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Traditional Costume
Of Women In The Lastern Province

Of Saudi Arabia

Dr. Leyla Al- Bassam

Abstract

The aim of this study was to introduce the costumes of women in
the Eastern Province to preserve and document a part of our culture
heritage identity, of this country. The researcher conducted this study
through personal interviews and direct observation of the garments, to
record the different kinds of women costumes, to give a detailed
study, and clear picture about it.

By analyzing the resuits, the study comes to the conclusion that
traditional clothing in Eastern Province has a historical profound-roots
origin that relates to the Islamic era. Because it was effected by:
trading activities, neighbour countries, the weather, the coastal life
style, the jobs, and people activities.
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19- Kennett, frances (1994). World dress: A comprehensive guide to the folk
costum. London: Mitchell Beazley.
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National dress and the

Dr. Sulayman Khalaf

construction of Emirati cultural identity

3. A model with the typical Emirati beard
displays the Emirati national dress with the
gold embroidered bisht (gown) Curtesy of
Abu Haleega stores, Abu Dhabi.

5. Models in an advertizment
represnting an Emirati young family in
their traditional dress.

6. Different styles of wearing the ghurta
(Head dress).
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1. Emirati men in their white kandouras and head cover
performing a traditional dance.

- L
; - e
2. The black abayas of Emirati women contrast sharply
with the white male dress.

4. A ciose up photo showing the isama styles.
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o Dependence on their Emirati sponsors for renewal of work and residence
permits. They are basically clients and their Emirati Kafeel is in a
position of patron.

0 Receive low wages and many are exploited.

o Have no or very little access to political power.

o Can only establish transient and often precarious forms of situational
mechanisms of support for coping and extending their stay.

0 Receive limited welfare benefits.

o Can not bring there families and dependents unless they earn certain
relatively high income

0 Experience a sense of marginality and inferiority.

o Cannot assimilate in the local Emirati society and culture as
naturalization in the UAE is a very rare prospect.

8 A brief comparison of salaries and other privileges in educational institutions received

by Emirati and non-Emirati (Arab) schoolteachers illustrate the sharp distinction that
is found in favour of the Emirati. An average Arab schoolteacher with a Bachelors
degree earns a maximum of Dhs. 6,500 ($1900) a month, whereas his national
counterpart would earn around Dhs. 15,000 to18,000 ($4000 to 5000) a month. In
addition, the state provides him with a family allowance of Dhs. 500 a month per child.
The Emirati teacher and his family enjoy full medical coverage provided free of
charge by the state, whereas the expatriate Arab would pay Dhs. 300 each for each
family member, plus a small payment when receiving medical services.

9 It should also be noted that most young and middle-aged Emirati women wear make-

up (including lipstick), body adornments, accessories and perfumes.

10 Longva (1997) described in Kuwait that it was often the Asian female workers who

11

were frequent victims of sexual harassment and aggression. These women lack
protection that is usually given by family or middle-class connections. They do not
wear the abaya or the headscarf, but jeans, saris or other casual clothes; this was
often interpreted as a sign of un-Islamic moral predisposition, particularly when
combined with free interaction with men.

There is also a special type of abaya worn to attend social occasions such as
wedding parties; in Arabic it is called ‘abayat al-munasabat’. It is usually made of
very fine material, with delicate embroidery on the chest, back, sleeves and hem.
Informants state the female Moroccan and Lebnanese tailors in the Emirates have
radically transformed this type of abaya, some even with long slits down the sides.
These abayas have become expensive fashion statements, with prices ranging from
$200-400.

12 Frantz Fanon (1968) wrote an essay on the transformation of the functions and

meanings of the traditional women’s veil within the context of the Algerian revolution.
The veil acquired a new revolutionary role when Algerian women began wearing it
to assist their compatriot men in the war with the French.

13 There is a popular wheel cover bought by young men, which shows the face of a

young woman wearing the nigab, with very prominent and beautiful eyes.

14 (see issues in 2003-04).
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End Notes

1 This 2 page long letter is written and distributed with complements of Department of
Islamic Religious Affairs in Dubai, Women'’s Division.

2 The GDP has been fluctuating between $20,000 and $21,000 during the years 1985
to 2000. However, it fell slightly to $ 18,200 in 2003 (Gulf News Feb.13, 2003, p. 28)

3 In 1963 it was estimated at around 95,000, in 1975 the population had jumped to
557,887, in 1985 it reached 1.379,000. Since then the UAE population by the end of
2003 has tripled reaching 4.041 million ( Gulf News, April 13, 2004, p.2) This gave
the Emirates the highest population growth in the world with the ratio of almost 6%
between 1985 and 2002 . (Gulf News Feb.5 2004, p 7). In fact the population
increase surged to nearly 8% in 2003 to reach 4.04 million ( Gulf News June 2004,
p7)

4 Within the lIslamist movement itself there appeared different politico-ideological
currents that were reflected in variations of the Islamic mode of dress. The Muslim
Brothers movement demanded only the regular hijab, which covered the hair and
neck along with a loose garment covering her body. However, the Salafi movement,
which is more puritan and fundamentalist in its religious ideological groundings,
regarded the hijab as insufficient. They opted for al-nigab (face cover that keeps only
a narrow slit for the eyes), to complement the hijab. In addition to that women wore
the abaya, which covered the body from head to toe.

5 Al-Humoud elaborates further by stating that the topic of the woman’s dress and her
modesty is an issue that concerns all religions as it forms a significant aspect of the
value system in any given society, yet for the Arabs and Muslims it represents a
greater dimension that sometimes becomes a heavy burden and generator of
psychological anxieties as well. (Al-Hayat, 8 Nov 2003, p10).

6 There was no mention in the exhibition defining the appropriate decent color for men’s
dress. However, the color white is considered in the UAE and the larger Gulf as the
proper color for men. There is a religioud directive stating that the Prophet Himself
recommended white as the proper color for men There is a saying, hadieth, by him
“Dress in white it is better for you and purer , and shroud your dead in white”. Narrated
by Abi Abdullah ( Al-Adnani,1999:159)

7 In contrast the expatriate operates under laws that contain and restrict his activities.
To illustrate this point further, expatriates in the UAE, as well as other oil-rich Gulf
countries:

o Do not receive retirement benefits

o Cannot own business without a local Emirati partner or sponsor (kafeel).

o Do not have job security

0 Are not allowed to own land or houses, although in 2002 Dubai has
developed certain housing projects where non-nationals can buy and
live.

o Do not enjoy subsidized housing or social securities that in comparison
are very generous and extensive for the Emirati nationals.

o May not practice certain professions such as law.

o Cannot organize unions
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Even when certain aspects of dress and identity are articulated by Emirati
citizens as essential to their identity, this should be interpreted using the
framework of ‘strategic essentialism’ (Spivak, 1993). In other words,
there are specific socio-palitical purposes that were generated by specific
oil political economy, which in turn drove people to essentialize certain
things about themselves.

The Emirati’s current adherence to their traditional national dress is a
function of both tradition and modernity; modernity in the sense that it is
a reaction or protest to threatening global forces. We should
remember,”protest has always been a central component of modernity”
(Eisenstadt, 2002:57). During the 60’s and 70's a large number of Gulf
Arabs came to adopt western dress as a marker of modernity; however,
this social trend was halted in the early 80's. Emiratis as well as other Gulf
nationals have now taken the cultural position that you can be modern
while at the same time adhering to national dress, as dress has gained
significant cultural and political meanings that relate to the making of
Emirati national identity. The case of Emirati dress and the dynamics
associated with its discourses inform us that there are in our
contemporary world different versions of modernity and different paths to
it (Madsen et al., 2002).

It is important that the sociological interpretation of the Emirati dress
also needs to be contexualized within the wider frame of other interlaced
domains and activities that help the Emiratis organize, in the Barthian
sense of the term, their life privileges and situations in order to maintain
clear national ethnic identity boundaries with the other, in spite of (or
perhaps because of) the intense and complex interactional forms they
have with this global other.

