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Life course, city course; local cosmopolitanism, seen by youth in Oman - 

CEFREPA Diwan and Sorbonne Abu Dhabi 

Thursday, February 25, 2021, 2:00 pm (Paris), online. 

Speaker : 

• Marion Breteau is an assistant professor at the University of Kuwait, and a part-

time lecturer at the University of Aix-Marseille in anthropology of the Maghreb. 

She is also an associate researcher at CEFREPA. Marion Breteau's thesis is 

entitled "Muscat loves. Spaces, gender roles and intimate representations 

among young people (Sultanate of Oman)". 

Summary of the conference : 

 The capital of the Sultanate of Oman, Muscat, has a large majority of young 

people. For the rest of the country, and mainly the surrounding countryside, this city is 

synonymous with the future. Moreover, among the 30 universities that the country 

hosts, 20 are located in the capital.  

 The question of cosmopolitanism is central today, so much so that the mobility 

of individuals has developed. For Michel Agier, the cosmopolitan condition implies a 

search for identity in a world of borders. “Borders” encompass a stato-centric vision of 

populations: for example, the United Arab Emirates, with cities such as Dubai and Abu 

Dhabi, host a largely cosmopolitan population (French, American, Chinese, etc.). 

Amélie Le Renard, for her part, speaks of cosmopolitanism as a "lifestyle", a difference 

in a homogeneous cultural, ethnic or social mass. Finally, to join her, Elijah Anderson 

speaks of a "cosmopolitan canopy", a safe, comforting space for people called 

"diverse", who simultaneously immerse themselves in local customs in order to interact 

in public. This is the case, for example, of the second generation of Arab migrants from 

Abu Dhabi, who retain the nationality of their parents, while evolving from a young age 

in the Emirati capital. However, they appear as foreigners in their own city.  

 After these definitions, it is a question of defining whether cosmopolitanism is 

applicable to the city of Muscat. Unlike Abu Dhabi or Dubai, the capital of the Sultanate 

of Oman has about 50% foreigners among its inhabitants, while Dubai has nearly 95%. 

For Marion Breteau, this notion must go beyond the state aspect, to come and observe 

a new diversity in a restricted space: a diversity that is at the same time social (with 

this notion of power), ethnic and religious. The latter is then observed in practices, 

ways of interacting with others and traditions, more than in nationality. In Muscat, most 

students come from other parts of the country, and very few foreigners settle there.  

 This initial experience is perceived differently according to gender: in the Sultan 

Qaboos University (SQU), women are housed in the University's dormitories, in 

communities, while men live in shared flats in the Al Khoud 6 and Kom neighborhoods. 

Many return every weekend to their hometowns, to take care of their families: the gap 
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is then blatant, because in Muscat, their life is more emancipated. In addition to 

discovering a certain autonomy in relation to their family home, women in particular 

discover the gender mix outside that of their relatives. Students must then share almost 

opposite habits and traditions, despite their common nationality. There is a certain 

religious mix, between Ibadites (the majority in the country), Shiites (the majority of 

whom live in the north of the country) and Sunnis. They also discover the dialects 

spoken in Oman, such as Swahili.  

 More precisely, Marion Breteau lingered on studying the love relationships of 

young people in Muscat. For students from the countryside and neighboring cities, 

encounters are facilitated, unlike young people from Muscat, who are more likely to 

meet people in their own city. By following a young couple, who met in Muscat, the 

researcher reports a certain culture shock: Āḥmad is Ibadite and comes from the region 

of Bāṭina, in the North, and Fāṭima comes from the Sharqiyah region, in the South, and 

is mostly Sunni. During their marriage, the differences between the two families are 

apparent: the groom's family criticizes the music, which is too backward, as well as the 

dress of the future wife. The show of the blood-stained sheet is practiced by the bride's 

family, but qualified as shameless by the Ibadites, who even if more conservative, say 

they respect the intimacy of the couple.  

 We can therefore see that Muscat is a laboratory of diverse, yet national, 

identities that interact. However, the weight of regional differences still weighs on 

young people, especially when forming a professional network, or during family 

celebrations.  
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