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Introduction 
Ma knna n’arf 

 

“Ma knna n’arf,” or “we did not know,” was a phrase said to me by older relatives when I inquired 

why many things were different in the past. From the way of life, to the way people dressed, to the 

way people identified themselves, Qatar was a different place. Narratives and narrativization are 

important concepts in explaining the changes that happened in Qatari society and identity as 

narratives define one’s changing story. Narratives are also interesting in that they also tell a story 

shared by a collective, rather than just an individual. Shared narratives provide people a sense of 

unity by combining a reconstructed past and an imagined future. In terms of Qatar, a narrative is 

essential as Qatari society is a rapidly changing one which emphasizes the importance of a Qatari 

identity.  

There exists a narrative which defines Qatari identity today and how it came to be. In Qatar, 

an example of a collective narrative is that people in the past were ignorant and with a more 

(Islamically oriented) education, people would become more religiously conscious and more 

modern.1 This narrative disregards a great part of modern Qatari history by labeling it as ignorant. 

However, it does not hinder the attachment to the past, as heritage is celebrated, through references 

to jeel al-taybeen, forming a major part of modern Qatari identity.  

Jeel al-taybeen literally describes a generation of people who lived in a vague, not so 

distant, past, beginning in a premodern Qatar (1940s-1960s) and ending around the late 1990s or 

the early 2000s. Their lives are seen as simpler and happier than life today. Jeel al-taybeen is a 

phenomena that refers to collective memory and nostalgia for a vague notion of the past, with 

 
1 Anonymous F, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021. 
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many names attributed to it, whether it is jeel al-taybeen (the generation of the good) in the Gulf, 

and Qatar, or elzaman eljameel (the beautiful time) in the broader Arab world.2 It is a term which 

came along with modernity and urbanity and is a nuanced and multilayered concept. On a surface 

level it may be an artistic reference, recreating an aesthetic of the past and found in art, clothing, 

television shows and other media. However, on a deeper level, it is a remembrance of a time that 

entailed stronger familial bonds and social relations than today.3 Jeel al-taybeen is indicative of 

deep longing and nostalgia, where there is an ever present yearning for what is old, mal awal,4 

especially within older generations. These emotions arose due to the acceleration of changes, 

including urban ‘development’ and rapid ‘modernization; that occurred in Qatar over a short period 

of time.5 Viewing aspects of jeel al-taybeen, whether it is old houses and areas, performances and 

festivities, even with older people heightens emotions of nostalgia.6 Jeel al-taybeen was not coined 

by anyone specific but it gained popularity with the coming of modernity in Qatar, around the 

2000s.7 Though its origins are unclear, it is used by both the state and society and the concepts it 

draws upon are significant to modern Qatari identity. 

Jeel al-taybeen is not simply a concept that evokes fond memories of the past, it is a past 

present in modern Qatari identity. Jeel al-taybeen is also a manifestation of a past depicted in a 

broader state narrative of identity and heritage. It exists in more aspects than one in that jeel al-

taybeen is an entire industry in its own right. Multiple businesses, small and large, use it as a 

 
2 References, and nostalgia, to elzaman eljameel often directly point to Egypt and a very specific era of filmmaking 
and music production, ranging from the 1950s to the 1970s. 
3 Anonymous BA, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021. 
4 Anonymous BA, Interview, 2021.; Mal awal is a concept related to jeel al-taybeen and loosely describes objects or 
concepts “belonging to the past.” 
5 Anonymous F, Interview, 2021.; Of course, loaded terms such as modernization and development connote 
improvement and positive transformation but in this context, their use is to simply indicate a social, economic, and 
urban change in Qatar. 
6 Anonymous BA, Interview, 2021. 
7 Anonymous F, Interview, 2021. 
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marketing tool or theme for products such as food, clothing, art, television dramas and more.8 Its 

‘omnipresent,’ nature authenticates the collective narrative of having a deep-rooted identity that is 

attached to tradition but accommodates and keeps up with modernity.  

 

 Figure 1: Malhamatna or Our Epic by Jassim Zaini9 

 

Jassim Zaini's oil painting, above, is a manifestation of a narrative of Qatari identity and 

showcases a version of the official narrative by depicting a process of change and ‘development,’ 

characterized by simplicity (jeel al-taybeen) and how the country modernized and was built with 

the coming of oil and modernity.10 The painting also shows how this narrative is internalized by 

Qataris as well, since the painting was done by an individual not by a government entity. 

State narratives are present in multiple ways through notions of heritage, modernity and 

identity. A version of these narratives is on the Amiri Diwan’s (the administrative office of the 

sovereign) website, which describes Qatari history in a linear fashion. It begins with the Al-Thani’s 

 
8 Miriam Cooke, Tribal Modern: Branding New Nations in the Arab Gulf (Berkley: University of California Press, 
2014), 67. 
9 Jassim Zaini, Malhamatna, 1973, oil on canvas, 90x30 cm, Location: Mathaf: Arab Museum of Modern Art, Qatar.  
10 Ibid. 
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uniting Qatari tribes, a pre-oil era, the coming of oil, and then, concludes with independence.11 

Official narratives are stagnant in that the past is referred to as an authentic, less ‘developed’ 

starting point to a modern identity, exhibiting the past only as a precursor to the modern. This 

narrative is legitimized through the support of the state’s heritage industry. Phenomena like jeel 

al-taybeen, and concepts they encapsulate like nostalgia, are heavily utilized in the creation of state 

narratives. 

I hypothesize that the narratives that exist in Qatar, today, are imagined and constructed 

notions of identity. This thesis does not argue that official narratives are entirely baseless, rather 

that they portray Qatari identity and society as stagnant by depicting the linear ‘development,’ 

which came with oil. My hypothesis seeks to explain how such notions of identity, deemed 

stagnant today, are fluid and dynamic.  

The question of who creates these narratives is relevant but, there is no simple answer as 

narratives of identity are constructed, reproduced, and internalized by the people and the state. 

Both narratives draw from one another to create a national identity narrative that is reductive, 

simplistic, and presents the past as static by depicting people monolithically. This renders Qatari 

traditions exclusive and unsusceptible to change even though they have been and still are changing 

today. I chose to study this topic to humanize jeel al-taybeen and reimagine narratives which 

portray them more accurately. This study of jeel al-taybeen is essential as modern Qatari identity 

is dependent on a notion of tradition, which is heavily present in Qataris’ collective imaginary, 

today.  

 A process of reimagining narratives is vital to accurately represent jeel al-taybeen and to 

a larger extent Qatari history. In this chapter, I discuss the importance of constructing a heritage 

 
11 “History of Qatar,” The Amiri Diwan, https://www.diwan.gov.qa/about-qatar/history-of-qatar?sc_lang=en. 
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in the context of Qatar in the Gulf. Understanding state-sponsored constructions of identity and 

heritage are necessary before reimagining them in the next chapters. Once stating the approaches 

to identity construction and heritage, I state the dominant narratives of identity in Qatar. After 

stating the overarching narratives of identity, the next section delves into the existing literature 

before emphasizing what this thesis will bring to the discourse, which is a change in approach and 

a reimagination of narratives of heritage and identity by exploring clothing and the heritage 

industry. 

 

The Importance of Constructing Heritage 

The creation of Qatari heritage and traditional identity is rooted in regional and 

international politics.  The 1980s and 1990s were periods of regional instability that inspired the 

mostly small and young Gulf states, including Qatar, to come together and form the Gulf 

Cooperation Council (GCC). As a transnational entity, the GCC gave Gulf states the ability to not 

only have a shared identity but also acknowledge the different nation-state identities within the 

cooperation. Thus, the GCC was created to project a collective identity, as well as solidify and 

legitimize the new states’ political presence in the region.12 In order to consolidate themselves with 

citizens, Gulf states participate in nation-building. A major part of Gulf countries’ domestic 

success, according to Miriam Cooke, is the creation of a brand vis-a-vis the creation of a bustling 

heritage industry. Creating this brand is important to nation-building, and assists them in the 

international sphere, as Gulf countries, like Qatar, seek to present a unique culture and heritage on 

the world stage.13 This shift in regional politics was a starting point to Qatar’s identity construction 

and nation-building processes. 

 
12 Cooke, Tribal Modern, 66. 
13 Ibid., 65. 
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In presenting the brand internationally, the heritage industry becomes dependent on 

cultural tourism. Cultural tourism is a major tool utilized by Gulf countries, based on the exoticness 

of the Gulf and the luxuries which came to replace the hardships people endured previously. The 

increasing importance of cultural tourism is due to the nature of the inevitably depleting oil wealth, 

which Gulf countries sought to supplement, and diversify their respective economies, with a 

tourist/heritage industry.14 Cooke describes how these industries affect identity in that it affects 

Gulf nationals as much as it does foreigners. For the foreign gaze, it is a romanticized and 

pleasurable experience, while for the Gulf national, the tourist industry represents “pride, 

patriotism, unity, and a sense of shared belonging and connectedness.”15 These principles are 

fundamental to creating the brand, birthing the "tribal modern," and emphasizing the idea of a 

modernity that is rooted in culture and heritage; a modernity similar to the West’s but with a 

cultural and traditional twist. This tourism-based construction of modernity is what results in a 

simplified narrative of identity and heritage in the Gulf and Qatar. 

Authenticity and traditions are important aspects to maintaining identity narratives. 

According to Cooke, invented traditions are central as they aid in maintaining a cohesive society, 

legitimizing the state and its institutions, and instilling these values and beliefs within their people 

in order to increase nationalism within them. She also explains how this sense of authenticity aids 

the new nations in their claim to be deeply rooted in the past. The search for authenticity does not 

come without ramifications, however. It prioritizes ‘purity’ in multiple ways as Gulf Arabs become 

obsessed with the idea of tribal lineage and whether someone is truly and purely Arab for them to 

 
14 Cooke, Tribal Modern, 66. 
15 Ibid., 67. 
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be considered an ‘original’ Gulf citizen. This concept supports the notion of identity narratives 

becoming more exclusive with modernity, as there is an effort to be “authentic” and unified.16  

The strive for authenticity, and the creation of a wider nation-state identity are achieved by 

the creation of a heritage or a civic myth. Qatar’s father Emir, Hamad Al Thani sought to achieve 

an authentic nation state identity by creating a civic myth.17 This was because there was a need for 

symbols to evoke emotions and feelings of national unity, which were not present previously. 

Thus, he revived tribal symbols and reinvented nationalist practices such as falconry and camel 

races, proving their importance to Qatari nationalism and national identity. He also sponsored and 

subsidized an advanced heritage industry which is produced and continues to produce national 

symbols of the past throughout Qatar. His actions align with Miriam Cooke’s theory of heritage 

engineering, where she argues that symbols of the past, like pearl diving and a bedouin lifestyle, 

are used to evoke nostalgia.18 Nostalgia is also present in multiple museums and heritage sites, as 

well as the media.19 The heritage industry not only captures a view of the past from a modern lens 

but also reproduces these images with its own narrative, carefully representing what serves its 

agenda. 