Our discussion of the Emirati national dress and identity is informed by
a particular view of Emirati contemporary society, as we had to expand
our socio-economic and political parameters in order to understand the
larger contexts in which discourses and uses of dress are produced and
reproduced.
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veiling behaviour, mark both gendered and ethnic differences in such a
way to emphasize inequality and its association with an impotent, or
inferior masculinity” (Lindisfarne-Tapper and Ingham, 1997:21).

vii) The nigab and/or the ghashwa are used for protection, particularly
in crowded spaces. Young women will tell you that al nas (people) are
more than ready to gossip about women seen in places such as cinemas
or malls. One informant said that she feels better wearing the ghashwa
when walking with her brother in crowded places, as if not to cause him
any embarrassment when other men looked at her. This exaggerated
form of veiling (the abaya and the nigab) is used sometimes by Asian
maids when travelling to visit distant friends since they are, as noted
earlier, the most vulnerable objects of sexual harassment. They hide their
identity, as it were, under the folds of the Emirati protective ethnic dress.
In such situations veiling provides at the same time two contradictory
functions that are often identified in the local perception: protection for the
woman against external offences of society and protection for society
against the inherent fitna, the sexual force of women.

Concluding Notes

In order to explain the complexity and dynamics of dress discourse as
they relate to the construction of Emirati national identity, | have utilized
a multi-layered theoretical framework. These theoretical perspectives
included globalisation and political/cultural economies as well as
concepts derived from ethnic and cuiltural studies that relate specifically
to the topic of construction of self as an imagined political community.
These multi-layered perspectives, in the form of onion rings, contain each
other in inclusive concentric forms; expanding and narrowing their
analytical spotlights on the various layers and discourses of Emirati
national identity through dress.

In this paper, uses of Emirati dress are viewed as complex acts which
can generate multiple different discourses about self and the other. Dress
offers numerous nuanced interpretations that | have attempted to
delineate, but the national/ethnic interpretive discourse remains
significantly most important at many levels.

Contextualizing Emirati dress and identity within wider political/cultural
economies has meant that they can be viewed as a cultural aesthetic
complex that carries multiple voices accents, dialectics and meanings.
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makes them a focus of attention, particularly when the woman wear eye
makeup and colour lenses. The use of colour lenses has indeed become
a fad among young Emirati women. By framing the eyes, the niqab can
produce what some may consider a touch of feminine mystique13.

iv) The ensemble of the nigab/ghashwa and the abaya is increasingly
being used by young women not only for sitr (modesty) but also for
tasatur (covering up and concealing) and tanakur (hiding one’s identity).
Young women who venture in having dating relationships often use the
nigab or the ghashwa to conceal their identity from the eyes of their local
society. The nigab and the tinted car windows, which the locals call al-
makhii (the hidden), can indeed provide good cover for rendezvous.
Ahwal14, an Emirati bimonthly social satire magazine, has frequently
satired the new social trend of misusing traditional Emirati female dress
for purposes other than traditional modesty. According to informants,
some Emirati young men who go out with their European girlfriends
usually have them wear the full abaya/nigab dress in order to hide their
identity and save themselves the social embarrassment of dating
foreigners. Many elderly local women insist that all those women who
stay out till midnight in malls and cinemas dressed in abaya and shaila
can not be Emiratis but women of other nationalities donning the Emirati
dress, as they believe it is a social taboo for Emirati gitls to be out of the
home so late. The nigab as a cover hiding identity gives potential to
break social rules.

v) The nigab/ghashwa are frequently worn by beggars who are usually
seen at the gates of mosques on Fridays. While most female beggars are
usually not Emirati, they use the local dress to hide their identity as
begging represents a disgraceful practice.

vi) It is used to show respect before social authority. Most women will
have the ghashwa draped down over their faces when meeting Emirati
men of high authority. This behaviour is not generalized before all men,
as there is gradation in the ways women strategically utilize their decency
dress code. (Abu-Lughod, 1986) For example, nowadays it is rather
frequent for Emirati women to appear before non-kinsmen only partially
veiled, as those men are regarded as social inferiors. They are usually
domestic servants or employees coming from Indian, Southeast Asian or
Arab origins. As servants these men will live in their employer’s
household and it becomes rather inconvenient and impractical to veil in
front of them all the time. In such situations “dress, and more specifically
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are restricted in their movement; they avoid mixing with men in the
workplace and cannot roll up their sleeves, so to speak, and perform
manual tasks. In fact the national dress for both genders has become
equated with only white-collar jobs. These attitudes are reinforced by the
implicit social expectations regarding the homogeneity in national dress
and the idealized image associated with it.

In the context of the rapid change within Emirati society, the abaya and
the shaila are in a sense a sort of convenient halfway station to fuller
freedom. Many traditional families still find it difficult to allow their women
to be out in public without the protective national dress. Thus one can
view dress as carrying the social dialectics of the day; what is used to
control can also liberate at the same time in Fanon’s sense of the term12.
The same dress garment can sometimes speak with different voices
depending on the historical conditions of the time. The privacy and
protection in public afforded by the shaila and abaya have enabled
thousands of young Emirati women to pursue university education and
move with comparative ease in a modern society. It is a common sight to
see Emirati women in their abaya and shaila drive their own cars, go to
work, deal with banks, shop, get together in small groups for tea and
pastries in elegant cafEs in the modern malls and international five-star
hotels.

The nigab is multivariate and quite versatile in its contemporary uses.
Informants numerated seven uses of the nigab and the ghashwa, which
are usually associated with very conservative social groups or with Salafi
fundamentalist Islamic female identity.

i) Some women wear the niqab all the time in public for conservative
religious reasons.

ii) It is also worn by some women for anthropological reasons, simply
because wearing it is a social custom they grew up with and find it difficult
to abandon. This dress practice is still widely seen among women of
Bedouin family background. Wearing the nigab is very similar to the
burqu’ (face mask) which was worn by all Emirati women in pre-oil
conditions. The burqu’ covers the mouth and the spine of the nose, and
is still being worn as a cultural survivor by some elderly women although
its use is declining rapidly (Kanafani, 1983).

iy The nigab is used for ziena (beatification). This appears
contradictory since the garment covers three quarters of the face.
Informants explained that the niqab brings out the beauty of the eyes and
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wealthy women. More women are seen nowadays wearing what they call
‘the open abaya’ (al abaya al-maftuha). With one or two buttons on the
chest, the rest of the abaya can casually fall open to reveal garments
beneath fi floor length colourful dresses or trousers. Many women will tell
you, “We wear the abaya for society and what we wear beneath is for
ourselves”. They try to accommodate in their choice of clothes the
demands of personal taste and the general guidelines of their local
culture. The affluent shopping malls have become popular social arenas
attracting young Emiratis not only to shop but also to be seen. Tailoring
the abaya according to individual tastes has become very common, and
young women will take fashion magazines specializing in Gulf dress
styles 1o their tailors11.

The headscarf, the shaila, is also being produced in different fabrics
and embellishments to match the abaya as an ensemble and to suit all
pockets and social status. Within Gulf society, Yamani (1997) has shown
how the elite wealthy Saudi women have, in the face of national
homogeneity of dress, found new ways to establish status and wealth.
Since the 1970s they have begun wearing dresses especially designed
for Saudi clientele by leading Western designers, preferably by the haute
couture of Europe.

For women of lesser social class, the abaya and the shaila can also be
regarded as a means of escape from the tyranny of fashion. A woman
can hide her limited economic means and cheap clothing under her black
abaya. This use of the Emirati dress also conforms to the Islamic
puritanical ideology against unnecessary and wasteful consumer
practices (israf). Therefore it is no coincidence that large numbers of
female students who come from relatively poor Bedouin families reap this
social benefit, particularly as many of them wear a face cover (nigab) as
well.

Similarly the abaya can provide a practical function as women need not
dress up to leave the house for shopping or other daily errands; the abaya
can conveniently cover their casual household wear. Yet while the abaya
can be a practical facilitator in some areas of daily life, one has to
consider it within the larger package of Emirati dress that generates a set
of negative socio-psychological attitudes towards manual labour. In an
unintended latent form the Emirati dress stands in contradiction to the
society’s repeated call for all its citizens to fully participate in the labour
force to achieve sustainable development. Women in abayas and nigabs
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all meaningful, in that it provides a symbolic frame constituting their
distinct cultural identity. However, Bourdieu’s insight is more likely to
manifest itself in the future as we have already started to witness mild
incremental changes in the styles and forms Emirati youth are adopting
in their dress, such as women wearing trousers and blouses under the
abaya, and young men adopting baseball caps instead of the ghutra.

