commanded everyones undivided attentlon. Even the ublquitous
tray of coffee and dates, or, my favorlte, an evenlng round of diluted fresh milk
mixed with thyme and finely crushed red peppers, would walt untll the pro-
gram was over, The plot of the soap opera was simple, even pat. But, It clearly
drew on, tapped lito, and encapsulated people’s deep-seated anxletles about
Oman’s unexpected oll wealth, the massive infrastructural, bureaucratle, and
soclal transformations that this wealth produced, and the antlcipation of its
equally sudden decline.

The elevator In a bullding where a wealthy businessman works breaks down
one day as he emters It. The elevator falls several floors, and the man inside
1s serlously Injured. He is rushed to a hospital and for several days remains
In a coma while we, the viewers of the soap opera, follow the turmoll of his
famlily as they grapple with the prospect of losing him, with tensions over his
estate, and with anxlety over a lost briefcase full of money that mysteriously
disappeared from the elevator during the accldent. Several days later, the man
awakes from the coma. He has made a complete recovery but for one thing he
cannot remember anything that has happened in the previous thirty years. In
the eplsodes that follow, viewers share In the businessman’s awe at the Incred-
1ble bulldings and Infrastructure that have become modern Oman: highways,
luxtury cars, “modern” (non-Quranic) schools, the gold doors of a bank, enor-
mous new mosques. Everything Is a shock to this man, who has just woken up
and cannot belleve that what he sees Is real.

As the soap opera made explicit, Bahlawls also described Oman’s dramatic
and sudden transformatlon from Isolatlon and poverty since 1970, the year Sul-
tan Qaboos bin Sa’ld al-Bu Sa‘ld ousted his father in a palace coup d*état, as a
“reawakening” They also called it “hard to belleve” (sa'b al-tasdig). Are all the
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changes since oll began to be commerclally exported 1n 1967 and since Qaboos
bin Sa'id al-Bu Sa’ld became Sultan real? Or 1s it a dream? Wil all the apparent
wealth and Infrastructural glamour disappear, like the briefcase, just as mys-
terlously and suddenly as 1t appeared? After all, Oman's oll supplies are, as the
state contlnually reminds its citlzens, limited. Indeed, could the entlre structure
of everyday life, including the government, suddenly change again as well? By
antlclpating a coup and pre-empting the future, Majid had merely drawn a les-
son from the past and linked Oman’s political fate to that of its oll. And, by
standing at that cruclal moment shoulder-to-shoulder with his father, a man
distinctly of an older generatlon, Majld was afhrming his relatlonship to local-
Ity and to the past of interlor O man.

Ower the year and a half between 1996 and 1997 that [ spent in Bahla par-
tlclpating 1n everyday nelghborly life, [ came to see that Oman’s post-1970 era
of polltical stabllity, oll wealth, prosperity, and modernity—no matter how
tenuous, unevenly distrlbuted, or experlenced as successful or falled—was
also often understood as anomalous. It was thought of as a time "In between"
tlmes of political instability and poverty, of the past and quite possibly of the
future too. This book explores how Bahlawls inhablted and understood Oman's
dramatic oll-produced transformatlons. It examines how the past was evaked,
experlenced, and managed in the present, and how the present was haunted
by the future.! The book focuses on key institutions, Infrastructures, and so-
clal practices that Bahlawls described to me as having changed since the eatly
1970s: the systems of governance and order In Bahla, the avallabllity of lel-
sure tiine and women’s practlces of soclality, the Implementatlon of mass state
schoeling, the introductlon of plped water, and, finally, the breaking of connec-
tlons with East Africa. Tenslons about soclality and community mere broadly, I
argue, were products not only of displeasure with current soclal and economic
condltlons, but also of contested understandings of the past and uncertaln ex-
pectations of the future.

Cltizens, development policles, and states often produce and assume
multlple and at times contradictory temporalities, sometimes tled to the ex-
ploltatlon of natural resources, often linked to shifts in rule, and, of course,
frequently presumed to follow teleologles of progress and modernization.
However, while most states, and especlally autherltarlan ones, presumme to
hold the keys to a deferred utoplan future (Elss 2002), other states and thelr
development discourses seem to encourage mysterles, miracles, surprlses, and
deferred dystoplas. This 1s the case of Oman. In part because the state has
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encouraged such discourses, many Omanls also wonder If they might “wake
up” cne day only to discover that the years of prosperlty since the 1970 coup

have been a dream.
The Sultanate of Oman and the Miracle of the Renaissance

The success that has been achieved in Oman during the years of the

renaissance amounis to a mirade. It is the achievement ofﬂrf leader, and

his people guided by the wisdom and determination of His Majesty Sultan

Daboos bin Said.