 

Shaping the Narrative 

 In Gulf countries like Qatar, there is an apparent Arab ‘Gulfisization’ of heritage which 

excludes Iranian and South Asian influence. This can be seen in Souq Waqif, which was renovated 

to suit a narrative that portrays a Qatar solely belonging to the Arab Gulf.20 This is not only a 

 
16 Cooke, Tribal Modern, 68. 
17 Mehran Kamrava, Qatar: Small State, Big Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2013), 123. 
18 Cooke, Tribal Modern, 68. 
19 Ibid., pp. 67. 
20 Kamrava, Qatar, 123. 
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reductive image of the past but it is a rendering of the past that is exclusive to a specific image of 

Qatar. This is a problematic narrative as it is based on the contrast between a past Qatar and a 

modern Qatar. When the past is constructed in museums and heritage sites, it is always ruptured 

from the present. Jeel al-taybeen's existence in heritage and traditions, exists for identity purposes 

and more importantly, as a marker of progress. As a result, identity and heritage are depicted as 

monolithic and become exclusive markers of who belongs. This highlights the importance of myth 

for the strength and robustness of new national identities. So much is lost in these mythical 

representations of the past, and that is why reimagining them becomes important, to complicate 

the simplified state narrative and introduce nuances of the region and its history. This is not to 

reject modernity-based heritage or claim that it cannot be used, but it is to acknowledge that there 

is a diversity in heritage and that there are different pasts to be represented.  

Nuancing what is perceived as the past is key to introducing new perspectives of Qatari 

heritage and history. Though it might complicate the process of nation-building and creating an 

identity, acknowledging the Gulf's past is much more authentic, and does not reduce its culture to 

mere myths which lend itself to inaccuracies when depicting heritage in the present. While it is 

easy to blame the state and while it does play an essential role in the construction of narratives of 

identity, the issue is more complex. Notions of Qatari identity have changed and developed 

overtime. They have been internalized and reproduced from one generation to another, changing 

and adapting to different times. To understand this notion, there is a need to further deconstruct 

jeel al-taybeen’s past to illustrates how Qatari identity is and was narrativized. This reveals how 

malleable identity truly is and shows how studying the past is vital to understanding the present.  

In shaping narratives, one gains the power to inject their agenda into an identity-narrative, 

thus, deconstruction aids in communicating alternative identities. Reframing a concept through 
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deconstruction shifts the dynamics of power in articulating the concept itself. When applying this 

notion of deconstruction to jeel al-taybeen, one will understand how deconstructing the past 

‘empowers’ who has the power to depict the discourse.21 Deconstructing jeel al-taybeen’s past is 

also important when it comes to identity formation and is evident in concepts such as Kamrava’s 

notion of the civic myth, which is to create an identity through symbols like, the cliche of pearl 

diving and its modern romanticized depictions.22 The past is depicted as monolithic and becomes 

a distant and rather exclusive identity marker. As a result, so much is lost in the past, and thus 

deconstructing it then reimagining it become important steps to better understand the past. This 

thesis, therefore, highlights how the civic myth and heritage engineering play a role in defining a 

common, shared history and identity - creating a dominant narrative.  

 

Dominant Narratives of Identity in Qatar 

Defining dominant narratives is essential to showcasing modern Qatari identity. I examine 

these narratives chronologically, while acknowledging that the emergence of one narrative does 

not necessarily replace the existing one, as they may overlap. The period where a narrative grows 

more prominent signifies a social or political transformation.  

It is also worth noting that a narrative’s influence might increase and decrease at different 

times in some cases. The narratives are characterized by multiple factors and can manifest from 

state efforts or political influences on the region. In the 1960s, at the height of Nasserism, one 

detects a shift in Qatari identity towards a more transnational Arab identity, which gained 

momentum leading up to Qatar’s independence. In Ali Al-Kuwari’s Al-Awsaj, the 1960s is 

described as a time of instability due to multiple protests, after a member of the royal family 

 
21 Amira El Azhary Sonbol, Gulf Women (London: Bloomsbury, 2012), 3. 
22 Kamrava, Qatar, 123. 
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murdered a Qatari man, and the creation of an anti-imperialist and pan-Arabist labor union called 

the National Struggle Front.23 The front wished to see an end to imperialism, a notion tied to pan-

Arabism, and a manifestation of a growing and expanding sense of Arab identity, which reflected 

the climate in the Arab world.24 This narrative was powerful due to the influence of Nasserism and 

Egypt’s place as a regional power, yet, this narrative shifted with the fall of Nasserism and after 

the independence of Qatar in 1971 as there was a move towards new identities; a broader Gulf 

identity and a national identity. 

The independence of Qatar as well as other political events also had a role in shifting the 

narrative on identity in Qatar. The signing of Qatar’s independence in 1971 catalyzed a process of 

differentiation and identity making process. In his speech, the ruler, Sheikh Ahmad bin Ali Al-

Thani, highlighted the shift in Qatar and its transformation due to independence.25 In addition to 

independence, religious movements are a major source of influence in the Gulf. It is clear, in the 

20th-century that Wahhabism gained influence in the region by reconstructing Arab identity and 

moving in a more conservative direction.26 This movement was catalyzed after the Iranian 

Revolution, where Qatar and other Gulf monarchies were threatened by the increasing influence 

of the Shia regime over the region.27  

Factors such as the start of the Iran-Iraq war in 1980, caused instability in the Gulf region. 

The Iran-Iraq war represented a shift of power within the region and clash of multiple identities, 

such as sectarian (Sunni vs. Shia) and ethnic identities (Arab vs. Persian) among others. The shift 

of power is present in two ways. The first has to do with the Middle East splitting into two, 

 
23 Ali Khalifah Al-Kuwari, Al-Awsaj (Bayrūt : Manshūrāt Ḍifāf, 2015), 11. 
24 Ibid., 15. 
25  Sheikh Ahmad bin Ali Al-Thani "The Speech Of Independence,” Speech, Geneva, Switzerland, 1971. 
26 Muhammad Qasim Zaman,. The Ulama In Contemporary Islam (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 177. 
27Ibid. 
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opposing powers, Iran and Iraq. The second is that foreign intervention (the USA and Russia) is 

included in the aforementioned power dynamic. In addition to the threat existing within the region, 

there existed the threat of foreign powers intervening and possibly changing the fate of West Asia28 

 As mentioned above, the implications of these factors led Gulf states to create the Gulf 

Cooperation Council (GCC) in 1981. These multiple, dominant identity narratives overlapped into 

each other, reflected the time they appeared and were imagined in. Gulf states pushed for a united 

narrative for a long period of time, and still do, but the united GCC narrative dwindled in Qatar 

after the 2017 blockade.29 These political narratives reflect current understandings of Qatari 

identity and show how the narrative changes because of the political climate. 

 

Exploring the Existing Literature 

While the existing research on Qatar and the Gulf is rich, a key component in most of the 

existing literature is a top-down approach to the formation of Qatari identity. This approach is 

political and highlights the role of the government in the creation of identity. While this is a valid 

approach, strictly portraying identity formation from this perspective undermines social aspects of 

it. The existing literature also highlights the role of nation-building, which has been vastly studied 

and written about extensively. The literature amassed deals with themes of Qatari identity in 

different time periods, including pre-independence from the British, post-independence and the 

20th century, and Qatar in the 21st century, which is a linear and top-down approach to history.  

 A majority of secondary sources about Qatar describe its political and nation state history. 

Qaṭar al-Hadīthah, or Modern Qatar, by ʻAbd al-ʻAzīz ʻAbd al-Ghanī Ibrāhīm is a direct reading 

 
28 Cooke, Tribal Modern, 65. 
29Kristan C Ulrichsen, “Lessons and Legacies of the Blockade of Qatar,” (Insight Turkey 20, no. 2, 2018): 16.; The 
blockade on Qatar from three GCC countries led to the focus on Qatari identity. Narratives of nationalism and 
loyalty increased drastically, with songs and other forms of art. 
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of 19th to early 20th-century documents during an important period of state formation. It highlights 

important historical events and explains them thoroughly, including the drawing of the borders, 

the separation between Qatar and the United Arab Emirates and the entrance of Wahhabis in 

Qatar.30 This book, as well as Habibur Rahman’s The Emergence of Qatar: The Turbulent Years 

1627-1916, emphasize the fact that Qatari identity did not always exist as it did today, and propose 

that the Qatari emirate is relatively new.31 This is an influential part in deconstructing identity as 

the books discuss a period when the state was not as consolidated. These accounts and documents 

were governmental and influenced by colonialism, providing an important lens to view the post 

nation-state formation of a more Gulf Qatari identity. The two works focus on the formation of the 

state and conceptualization of a Qatari emirate. Although this is important to understanding the 

beginnings of the Qatari state, they do not use many primary sources, other than political 

documents like telegrams. Both works also reveal how aspects of identity, such as religious 

denomination or political allegiance, did not exist before the formation of the nation state. Yet, 

these texts do not explore the development of identity and nation-building within people and 

rewriting a heritage, while this thesis focuses on the conceptualization of identity and how that has 

transformed for Qataris today. 

Another important source is Bidāyāt al-Nahḍah fī Qaṭar (The Beginnings of the 

Renaissance in Qatar), in which Abd al-Raḥmān ʻUṭbah discusses Qatar’s accomplishments as 

well as many of his memories in Qatar in the mid-to-late 20th-century. This book employs 

photographs and different historical milestones of Qatar and pieces together a narrative based on 

 
30 ʻAbd al-ʻAzīz ʻAbd al-Ghanī Ibrāhīm, Qaṭar al-Hadīthah: qirāʼah fī wathāʼiq sanawāt nashʼat imārat Āl Thānī 
1840 - 1916 (Beirut: Dar Al Saqi, 2013), 49. 
31 Habibur Rahman, The Emergence of Qatar: The Turbulent Years 1627-1916 (London: Kegan Paul, 2005), 61-64. 
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that.32 Though this book is valuable, it is also biased and focuses on Qatar’s contributions to the 

Arab world. The book also emphasizes the value of oral history, the need to record information 

orally and how examining oral history is central to understanding events that happened in the past, 

as it adds a dimension to history that cannot be understood simply by facts and figures.33 This is 

relevant to my thesis in its approach as I conducted multiple interviews which compliment the 

documented history.  

 The importance of oral history is also a key element in Amira Sonbol’s Gulf Women which 

provides an in-depth study of women in the Arabian peninsula from the ancient pre-Islamic period 

to the contemporary period. This book deconstructs many of the stereotypes attached to the Gulf. 