The white kandoura, worn by youth and the aged alike, can be viewed
as an inhibitor of the emergence of youth subculture with its associated
inter-generational rebellious outiook. Major dress innovations and
differences are few, but are increasingly noted among young people.
They include wearing baseball caps, and either adopting a different style
of wearing the headdress or abandoning the headdress entirely. Some
male college students have opted for the light and more casual asama, a
loose turban-like headwear made by folding the ghutra round the head.
Some national teenagers wear clothes representing the youth subculture
(jeans, cut aways) when they visit shopping malls in other Emirates, in
other words, away from their hometown. Acceptances of measured
degrees of change are being tolerated now. The fact that Emiratis
change out of national dress when travelling abroad is significant in
implying that their dress carries its important national discourse only
within the Emirati/Gulf context. Even when visiting other Arab countries
for lengthy summer holidays the majority change their dress to casual
western-style clothes. Many Emiratis point out that wearing the national
dress abroad can be financially taxing as outsiders associate Emirati
dress with great wealth, thus rendering them to exploitation.

Both the men’s kandoura and the women’s abaya do not easily reveal
social class or status. However, this statement needs to be qualified as
the Emirati dress for men and women is a social leveller only in relative
terms. Emiratis as social actors manage to clothe themselves in subtle
and not so subtle ways so as to be viewed differently and to make their
claim as occupiers of different statuses in society. For instance, the
quality of the garment fabric and tailoring is noticed. Other forms of bodily
adornment, shoes, handbags, jewellery, watches, perfumes, mobile
phones and cars can be strategically utilised to distinguish oneself in
terms of status and class. It is perhaps relevant to note that the UAE has
one of the highest sales figures in terms of new mobile phones.

Houses of fashion are making various changes to the abaya, and it is
increasingly becoming an expensive fashion garment among young and
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to inform the expatriates, particularly the men, about the proper attitudes
to adopt when interacting with Emirati women. As a social discourse it is
primarily directed at the expatriate male population to give the Emirati
female citizen the social deference that goes with her dignity and status
(Longva, 1997).

The abaya differentiates Emirati women from other expatriate women,
particularly Asians who are positioned as a depressed and exploited
underclass. The majority of Asian women either work in low skilled
service-related jobs, which necessitate their daily contact with customers
of all types, or they work as domestic servants. This inferior position has
meant that they are subjected to sexual harassment and victimisation in
the Gulf region at large10. Viewed within this broad multi-ethnic context,
the Emirati abaya creates the necessary social distance and boundary
maintenance mechanism vis-1-vis expatriate Asian women. In this
particular socio-economic and political context, the Asian women stand
out as a negative reference group that the Emirati women do not wish to
be associated with. This has generated a set of negative social and
cultural attitudes towards not only the ways they are dressed but also the
type of jobs they perform in society.

The abaya, when viewed with the Emirati elaborate system of ethnic
stratification, becomes invested in multiple ways with social and cultural
attitudes, meanings, images and symbols that help in the construction of
the Emirati identity. The black abaya has become the symbolic protected
space for the Emirati women; her spatial bubble, as it were, that not only
protects but also differentiates and identifies.

Part Ill: Emirati dress in the context of social change

In addition to its role as the significant marker of national identity,
Emirati dress carries other manifest and latent functions and discourses
that have emerged within the broader context of rapid societal change. In
his book “The Fields of Cuitural Production”, Bourdieu (1993) maintains
that intellectuals and artists who align themselves with youth in their
manner of dress and in their whole bodily hexis are representations of
their opposition to power and bourgeois’s seriousness. Because all
Emiratis are empowered, in the sociological sense of the term, as a
privileged ethnic bourgeois class vis-}-vis the global transient
expatriates, the acceptance of the homogeneity of their dress becomes
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power of the stamp and the capacity to hire and fire

As for the Emirati women’s abaya the symbolism appears to be in the
domain of religion and social customs. At the surface level people tend
to interpret the abaya as a sign of female modesty and religious morality.
This is true, yet it offers an incomplete analysis; the abaya needs to be
interpreted as both a sign of religiosity as well as a sign in the everyday
politics of ethnic stratification. In cities the black abaya and shaila
(headscarf) are worn almost exclusively by Emirati women and women of
the Gulf region. Arab expatriate women living in the Emirates are rarely
seen wearing the abaya, and appear in public wearing multicoloured
headscarves as their hijab. “The correct dress for Muslim women consists
of a head scarf, and the full-length, long sleeved, non-form-fitting dress.
The abaya is nowhere mentioned as a prescribed garment.” (Longva,
1997: 413)

Occasionally the abaya is worn on top of the head to cover the hair and
held securely around the face by one hand. It is often worn in this way
with a facemask (nigab) that covers a large part of the face, leaving a
narrow opening for the eyes. Young women regard this style of veiling as
old-fashioned and associated with their grandmothers, although it has
more recently been associated with religion, particularly among Salafi
groups. In UAE university campuses, students who wear the abaya in
this fashion either come from very conservative Bedouin family
backgrounds, or are very religious students studying in the colleges of
Islamic Law (Sharia). It is the latter group of students who were very
active in constructing the exhibition in Sharjah University in support of the
Decency Law of 2001.

The majority of Emirati women nowadays have made some stylistic
alterations to the abaya so that it is worn like a long loose dress with
buttons in the middle or on the left side to keep it closed, rather than an
open gown. This has improved its practicality and facilitated its everyday
use. Increasingly, young women on university campuses have added
numerous decorative frills and embroideries, to the extent that
conservative voices in the community have been raised criticising the
newly tailored and embellished styles as not garments for sitr (covering)
and hishma (decency) but rather as garments for displaying beauty, style
and attraction9. Worn in this way, the abaya can only partly be interpreted
in terms of religion; rather it has now become a symbol of ‘Emiratiness’.
In its prevalent current form the purpose of the abaya is social; it is there
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haweyyatna).

Even though the dress fabrics and accessories are imported from
distant global places, it is the gestalt ways and styles the Emirati person
clothes his/her body that constitute what we may term his/her
‘Emiratiness’, or better perhaps, his/her Emirati configured symbolic self.
To use Geertzian terminology, the dressed Emirati body becomes a
cultural text, with multiple signs, diacritical marks and semiotic meanings
that others can read and interpret according the wider politico cultural,
ethnic textual frames of reference they are living in and familiar with.

In many new states among Third World countries, ‘little traditions’as
termed by Redfield (1996) can be represented by local folk dresses and
dances that become selected and elevated as national symbols. Often
these peasants, tribal or regional ‘little traditions’ are paraded in public
squares as reinvented and institutionalised traditions to celebrate the
making of new political cuiture for the emerging state (Shils, 1963;
Hobsbawm, 1992). However, in the UAE the ubiquity of the Emirati dress
collapses the ‘little traditions’ and the ‘great traditions’ into one synthesis,
into one cultural form worn by everyone all the time. The Emirati dress
itself has in a sense become institutionalised as national form.

Emirati dress as a traditional cultural complex is not stored away in
remote villages by old

folks who are invited occasionally to perform in city squares in national
celebrations. Every adult Emirati dressed in his everyday clothes can
walk in the street and join a national heritage dance. He need not change
garments or add special paraphernalia. In this ordinary cultural fact lies
the efficacy of the Emirati dress in providing a generalized and
omnipresent symbolic boundary and meaning for the definition of being
an Emirati, both for the individual citizen and for the Emirati political
community at large.

The social dimension of the Emirati dress is primarily lodged within the
ethnic stratification system that has evolved in the UAE during the last
forty years. Wearing the kandoura and the abaya convey the image and
sense of Emiratiness in the complex maze of national/expatriate
interactions. The Emirati dress makes life easier for the Emirati citizens,
especially when interacting with officials in government institutions. The
kandoura is widely accepted as a symbol of social power and privilege.
The wearers are seen as fellow nationals, as state bureaucrats,
sponsors, business partners and employers of expatriates. They hold the
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mass of identical persons, all of whom are, as it were, shouting the same
words at the same time” (Lurie, 1981:20).