Introduction, Royal Speeches of HM. Sultan Qaboos bin Said, 1970-1995

Located on the southeastern edge of the Arablan Penlnsula, Oman lles between
Saudl Arabla to Hts west, Yemen to its south, the United Arab BEmirates to its
northwest, and the Arablan Sea to Its east.

Today, this territory Is known as the Sultanate of Oman, but it only came
to be known as such after the 1970 coup d¥tat that brought Sultan Qaboos
bin Sa'ld al-Bu Sa’ld to power? Until the mid-1950s, what is now known as
the “Interlor reglon” (al-Dakhillya), where the town of Bahla 1s located, was
a quasl-lndependent theocratlc state, the Imamate of Oman, based on Ibadl
doctrine, a third branch of Islam after Sunnism and Shi'ism.? The coastal re-
glons, 1n contrast, were collectively known as the Sultanate of Muscat. In the
19505, when Sultan Sa'ld bin Taymur al-Bu Sa'ld (r. 1932-1970), with support
from the British military, galned control of Imamate villages and towns In the
interlor, including Bahla, the newly unified terrltory came to be known as the
Sultanate of Muscat and Oman.” Then, in 1970, when Sultan Qaboos bin Sa‘ld
al-Bu Sa'ld overthrew his father, Sultan Sa‘ld bin Taymut, 1n a nearly bloodless
coup détat, the name of the unified territory changed again, this time to the
Sultanate of Oman.®

Desplte the change in name suggesting a fully unlfied state, the sense that
the historlc Imamate territory 1s unlque and distinct from the coast continues
to have slgnificant soclal and political Import. Indeed, varlous modes of the
state’s self-representation (such as textbooks, monuments, and natlonal his-
torles) have encouraged the view that the Interlor reglon s unlque for being
the site of the natlons speclal religlous herltage, solldifying for those in al-
Dakhiltya and beyond a sense that theocratlc traditlons remaln particulatly
Important there. Many elderly people [ knew 1n Bahla even contlnued to refer
to the Interlor reglon of al-Dakhlllya as Oman and to the coastal reglon sur-
rounding the capital as Muscat.
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The name of the territory 1s by no means the only thing that changed in the
years lmmedlately followlng the 1970 coup d¥tat. The Infrastructural transfor-
matlon In the first decade after the coup was especlally dramatic. The new state
constructed schools, hospltals, roads, and a modern state bureaucracy, first
In the capltal area and then In the outlylng reglons.” According to commonly
clted statlstics, while In 1970 there were three “Western® (that is, non-Qur'anic)
schoels In Oman, by 1980 there were 363 such schools; while In 1970 there was
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one hospital, by 1980 there were 28; and while 1n 1970 there were six kllome-
ters of asphalt roads, by 1980 there were 12,000.° Within ten years, Oman went
from being one of the most Isolated states In the world (1n league with Albanla,
Nepal, or North Korea at varlous moments 1n the twentleth century) to belng
an Internatlonally recognized and e conomlically interconnected petro-state. By
1980, Oman ceased to be described by most European and Amerlcan Journal-
Ists or visitors as “medieval” where such amenities as radlos and sunglasses
were banned, where the “state” was comprised primarily of individual advisors
rather than a bureaucracy, and where basle modern Infrastructure was all but
nonexistent. All that had changed

The tiine from Sultan Qabooss coup détat In July 1970 to the present Is
officlally known as the al-nalida,’ translated into English as “renalssance” or
“awakening” The use of the notlen of al-nahda to mark a shift in history 1s not
original to the Qaboos era or to Oman’® Influenced by Salafiya movements
elsewhere In the Middle East,* the notlon of an “awakening” was also deployed
in the nineteenth century by Ibadls In Oman, as well as 1n North Africa and
Zanzibar (Hoffman 2004, Wilkinson 1987 152-153). The Ibadl awakening of
the nineteenth cemtury, however, unlike that of the late twentleth century, was
specifically one of rellglous revival alined at syntheslzing and explalning fea-
tures of [badlsm for both Ibadls and non-Tbadls (Wilkinson 1987).2* And, while
In other places 1n the Arab world In the second half of the twentleth century
eras referred to as al-nahda tend to be assoclated with literary and intellectual
revival, the contemporary Omanl renalssance tends to be linked to Industrious-
ness, cosmopolltanism, plety, and serlousness of purpose, an assoclatlon that
nlcely overlaps with development discourses that emphaslze private enterprise
and hard work