It discusses the concept of family in the Gulf and its centrality to Gulf identity. Gulf Women also 

highlights the fact that textualization may be problematic as it produces images and narratives 

which linger and remain attached to history as stereotypes, like the stereotype of pre-Islamic 

Arabia being unworthy of research and being called a period of ignorance (Jahiliyyah).34 This is 

problematized, as the book reveals how textualization is hegemonic and conveys the notion of 

having a ‘legitimate’ history against a so-called ‘illegitimate’ history, which may be true, but is 

instead disregarded because it contradicts the ‘official’ narrative.35  

Power dynamics determine who produces knowledge and develops official narratives, and, 

often, intellectuals and scholars wield this power. To combat westernization in the 19th and 20th 

centuries, for example, Muslim scholars focused on determining what was and what was not 

Islamic. They had the power to legitimize and delegitimize what they saw fit. This authority, held 

 
32 ʻAbd al-Raḥmān ʻUṭbah, Bidāyāt al-nahḍah fī Qaṭar: maʼāthir wa-mafākhir wa-dhikrayāt: dirāsah tawthīqīyah 
(Allepo: ʻAbd al-Raḥmān ʻUṭbah, 2009), 245. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Sonbol, Gulf Women, 3. 
35 Ibid., 4. 
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by the state and intellectuals, in legitimizing history was what created a mainstream narrative that 

disregarded other narratives. These factors render the study of oral history important; oral history 

uncovers alternative narratives and reveals more diverse and deeper histories.36 Little forms of 

non-official and oral narratives exist. Texts which adopt similar methodologies to Gulf Women 

emphasize the gap in social history and their importance. In fact, a point that is highlighted in Gulf 

Women is how much research is lacking in regard to the Gulf. This text paves the way in which I 

execute my research and thesis, in that I focus on oral accounts. That being said, and while I 

examine the impact of official narratives on Qatari women, I also focus on identity construction 

and national branding in this thesis. 

 A vital portion of the literature focuses on projection and representation of modern Qatari 

identity. The notion of the modern Qatari is a rapidly changing phenomena and the process in 

which Qatari identity is formulated is dependent on various dynamic factors like nationalism, 

religiosity and modernity. Edited by Pamela Erskine-Loftus, Representing the Nation discusses 

the employment of museums to represent an image of a unified identity, while projecting and 

conveying modernity. It examines how Museums are important to the narration of identity.37 In 

Qatar, she explores the Museum of Islamic art as a paradoxically ‘secular’ museum, in addition to 

analyzing the Qatar National Museum project, which was built to consolidate a specific identity, 

affirming how Qatar participates in heritage engineering in a manner which impacts identity.38 

An examination of the heritage industry’s approach to representing Qatari identity is also 

present in an article called “Demolition and Construction in the City of Doha: Cultural Concepts 

about the Change in Place” by Faraj Daham in Al-Shaʻb Yurīdu al-Iṣlāḥ fī Qaṭar … Ayḍan (The 

 
36 Sonbol, Gulf Women, 4. 
37 Pamela Erskine-Loftus, Representing the Nation: Heritage, Museums, national narratives and identity in the Arab 
Gulf states (London; New York: Routledge, 2016), 129. 
38 Ibid., 36. 
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People want Reformation in Qatar… Too) compiled by Ali Khalifa Al-Kuwari. The article 

criticizes the approaches to renovation in heritage sites as sites are redone to represent a state 

narrative of the past.39 The author shows that the site is not preserved, rather it is demolished and 

made new again, for identity formation purposes. Ali Khalifa Al-Kuwari’s books are a key 

resource for researching the political climate and history in Qatar as well as viewing Qatar and 

criticizing it from multiple perspectives. 

 Though the literature regarding Qatar and identity is rich, it lacks bottom-up 

representations of Qatari (and Gulf) identity and has a gap in social history. As shown from the 

dominant narratives expressed above, the majority of studies focus on state-sponsored narratives 

with little literature focusing on societal narratives. Most scholars present a linear narrative of 

Qatar’s history and subscribe to a monolithic depiction of Qatari people and society. Indeed, in 

portraying Qatar in this way, there is an oversimplification of Qatari identity and heritage which 

need to be addressed. 

This thesis uses a social and personal approach to add another dimension to the existing 

literature. What I propose to do with narratives and narrativization is reimagine a history that is 

not documented, due to the Gulf’s strong oral culture. An important note is that this thesis examines 

specific experiences and ‘memories’ through interviews, for example. This fills the gap in social 

history that ought to be researched, documented and preserved. In doing so, I provide a 

personalized and humanized study of Qatari history through the concept of jeel al-taybeen and 

through clothing and heritage sites. It is also important to note that the work my thesis presents is 

neither another monolithic narrative of Qatari identity nor an attempt to completely invalidate 

 
39 Faraj Daham, “Alhadm wa Albina’ fi madinat aldawha: mafaheem thaqafiyya ‘hawl ta’ghyeer almakan,” in Al-
Shaʻb Yurīdu al-Iṣlāḥ fī Qaṭar … Ayḍan, Ali Khalifah Al-Kuwari, ed. (Beirut: Al Maaref Forum, 2014) 164. 
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existing narratives, rather, it aims to bring forth different narratives that are valid in their own right, 

even though they challenge the common narrative of identity and heritage. 

 

Thesis Breakdown 

 Narratives and narrativization are key elements to my research, as they cover a multitude 

of aspects in Qatari identity. Hence, I have chosen to study, deconstruct and reimagine two case 

studies, clothing and museums, which allow for a rich understanding of jeel al-taybeen and its 

relationship to Qatari identity. I begin chapter one by presenting theories that I saw relevant to 

understanding Qatari identity today and the narratives behind it. I have focused on A Thousand 

Plateaus by Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari and Critical Theory, Today by Lois Tyson, to shape 

the perspective and viewpoint of the thesis and alter the way Qatari identity is viewed. They offer 

an approach which complicates the current linear narratives of identity in Qatar and will aid me in 

reimagining jeel al-taybeen. I supplement these theories with “Rethinking Islam Today” by 

Mohammed Arkoun, the Society of the Spectacle by Guy Debord, and The Invention of Traditions 

by Eric Hobsbawm. These theories are important in deconstructing the notion of identity in the 

Gulf, especially in Qatar, and are implemented in the following three chapters as this thesis’ 

plateaus40 of Qatari identity and heritage, through which narratives heritage and identity are 

reimagined and written in a new light.  

In chapters two and three, I discuss clothing and how it pertains to Qatari identity.41 I assess 

the journeys of men and women’s clothing and discuss how they came to be. I chose clothing 

because it is not only a manifestation of nation-building and national identity but also a reflection 

 
40 The following chapter explains plateaus as interconnected points. The chapters on clothing and heritage sites are 
interconnected points which will aid in reimagining narratives of Qatari identity and heritage. 
41 Chapter two is designated for men and chapter 3 is designated for women. 
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of how Qatari people view themselves in terms of identity and how they choose to represent 

themselves in that regard. This chapter analyzes the relationship between modernity and 

attachment to tradition through clothing, alongside political events which affected how people 

dressed and presented themselves. Chapter two and three illustrate the role of jeel al-taybeen in 

Qatari clothing, as Qataris today perform their national, traditional identity. 

The fourth chapter explores Qatar’s bustling heritage industry by looking at museums and 

heritage sites in the country. It starts with theorizing museums and reassessing their colonial origin, 

and methods of representing histories and culture. I then discuss how heritage sites and museums 

in Qatar adopt colonial methods of representation and the repercussions of doing so. From Souq 

Waqif and Msheireb Downtown to Qatar National Museum, one notes the increase of ‘traditional’ 

historic landmarks and museums, which are meant to showcase a deep-rooted notion of identity. 

What differentiates this case study from the previous one is that it explores Qatari identity in terms 

of how it is projected to the international community on the world stage, and how the state 

consolidates a notion of collective identity to its people. 

The final chapter, chapter five, deconstructs the concept behind a jeel al-taybeen. In 

analyzing the myth of jeel al-taybeen, this chapter focuses on the many contradictions between 

how the past is portrayed versus how the past has been lived. More importantly, it delves into the 

idea of ‘officializing’ a narrative of the past that not only discredits other narratives, but tries to 

apply an imagined narrative of jeel al-taybeen‘s past to the present day. This chapter concludes 

the thesis by describing the anxieties of identity for those who do not necessarily fit the narrative, 

and the alienation they face. Though the grand narrative aims to unite, it is exclusionary in nature, 

for it only legitimizes the people who fit in.  
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1 
Tracing Histories 

Theorizing a History of Identity in Qatar 

 

Modern Qatari identity is a simplified notion of belonging, based on a constructed understanding 

of jeel al- taybeen. It is present in many forms and exists subconsciously, evoking a sense of 

nostalgia to a simpler and better time. Representations of jeel al-taybeen manifest themselves in a 

variety of forms, but in Qatar, and the Gulf, the concept is part of a larger heritage industry, that is 

intertwined with a collective nostalgia within Qatari people. In many depictions of Qatari identity 

based on jeel al-taybeen, it is clear that the present culture42 indulges in the past’s richness and 

authenticity. Modern Qatari identity refers to the past (and jeel al-taybeen) in various aspects, 

manifesting itself through a multitude of visual and nonvisual spectacles.  

Yet, a problem arises in portraying the jeel al-taybeen past as a binary against the modern 

present. Although the present celebrates the past, it does so by emphasizing the differences 

between both and portrays a dramatized and simple past to showcase a modern present which, 

ironically, ruptures the present from the past. Besides the feelings of nostalgia and yearning for 

the past, jeel al-taybeen serves as a point of comparison. While the modern is dependent on this 

notion of the past, in celebrating it as the traditional, it has done the past an injustice as the 

attachment to a traditional modern Gulf limits the past heritage to an invented narrative.43  

 

 
42 Culture as in the spirit of a certain time manifested in ‘customs’ and ‘traditions.’ 
43 Cooke, Tribal Modern, 65. 
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Theory 

 In reimagining heritage and identity narratives in Qatar, history in Qatar, and the broader 

Gulf, is reconceptualized. In this section, I first deconstruct the study of history through Lois 

Tyson’s Critical Theory Today. I then connect this concept of re-viewing history to Gilles Deluze 

and Felix Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus. These theories form the essential groundwork to 

reimagine concepts of identity and heritage. I then supplement these theories by concepts from The 

Invention of Tradition by Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, and a combination of theories 

present in “Rethinking Islam Today” by Mohammed Arkoun and The Society of the Spectacle by 

Guy Debord. The latter three theories serve to ground the prior two due to their abstract nature, by 

making them further applicable to Qatari identity and heritage. 