When examining this aspect according to Barth’s (1998) notions of
construction of ethnic boundaries, the Emirati dress becomes the main
medium of classifying and organising themselves, in this case, as an
economically privileged and politically powerful group. The Emirati dress
is not only a medium but also a politico-cultural message. At the political
cultural level, the uniformity of their national dress only enhances their
collective imagination for constructing their imagined and re-imagined
community (Anderson, 1991).

d. The social-cultural discourse

As a social-cultural item, dress is multi-referential and multi-vocal; its
meaning is relational and contextual. The relational meaning of dress is
parallel to the relational social meaning of dialect in language
(Lindisfarne-Tapper and Ingham, 1997). A particular design, colour or
embellishment may be a sign of a regional local identity. While all male
citizens of Arab Gulf countries (GCC) wear the long and loose white robe,
there are a few differences in style which reveal the localized regional
identity of the wearer. A quick glance at the Emirati in his kandoura will
identify him from his cousins in Saudi Arabia or the northern Gulf states.
The low cut collar and the 18? tarbusha (braided tassel) decorating the
front of the kandoura are markedly Emirati. There are also differences in
naming this garment; in the northern Gulf states it is called dishdasha
and in Saudi Arabia the thoub. The white kandoura thus differentiates the
Emiratis not only from other European and Asian expatriates, but also
from other Gulf Arabs as well as Arabs in general.

The importance of the kandoura lies in its popularity and common daily
use. Emirati boys wear it all the time at home and in school, and as adults
they wear it in colleges and universities. It is their school and national
uniform at the one and same time. It is the ubiquitous form that gives the
Emirati person his ‘symbolic self-completion’ (Arthur, 1997).

Without it his cultural-symbolic self becomes seriously fractured or
threatened, and other ethnics around him will not recognize his identity.
It provides the native Emirati with a sense of generalized cultural
authenticity and connectedness to past traditions. Without hesitation
Emiratis will say that the kandoura is the dress of their ancestors and they
remain loyal to it, “our dress is our identity” (malabesha heyya




National dress and the Dr. Sulayman Khalat

construction of Emirati cultural identity

ethnic class presiding over the affairs of a multi-ethnic society in
transition. This conceptual categorization of the Emirati ethnic divide as it
relates to dress is reinforced by similar cultural practices and dress
differentiating modes operating in neighbouring countries of the Arab Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC). 8

The politics of inclusion of the nationals under the shadow of the
welfare state, coupled with the politics of exclusion of the expatriate from
this wealth-welfarist canopy, is at the centre ground that creates and
maintains the ethnic stratification divide whereby the Emiratis enjoy the
privileged positions. This situation achieves for the nationals what
Giddens terms, “the pervasive use of administrative power” over the
expatriates (quoted in Gledhill, 1994:19). In return the state, personified
by the shaikhly ruling family elite, receives praise and the legitimacy it
requires for maintenance and stability as a modernising political system.

At a very general level the UAE oil-welfare state has effectively
reproduced the Emirati national himself as a mini-rentier by providing him
with sets of politico-economic privileges that empower him to rent out his
name and position as roles that translate into material gain and social
power.

Being a bureaucrat in the various government ministries, receiving
generous welfare state services and being a rentier, the Emirati finds
himself traversing multiple politico-economic terrains that provide him
with empowerment and distinction that have become marked first and
foremost in the national dress, the white kandoura. Viewed within its
broader multi-ethnic contexts the Emirati national dress is meant to
convey a sense of cultural difference, social conservatism, moral
decency, social poise and respect. Moreover, it has become the skin
colour of the Emiratis as it advertises them immediately as a privileged
and powerful national minority.

The unanimous adoption of the Emirati dress for men and women
make their dress appear as a ‘national uniform’. Longva (1997) makes a
similar observation on national dress as a generalised ethnic marker in
her study on Kuwait. All Emiratis wear their national dress throughout the
day, with the exception of the police and army who wear modern military
uniforms while on duty. According to social psychologists,

“To wear a uniform is to give up your right to free speech in the
languages of clothes; instead you are forced to repeat dialogue
composed by someone else. In the extreme case you become part of a




2005 stia. 11 smatt anbua ¥ aglal!

informal manifestations is an important domain for building political
structures, boundaries and barriers against global currents brought about
by the presence of large ethnoscapes, mediascapes and ideoscapes that
are viewed as a threat to the Emirati national heritage and identity.

The UAE as a nation-state constructs itself as a distinct political
community not only by safeguarding its geographical boundaries, building
a national army and police force, raising a national flag, playing the
national anthem, supporting the national football team, issuing
banknotes, identity cards and passports but equally significantly it
establishes nation-wide ministries and welfare institutes and formulates
laws that provide nationals with a package of rights and privileges that
empower and demarcate them from the expatriates.

it is an anomaly that the nationals find themselves, in numerical
demographic terms, as a minority in their own country in relation to the
expatriate population. This highly imbalanced demographic situation has
driven the state to set strict legal matrices and boundaries of inclusion
and exclusion, thus positioning the Emiratis within conditions of privilege
that designate them as an identifiable ethnic national community in
relation to the other ethnics living in their national society.

The Emirati stands out as a very privileged person, empowered to live
and work as an arbab. In linguistic terms the word is the plural form of
rabb, literally meaning ‘lord’. The term arbab is used by the majority of
Asian laborers and domestic servants to refer to their Emirati employer or
sponsor. Within the UAE multi-ethnic social field the Emirati identity is
elevated to that of an aristocrat, with an average of 2.5 domestic workers
per household, mainly coming from poor Asian countries. Heard-Bey
refers to this phenomenon as “the embourgiousment of the national”
(1997:21).

Another significant feature that locates Emirati nationals is their
overwhelming preference for administrative jobs in the state public sector.
The majority of the national labour force is employed in the public sector,
which brings security and numerous social benefits, such as free housing,
education, health and social security, and the capacity to act as a sponsor
or business partner for the expatriates7. Employment within the public
sector also means creating boundaries and political administrative frames
which identify them as the bureaucrats of their city-states. In this
particular context the Emirati national dress, the white kandoura for men
and the black abaya for women, have become markers of a dominant
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as a ‘scientific conference’. The papers presented by both men and
women duplicated the religious moral discourse seen in the exhibition,
but also included academic references drawn from early Islamic heritage.
The female participants sat in the front row in the huge theatre, dressed
totally in black and delivered their papers with their faces turned away
from the audience, as a gesture showing greater ihtisham.

The discourse articulated in both the exhibition and the conference
papers reflected not only the Islamic traditional position on modesty in
dress and public behaviour but also represented an attempt to fuse
religious ideology with the dominant political culture in order to reinforce
its effect in the making of contemporary Emirati identity. The Sharjah
ihtisham law carries clear messages for enforcing dress conformity and
discipline, particularly within female educational institutions. The
description of modest dress in such institutions is outlined along with
drawings of female figures showing specific dress features that should be
avoided. These included tightly fitting clothes, dresses with side slits
revealing the legs, and clothes exposing the chest, back, stomach or
shoulders.

Dress codes when generalized and enforced become not only a
collective group uniform but also instruments of discipline. In this case
dress codes that emphasize homogeneity define body- dress articulation.
Dress discipline defines each of the relations and meanings that the body
must have with dress items, and it also defines how the body should
manipulate and be manipulated by these dress items (Foucault, 1997).
Perhaps because of these implications of discipline and conformity, the
Sharjah ihtisham law was not evenly received across all Emirati social
groups. Some informants questioned the need for the law; pointing out
that Emirati/Sharjah society is already dressed in traditional decent ways.
The messages the law embodies were directed not only to the Emitatis
but also to the expatriate and tourist communities.

C. The politico-economic discourse: the emerging nation-state

State and society interlock in both constructing cultural elements and
in organizing and maintaining the boundaries of Emirati identity. The
Emirati operates within a matrix of empowerment availed to him by the
nation-state. Power in its multi-faceted forms and dimensions appears as
a critical mechanism that the Emiratis utilize frequently in their daily praxis
for constructing their sense of national identity. Power in its formal and
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“Invitation: this invitation comes from the heart, as a result of the
Sharjah University Student's Union belief in the seriousness and
usefulness of this law. Our call is a genuine one for all of us to work
together to respect and activate this law, and protect it from those who
doubt its usefulness. This invitation is to all those living in this good
country so that he/she becomes an example in applying this law. We
should gain pride from repeating ilhtisham (be decent) you are in
Sharjah”.

On the fourth side of the cubicle we read:

“Abiding by the rules of ihtisham and proper behaviour is a response to
society’s calling so that it will not be harmed, and no violation will affect
its customs and its sacred and virtuous traditions. Respecting the law will
help create the civilised environment that is appropriate for family stability
and ensuring peace and security for all society’s members.”