But how did Oman awake? By what cause and to what effect? Oman’s late
twentleth-century renalssance, its literal reblrth or awakening from the “coma”
of Its recent past, 1s often officlally sald to have been spurred, as Indicated in
the Introductlon to the Royal Speeches, almost miraculously, by Sultan Qaboos.
The maglc of the Oman state Is manifest not simply 1n the productlon of wealth
without the labor required to extract oll from the earth (as in Fernando Coro-
nils description of Venezuela [1997]), but also In that wealth seems to have been
produced almost without otl itself The “antl-politics of development discourse”
(]. Ferguson 1990) in Oman functions by emphasizing the miraculous rule of
the Sultan and a reawakened spirlt of industriousness as well as by de-empha-
sizlng the history of oll and oil-related war in the creatlon of the unified state.
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Downplaylng the role of oll in the most recent “renalssance” belles its
centrallty In the establishment of modern Oman.'® Indeed, the unified state
that 1s now known as Oman experlenced three wars between the mid-1950s
and 1970s, all of which were Instigated by oll exploration. These determined
the territorlal boundarles of the contemporary state and shaped the nature
of the new political reglme.** The first war (1952-1954) was a border conflict
with Saudl Arabla over the oasls town of Burelml Whereas Saudi Arabla was
supported by the American oll company Aramco, the Sultanate of Muscat (1n
alllance with the Emlirate of Abu Dhabl) drew support from Britaln, Desplte
well-known, deep thecloglcal tenslons between Ibadls and Wahhabis (the par-
tlcular approach toIslam propagated by the Saudi state), Saudl Arabla was able
to motlvate Iimamate subjects, including those from Bahla, to fight agalnst the
Sultanate In this conflict.

The second war (1954-1959) affected Bahla most directly, pitting the coastal
Sultanate agalnst the Imamate terrltorles as the Sultan and oll companles almed
to galn access to potentlal oll fields in what s now al-Dalkhiliya. Many Bahlawls
fought in support of the Imamate agalnst the Britlsh-backed army of the Sul-
tan, which had been sent to “protect” oll exploration teams. When the fighting
abated after 1955 and then shifted to a guerilla war In the Jebel Akhdar moun-
talns In 1957, many Bahlawls Jolned that movement as well'® Britlsh planes
bombed the Bahla fort In 1957 as Imamate forces had retaken the town before
moving to the mountalns. Guerllla fighting continued untll 1959, when the
Imamate was finally defeated.

The third war began In 1963 as a Marxlst rebelllon in the southern Dhotar
reglon (touched off by the assassination of the guard of a Britlsh oll englneer)
but by 1970 had spread north to the more established ol reglons. It was during
this conflict, on July 23, 1970, that a young Qaboos bin Sa'ld al-Bu Sa‘id over-
threw his father as Sultan of Muscat and Oman.** The war officlally ended in
1975 with the defeat of the Insurgency.

Downplaying oll as a source of the modern Omanl state’s establishment
also produces a paradex. While oll is consplcuously, though not surprisingly,
tangentlal to narratives about the founding and development of the natlon, oil
(and, in particular a precccupation with Its lmits) 1s central to expectations of
Oman’s future. Over and over durlng my time in Oman, peaple would tell me
that the country had twenty years of oll reserves remalning, a time frame, as [
Ulustrate in Chapter 7, that the officlal press has also projected. Such projec-
tlons have been made since the early 1970s, but cruclally, the horlzon of the
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exhaustlon of the country’s oll supply keeps extending into the future. Even the
US Departiment of Energy In 2005 predicted that Oman had about twenty years
of oll remaining (US Energy Information Adminlstratlon 2005).

To be sure, the uncertalnty surrounding Omans future Is shaped not only
by natlonal proclamations about limited oll supplles, but also by concern about
rule. It1s generally presumed that Sultan Qaboos has no helr, although, as I also
discuss In Chapter 7, rumors about mysterlous sons persist. After a nearly fatal
car accldent in 1995, discusslons about possible successors became partlcu-
larly urgent. It was In the following year that the state Issued its constitution,
which directly addressed the questlon of succession. Rather than quelling un-
certalnty, however, the constltution spawned additlonal questions and myster-
les. Although the document declares that the Sultan has selected a successor,
his name 1s written and sealed In a secret envelope to be opened only upon His
Majesty’s demlse.

Questlons about Oman’s future, furthermore, are Inflected by religlon,
perhaps nowhere more strongly than In the interlor reglon. Interlor Oman’s
past form of theocratlc govermment, based on Ibadlsm, remalns an Imagined
and, In some cases, hoped for and redemptive, future. Unlike in Shillsm and
Sunnism, 1n Ibadl political philesophy, the leader of the Muslim communlty
need not be elther a direct descendant or a member of the tribe (the Quraysh)
of the Prophet Muhammad, opening the way to a more profane and acces-
sible form of religlous governance. Similarly, in Ibadism the theocratic state 1s
understood to exlst in one of four “ways of religlon” (masalik al-dm) and can,
depending cn particular political and rellglous contexts, shift from cne to the
other, maklng transition Into and out of theocratlc rule relatively more avall-
able than In most Interpretations of Shilsm and Sunnlsm.” Therefore, while
recent revivallst discourses In Oman Intersect with transnatlonal Islamist
movements that demand soclal plety and call for the establishment of an Is-
lamlc state, the language of theocratic revival in Oman more often draws from
people’s memorles and understandings of local history and political philose-
phy. Glven that the last [badl Imamate lasted from 1913 to 19535, it remalns part
of the llving memory of older Omanis. At the beglnning of 2005, thirty-one
Omanls were arrested, convicted, and then pardened for plotting to relnstall
the [badl Imamate state. '