 

Deconstructing History 

Deconstructing the study of history is essential as it is vital to the reconceptualization and 

reimagination of a modern Qatari identity, because the current Qatari identity narratives adopt a 

simplistic approach towards history. Lois Tyson’s conception of new historicism rejects the notion 

of adopting a simplistic narrative, instead, she argues that histories are a matter of interpretation, 

not fact, and that narratives are subject to critical analysis and scrutiny.44 Though history is not 

linear, its nuances and intricacies are often reduced to a linear, A → B → C narrative, as illustrated 

by Jassim Zaini’s painting and the Amiri Diwan’s narrative previously. She also argues that history 

is not progressive, human lives and civilizations do not necessarily improve with time. This 

complicates the possibility of a monolithic history, as there is no single universal narrative of a 

certain zeitgeist, or an essential explanation of history. History is thus dynamic, unstable, and 

 
44 Lois Tyson, Critical Theory Today: a User-Friendly Guide (New York: Routledge, 2006), 290. 
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contains multiple discourses that are layered and meshed together. As such, it is difficult to 

generalize history by presenting one narrative that only shows a part of the “big historical 

picture.”45 

 The distribution of power and knowledge is integral to the way we study history and 

understand cultures - whoever controls knowledge retains the most power over a specific 

society.46. Power lies in the hands of the one who controls the ideas spread, and the one with the 

power to make ideas official, often, the state.47 This impacts discourse and creates a culture based 

on constructed ideas which are, in turn, internalized and reproduced by individuals. Knowledge is 

the channel in which power is exercised and thus it becomes a key element in studying history. 

These narratives greatly influence the flow of ideas and knowledge, which dictate one’s 

understanding of history and culture.48 Narratives of Qatari heritage and identity not only define 

the past, but the present that is dependent on an image of the past (heritage). Thus, history is 

subjective as narratives of Qatari heritage are chosen over others to represent modern Qatari 

identity. 

This issue of subjectivity can only be solved through the acknowledgement of one’s own 

cultural and societal experiences, which impact their interpretation of history.49 Limiting history, 

heritage and identity to a simplistic narrative is an important reason to reimagine such subjective 

narratives. While the problem of history lends itself to speculation, one way to deconstruct and 

 
45 Tyson, Critical Theory Today, 290. 
46 Sonbol, Gulf Women, 3.  
The theory that power and knowledge impact society originated from arguments advanced by Michel Foucault. 
(This is with the recognition that Foucault has been outed as a child molester.) 
47 This is not to say that the state creates everything that has to do with heritage and traditions in the case of Qatar, 
rather a lot of these concepts are bottom up and are drawn from Qatari society. The issue lies in being able to frame 
certain narratives of history and heritage that are made official because it is state sponsored.  
48 Tyson, Critical Theory Today, 291. 
49 Ibid., 290. 
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reconstruct histories is by reviewing the methods used to study history and constructing a different 

path to explore it. This subject is not simple and there are various methods one might utilize in an 

attempt to reconstruct a particular history to represent it more accurately. Though subjective, there 

is power in narratives which highlight the importance of approaching historical narratives in ways 

that better depict the period. 

 

Narrativization and a Rhizomatic History 

To understand why a reimagination of narratives is needed, it is vital to understand the role 

of narratives over one’s identity. According to Hans Hansen, narratives are “coherent stories about 

what happened and why.”50 Narratives are central to identity as they not only tell a story of what 

happened but also describe what should happen.51 The basis of people’s identities and mentalities 

are a result of their narratives, and it is only natural that this narrative of identity impacts their 

decision making and how they handle their lives. Many narratives are ingrained in people’s psyche 

and imaginaries, existing not only to provide an explanation of the past but also to create a guide 

for the future.52 In terms of identity, narratives become the stories told by one’s self to others, and 

themselves, in an attempt to define themselves. It does not matter if these narratives arose naturally 

or were influenced by other factors, like nation-building or geographical location, they are still 

adopted as narratives of identity. The matter is further complicated when a modern identity is 

defined by its relationship to a constructed historical narrative.  

Accurately representing history, thus, becomes important in order to understand the 

identity and differentiate the constructed and authentic. While the state and the people have their 

 
50 Hans Hansen, “Introduction,” In Narrative Change: How Changing the Story Can Transform Society, Business, 
and Ourselves (New York: Columbia University Press, 2020), 2.  
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid., 5. 
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own narratives, they both draw from the past, notions of traditions, and even each other. Today, 

the narratives of Qatari greatly overlap and cannot simply be reduced to the people’s narratives vs. 

state’s narrative - the issue is much more nuanced. The narratives of the people and state are 

endosymbiotic and dependent on each other. In reimagining Qatari identity narratives and heritage 

in this thesis, I aim to capture the complexities in these narratives which might not be present in 

the grander narratives today. 

Another approach I use in this thesis follows ideas argued in Gilles Deleuze and Felix 

Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus, specifically that of the rhizome. The concept comes from plants, 

like the ginger root, whose physical characteristics are ‘rhizomatic.’53 They are oddly shaped and 

made up of many roots, making it unclear where the plant begins and where it ends. While they 

are not as aesthetically pleasing as other plants, like flowers, they contain many more details and 

nuances. When applied to ideas and concepts, a rhizomatic study helps capture more details and 

does not portray ideas in a linear fashion. Deleuze and Guattari propose that interconnected ideas 

are rhizomatic, in that ideas form interconnectivities. The ideas are not hierarchical, nor does one 

idea stem from the other. The focus is, rather, on roots, in that all ideas are connected to one another 

and linked together.54 They explain this concept further below: 

 

“A rhizome as a subterranean stem is absolutely different from roots and radicals. 
Bulbs and tubers are rhizomes. Plants with roots… may be rhizomorphic in other 
respects altogether… A rhizome ceaselessly establishes connections between 
semiotic chains, organizations of power, and circumstances relative to the arts, sci- 
ences, and social struggles… There are no points or positions in a rhizome, such as 
those found in a structure… There are only lines.”55 
 
 

 
53 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005), 6. 
54 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 7. 
55 Ibid., 6. 
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The use of rhizomes complicates ideas and ponders how they are conceptualized rather than 

limiting ideas to different understandings of them. The rhizome acknowledges heterogeneity and 

connections between concepts and ideas.56 This eases the flow of ideas since they are no longer 

constricted by a constructed linear order. When the hierarchical order of ideas is discarded, ideas 

or plateaus are connected to one another effortlessly. A rhizomatic model acknowledges the 

validity and multiplicity of ideas and interconnectivities, which exist together and are connected.57  

In this thesis, examples of plateaus are clothing, museums and heritage sites which seem 

unrelated but are connected to the issues of identity and heritage. Plateaus highlight a multiplicity 

of ideas as their interconnected nature is what nuances seemingly unrelated, and unordered, 

concepts.58 By implementing this rhizomatic model, I reconstruct different complex narratives to 

present a more accurate and thorough reimagination. What is done in the following plateaus or 

chapters is an attempt to start a conversation about history and the ways in which we can restructure 

the way heritage and identity in Qatar are viewed. This is made possible by capturing and 

acknowledging alternative realities that map history rather than tracing it. Presenting identity and 

heritage as complex is a start to portray jeel al-taybeen and thus history more accurately. 

The theory of the rhizome in A Thousand Plateaus combined with Lois Tyson’s theory of 

new historicism may be used to deconstruct how history is portrayed in Qatar. For example, the 

modern and the past are often portrayed as dichotomies, where the modern is depicted as stemming 

from the past, hence, a linear or progressive development.59 Rhizomes offer a new way to view 

history and reveal a great flaw in current modernity discourses, since modernity is viewed as 

 
56 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 7. 
57 Ibid., 8. 
58 Ibid., 9. 
59 Ibid., 10. 
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stemming from the past. Applying the theory of the rhizome to history allows ruptures to heal and 

complicates questions of identity, narratives, and history. 

The notion of nuancing concepts is further explained by Deleuze and Guattari’s notions of 

mappings and tracings. They argue that one should “make a map, not a tracing,”60 for a lot is lost 

in tracings. The Deleuzian notion of maps addresses what is authentic, distinguishing maps from 

tracings. Maps are not closed off and are subject to modifications. Because they are accepting of 

changes and differences, and easily connect and detach, dichotomies do not have a place, as 

everything is interlinked from every direction. Tracings, however, are sedentary and form 

redundant reproductions of images of heritage and tradition, often juxtaposed by the state of 

modernity the country is in. These images are found and propagated everywhere. When the theory 

is applied to Gulf histories and the heritage industries, one notices that they are made up of tracings, 

what is communicated about the past (and jeel al-taybeen) are images which are ultimately 

constructed. 

This thesis uses A Thousand Plateaus to explain and further complicate Qatari identity 

beyond narratives used and portrayed. I argue that the normative Qatari identity today, as portrayed 

in heritage industries and reflected in Qataris’ imaginaries, is based on a tracing of the past. By 

using a rhizomatic lens to deconstruct identity, I map reconstructions of heritage and identity which 

do not align with the modern narrative of the past but are just as valid as they are based on lived 

realities.  

 

 

 

 
60 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 2. 
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Invented Traditions, Imaginaires and Spectacles  

Often romanticized, jeel al-taybeen are seen as a ‘pure’ generation with the notion of ‘aadat 

w taqaleed, or customs and traditions in modern Qatari society tied with jeel al-taybeen’s ‘purer’ 

morals. Ironically, many ‘aadat w taqaleed are modern constructs present in various aspects of 

Qatari life. They dictate the way people should act to the way they should dress. This is highlighted 

in Eric Hobsbawm’s The Invention of Traditions where traditions are defined as practices “which 

seek to inculcate certain values and norms of behavior by repetition, which automatically implies 

continuity with the past.”61 The link to the past is key to legitimizing traditions and customs in the 

present - it gives them validity. The notion of ‘aadat w taqaleed is legitimized in that there is a 

firm attachment to these traditions by Qataris today.62 

Tracing Qatari history involves ‘cherry picking’ and choosing aspects of identity to fit the 

ideal modern Qatari identity, by portraying it as ultimate truth rather than one of multiple 

interpretations. This new modern post nation-state identity resulted in a specific representation of 

Qatari identity, by the state, and by Qataris today. This representation can be a means of 

consolidating local identity but can also be specifically curated for the international eye, through 

the constructing of heritage aids, which communicate a state’s national brand to the international 

sphere. Identity is not limited to the local population; it is also portrayed on the world stage. Yet, 

today's Qatari traditions are based on a constructed tracing of history that depict an inaccurate jeel 

al-taybeen past and result in exclusive narratives. Heritage and constructed traditions continue to 

impact Qataris, as they are internalized and absorbed into the Qatari identity. 

The process of simplifying identity begins with portraying it and its history as linear. While 

this portrayal paints an image that is aesthetic and logical, it does not convey the full truth, instead, 

 
61 Eric Hobsbawm, The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 1. 
62 Anonymous S, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021. 
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it portrays myths and constructs. The current discourse on Qatari history places a divide between 

present identity and the past, connecting to identity but missing its relevance to today. This has 

many ramifications, the greatest being that the past is, perhaps unintentionally, depicted as distant. 

This rupture allowed for new narratives to be constructed and passed on as traditions. In Deleuzian 

terms, the current narratives of identity and heritage in Qatar are a tracing, a sedentary or an 

imitation of the past, that represent mere images of the past rather than mapping it authentically. 

This construct is present in the theory of the imaginaire, highlighted by Mohammed 

Arkoun. He explains that in the social imaginaire there is a collective belief in myths, metaphors, 

symbols and signs as representations of reality.63 Though he analyzes Muslim societies, he 

describes a social imaginary which closely resembles stereotypically Qatari conceptions of 

identity. This theory is important to Qatari identity in that it explains collective consciousness and 

belief in a common narrative of heritage and identity with a similar set of national symbols and 

myths. In the case of Qatar, these symbols and myths are omnipresent - they exist in the imaginaire 

and manifest themselves in many ways.  