The discourse presented on the surrounding poster display was
primarily about the superiority of Islamic moral rules regarding decency in
dress and public behaviour, and criticism of women who were adopting a
Western dress style. A sample of few brief poems and caption statements
illustrate this well. One viewed women as being precious and, therefore,
needing to be wrapped and protected. “He who has a valuable jewel
wraps it in a chiffon cloth. He will not discard it”. Other statements were
written in a satirical poetic form.

“Oh sister, from where did you get this costume?

It is not known to the Hijazis, nor it is known to Najd

Two opposites, oh sister, will never meet

The religion of righteousness and the way of unbelievers

| swear that the fall of our Umma (nation)

Is the result of embracing such opposites.

Allah attests to that”

One poster praises the ruler of Sharjah for the lhtisham law. It reads:

“The decision to introduce the law is a bright light in the history of a rich
civilisation. It is inscribed with pride by our dear father (the ruler) - he has
built an eternal register that history will bow in respect before it. It will be
respected for an authentic culture, a noble faith, a great vision, and a
forward-moving history.”

Two weeks later, the Faculty of Sharia and Islamic studies in University
of Sharjah organized a conference {23-24 October, 2001) on “Al-ihtisham
and public conduct and its effect on society”. It was advertised on campus
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ihtisham (modesty) and al-haya’ (shame). When parts of the human body
are uncovered, it is regarded as ‘awra (indecent body exposure). Islamic
dress code requires that both men and women cover their ‘awra (Al-
Adnani 1999:136). The woman'’s ‘awra is defined as her whole body apart
from her face, hands and feet, while for men it is defined in much less
strict measures, from his waist to just below his knees. The popular
religious explanation for the strict covering of the woman’s body comes
from viewing ‘awra as a potential fitha, a source of sexual excitement.
The modesty code in Muslim /Arab societies rests, according to Makhlouf,
on “two contradictory assumptions: that the woman is weak and needs to
be protected from threats to her honour, and that she has strong sexual
impulses which threaten the honour of the males and the integration of
the group” (1979:38). Viewed within these perspectives, the veil is a
double shield, protecting the woman against external offences of society
and protecting society against the inherent evil of womeni (Lindisfarne-
Tapper and Ingham, 1997: 15).

Instead of elucidating this discourse in general terms as they appear in
Islamic religious texts and debates or Western anthropological studies, |
will focus primarily on the decency law (qanoun al-ihtisham) that was
introduced in the Sharjah emirate in 2001. The reaction of the university
students represents a living discourse in illustrating how Emirati female
students define themselves through the construction of their own cultural
exhibition and involvement in a conference to celebrate and support the
issuing of the Al-ihtisham law.

The law was issued in a glossy pamphlet carrying the title “Decency
and Public Conduct; Rules and Objectives”. it was translated into Arabic
and six other predominant languages spoken by the expatriate residents
and tourists. The ihtisham exhibition was organised by the Female
Student Union of Sharjah University in the women’s campus from 6 i 10
October 2001.

The title of the exhibit, ‘Al-lhtisham and Public Conduct: Rules and
Objectives’ was inscribed on one side of a large cubicle. On the other
appeared the new rules regarding dress. Women could not wear clothes
that exposed the stomach, back or legs above the knee, or clothes that
were tight or transparent. For males, indecent dress in public places was
defined as wearing very short pants, baring the chest, and wearing the
izar (Emirati male undergarment, similar to the Indian longi).6 The third
side had the following message:
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trends in women’s dress that have gained social acceptance during the
last fifty years. First, in the pre-oil period condition, the abaya (gown)
covered the women from head to toe. Second, by the end of the 1950’s
young women kept the abaya and discarded the bousheyya (face cover);
they walked out of the house without covering their faces. Third, starting
in the early 60’s and continuing till the mid 70’s young women did not
wear the abaya and walked out in public life safirat (unveiled). This dress
mode was then acceptable in society at large. Fourth, in the context of
political changes that emerged with the rise of the Islamic revival (al-
sahwah al-Islamiyyah} in the late 1970’s and 1980’s, the viel (hijab)4
became popular again with the young, although there was much less
acceptance among middle-aged and older women. |t became common
to see a young woman wearing the veil and nigab walking next to her
safira (unveiled) mother. This was the reverse of the social phenomenon
during the 60’s when one saw a mother enveloped entirely in her black
abaya and bousheyya walking in the company of her unveiled daughter.

It is relevant to note that changing patterns in Emirati women’s dress
did not exactly follow those that occurred in the northern Gulf. This is
attributed primarily to the fact that large-scale modernization did not begin
until the mid 1970s in the UAE, just a few years before the Islamic revival
process (al sahwa al islameyya) became influential throughout the Gulf
region. Living within these wider historical conditions, the Emirati women
were saved, as it were, the ups and downs of dress styles that were
experienced by women in other Gulf societies like Kuwait and Bahrain.
Having said that it remains evident that Emirati female dress patterns
have recently begun reflecting some variations, ranging along a
continuum of modern, highly fashion-oriented jeans and blouses under
the abaya to the very conservative Islamic salafi-type-nigab-wearing
styles.

b. The Islamic religious / moral discourse.

Islamic teachings about the proper dress for men and women are of
great importance in shaping and guiding the dress code for the adherents
of the Islamic faith.5 Both Emirati men and women dress modestly
because modest dress defines them as Muslims, and through the
language of dress they also single out themselves as members of a
particular Islamic community. The religious moral discourse has its
foundation in formal Islamic teaching and rules regarding notions of al-
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clothes, the kandoura (robe) and the ghutra (headdress) to wear instead
Western clothes, the shirt and pants. During the 1960s the younger
generation had received modern education and exposure to the outside
world. Also people of that generation watched movies when television
entertainment was then very limited. At that time the pantaloon (pants),
the shirt and the shining hair presented youth as modern, open minded
and educated. Those who remained dressed in the traditional mode were
viewed as representatives of the past that was destined to decline.
People thought that a day would come when nobody would wear the
traditional garb, and that we all would be wearing Western clothes, similar
to the case of our Arab brethren who earlier arrived in our countries as
teachers, doctors, and the like. This inclination came to a halt in the
majority of Gulf countries as everyone, including the young (al-shabab),
returned to the traditional dress which has acquired with the passage of
time some changes in small stylistic frills and touches.

The fabric of these clothes has become very expensive and a source
for exhibitionism and self-aggrandizement. Traditional dress has come to
reflect both expressed and latent wishes for the presentation of an
indigenous  Gulf personality (al-shakhseyyah al-Khalijeyyah al-
mahaleyyah) and its distinction from others. The sight of al-Khalieji as a
tourist in his traditional dress mode became noticeable when you saw him
in the streets of Cairo, Damascus or Beirut.

These changes in dress appearances have come to indicate things
beyond simply viewing dress as something that protects us from the
natural elements. Dress has become a social convention or frame
reflecting a mode of thinking, social trends, and behavioural and
ideological orientations in society. During the 1960s and 1970s the trend
was to shed off the traditional; it refiected a situation of rebellion against
prevailing social customs including manifest forms like dress. This trend
was affected by external cultural and cinematic influences as represented
by Egyptian film stars and youth social movements in the West like the
Hippie movement. The new strong return to traditional national dress
mode (alzai’ al-watani) with its shining whiteness and elegance reflects
not only the new state of wealth but also the desire for distinction within
the new non-Khalieji human environment that has been created recently
in our societies. (Al-Khaleej, 21 August 2000, p36)

In a similar vein Al-Humoud, in his newspaper article “Political changes
and variations in women’s dress: The Kuwaiti case”, identifies four major
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family background. Over the last decade, | have noted that about one
fifth of female students at university campuses wear the nigab. The
cultural dynamics and uses of these dress items will be explored further
in the last section of this paper.

It is possible here to identify and elucidate four highly interrelated
discourses of the Emirati dress, which are examined separately below
only for analytical purposes. They are: the historically conditioned
discourse, the Islamic religious moral discourse, the ethnic political-
economic discourse, and the socio-cultural discourse.

a. The historically conditioned discourse

Every political community or social identity is exclusive in the sense
that not everybody can take part; groups and collectivities are always
constituted in relation to others. The boundaries of ethnic groups are
relative and vary situationally in their importance and significance for the
various groups involved. There are times and situations where
awareness of ethnicity is relatively unimportant and there are situations
where it provides a decisive mechanism for exclusion or inclusion as well
as guidelines for behaviour.