The era of Oman’s “renalssance;’ defined by dramatic Infrastructural de-
velopment, oll wealth, and modern modes of governance has indeed been re-

markable. It has also been, however, an uncertaln tline, marked by miraculous
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beginnings and a preoccupation with a future that maylook very different from
the present. The exploration of everyday understandings and experlences of
these dramatlc changes Is the subject of this bock

The Problem of Time

In an Interview with the Assoclated Press In 1985 about the then current state of
affairs In Oman, the minister of educatlon, Yahya bin Mahfoudh al-Manther,
repeated what I often heard while [ was In Oman over ten years later: “The
problem 1s a problem of time” (al-masala masalat al-wagqt). For al-Mantherl,
as for many others, thls “problem of tine” referred both to the fast pace of
Oman’s transformation since 1970 and to the eventual end of oll The minis-
ter contlnued: “Oman In 1970 was nothing, As we say In Oman, we are run-
ning, not walking, to get our infrastructure bullt™® The hurry for al-Mantherl
and others was not only that Oman needed “to catch up” with the rest of the
world, but also that at some polnt in the relatively near future oll reserves would
be depleted. Indeed, the title of the article was: “Oman Rushing into Modern
Times before O1l Money Runs Out” The natlon’s basic Infrastructure therefore
needed to be bullt before this could happen. The present for al-Mantherl was
thus sandwiched between the rapldity of change from the past and the threat
of the depletion of oll in the future, The future, morecver, was expected both
to be an end—to the avallability of capltal that enabled massive Infrastructural
projects—and to be unknowable—what 1ife might be like under such condi-
tlons was Iinpossible to predict. The presemnt was therefore an anomalous tlme,
set between eras of no oll, and, thus, probable poverty, when the Infrastructure
of contemporary Oman elther did not exist or could nolonger be bullt. As such,
Oman’s presemnt was not a step along a trajectory of Infinlte progress, but an
Interlude, surprisingly and perhaps miraculously prosperous.

Consldering the present to be an Interlude (and a surprising one at that)
in history rather than a step along a trajectory of progress revises some gen-
erally accepted understandings of development discourses and develop-
mentallst states, Literature on development discourses has highlighted the
“myth of permanence” assoclated with wbanlzatlon, modernlzation theory,
and development models In general (J. Ferguson 1999), as well as the ways
life-cycle stages—Dblirth and maturlty—have served as metonyms for natlonal
development, both relegating the developing world to the status of the “Im-
mature” (Gupta 1998) and setting the world along a linear teleology (Ludden
1992; Manzo 1991). While the problem of time 15 clearly tled to development
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dlscourses In Oman too, Oman presents a case In which there 1s no myth of
permanence—and no lnear teleology—In the first place. The case of Oman
likewlse suggests that If life-cycle stages serve as metonyms for natlonal tra-
Jectorles, then the worklngs not only of birth and maturation but also of death
need to be consldered. It is precisely the Impermanence of oll—Its finlteness—
that emerges as central to both officlal declarations about Oman’s future and
to personal expectations about it. Thus, In contrast to the optimism of most
natlonallst and developmentalist discourses, apprehension and the unknow-
able mark expectations of Omans future. ™

How then do we understand the effects and implications of a future-orlented
sensibllity that Is pessimistlc, redemptive (In the sense of a possible return to
theocratlc rule), or accepting of the unknowabllity of the future? And, what 1s
at stake in the perpetual twenty-year temporal deferral and the fixation on this
figure ! The expectation of an oll (and Sultan)-less future could be Interpreted
as apocalyptlc (Baudrillard 1994, Harding and Stewart 1999), as producing a
“state of emergency” (Berlant 1996), as entangled 1n disclplinary technologles
and economlc conditlons that tame chance (Hacking 1990) and manage risk
(Mason 2007), or as a future-orlented antonym of the experlentlal and psycho-
logleal conditions of “hope” (Crapanzanco 2003; Mliyazakl 2003, 2006). But it
can also be a distinct form of development temporality, one 1n which “moder-
nity” becomes less an lrrevocable and final stage in a teleclogy of development
than a contlngent, surprising, and bounded era.