Guy Debord’s Society of the Spectacle is relevant in conversations of these images and 

symbols as they are spectacles. The Society of the Spectacle describes a society dependent on 

representations and images for unification. Spectacles symbolize social relations which are 

mediated through images and symbols. When produced, the spectacle becomes the ideal reflection 

of what society should look like.64 The myths and symbols are essentially spectacles because they 

comprise a collective consciousness that is essentially enforced on society as ideals people should 

follow.  

 
63 Mohammed Arkoun, "Rethinking Islam Today," The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Science 588 (2003): 32. 
64 Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle (New York: Zone Books, 1994), 2. 
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In the case of Qatar, there are many visual and nonvisual manifestations and symbols of 

identity which exist in people’s imaginaries. The nature of these symbols is omnipresent in that 

they exist in people’s mentalities and thoughts, as well as physically through symbols which are 

visually displayed in architecture, media portrayals of heritage, and even how people express their 

outer appearance through national dress. In this thesis, clothing, museums and heritage sites are 

physical examples that demonstrate how identity is being catered and represented outwardly, how 

identity is portrayed locally, and the implications of these portrayals and narratives.  

The narratives communicated through these manifestations of traditions and heritage are 

excellently crafted for a traditional modernity. Yet, they represent a modernity that is unique and 

different which is problematic because it constructs a modern identity out of a narrative of the past, 

fashioning a very specific ‘authentic’ identity. Ironically, the authenticity sought after may be 

achieved, but true historical authenticity is lost. While they might sustain the appearance of 

modernity, one can argue that cultural violence is committed in the construction of these narratives 

with their simplified portrayal of history. These narratives are also problematic since they portray 

Qatar as a different modernity with a traditional twist, but, in reality, it is a version of Western 

modernity. The modernity actualized through architecture, museums, heritage presentation keeps 

the West in the discourse as a model of modernity. 

 

Methodology 

This thesis relies on a multitude of primary sources, including interviews. Interviews are 

used to show the different conceptions of Qatari identity that aided me in reconstructing and 

reimagining narratives of Qatari identity. I completed IRB and CITI training and conducted 28 

semi-structured interviews with Qataris and non-Qataris who have lived in Qatar for at least twenty 
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years. I have chosen this category because they have witnessed changes in Qatari society and can 

speak about the shifts that occurred in terms of life lived and possible conceptions of identity. 

Through these interviews it is possible to reconstruct Qatari history on a micro level, even though 

interviewees are biased and have their own opinions respectively. The interviews are appropriate 

for my thesis as they do not seek to form another grand narrative of Qatari identity but seek to 

view identity and heritage in a new light which highlights their intricacies. 

The selection process for interviewees was not dependent on educational and employment 

background, but it was based on each interviewee’s different conception of Qatari identity and 

how these conceptions varied based on different factors such as age, religiosity and even interest 

in tradition and heritage. Though people in the same age group do not always have the same 

conceptions of identity, I aimed to represent diverse age groups. The interviews were as follows, 

four interviews with people in their 60s and 70s, eight interviews with people in their 40s and 50s, 

and sixteen interviews with people in their 20s and 30s. Due to the Covid pandemic, and with the 

subsequent dependence of technology, younger people were easier to access than older people. 

The advantages of interviewing a diverse age group provides this thesis not just with a multiplicity 

of opinions and views, but multiplicities of lived realities and conceptions of Qatari identity. 

This thesis also utilizes photographs from different eras of Qatari history as primary 

sources. This is done to present snapshots of reality and introduce them as sources to be examined 

in the discourse of Qatari identity and heritage. The photographs include clothing and pictures 

taken in the Qatar National museum.  
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2 
The Fabric of Identity 

Exploring the transformation of male clothing in Qatar65 

 

The first plateau examines the politics of clothing in Qatar, by presenting how Qataris showcase 

their identity today and reconceptualizing how they came to be. Clothing is an important tool to 

reimagining heritage and identity narratives. In the Qatari context, clothing is symbolic for its 

attachment to tradition and in that it projects a unified Qatari identity. To truly understand the 

impact of clothing on identity today, it is essential to explore not only how clothing came to be but 

also the respective journeys men and women’s attire took to become what they are.  

It is important to note the lack of literature on men’s clothing, because the fashion industry 

is inherently gendered, thus I attempt to subvert the focus from just women by discussing men’s 

clothing as well, as it is also representative of identity construction. I explore the transformation 

of male clothing in Qatar from the mid-20th century till today, to understand how politics infiltrates 

the simplest aspects of daily life and showcase the importance of nation-building in terms of 

creating a stable unified state with an independent identity. Nation-building in Qatar results in the 

creation of a unique identity based on a notion of the past. This section analyzes the transformation 

of clothing as it relates to different regional events such as Qatar’s independence, Iranian 

revolution, the Iran-Iraq war and the oil boom and its impact on Qatari society, while also 

comparing various clothing items (the 'igal, the ghitra, the ghitra shal, the thobe) and how they 

took their current form today. 

 
65 Material for this chapter includes research done for Islamic World Seminar Fall 2018, and Doha Seminar Fall 
2019. 



36 
 

 

Why clothing? 

 Though the main focus of this chapter is the mid-to-late-20th century, the politics of 

clothing extends far beyond that period. Looking at this time period invokes the aspect of heritage 

and nostalgia to jeel al-taybeen and demonstrate the multiple influential occurrences that shaped 

clothing in Qatar. The subtle transformation in clothes exhibits Qatar’s effort at nation-building 

and constructing a new identity. Most importantly, clothing is a form of self-expression and a form 

of governing one’s self relative to their society. As Michel Foucault stated in Technologies of the 

Self, clothing “permit[s] individuals to[,] effect by their own means or with the help of others[,] a 

certain number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being, 

so as to transform themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, 

perfection, or immortality.” 66 Indeed, clothing is a manifestation of how one may self-govern and 

self-express. 

The evolving nature of dress is what makes it an indicator of social and political change. 

Changes in clothing can be drastic and results from a variety of reasons, rendering clothing a 

complex tool to explore historical transformation. Clothing not only reflects one’s identity, it also 

reflects the environment they live in, the social class they belong to, and their religious beliefs. It 

is significant in a person’s everyday life in that it is what they choose to wear depending on what 

is available or suitable in their environment. Thus, clothing serves as a tool of comparison when 

looking at the past and present in that one can detect many changes through the clothes that people 

wear today, vis-a-vis the clothes people wore in the past. The notion above may be applied to Qatar 

in that it is a new nation-state forging an identity of its own. One may very well consider clothes 

 
66 Luther H Martin, Huck Gutmann, and Michel Foucault, Technologies Of The Self (Amherst: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 1988), 18. 
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a form of nation-building and identity construction, but it is interesting that people can also 

construct and change their own identities by dressing differently, because the way one dresses 

impacts the image they present of themselves to the world.67 

The use of dress in the context of men and Qatar is a direct manifestation of the nation-

state’s socio-political transformation. Clothing represents sentiments of unity and patriotism, as 

well as the formation of a new Qatari identity. Clothing is central when it pertains to men as they 

are a reflection of the image portrayed by the state and can be representative of a multiplicity of 

issues relating to identity. It is the small changes in men’s clothing which reflect a broader change 

in identity. In addition to creating a sense of oneness and solidarity within people, clothing 

constructs a whole new identity for the Qatari man, distinct from his neighbors in the region, due 

to various political changes in the Gulf as a whole.  

 

Turbulent Years and the Qatar National Unity Front 

Qatar was not always a consolidated state, for the 1950s and 1960s saw a string of protests, 

due to labor issues, poverty, and the threat of foreign control, which shook local authorities and 

almost hindered political stability. The protests were primarily led by oil workers who suffered 

under harsh working conditions and faced discrimination from British management who preferred 

foreign workers over Qataris. The protests were also sparked by Qataris’ horrid working conditions 

who stayed in oil camps and in huts, as opposed to expatriates who lived in better conditions. Their 

situation was so poor that at some point, they did not have enough to eat. Qataris were also growing 

increasingly critical of the ruling family’s extravagant lifestyle, in contrast to the poor situations 

of a large number of Qataris.68 Protesters were also concerned by the extent of British control in 

 
67 Annamari Vnsk, Fashionable Childhood (London: Bloomsbury, 2017), 88. 
68 Michael Herb, The Wages Of Oil (New York: Cornell University Press, 2014), 84. 
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Qatari politics,69 affirming Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser’s, whose pan-Arabist stance 

directly opposed colonial powers, and legitimized the protestors’ cause, popularity among Qataris 

of the time.70 These factors posed a threat to the legitimacy of Al-Thani's rule.71 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Photograph of Qataris rallying after independence, sign translates to “May Qatar live 

Arab, free and independent.”72 

 

 When protests reached Doha in 1956, oil workers joined Arab nationalists and members of 

the royal family in a large protest, which gathered around 2000 participants. The social situation 

deteriorated in 1963 when a member of the royal family shot a protester, and triggered another 

protest, the signing of a petition, and most importantly, established the Qatar National Unity Front, 

a nationalist labor group. Local authorities reacted by arresting and expelling protestors, and an 

entire clan even fled to Kuwait. In an effort to quiet the opposition and protests, the Emir, Sheikh 

 
69 Anonymous U, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021. 
70 Ali Khalifah Al-Kuwari, Al-Awsaj (Bayrūt : Manshūrāt Ḍifāf, 2015), 15. 
71 Herb, The Wages of Oil, 84. 
72 Ali Khalifah Al-Kuwari, “Photograph of Qatari Protestors,” in Al-Awsaj (Bayrūt : Manshūrāt Ḍifāf, 2015), 15. 
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Ahmad bin Ali Al-Thani announced reforms that expanded state services and included electing a 

municipal council.73 These turbulent events urged the government to construct a distinct Qatari 

identity from a general Arab identity. The protests proved that Arab nationalism posed a threat to 

stability in Qatar, and that it was, thus, vital to construct an identity and build a nation. In 

addressing the issues and quieting the protests, the authorities were able to maintain their rule by 

acting steadily to remain in power.  

 

Independence 

Qatar’s independence from the British in 1971 catalyzed the nation-building process to 

forge a unique identity. This is because when a country gains independence, it is empowered and 

gains a heightened sense of sovereignty and claim to power. Yet, it may still maintain a complex 

within itself from being colonized or “protected.” The case is no different with Qatar’s 

independence on September 4th, 1971. After the signing of independence, the then-ruler, Sheikh 

Ahmad bin Ali Al-Thani, gave a speech declaring Qatar an independent state. It is clear, from 

Figure 3 below and Sheikh Ahmad’s speech, that a new national identity formed during the signing 

of the declaration of Qatar’s independence in Geneva. In his speech, Sheikh Ahmad used terms 

such as, “the treaty of friendship,” and “close friendship and cooperation” to describe the new 

relationship with Britain.74 These terms highlight a shift in power dynamics and a key 

transformation for Qatar due to its political independence. This sudden change from subordinate 

protectorate under ‘Great’ Britain to an independent nation-state prompted Qatar to portray an 

image of being distinct yet equal. This explains the use of words such as “friendship” and 

 
73 Herb, The Wages of Oil, 84-85. 
74 Al-Thani,"The Speech of Independence,” 1971. 
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“cooperation”, since Qatar desired to consolidate itself in the international community as an 

independent, sovereign and different state.  