The historically shaped discourse of identity reflects the changing
views and attitudes of the Gulf people toward their national dress. As a
general discourse it envelops all other dress discourses as it affects the
making of the broad conditions in which the entire Emirati national
ideology is formed. The Emiratis’ awareness of their national identity and
their articulation of their cultural difference in relationship to others have
varied in intensity of expression according to the larger historical
transformations described earlier.

Local Gulf intellectuals and commentators have noted these post-oil
changing dress modes and the attitudes associated with them as
manifestations of historically shaped structures and issues that enter into
the very making of the Emirati identity. Hasan Madan, a Bahraini
intellectual who spent many years working in the area of culture and
information in the UAE, wrote an insightful article on the cultural
ideologies surrounding Gulf dress. A translation of his newspaper column
is presented here as it offers sociological comments on the topic of Arab
Gulf dress.

“I believe that many people, like myself, still remember the time when
Gulf people started to liberate themselves from their inherited traditional
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(tassel) which hangs down from the collar covering the front buttoned
opening. Men cover their heads with a white scarf called ghotrah, held
in place with a black rope, aqal. Many youth wear the scarf without the
agal in the form of a loose turban called isama. White is the dominant
color for the isama; however, other colors are used much less frequently.
Sandals are every Emirati man’s foot wear. For ceremonial occasions
such as weddings the groom and his male family members will wear the
bisht; it is a light weight often-transparent gown with gold embroidery
along the edges. It is usually black but also comes in various muted
autumn colors. Shaikhs and VIPs are usually seen in public wearing the
bisht as it adds a rather regal touch upon the wearer. (Refer to photos
inserted in the paper)

Emirati women’s clothes, like those of men, are tailor made. The
women’s traditional clothes are heavily embroidered. Older women wear
a traditional long loose robe called a kandoura. It has a round neck with
a short slit down the front. The slit and the sleeves at the wrist are usually
embroidered and the fabric is either colourfully patterned or plain. The
younger generation of women tend not to wear this traditional kandoura
as they have been influenced during the last four decades by Western
dress styles and general economic prosperity (Crocetti, 1999). Instead,
they wear blouses with long skirts or pants. However, all generations of
adult women cover their hair with a long black scarf (shaila).

When adult women are out in public, they cover themselves with a
black abaya (ankle-length cloak). With the abaya and the shaila as the
two major external garments, the Emirati woman’s body is configured in
black from head to toe. Many of the old Emirati women continue to wear
the traditional facemask, burqu that covers the eyebrows, nose and
mouth. Old women view it as having basically two functions: it indicates
women’s modesty and respect to traditions, and it also represents a form
of adornment, as some mask types, designed with a low cut, do not
conceal much and thus are used to enhance the woman’s pretty facial
features (Kanafani, 1983; Crocetti, 1996). The nigab is another face cover
made of relatively thick black fabric and is worn by women of different age
groups. As a veil it covers almost the whole face apart from narrow slits
for the eye. However, there are some variations in the nigab design, with
certain types worn with large eye opening used to enhance the beauty
and charm of the eyes. The nigab is worn more commonly among very
religious young women or those coming from ultra conservative Bedouin
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the coin, for every act of identification implies a ‘we’ as well as ‘they
(1978: xii). In view of this we find that the Emiratis’ conception and
identification of themselves as al-muwatenoon (the nationals) is a
historically produced, newly constructed generalized political category
used to classify and differentiate themselves from the al-wafidoun
(expatriates). However, within these two major categories there exist
sub-categories of identity. For the nationals there are sub-regional
emirate-based identities, such as Abu Dhabi, Dubai and Sharjah.
However, Emirati sub-identities cannot be reduced to regional bases
alone, as tribal identification as well as other bases of identity (such as
religious sects, origin of groups - Arabi versus Ajami (Persian), native
Emirati versus the recently naturalized, upper classes versus lower
classes) complicate the identity cultural webs that people find
themselves caught in. However, within this paper the thematic focus and
space considerations do not allow us to explicate further.

The expatriates are regarded as being made up of two major sub-
categories: al-wafidoun Al-Arab (Arab expatriates) and al-wafidoun gair
Al-Arab (non-Arab expatriates). These two sub-categories of al-wafidoun
are also ethnically differentiated further according to region, locality,
nationality, language and/or religion.

Clothes are voices that speak out many languages with different
dialects and accents.

They are basically discourses about one’s identity as it relates to
gender, age, profession,

work, ethnicity, status group and social class. Therefore, the
discourses of dress, like clothes themselves, are multi-layered, multi-
dimensional, multicoloured, and multifunctional in their uses, meanings,
cultural representations and ideologies.

Within the highly globalized and multi-ethnic present-day society, the
Emirati dress may be examined with reference to the multiple discourses
it communicates to the Emirati person himself as well as to the expatriate
actors who represent a large number of different ethnic groups. Before
elucidating the various discourses it is relevant to give first a brief
description of the Emirati dress. The male garment,kandoura, is a loose
ankle-length robe, and is usually white in color although occasionally
shades of beige are worn. Sometimes in the winter season one sees
Emirati men dressed in different shades of dark colors. The kandoura
can be elegantly and subtly embroidered and has a distinctive tarbousha
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distribution of privileges and assets as well as in the overall structuration
of certain socio-political fields and boundaries required for the
construction of the larger Emirati national identity. As shown in the
ethnographic snapshots presented here as well as local voices appearing
frequently in the press, the Emiratis feel nowadays that their culture is
being besieged by this huge diversity of global culture and its agencies.
This explains their apparent communal national allegiance to what they
call “adatina wa tagalidana alasila” (our authentic customs and traditions),
including their allegiance to their national dress, the most telling cultural
and organizational symbolic form of identity.

Part Il: Discourses of national dress and identity

The process of development in the UAE has resulted in intensification
of the globalization process, which has been countered by local
sentiments, reactions and adjustments aimed at preserving what the
Emiratis usually refer to as ‘our authentic (asila) national cultural identity’.
National identity is constructed as a multidimensional historical process
containing multiple psychosocial, economic as well as politico-cultural
factors and components. The formation of national/cultural identity as a
process is a function of the interplay of internal (local) and external
(global) variables as these emerge and operate within a given
historical/social context. The dialectic process resulting from the interplay
of these two dimensions manifests itself in complex perceptual and
behavioral modes of adjustment, accommodation or resistance all
relating to the historically continuing process of inventing and reinventing
one’s social self.

It is sociologically meaningful to talk about the construction of identity
only where groups of different ethnic origins have been brought into
interaction within a given social context. The notion of ethnic identity
provides a set of categories with ethnic cultural labels, through which
people order their social environments and pattern their relations with
others. Hence, Epstein writes, “Ethnic categories always have a dual
aspect: they are at one and the same time both ‘objective’, external to, or
independent of, the actor, and ‘subjective’, that is internal to the actor, a
perception of the self” (1978:14). Viewed as such, they are shared
collective representations. When introducing the concept of identify, as
Epstein maintains, “We are at once reminded that this is only one side of
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autonomy from the evolving civil society (Al-Nageeb 1990, Crystal 1990).
In what may appear as a paradox to its economic autonomy, the state
returns to this civil society of citizens and manages to reorganize and
restructure its relationship with it as a patronizing and caring welfare
political system. This oil-maintained welfare system represents the
driving force for modernizing the UAE as a nation state. It has meant the
building of a modern institutional infrastructure through which wealth and
lavish welfare provisions and services are distributed to the nationals.
The control of the oil wealth has resulted in giving the state particular
powers to extend its domination over economy and society. The Emirati
state is the largest and most powerful and generous employer; over 90%
of the total national labor force is employed in the public sector (Gulf
News, July 19, 2002, p31). With the evolution of this particular situation
of national employment in the state sector, being dressed in white robes
(kandoura) has become a specific national priviege and a national
marker that separates them as a distinct ethnic and political group from
other expatriate ethnics.