The Importance of miracles, surprises, and uncertalntles renders the Omanl
form of development temporallty, distinct from other forms of “modern” tem-
porallty. Relnhart Koselleck, for one, has emphaslzed a shift, especlally since
the elghteenth cemtury, in historical consclousness from a kind of messlanic
temporalityto alinear and progressive one. For Koselleck, messlanic historyin-
valves a certality: salvatlon, Messlanlc time differs from “modern time” 1n that
with modern thne the future “Is thought to be open and without boundarles.
The vislon of last things or the theory of the return of all things has been radl-
cally pushed aside by the venture of opening up a new future: a future which,
in the emphatic sense of the notlon, Is totally different from all that passed
before” (2002 120), Koselleck further assoclates this sense of a “new future”
with the notlon of progress, whereby the “horlzon of sameness” becomes open
and whereby progress can happen, when there Is planning. Planning makes the
openness of the future appear contrellable by humans, but also teleclogleal in

the developmentalist sense.
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This does not fully describe the processes at work In Oman, Or, rather,
these processes are Intertwined with other temporal (and political) sensibill-
tles, those shaped by an oll industry that predicts imited oll reserves, by ques-
tlons about hereditary rule, by memorles of local history that recognize the
possibility of the establishment of a theocratic state, and by understandings
of God whose powers Include his unlque hold on the future, Instead of belng
set within a myth of permanence or concelved as a step 1n an “open” teleclogy
of progress, Oman’s present can be thought of as a “dreamtime) a time In
between the “realltles” of poverty. It Is a tlme of great possibility, when surprise
and surreal transformation are the rule rather than the exception. Dreams may
be expressions of unconsclous deslres and fears, as the psychoanalytlc tradition
emphaslzes, but they are also transitory and fleeting, unstable and always about
to end. One eventually wakes up from a dream and the surreal qualities of the
dream are replaced by the (harsh) realities of life,

To be sure, for some philosophers of modernity such as Walter Benjamin
(1969, 1983, 1986), the post-dream awakened state Is a revolutlonary mement
where the truths of Inequallty are finally laid bare. In the Omanl dreamtime
there 15 no Marxlan revolutlonary teleology, though the future establishment
of a theocracy serves, for some, as a form of redemptlon. Awakenlng from the
dream of unexpected prosperlty 1s an entrance Into “reality]’ but not one In
which revolutlon ushers in an era of hoped-for equality. It should also be noted,
however, that a reestablished theocratic state, In the Omanl context, Is a far cry
from the notlon of “mnesslanic time” as described by Koselle ck, not to mentlon
Benjamin, A theocracy inthe Omanl context would be a much more mundane
affair, headed by a schelar with purely human qualities who would be elected
by a councll of male elders.

While the future and Its uncertaintles haunt Oman’s present, producing an
uncanny and disquleting sense of potential return, the past, in multlple forms,
1s omnlpresent too. The businessman In the televislon soap opera, for example,
not only had to adapt to a suddenly changed world, but he also continued to
embody the past In ways that were anachronlstic 1n the present, making for
both some light comedy and critlclsin of contemporary values. Indeed, as
Bahlawls grappled with and quickly made banal the noveltles of oll-enabled
development, the past seemed everywhere, and often flattened into a uniform
pre-1970 time: “the past”

In Bahla, “the past” was evident In officlal monuments and historles, in
bodily habits that no longer seemed necessary and yet were practiced as If they
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were, In consclous attempts to Invigorate an ideallzed theocratic rellglosity, in
nostalglc actlons and comments about a simpler and more respectful age, inthe
management of objects that retained thelr symbolic significance despite a vastly
altered soclal and economlic environment, and in attempts to skirt (past) soclal
Inequalitles In a new soclal world where the same distinctlons and hlerarchles
were supposed to not matter, or at least not be acknowledged. Such memo-
rles and vlews of the past were clearly “moral practices” (Lambek 1996; vom
Bruck 2005) and often tled to materlal culture (Serematakis 1994). The past
was evident too In famlly genealogles, In ghosts, 1n the names of property and
documents of Inheritance, as well as In the genealoglcal historles of practlces
and objects.

While the modern Omani state, llke most modern natlon-states, has a
vested Interest In promoting partlcular representations of the past that sup-
port Its natlonal Image, Bahlawls drew In numerous ways on local historles
and memorles (as well as these natlonal representations) to understand past
events, chronologles, and actlvitles in thelr town and newly formed country.
Sometlmes personal pasts disrupted officlal (natlonal or local) narratives, other
tlmes they were clearly shaped by them * This book beglns with the premlise
that multiple processes of interpreting and enactlng the past were at work in
Bahla, and were also Influenced by the context as well as the form or genre
(Papalllas 2005) through which such remembering happened. Indeed, to lmit
the analysis to one perspectlve would hardly do justice to the rich detalls of
the past or to the forms—dlscursive, embodled, and materlal —through which
Bahlawls experlenced thelr dramatically transformed world.