 

 

Figure 3: The singing of the document granting Qatar’s independence in 197175 

 

In the photo above, it is clear how Qataris’ differentiated themselves from Britain by 

displaying their Qatari identity through the clothes they wore. During the declaration of 

independence Qataris made a political statement highlighting Qatar’s uniqueness by dressing in 

their traditional clothing, contrasted with the British envoy’s Western suits. However, colonial 

influence on Qatari traditional dress was apparent in the multiple clips and photographs of the 

speech.76 Even though they differentiated themselves from the British, they mimicked aspects of 

British dress by wearing thobes with French collars, inspired by Western dress-shirts, and suit 

jackets, except for Sheikh Ahmad who opted to wear a bisht (men’s cloak). What is interesting is 

 
75 Qatar National Library, Twitter Post, December 17 2018, 1:32 PM. 
https://twitter.com/qnlib/status/1074613314351550465 
76 Al-Thani, "The Speech of Independence", 1971. 
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that although the collared thobe is attributed to Qataris this was not the case in the early-to-mid 

20th century, as thobes had simpler crew necks with buttons.77 Some jeel al-taybeen men, roughly 

in the 1960s-1980s, made thobes with matching blazers, vests and pants from the same fabric 

which created a Western three-piece suit with a matching thobe to wear in Qatar or abroad.78  

 

The Iranian Revolution and Wahhabism 

Religion plays a major role in Qatari society impacting individuals in their daily lives and 

impacting how they choose to represent themselves. Qatar’s Founder, Sheikh Jassim bin 

Mohammed (d. 1913), exemplifies this. In a depiction by a French artist (see figure 4 below), he 

dons the Nejdi-Saudi head chord or 'igal79 and checkered red headscarf; the shmagh. Upon 

inspection of the Founder’s biography by Mohamed Althani, one can see a connection between 

clothing and identity, for “Jassim chose to wear the clothes of the Najd. He felt an affinity to the 

region and its [Wahhabi] religious values.”80 This is remarkable in that the Founder's interest in 

the region’s religious values directly manifests itself through his clothing, highlighting the role of 

clothes in forming and shaping an identity.  

 
77 Anonymous U, Interview, 2021.; Anonymous K, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021. 
It is important to note that the ‘Qatari’ thobe is worn by other Gulf nationals as well. 
78 Anonymous T, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021. 
79 Hyacinthe Chapuy, Sheikh Jassim Bin Mohammad Al Thani and His Family, 1882, Digital Print, Paris, Collection 
Relations Internationales & Culture, from Qatar National Library and the Heritage Collection. 
80 Mohamed A. J. Althani, Jassim, The Leader (London: Profile Books, 2012), 82. 
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Figure 4: A French artist’s depiction of Sheikh Jassim bin Mohammed81 

 

Wahhabism and its influence do not stop with Sheikh Jassim’s time, it extends to 

modernity. It is evident in the late-20th century that Wahhabism gained influence by through the 

initiation of Sahwa movement or the Islamic revival.82 This movement attempted to reconstruct an 

Arab/Islamic identity and initiate a shift in attitude to a more conservative religious viewpoint. The 

Iranian Revolution catalyzed this movement and Wahabi Arab countries felt threatened by 

increasing Shi’i influence over the region, especially since, according to Muhammad Qasim 

Zaman, the Iranian government wanted to “export” the revolution and increase its sphere of 

influence over the Arab/Islamic world.83 Thus, two opposing spheres of influence arose, grappling 

to control over the region. Qatar being, a Sunni Gulf monarchy, related more to Wahhabism which 

made it seemingly indistinguishable from other Wahhabi regimes. This inspired Qatar and other 

GCC countries to maintain a united front against rising Iranian influence, but also to differentiate 

 
81 Hyacinthe Chapuy, Sheikh Jassim Bin Mohammad Al Thani and His Family, 1882. 
82 Zaman, The Ulama In Contemporary Islam, 177. 
83 Ibid. 
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themselves from each other and maintain and legitimize their different constructed identities later 

on. 

 

The Formation of the GCC 

The formation of the GCC as a regional power was important for Qatar to consolidate a 

broader collective identity as well as a more unique individual state identity. As the Iran-Iraq war 

occurred during the Cold War, there was an existing threat of American and Russian intervention 

in the region. Foreign intervention added to the already existing threat of Iran and Iraq, potentially 

changing the fate of the region.84 This, among a multitude of factors mentioned above, prompted 

the then-young and newly independent Gulf states to create the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), 

solidifying their regional identity and offering each state a legitimate claim to power. This 

unification was “to project a collective Gulf identity” and present a united entity against foreign 

and regional threats.85 As Cooke points out, by creating this transnational union the small Gulf 

states not only maintained a legitimate united power, but they also acknowledged each other as 

separate and distinct beings.86  

Due to the fact that Gulf countries have a similar make up, there is an effort to construct a 

different “brand” for each country. It is evident that GCC countries devised their own unique 

version of Gulf culture and heritage to differentiate themselves domestically and internationally. 

This is relevant in the present because of the growing cultural tourism in the region. The United 

Arab Emirates and Qatar, for example, create a unique cultural destination for tourists. As a result, 

each country showcases its ‘individual’ culture, history, patriotism and unity, communicating a 

 
84 Cooke, Tribal Modern: Branding New Nations in the Arab Gulf, 65. 
85 Ibid. 
86 Ibid. 
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similar history in the broader sense but maintaining the fact that each state has its respective 

differences.87 

 The unique variations in clothing emphasize small differences between each GCC 

country’s projection of identity and what GCC citizens look like. One notices minor differences in 

Emirati and Omani dress, as Omanis and Emiratis wrap their headscarves (ghitra) in a turban and 

have tassels on their thobes. Though the rest of the GCC countries look similar their thobes differ 

in terms of collars, the way they fold their ghitras, and in terms of the amount of starch they add 

to their ghitras. Qatari clothing is unique in that the thobe has a French collar, and the cord placed 

on their head, the ‘igal, has four long tassels attached to the back of it. These differences prove 

that, though they have similar motifs and head coverings, GCC countries have built different looks 

for the “native” man in their respective countries - perpetuating their uniqueness.88  

 
Figure 4: Qatari Man89 

 

Figure 5: Saudi Man90 

 
87 Cooke, Tribal Modern, 67. 
88 Rebecca L Torstrick, Culture And Customs Of The Arab Gulf States (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press: 
2009), 104. 

 ,May 8, 2016 )ةیدوعسلا :يتدیس ةلجم( ”,سیقلب يل ھلوقت ام اذھو يتریغ راثأ درجملا دعس :يسیبكلا دھف“ , ناضمر افلز 89
.https://www.sayidaty.net/node/427611 
 ,February 7 ,مارھألا ةباوب ”,ةلبقملا تاونسلا تایمحملا يف تارامثتسا عقوتأو اركب تلاز ام رصم ضرأ :يدوعس لامعأ لجر“ ,انید يغارملا90

2018, https://gate.ahram.org.eg/News/1823203.aspx. 
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Figure 6: Omani Man91 

 

Figure 7: Emirati Man92 

 

Figure 8: Bahraini Man93 
 

Figure 9: Kuwaiti Man94 

 

The Gulf War  

The Gulf War was instrumental to the construction and development of a Qatari identity, 

and it was impactful to the GCC due to a multitude of reasons. The war hindered the possibility of 

Arab unity due to the fall of Iraq, one of the biggest Arab powers of the time, because of a lack of 

uniting cause and a common interest between Arab nations, according to Mehran Kamrava in 

 
91 Mazen Al Balooshi, Instagram, 22 January 2021. 
https://www.instagram.com/p/CKWeJtZMsmA/?igshid=14l1uu0i85gwp.. 
92 Aka.a, Instagram, 15 November 2020. https://www.instagram.com/p/CHnpvR0FveM/?igshid=7gjlroaohme5. 

 .elCinema.com, https://elcinema.com/person/1980177/gallery/124338266 ",روصلا ضرعم" - لیثمت - دمحم نسح“93
94Y3qobyan, Twitter Profile, 2012. https://twitter.com/y3qobyan/photo. 
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Qatar: Small State, Big, Politics.95 While the war hindered regional trust, and caused Gulf counties 

to act in their own interest, as their citizens felt unsafe and endangered, it legitimized ruling GCC 

families and increased citizens’ loyalty to them.96 

 To reassure their citizens, Gulf states increased investment in their countries and adopted 

a rentier-state model. This led to another change where, from the citizens’ perspective, dynasties 

were further tied to their designated countries, with the stability of the country fully dependent on 

the ruling families.97 Citizens now related more to their nation-state identity, rather than an 

overarching Arab or Islamic identity. This change exhibits how GCC countries further 

‘individualized’ as they worked in their own self interest and developed from within themselves, 

rather than collectively as an entity.  

 

The Oil Boom and Reinventing Heritage and Identity 

The oil boom in the 1970s and the sharp increase in revenue directly changed clothing and 

impacted Qatari identity through the creation of myth and nation building. According to Kamrava, 

oil worked as a catalyst in transforming the Qatari state from “quasi-tribal institution to a 

comparatively more bureaucratic one.”98 During this ongoing transformation, specifically under 

the reign of Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa, there was a lack of a unifying myth which was important 

to maintaining a close-knit and unified Qatari identity. To remedy this, Sheikh Hamad constructed 

a civic myth through various symbols of Qatari tradition and heritage, which would legitimize Al-

Thani rule by embedding them in Qatar’s history.99 This notion is also present in Cooke’s idea of 

 
95 Mehran Kamrava, The Modern Middle East (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2013), 189. 
96 Zaman, The Ulama In Contemporary Islam, 154. 
97 Kamrava, The Modern Middle East, 191-194. 
98 Kamrava, Qatar, 110. 
99 Kamrava described the civic myth as “a set of symbols based on Qatari tradition and heritage that justified Al 
Thani rule as a natural extension of the country’s cultural history and national tradition.”; Kamrava, Qatar, 123. 
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constructing a tribal modern identity, since countries participate in nation-building through 

“heritage engineering”.100 The idea of nostalgia to the past and the attachment to traditional clothes 

comes from a standpoint of ‘preserving’ heritage and maintaining a unique and modern identity.  