4. The socio-cultural transformations. Over the last 40 years major
changes and trends in the overall social and cultural patterns of life in the
UAE have resulted in a highly urbanized society. The cities of the UAE
have grown very rapidly into large centers of consumption, attracting not
only rural migration within the country but also thousands of people living
in the neighboring poor Asian and Arab countries as well as those of
Eastern Europe. Migrant workers of all descriptions still arrive in huge
numbers as the UAE undertakes the challenge of diversifying its
economic base to lessen its dependence on oil, thus triggering a new
large-scale construction boom. In the coastal cities now reside expatriate
people representing diverse nationalities and/or ethnic groups, and
consequently socio-cultural life has become characterized by being
globalized, multi-ethnic and multi-cultural.

The new dynamics generated by oil wealth and the establishment of
the UAE as a welfare society have been undermining traditional forms of
socio-cultural life. Structures and organizational forms like the tribe, the
clan, the lineage, and the extended family have lost many of their old
functions, and are no longer major principles in the ordering of economic,
political and social life. However, these traditional forms are being
reinvented as new ideologies and are being utilized strategically by
indigenous Emirati individuals and groups as instruments in the
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material lifestyle and concomitant perceptual ideological attitudes which
frame their cultural difference as a privileged national community. in
general situations “ethnicity and class are not one and the same thing and
must be distinguished from one another analytically. While class refers to
systems of social ranking and distribution of power, ethnicity does not
necessarily refer to rank” (Eriksen 1997:7). However, the recent
economic-political transformations in the UAE have indeed privileged the
Emiratis in large measures that it is possible to talk about a high
correlation between ethnicity and class as, in this case, both fuse and
reinforce each other.

2. Demographic transformations. The Emiratis’ awareness of
themselves as a distinct and separate national community is primarily
fostered by the huge demographic transformations that have radically
changed the population composition of their society. The quest for
achieving rapid large-scale national development meant importing not
only modern technology and services, but much more importantly, great
numbers of unskilled, semi-skilled and skilled labourers, technicians and
professionals of all types to build the necessary institutions and material
infrastructure needed for a wealthy modernizing society.

The large flow of immigrant foreign workers, mainly from Asian and
Arab countries, is reflected in the rapid and progressive growth in the
population size of the UAE 3. This population increase has primarily been
the result of inflow of migrant workers of all types and nationalities, to the
extent that the UAE now has a larger proportion of foreign workers vis-1-
vis nationals compared with other Arab Gulf oil-producing countries.
Foreign workers now constitute 80% of the total population, thus reducing
the national citizens to a minority in their own country, with only about
10% participation in the total labor force in the society.

3. Political transformations. The economic empowerment derived
from huge oil revenues and the establishment of the UAE as a federal
state in 1971 enabled the Emirati shaikhs to transform their small
shaikhdoms into an emerging development driven modern nation-state.
Relying heavily on oil wealth, it has emerged as a monarchical oil welfare
state, with the shaikhs as both controllers and distributors of national
wealth. This has contributed significantly to the solidification of the
economico-political structure of the shaikhs’ authority, which has become
disarticulated from society in terms of economic power structure. This has
given the Emirati state authority structure a significant measure of latent
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behaviour towards the construction of their contemporary national identity
as it is centred on dress. The particularities of these highly
interconnected transformations are the synthesized end result of internal
and external, local and global dynamics.

1. Economic transformations. The advent of the oil economy has led
to a total transformation of the traditional economic activities and material
infrastructure in UAE society, which in the early 1960s had a population
of only 95,000 inhabitants. The society’s former economic activities,
which supported an impoverished subsistence existence, were finally
swept away by an increasing flow of oil wealth. Pearling, shipbuilding,
fishing, small-scale oasis agriculture and pastoralism were undermined in
their entirety, although some have been renewed for economic
commercial purposes using foreign labor, modern technology and new
relations of production. What is significant here for the issue of national
identity is that some of the material artifacts and the theatre of these old
industries and activities have been salvaged and reproduced as history,
as economic and cultural museums of a previous mode of life. The
reconstructions of these former economic activities have become the
main ingredient and focus of a growing heritage revival industry
supported by both state and society to reconstruct Emirati national
identity.

Although the increase in population has far outpaced growth, the UAE
has maintained its status as having one of the highest per capita incomes
in the world.2 The transformation of the material conditions of the
population from ‘rags to riches’ has enabled the UAE citizens to emerge
as top spenders in the Arab world. “With its total population of 3.48 million
at the end of 2002 the average daily private consumption - except real
estate - was put at $26.80, compared with the average Arab spending of
only $3.50 a day” (Gulf News Feb 2, 2004:30). It should be noted that
this data on income and consumption behavior is deceptive as there are
huge disparities in income among groups and social classes. For
example, most foreign domestic workers and other unskilled Asian and
Arab laborers receive only about $1500 to $2000 a year. This parity in
income is largely in favor of the nationals and subsequently has played a
significant role in motivating the Emirati citizens to perceive themselves
as a very privileged and distinct community playing host to other diverse
expatiate ethnic groups. This has led to the creation of the Emirati
nationals as an elite group, expressing themselves in both an affluent
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dialectical interplay between self and the other. These political-economic
conditions are basically the newly configured realities that not only locate
social actors but also shape their behaviour. Yet this dialectical process
between local and global, self and the other, in turn affects the making of
these conditions and the configurations of the Emirati politico-cultural
world. Since socio-economic conditions are the outcome of broad
historical processes, they should not, therefore, be viewed as fixed and
enduring but rather as dynamic processes of a globally driven oil
economy grounded in a modernizing traditional Arab/Islamic culture.

increased accumulation of oil revenues since the early 1960s has
empowered UAE society to embark on a large-scale rapid
modernization/development process for what were once traditional small
and poor communities. Both the pace and scale of this development have
meant an acceleration of the society’s integration within the global
economy, international labour migration and their overarching global
culture. This has manifested itself in rapid socio-economic, political and
cultural transformations that now have become the most salient feature of
the UAE as an oil-rich modern society harbouring more than 100
nationalities as its present day residents.

The globalisation process points to the extension of global cultural
interrelatedness (Hannerz, 1990). It can be understood as “leading to a
global ecumene,” defined as a “region of persistent cultural interaction
and exchange” (Featherstone, 1990:6). Globalisation as a process
manifests itself in a series of cultural flows, which produce both cultural
homogeneity and cultural disorder. These cultural flows link together
previously isolated pockets of relatively homogenous cultures, which in
turn produce more complex images of the other as well as generating
identity-reinforcing reactions (Featherstone, 1990). Appadurai (1998)
views the larger globalisation process as constituted of a set of five
dimensions or cultural flows: ethnoscapes, technoscapes, finanscapes,
mediascapes and ideoscapes. “Global flows do not receive equal
reception or acceptance by local cultures. Global cultural flows occur in
and through growing disjunctures between these various scapes”
(Appadurai, 1998: 301).

How have these combined global flows impinged on the concrete
social reality of the UAE? Economic, demographic, political and socio-
cultural transformations can be identified that have generated the
conditions shaping the Emirati perception of their image and their
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that declare you by their loud knocking, and there are many more things
girls are attracted to. All of this will lead you to fitna, (sexual
enchantment). The Prophet describes those women who follow this path
as “those women, who are clothed, yet appear half naked, and also those
who sway their bodies will not enter heaven and will not smell its
fragrance.”

Part I: The political/cultural economies of the Emirati national dress

These ethnographic snapshots inform us that the Emiratis as a national
community feel certain anxieties about the current conditions that
threaten their traditional cultural identity. They also represent explicit
messages about their need to retain their national dress as an essential
component of being an Emirati. This concern about the importance of
preserving national dress has been common discourse since the early
1990s. However, it should be noted here that this type of discourse is not
confined to dress alone but is extended to other domains of Emirati
society and culture such as newly invented cultural traditions, social
customs and heritage sports, like camel racing, traditional boat racing,
and falconry. This broad national heritage-oriented discourse is
reinforced by the religious Islamic discourse that represents another
significant aspect in the Emirati effort to construct their national/ethnic
identity. Thus Emirati contemporary discourse on national dress is a
fusion of multiple ideologies and value systems that include social
traditions, heritage, Islamic values as well as national political symbols.