0f Ties and Time

How, then, did Bahlawls experlence Omans rapld transformatlon? How did
they make sense of the dramatic changes In thelr town? And, how did thelr
views about the past shape thelr soclal relatlonships and senses of belonging?
Not surprisingly, Bahlawls often explicitly compared, for better or worse de-
pending on thelr religlo-polltical views, thelr current lives with the past™ At
the heart of these comparlsons were concerns about proper personal behavior
and proper soclety: How should people embody and practice plous commu-
nity or soclal life? Majld’s return to the home of his father, a highly respected
shaykhly man who (ltke most Bahlawls) had supported the Imamate In the
19503, signaled his deslre to stand with the previous generatlon and possibly
to be part of the declslon-making process for the community should it have
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become necessary. Similarly, much of the plot of the televislon seap opera re-
volved around the degraded values of contemporary life; the good of the family
had been forsaken by individual greed. But such loyalties to locality and explicit
moral comparlsons were not the only ways that the past revealed ftself.

Almost every aspect of everyday life was affected by this temporal con-
sclousness and the material conditlons of oll wealth. Not long after I arrived in
Bahla to live with the wonderful family who, most generously, agreed to rent
me a room 1n thelr home and to allow me to spend the next year and a half
partlclpating In thelr everyday lives, I began to get a sense of the complexitles of
Oman’s dramatlc transformatlon, Indeed, on the morning after I arrived, once
[ had unpacked my sultcase, set up my computer on the desk in my room, and
shared my first meals with my landlady Zaynab (it would take another month
before [ would joln the rest of the famlily for meals, because, I later learned, my
landlord belleved that I—as a “respectable” woman—would feel more comfort-
able eating separately), Zaynab asked whether I would be Interested In jolning
her to visit her nelghbors. Not exactly sure what I was supposed to do on my
first officlal day of fieldwork, I happily agreed.

Zaynab plcked up a thermos of coffee and a contalner of dates and I fol-
lowed her out of the house. We opened the metal gate in front of her home,
stepped over the lrrigatlon canal that ran outside, and turned left down the dirt
road. Though the palm trees gave the road some shade, the beating sun made
the short walk excruclatingly hot. When we arrived at a nelghbor’s house, four
other women were already there. I soon learned that the women were prox-
mate nelghbors and some were relatives. After [ introduced myself and after
Zaynab explained that I was “American,” the women began what [ sconlearned
was thelr dally routine of sharing coffee and dates.

My first thought was that I was participating In an old soclal custom. It was
the content of the conversations of these gatherings that I thought would be
Interesting and, Indeed, 1t often was, The women discussed lssues and events in
town as far-ranging as the price of goods, someone’s Impending marrlage, thelr
own health, rumers of sorcery (sifir), hew Infrastructure projects, and govern-
ment pollcles pertalning to educatlon and property. However, it soon became
clear to me that even more than the content, it was the form of the gathering
Itself (the exchange of coffee and dates, the walks through town), as well as the
debates surrounding It, that were more revealing about the complex Issues at
stake in the changes In thelr town, What appeared at first glance to be a deeply
“tradltlonal” practice, made almost banal through its dally repetition, I soon
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came to understand, was considered rather new and served as a nexus around
which the tenslons emerging from Oman’s sudden wealth often focused.

[ was often told that very few women enjoyed such lelsure time in the past
when agricultural labor was required of them. Before oll wealth shifted the
towns economy away from agriculture and, as 1n other oll-wealthy states, to-
wards government Jobs and the local market, I was told, women spent most
mornlngs In the flelds collecting alfalfa for thelr livestock and firewood for
cooking. It was, however, not simply the avallabllity of “lelsure” time that was
new. The essentlal components of the visiting were new too. Untll the early
1970s, coffee was scarce, therinoses nonexistent, and the most popular types of
dates, now relatively common, only avallable to a few familles, Nevertheless, as
I discuss In Chapter 3, the long historles and symbolic meanings of these luxu-
rles continued to affect how people understood and practiced thelr exchange,
even In the transformed context.

In additlon, the town’s new spatlal order rearranged wolmen's visiting pat-
terns. While quarters and nelghborhoods had previously been maintalned by
gates and walls, by the late 19905, nelghborhood boundarles were marked by as-
phalt roads and clusters of homes that had become established when families
moved out of the old walled nelghborhoods to larger plots of land in thelr for-
mer fields (not to mertlon to the new suburbs on the outskirts of town), While
some nelghborly groups were composed primarily of kin, many were not, and
many Included women of different soclal and economlic statuses.