A new identity was formed with modernity and incoming oil wealth that encapsulated both 

development and tradition. Modernity in Gulf states, especially Qatar, does not only mean 

glittering skyscrapers and futuristic monuments; rather it is a compromise between modernity and 

tradition. A “tribal modern” which ultimately creates a sense of belonging to the native people and 

a unique country for outsiders to visit, which ultimately proves how clothing is a representation of 

identity preservation and reconstruction.101 While traditional garbs were associated with the past, 

today it represents a new patriotic modern, acknowledging modernity while showcasing heritage 

and identity. 102 

 

Figure 10.1  

 

Figure 10.1  

 
100 Cooke, Tribal Modern, 99. 
101 Cooke, Tribal Modern, 67; Kamrava, Qatar, 5. 
102 Cooke, Tribal Modern, 127. 
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Figure 10.3 
 

Figure 10.4 

 

Figure 10.5 
 

Figure 10.6 

 

Figure 10: Photographs from The Danish Expedition to Qatar 1959103 

 

 
103 Jette Bang, Klaus Ferdinand, and Hans Chr Korsholm Nielsen The Danish Expedition To Qatar 1959, (Højbjerg: 
Moesgård Museum, 2009) 29, 31, 33, 66, 101, 103.  
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The idea in modernizing the past is exemplified in traditional Qatari clothing. As seen in 

figure 10 and figure 4 above, Qatari men’s dress has gone through several transformations due to 

a multitude of factors. If one looks at older clothing from the 20th century, there is plurality in 

headgear, style, material and color.104 The man in figure 10.6 is described as a man from a certain 

tribe in his best clothes.105 If we compare the man “in his best clothes” with a picture of the Qatari 

thobe today (see figure 4),106 two points arise. The first is that of all the old styles, the modern 

Qatari male is most similar to the “best” style from the past. This reveals the impact of the oil 

boom on Qataris which made it easier to ‘afford the best’ or at least want to maintain an image of 

having the best.107  

Modernizing traditional clothing resulted in Qatari men (and women in their own way) 

wanting to maintain a certain image of looking stylish and elegant. This is noticeable in the manner 

in which the modern “uniform” is maintained, as the ghitra is starched and the thobe’s whiteness 

is preserved. This is also indicative of the new luxury and leisure that came about with oil wealth 

which led to articles of clothing becoming high maintenance. Anonymous H, a student currently 

pursuing his PhD, stated that there were unwritten rules for maintaining Qatari dress, and that this 

was especially the case when he was working for a national television station. During work, his 

thobe had to have a collar and his ghitra had to be white and starched. This ultimately showcases 

the importance of dress and its maintenance, not only for individual identity, but also for the 

state.108 

 
104 Bang, The Danish Expedition To Qatar 1959, 29, 31, 33, 66, 101, 103.  
105 Ibid., 103. 

 May 8, 2016 ”,سیقلب يل ھلوقت ام اذھو يتریغ راثأ درجملا دعس :يسیبكلا دھف“ , ناضمر افلز 106
107 Kamrava, Qatar, 131-133. 
108 Anonymous H, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2020. 
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The second point that arises from comparing clothes in the past with clothes today is 

relevant to a ‘tribal modern’ identity. Though the new ensemble is similar to the man in figure 

10.6, it has been modernized in various ways. Firstly, the cloak, black belt, and the dagger have 

been removed from daily use, due to impracticality. Secondly, it is evident that in the past, most 

articles of clothing were worn out of necessity due to the climate, now they are worn as a mere 

accessory, manifesting spectacles of tradition. Thus, modernity brought about a set of clothing 

which reveals an attachment to identity and the splendor brought about by the oil wealth.  

This state-sponsored attachment to traditional dress is deeply ingrained in modernity. The 

centrality of clothing to modern identity is highlighted by ‘Abd al- Karim al-`Izzazi, in his 2010 

Al-Raya article, as they become essential to performing national identity. As stated by Miriam 

Cooke: 

[the article] narrates the important role national dress plays in marking Gulf Arabs’ 
national difference, authenticity, and identity. Gulf Arabs are increasingly donning 
a uniform that turns every public appearance into a performance of national 
identity. Men’s thawb, gutra, and `uqal and women’s `abaya have become more 
than everyday formal dress, they are the sine qua non of national performances.109 
 

One performs their imagined traditional identity through national dress daily. This is deeply rooted 

in manifesting heritage and jeel al-taybeen on a regular basis. Everyday wear is not simply 

clothing, it becomes a spectacle in its own right, regularly reminding wearers of their past and their 

origin but celebrating how far they have ‘progressed’ as well. The way clothing modernized is 

symbolic of the modernization of the nation, creating an ‘authentic,’ traditional modernity. 

 

  

 

 
109 Cooke, Tribal Modern, 123-124.  
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Articles of Clothing 

 There are various articles of clothing that make up the Qatari man’s traditional dress. Most 

of these clothing items are worn on a daily basis. Below I cover each clothing item and explain 

how some of these items morphed from practical items to purely aesthetic accessories worn to 

represent an identity tied to tracing the jeel al-taybeen past.  

 

'Igal 

The 'Igal is the black chord worn on top of the head, securing the ghitra under it. There are 

many theories and myths about the original use of the ‘igal such as it being a chord used to muzzle 

camels.110 Nonetheless, it transformed into an article of clothing used to hold the ghitra down 

against the dusty desert winds. In the past, as seen in photographs, there were multiple versions of 

the ‘igal, and it varied in colors and styles. This is seen in the founder’s portrait where he is 

depicted wearing the Najdi ‘igal, which originated in Najd, modern day Saudi Arabia (figure 4 

above).111 In photographs from the Danish expedition of Qatar in the late 50s, we see other 

variations of the chord. It is evident how white versions of it existed, however, what is interesting 

is that it is seen on women too (like in Figure 11 below).112 This reveals the ‘igal’s initial purpose, 

it may not have initially been associated with gender, yet, it has transformed to become an integral 

part of the Qatari man’s uniform today.  

 

 
110 Mr. Q - iLoveQatar.net. “#QTip: Why Do Qataris Have Tassels on Their Igal?,” (YouTube, 2018), 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YpnCePD17z8&amp;t=29s. 
111Chapuy, Sheikh Jassim Bin Mohammad Al Thani and His Family, 2003. 
112 Bang, The Danish Expedition To Qatar 1959, 117. 
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Figure 11: Bedouin Qatari woman wearing an ‘igal.113 

 

Ghitra, Ghitra Shal (and shmagh?) 

The ghitra is a large square scarf folded into a triangle and worn on the head. Older 

photographs show how it varied in style and how it was not starched, as opposed to today. Though 

there are different styles today, they are not as pluralistic as they were in the past (figures 10 and 

4 above).114 Save for trips to the desert and on the rare occasion of sandstorms, ghitras serve no 

practical purpose. They have become purely aesthetic and a spectacle of Qatari identity.  

The ghitra shal, the ghitra worn in winter months, has become a sign of splendor and class 

as well. It is made of thicker fabric such as turma, kashmir, or shahtoosh, and is a more ornate 

version of the ghitra due to its detailed hand embroidery. It has transformed from a practical article 

of clothing used for warmth, to an aesthetic item as well. The higher quality fabric (shahtoosh 

being one of the highest) and the more detailed and ornate the embroidery is, the higher the price. 

 
113 Bang, The Danish Expedition To Qatar 1959, 117. 
114 Mr. Q - iLoveQatar.net. “#QTip: 5 Ways to Wear Your Ghitra,” (YouTube, 2014). 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DONjerTrOeI.  
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They have almost lost their original purpose and became a sign of glamor, only worn for show in 

Qatar’s winter season (see figure 12 below).115  

One would not think a headscarf central to identity, however it was debated, in a rather 

heated manner, on Twitter, whether the red checkered ghitra, the shmagh, was or was not 

authentically Qatari. Some users claimed the shmagh is originally Saudi and others claimed it is 

Qatari. This shows how narratives of identity can be very exclusive, even a scarf is deemed non-

Qatari by some.116 It also reveals how the white ghitra is tied more to Qatari identity, reflecting an 

imaginaire of a more exclusive national dress. This is affirmed by the idea that  jeel al-taybeen is 

monolithic, since modern traditions and imaginaries do not allow for difference. 

 

 

Figure 12: Ghitra shal117 

 

 
115 Najla Ismail Al-Izzi Al-Wahabi, Qatari Costume (London: The Islamic Art Society, 2003), 19. 
116 Qatar4ever8, Twitter Post, October 5, 2020, 8:41 AM. 
https://twitter.com/Qatar4ever8/status/1312991333955575809 
117 Al-Wahabi, Qatari Costume, 19. 
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Thobe 

The thobe is an article of clothing which has seen multiple changes over time (see figure 

13 for historical thobes). As mentioned above, the thobe is a long garb worn by Qatari men.118 

Today, the Qatari thobe is inspired by Western dress shirts with a French collar and, sometimes, 

cufflinks, setting it apart from other Gulf states.119 As mentioned above, it is also significant of 

socio-economic class as it requires a lot of financial effort to clean and maintain its white color. 

These aspects of the thobe differentiate it from other Gulf states and provide a modern and 

traditional identity for the Qatari man. 

 

  

Figure 13: Historical Qatari thobes, circa 1950s120 

 
118 Bang, The Danish Expedition To Qatar 1959, 22, 27.  
119 Mr. Q - iLoveQatar.net. “ #QTip: How to Dress like a Qatari? Clothing and Accessories for the Ultimate Look!,” 
(YouTube, 2018). https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hA8eJg9hnsU.; Cooke, Tribal Modern, 129. 
120 Al-Wahabi, Qatari Costume, 17-18. 
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Conclusion 

 To conclude, it is clear that clothing in Qatar today adopts a narrative of Qatari identity. 

National dress is a major part of Qatar’s nation-building process as there is an emphasis on 

clothing’s attachment to traditions and heritage. Men’s dress traces a version of clothing from jeel 

al-taybeen’s days, nationalizes it and makes it official. Whether it is a French collared thobe or a 

tasseled ‘igal, Qatari men’s clothing developed a uniqueness that made it distinguishable from 

other Gulf countries’ clothing. These symbols are examples of micro-spectacles of Qatari identity, 

perpetuating a unified and exclusive notion of Qatari dress. This chapter examined clothing, and 

the modern conceptualization of it, by complicating the existing narrative which exists in the Qatari 

imaginary. In maintaining uniformity through dress, men are expressing himself through the same 

narrative, an invented tradition and a myth. Dressing traditionally entails a constant performance 

of the past, creating a strong bond between the modern and jeel al-taybeen.  
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3 
The Fabric of Identity, Cont’d 

Exploring Socio-Political Changes through Women’s Dress121 

 

It is important to explore the issue of dress and Qatari women, because the common 

discourse regarding clothes and Muslim women is stereotypical. Women in Muslim societies are 

often depicted as hidden and in Purdah, with the assumption that Muslim women, including Qatari 

women, are excluded from the public sphere.122 This narrative is ironically adopted by both 

Western depictions of the East and by local society today. This is because in Qatari society, women 

from jeel al-taybeen are commonly described as modest, obedient and reserved, while Western 

narratives depict traditional Muslim women, generally, as submissive.123  

These narratives about Muslim and Qatari women may be true in some cases but using this 

as general descriptor of Muslim women and society is problematic due to two main reasons. The 

first is that it is a generalization of Muslim women and societies and thus does not communicate 

an accurate depiction of the past. The second reason is that it disempowers women because of the 

normalization of this narrative, which conveys that tradition and religion (especially Islam) go 

hand in hand with female oppression. This common narrative, thus, invalidates other narratives of 

empowered or strong women who also are traditional. 