The questions that interest us here revolve around why nationalistic
concerns about dress appear at this juncture in time and why the
discourse on national dress manifests itself with such intensity, as
indicated by these ethnographic snapshots? Like other cultural things,
dress has its political and cultural economies and in order to provide a
plausible explanation of the Emirati discourses of their national dress at
this juncture in time, we need to look at it within the broader
transformations that together have constituted the present-day UAE
political/cultural economy. Emiratis as social actors/agents need to be
grounded within the new economic-political realities of a rapidly changing
oil-rich society. Emerging socio-economic and political conditions are the
outcome of what globalisation-minded writers would term the interplay of
local and global forces. It is these conditions that set the grounds for the
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this gives a bad reputation.”

Gulf News, September 15, 1996, p. 3

c) A woman from Abu Dhabi calling herself ‘The Daughter of the
Emirates’ wrote a scathing letter that appeared in the local Arabic press.
She criticized female television announcers who were not properly
wearing the shaila, the Emirati women’s black headscarf covering both
the head and shoulders.

“It is my right to stand in defence of the shaila as | am one of the
citizens of this nation. A law was introduced obliging Abu Dhabi television
announcers to wear it. The fact that these announcers could not object to
this law we see that every one of them wears it according to her way and
style. The result is they do not give it the respect it deserves. Some wear
it with short sleeve dresses, others let it fall back over their heads so
much that you can hardly see it ... Our national dress is the symbol of our
nation. Alshaila does not need to be mistreated like this. Either it is worn
properly with the respect it deserves or let them cancel this government
law.” Al Ittihad, September 8, 1996, p. 12)

d) A parents’ letter to their daughter (1999). The letter is a document of
advice supposedly written by parents to their young daughter who has
just joined the newly established Zayed University for women, with
campuses in Dubai and Abu Dhabi. The students typically wear ankle
length black cloaks (abayas) and black headscarves (shailas). The letters
were distributed in the cafeteria and other places on campus, and were
elegantly typed in different colours and covered in thin plastic wrap for
protection against tear and wear. Below a section purportedly written by
the mother is translated.

My beloved daughter, times are changing and accordingly customs
and traditions change too. However, principles and religious morality are
unchanging among the people who adhere to them. Remain as we have
raised you up, the pure and unblemished girl who does not get taken
away by the false glitter of things, and does not get misguided by sweet
words. Do not be misled by the glamour of material life. Should you do
that, next you will find yourself wearing tight garments that will show your
body form, or short garments that will reveal your limbs even when you
cover them with that light cloak, abaya. Beware of wearing those cursed
pants that make you look like men. This would be against our customs.
Pay attention to your headscarf; it is now embellished with embroidery
only to be worn improperly on the neck. Avoid those high-heeled shoes
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Ethnographic snapshots:

A few ethnographic snapshots of Emirati behaviour and discourse
about their national dress serve to introduce the research topic as well as
give a feel for the immediacy and the cultural accent of the language of
dress that is circulating in Emirati society.

a) Fighting with Mickey Mouse. MacDonald’s, the fast food chain,
opened its first outlet in Dubai in 1995 in Al Ghurair Mall in the heart of
the city. Two Walt Disney characters came out during the opening party
dressed in animal costumes to amuse the children and new customers.
Later on, other two Disney characters appeared wearing the local male
headdress of the ghutrah (white headscarf) and the igal (black rope).
They went around dancing and amusing people in the crowded
restaurant. Soon two young Emirati nationals went straight to the Disney
characters and attacked them. They started beating them, supposedly
for insulting the local national costume. When the restaurant manger
appeared on the scene, he himself was attacked and badly beaten for
allowing such insulting theatre of national dress.

b) In 1996 a lengthy article appeared in a daily newspaper entitled
“Concern over expatriates misusing kandoora”. Kandoora is the local
term used by Emirati nationals for the robe worn by both men and
women; the other less frequent term is dishdasha, which refers only to the
white male robe.

“Calls by nationals to ban non-GCC citizens from wearing the kandoora
have been the main topic of discussion in the readers’ column of Al
Ittihad, the UAE Government official newspaper and the most widely-read
Arabic daily among nationals. Many nationals, mostly women, wrote in to
urge local authorities to ban expatriates - except those from Gulf
Cooperation Council states, which share the kandoora as their national
dress with UAE - from wearing the flowing white robe. They said that the
kandoora and the dishdasha are important national symbol for the
Emirates and should thus be restricted to the people of the UAE and other
GCC states fiSaudi Arabia, Kuwait, Oman, Bahrain and QatarQ. One
national businessman believed that these expatriates wore the kandoora
so that they could pass off as nationals, hoping that they would get
preferential treatment. A lot of foreigners who wear the kandoora actually
pretend they are UAE nationals. Many even imitate our accent well.
When they do something wrong people think they are real nationals and
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nationalities. Second, the paper identifies the various discourses of dress
by examining why and how the Emiratis use their national dress in the
construction, negotiation and management of their national/ethnic
identity. The ethnographic material will illustrate how the Emiratis as an
‘imagined community’, in Anderson’s (1991) sense of the term, use
specific cultural discourses, praxis and dress items as a cultural frame to
construct collective meanings for themselves and simultaneously create
social boundaries vis-a-vis the other that share and at times contest with
them the same social/cultural field. Third, the paper looks at the various
versatile and utilitarian uses of Emirati national dress within the wider
contexts of their rapidly

changing society.

The use of identity related terms such as ethnic, national and cultural
require brief clarification with regard to their meanings, as these terms are
interrelated. Social anthropologists writing on ethnicity and nationalism
regard nationalism in its modern manifestation as something derived from
and congruent with ethnic identity. Ernest Gellner states that “the
nationalist principle requires that the political unit and the ethnic one be
congruent. In other words, given that ethnicity is basically defined in
terms of shared cultures, it demands that everyone, or nearly everyone,
within the political unit be of the same culture and that all those of the
same culture be within the same political unit. Simply put: one culture,
one state” (1997:45). Viewed this way nationalism not only has its origin
in primordial ethnic sentiments and other shared cultural elements but
also is the realization of those cultural sentiments in the form of nation-
state. Thus the terms ethnic and national represent the two sides of the
same analytical coin. With regard to the contemporary Gulf we note that
Anh Nga Longva (1997) in her seminal ethnographic work on the cultural
interface between foreign laborers and their Kuwaiti hosts uses ethnicity
as both descriptive and a key conceptual analytical term to delineate the
dynamics of constructing Kuwaiti ethnic identity.

In view of the fact the Emiratis use in their daily discourse the term
‘nationals’ (al muwatinoun) as their emic view of themselves vis-a-vis
other ethnic groups living in their midst we will talk more often about the
construction of Emirati ‘national’ identity and utilize the terms of ‘ethnic’
and ‘cultural’ to qualify, and/or sharpen our analytical discussion.
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“Our national dress is the symbol of our nation.” An Emirati woman

“Know, first, who you are; and then adorn yourself accordingly”.
Epictetus, Discourses, 3.1

“For the apparel oft proclaims the man
The soul of this man in his clothes.” Shakespeare , part 1, act 3

In a light humored way Emirati poet, Almawlawi, wrote

“I should think Shakespeare would probably conclude that people who
wear white dishdashas (the Emirati robe) all year round must have white
souls all year round.” (Gulf News, Friday Magazine, June 19, 1997:74)

Dress is a thoroughly socialized thing, a thoroughly politicized thing, as
well as a thoroughly cultural thing. Dress does not only transform the
human body into a cultural form, but also transforms it into a walking
script, a social language. When clothed or framed by particular dress
items, the body becomes a moving constellation of symbols and signs
that speak out to the social world. In its silent ways dress gives messages
about our identity, social position and status and subsequently it triggers
and commands particular sets of social responses from others.

The Emiratis’ current perception and need for the preservation and
construction of their national identity as an ongoing socio-cultural and
political process has become more evident recently within the challenging
contexts of oil-wealth, rapid modernization and multiple global cultural
flows and dynamics. Based on fieldwork observations carried out in the
UAE during the last five years, the paper offers an ethnographic
documentation and analysis of why and how Emirati men and women use
their national dress as a significant boundary marker for maintaining their
distinct national identity. The paper is organized in three major parts.
First, it describes the political and cultural economies of the Emirati dress
by showing how the oil-driven modern transformations - economic,
demographic, socio-cultural and political - have constituted both internal
and external factors that are presently shaping life conditions and
identities within the Emirati new social scene. New political and cultural
economies have been created whereby the Emirati nationals are a
minority in their own country among more than one hundred expatriate
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