Notlons and assumptions about soclality, Individual plety, and rellglosity
were shifting as well While older Bahlawls consldered nelghberly soclality
a conditlon of belng a proper and plous person, I quickly learned that some
younger Bahlawls considered this visiting to be an Impediment to human re-
sponsibilities to God. Belng soclal, younger Bahlawls argued, was a distractlon
from the constant remembering of God that was Incumbent on plous individu-
als*® Thus, rather than consldering thls soclallty to be “proper” (that Is, rell-
glously sanctloned), younger Bahlawls argued that 1t was useless (ghayr nafaa),
a waste of tlime, and thus a sin.¥ While visiting was the embodiment of proper
behavior for clder Bahlawls, some younger Bahlawls belleved that women, 1f
they must gather (individual plety at home was considered preferable), should
primarily focus on the expliclt discussion of what they took to be “religlous”
matters. [n contrast, In defense of thelr practlces and drawing from both rell-
glous and developmentallst discourses of productlvity, older women, Including

]

Zaynab, would often say of thelr visiting, “you see, this 1s my work (shughlf)
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Thus, a soclal practlce that appeared at first deeply “traditlonal” and a means for
understanding other 1ssues in town, was Itself tled to historical trajectorles and
revealed contemporary anxletles about usefulness, productlvity, homo-soclal
Intlmacy, and the meaning of proper plety.

Conifllcting views about soclallty emerged 1n Bahla In part because many
young people were divided In thelr attltudes towards the previous generatlons.
On the one hand, those of the new era (who came of age after the 1970s) ad-
mlred thelr parents and grandparents because these older generatlons had lived
under and supported a theocratle reglme. It goes without saylng that there was
no unltary post-1970 generatlon, Just as there was no unitary pre-1970 genera-
tlon, And yet, the break In Omani history re presented by the year 1970 con-
tlrually reinforced the sense of a generatlonal divide and gave It ethnographic
sallence (Rofel 1999; Winegar 2006). On the other hand, some of the older
generatlons practlces were deemed to be Inappropriate by members of the
younger generatlons. Indeed, while I was conducting research, some Bahlawls
celebrated Oman’s post-1970 medernlty as “moving forward,” away from im-
proper traditlonal actlvitles (Deeb 2006).

Certalnly, many of these conflicts in Bahla hinged, as they do elsewhere, on
gender. Vlews about womens “tradltlons” In partlcular, as Partha Chatterjee
(1989) Influentlally argued for Indlan natlonallsts, served as a way for some
Bahlawls to clalm authentlc, spiritual values, while simultaneously enabling
them to embrace techneloglical and Infrastructural modernity In Bahla, how-
ever, not all (or even most) “wolnen’s practices” were remembered nostalglcally
or consldered authentlc and pure, as the concern about dally nelghborhood
visits makes clear.

This books attentlon to practlces of visiting and nelghborliness emphasizes,
therefore, the ways that soclality 15 historically contingent and tled to political-
economlc conditlons as well as to notlons of proper womanhood and rellglon
The deep concern with proper soclality exposes an uneasy relatlonship to
Oman’s comtemporary conditlons. In Bahla, soclallty was an object of political
concern and econemic change as well as of religlous and natlonal discourses. It
whas shaped by the materlal effects, regulatory forces, and idecloglcal powers of
shifting Infrastructural conditlons and bureaucratlc practices as well as by bellefs
about natlonal character, bodily comportment, and religlo-legal responsibilities
and obligatlons. It was a product of concerns for an ethle of work, productlv-
Ity, and plety And, soclality In turn helped shape what It meant to be female,
from the roles expected of married, divorced, or widowed women to the forms



16 Chapter 1

of comportment they were to embody. Zaynab’s dally vislts with her nelghbars
were thus hardly the simple acts of soclal custom that I first belleved them to be.

And, Indeed, conflicting views about Zaynabs soclality underscored other
concerns about what constlituted proper community, whether 1t be a commu-
nity of bellevers, a communlty of the nation of “Omanis” (within the natlon-
state or beyond), or a community of the town or nelghborhood. This book
therefore explores these layers of communlty—the tles—as they are shaped by
the temporal uncertalntles—the time—of the Omanl cll-state.

Chapter Summaries

The chapters of this book examine the administrative, Infrastructural, and so-
clal features that Bahlawls told me had most changed since the early 1970s: its
bullt environment and related system of rule, soclal life, educatlon, water, and
connectlons with East Afrlca. In each, [ explore how different generations of
Bahlawls understood and experlenced these changes, from nostalgla and gratl-
tude to less consclous habits that persisted, somewhat anachrenistically, 1mto
the present. [ also explore thelr complex and varled relatlons to “the past” The
past in Oman asswned partlcular sallence not simply because of the obvious
differences from the present or because of questlons surrounding the state’s de-
velopment policles, but also because many people considered the present to be
an Interlude, an anomalous tlme between a past of poverty and theocratlc rule
and a future that might look simtlar, These tenslons anlmate the soclal relatlons
as well as understandings of bullt environiment and political order examined in
the text. The book Is divided Into slx ethnographic chapters,

Chapter 2 introduces the town of Bahla through its changing bullt environ-
ment and system of rule. By transforming the fort into a natlonal herltage mu-
seum, allowing the outer walls to become rulns, remaking the spatial divislon
of the town, and attempting to reorganize the nelghborhoods into coherent ad-
minlstratlve units, the new political order helped shape conflicting perceptions
and experlences of the town. Such perceptions were not only fraught with ten-
slons about the town’s moral bearings, but also llustrated shifting understand-
Ings ofhistoryand expectations of proper governance as they transformed from
the personal to the grandlose and from the Intimate to the bureaucratle.

Chapter 3 analyzes everyday soclality and especlally women’s highly orga-
nized visitlng practices. Though often described as a key component of good
personhood, soclality also became the focus of debate about proper and plous
actlvity, particularly among those who argued that 1t was a new practice avall-
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able only with the advent of the oll economy and the demise of subsistence
agriculture, Such views about soclallty were evident in everyday comments as
well as In the poetlc assoclatlons and historles of the objects exchanged during
visits: coffee, dates, and words. As Bahlawls compared the past and the present
through such tropes as luxury and lelsure, life and survival, human connection
and unnecessary verboslty, everyday soclality (and women’s soclallty In par-
tlcular) came to represent both the ease and the excesses of the ol era.

The relatlonship of soclallty and proper plety 1s explored more fully in
Chapter 4. Through an examinatlon of a young wommen’s study group, this chap-
ter focuses on the introduction of modern mass education in Oman, growlng
concerns about religious knowledge, and the emergence of new forms of socl-
allty and religlosity. Critlclzing the new school system and harkening back to
what theybelleved to be traditlons of Ibadl schelatly life, the study group almed
to teach and discuss the Qurian, prophetic traditlons, and Ibadl doctrine, The
young women also opposed thelr mothers’ and grandmothers visiting prac-
tlces, complalning that older women engaged 1n idle talk rather than the pur-
sult of knowledge. In thelr critique of everyday soclallty, the young women
were fundamentally redefining both what it meant to be good women and re-
liglon ftself. For them, In contrast to thelr mothers’ generation, rellglon meant
conslstent and Individualized focus on God

While Chapters 2, 3, and 4 focus on the changing structures of rule, soclal-
1ty, and education, Chapter 5 examlines the effects of shifts at the level of basic
Infrastructure. The Introductlon of plped water, along with new systems of
water ownership and distributlion, also generated concerns and conilicts about
history, community, and plety. Just as the forms, methods, and content of med-
ern schools shaped the critlque of them, the Introductlon of plped water was
also accompanled by tenslons over proper and plous access and distributlon as
well as nostalgla for local englneerlng and technology The chapter analyzes one
man’s quest to rebulld an old-style well, a familys generational disagreements
over how to share drinking water with nelghbors, and a college-aged woman's
distress at her reallzatlon that older women used to bathe together. The paral-
lels and differences between oll and water were certalnly not lost on Bahlawls
elther, as people’s concern about the value and potentlal imits of these natural
resources made evident.

Chapter 6 traces the history of Oman’s long-standing tles to East Afrlca
(Zanzlbar In particular) aswell as the severing of these connectlons In the twen-
tleth century and Oman’s subsequent reorlentation as an Arab state. Through
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a compatlson of two wolmen’s personal memorles, this chapter explores both
how the shift towards emphasizing Oman’s Arabness has affected forms of hier-
archy in Bahla from “caste” to “race” and how the women’s personal memorles
are punctuated by accounts of soclality and nelghborliness. Both women also
shared the view that Zanzibar, and East Africa more generally, was a place of
wealth when they were young, unlitke Bahla. Indeed, to one woman, the strange
twist of fate that made Oman and Bahla wealthy (and East Africa poor) was
evidence of the unpredictabllity of tlme and history.

The final chapter expands this discusslon of the uncertainty of Oman’s fu-
ture through an examination of official oil projections since 1970 and the con-
stant antlclpation of oll’s depletion 1n twenty years—an ever-deferred horlzon,
It addresses Bahlawl reluctance to make clalims about the future (“for only God
knows") and the ways that such reluctance has become more prominent in light
of predictions about Oman’s oll supply and concerns about succession. Limlted
oll supplles, a mortal Sultan, and an understanding that the future 1s unknow-
able to humans combine to create a view of the future that is not llnear and a

sense of the present as profoundly anomalous.