This exclusive narrative regarding women is central when it comes to studying clothing 

today. One example is the discourse about covering modestly within local Qatari society today. 

 
121 Material for this chapter includes research done for Islamic World Seminar Fall 2018, and Doha Seminar Fall 
2019. 
122 Elizabeth H White, "Purdah," In Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies 2, no. 1 (1977): 31. 
doi:10.2307/3346105.; Anonymous T, Interview, 2021. 
123 Anonymous K, Interview, 2021. 
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While many see it as traditional and religious to cover and dress in a “modest” way, other Qataris 

see that it is oppressive and even reference a time when women used to dress in a more Western 

way.124 While the ones arguing that cultural dress today is traditional are legitimized and seen as 

more valid (within the state and people), both sides do not represent the nuances of Qatari clothing 

and how it transformed. The following sections aim to illustrate that women’s modes of dress are 

more complex than the ‘traditional’ or ‘Western’ binary. It also aims to show that the way that 

women dressed in the past does not conform to modern Qatari standards of modesty, nor does it 

conform to Western cultural conceptions of freedom from oppression. 

In the following sections, I explore the transformation of female dress in Qatar from the 

mid-20th century until the present. I also show how clothing becomes a manifestation of social, 

political and economic changes, and how clothing is a product of identity politics and nationhood. 

I do so by looking at various historical transformations, like the religious reawakening and the oil 

boom in Qatar, to demonstrate their effect on Qatari society. These factors introduced new 

religious concepts, such as the hijab, and brought about economic changes, through the influx of 

wealth, which impacted the way women (and men) dressed.  

 

Depicting the Older Generation(s) 

 Representation of Qatari women from jeel al-taybeen exists in many fields, whether it is 

museums, art galleries or exhibitions of clothing. The Qatar National Museum, for example, 

aesthetically displays old Qatari clothing, including pieces which range from the late 19th-century 

and the mid-20th-century. The pieces curated are simply labeled as Qatari, and do not explain their 

 
124 Anonymous R, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021. 
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origin, which could be bedouin, or from the city, etc.125 This representation reduces Qatari people 

to one group and does not acknowledge the differences that exist between Qataris.  

A micro example of diversity in Qatari dress is the battoulah,126 the metallic face covering 

worn by a number of older Qatari women today. The battoulah became a spectacle among many 

other traditional Qatari symbols.127 It is not representative of many bedouin tribes who traditionally 

wore a burqa, a longer black face covering. The Danish Expedition of Doha in 1959 depicts these 

differences in the photographs of women in Doha and the Naim tribe who wore variations of the 

battoulah, and the women of the Murrah tribe who wore burqas.128 

 Stagnation in the depiction of jeel al-taybeen women’s dress is another issue that arises in 

different forms. ‘Traditional’ clothing is presented in many sources like books, museums, 

exhibitions, etc. as fully Qatari which undermines the rich trade history between the Gulf and 

South Asia.129 According to anonymous M, a 68 year old Qatari woman, many articles of clothing 

and fabrics were produced in India, ranging in colors and patterns.130 This trade history is not 

highlighted in a broader sense - except more recently in a Qatar National Library exhibition which 

detailed the relationship between Qatar and India.131 Secondly, dress becomes stagnant, since 

traditional articles of women’s dress like the thoub132 and thoub nashel (see figures 14 and 15 

below) are presented as pieces of clothing of the “past.”133 This depiction is problematic as it does 

 
125 Clothing Display, Clothing Exhibit, Qatar National Museum, Doha, Qatar, Accessed 2021. 
126 The generation of women who wore the battoulah wore it in their adolescence or when they got married, 
depending on which family they belonged to. The practice of dressing young women in battoulah estimately died 
out in the late 60s or 70s. Women typically wear the battoulah all day and only remove it during sleep. 
127Anonymous K, Interview, 2021. 
128 Bang, The Danish Expedition To Qatar 1959, 117. 
129 Al-Wahabi, Qatari Costume, 28. 
130 Anonymous M, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021. 
131Qatar, India & the Gulf: History, Culture and Society Exhibit, 2019, Qatar National Library, Alrayyan, Qatar. 
132 Not to be confused with men’s thobes. 
133 The thoub is a loose long garment with wide sleeves and it was normal for young women to wear it as an 
everyday item up until the 1960s. It comes in a variety of colors and embroidery. 
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not acknowledge the subtle changes and adaptations of ‘traditional’ articles of clothing to different 

periods of time, nor does it acknowledge smaller developments in their style. The thoub is depicted 

monolithically, even though it changed overtime (granted it is rarely worn in everyday settings 

today). 

 

 
 

 

Figure 14: Historical thoub nashel from the Gulf, circa 1940134 

 

 
134 Al-Wahabi, Qatari Costume, 28-29. 
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Figure 15: Different Thoubs, circa 1980135 

 

Though these details are seemingly miniscule, they are part of a larger idea that aadat wa 

taqaleed, customs and traditions, are stagnant and a monolithic concept relating to Qatari identity 

and history, even though they adapted to changing times. In depicting traditional clothing in 

museums or the state, it is necessary to acknowledge the changes in it and reflect clothing’s 

dynamic nature. Traditional clothing is not something that necessarily belongs to a bygone past 

but the changes and variations of it should be reflected to see how it adapted to different times.  

Another result of these depictions is how it marginalizes the older generations' interaction 

with modernity or the decades which they have lived through, making them out to be a generation 

that does not belong in modernity or today. As expressed by anonymous M, there is a feeling of 

alienation from today, as she expressed, “this time is not our time.”136 Indeed the narrative of jeel 

al-taybeen is indicative of alienation from today as they are depicted as people of the past. As 

 
135 Jalili99 KUWAIT, “HD 🇰🇼 ةطرملا ةشئاع / يرماسلا نف / ترصقام يلخ ای انا ,” (YouTube, 2018). 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hHoIBaB_v58. 
136 Anonymous M, Interview, 2021. 
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mentioned above, anonymous M is a Qatari 68 year old woman who has lived in Qatar for the 

majority of her life. She considers herself part of the older generation as she wears a variation of 

the battoulah. In describing her wedding dress, it was not what one would expect in a traditional 

dress. “It was a light color and had ruffles,” anonymous M said, discussing her wedding dress in 

1968, “it cinched at the waist and flowed out slightly.”137However, as she is relatively young, her 

dress was not as depicted in museums and exhibitions. 

The imagined notion of a traditional Gulf wedding dress was that it was a rich shade of 

green or red, embroidered in gold and usually flowy; a fabric is similar to that of Indian sari dresses 

(see figure 16.1), as the fabric was often imported from India. Rather, what anonymous M was 

describing was a dress with influenced Western styles. Photographs, such as figure 16.2 below, fit 

into that image of traditional Gulf weddings (granted it was taken in the 1950’s, earlier than 

anonymous M’s wedding). That said, one observes elements of non-Qatari fashion in that 

photograph. The lady in the far right’s sleeves are lined with lace, an element not native to the 

Gulf, yet still present in the fashion back then. This is not to say that rich green or red sari-

influenced dresses were not worn but to say that they had international influences and changed and 

adapted from the time they existed in. Anonymous A, who is also an older lady in her 70s also 

discusses the many fashions of dresses she had worn in her youth which were not limited to strictly 

what is shown in museums and were unique in style.138  

 

 
137 Anonymous M, Interview, 2021. 
138 Anonymous A, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021. 
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16.1: Gulf wedding dress in Qatar National 
Museum139 

16.2: Photograph of a Qatari bride, circa 1960, 
bride is on the bottom left.140 

Figure 16 

 

This integration of Indian, Gulf, and European fashion is more representative of the 

diversity of clothing in the era. Anonymous M tells the story of her father-in-law, who used to 

travel to India to purchase all kinds of fabrics and come back to sell them in Doha. The appearance 

of Western fashion, however, is more difficult to explain. One valid explanation could be that 

elements of Indian clothing, which was influenced by Western fashion, are found in Qatari 

clothing. Another interpretation is that these elements came as a result of modernization and 

Westernization (which are often conflated). This is because Qatar gained independence in 1971 

 
139 Dazza (Wedding) Exhibit,  Qatar National Museum, Doha, Qatar, accessed 2021. 
140 Turath_lawal, Instagram, 18 February 2019. https://www.instagram.com/p/BuAjHLZHMCp/. 
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and sought to ‘modernize’ and ‘develop’ more in the Western sense, with the concept trickling to 

fashion.  

The older generations of jeel al-taybeen women are generally conflated due to multiple 

reasons including the way they dress and their education. Anonymous M and anonymous A came 

from a generation where not everyone could read or write. Anonymous M does not read nor write, 

while anonymous A says she can read but writing is a bit tougher. Anonymous A was educated by 

a Mutawa’a, a religious scholar who taught reading, writing and the Quran.141 Their generation is 

seen as a part of the older, more traditional generation. The women who wore battoulah are seen 

as more traditional, as they had not been educated in formal Western institutions such as schools 

as we know them today.142 Traditional women however are not part of one generation. The 

battoulah can be a subtle indicator of generational differences. When anonymous M was asked 

about the differences between her and those older than her, she stated humorously how she and 

her peers would cut their battoulahs shorter, revealing part of their mouths. This was deemed 

scandalous by anonymous M’s mother-in- law who wore a particularly long variation of the 

battoulah. The differences in battoulahs are illustrated in figure 17 below. 

 

 

 

 
141 Anonymous A, Interview, 2021. 
142 Ibid. 
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Figure 17.1: Qatari women, circa 1940s143 Figure 17.2: Qatari women, circa 1960s144 

Figure 17: photographs depicting differences in battoulah 

  

Traditional women are always represented as the pinnacle of modest dress, especially 

compared to who women dress today. On the other hand, Anonymous M and anonymous A did 

not subscribe to this idea in their youth. They stated that they wore form fitting dresses in various 

fabrics and styles, that they themselves do not deem as modest today. Anonymous M describes 

one of her favorite dresses which was of a polka dot fabric; she emphasized its cut and how it had 

sheer sleeves. She and anonymous A also described the milfa or milfa naqda, which are head 

scarves they wore made of sheer tulle and sometimes had gold or silver motifs (naqda) on them.145 

These variations of head scarves were worn by bedouin and city women. They stated how they 

always covered their heads with the tulle, revealing their middle part of their hair. As for the daffa 

or abayat ras, a shapeless garb which mainly sits on the head, it was worn when women went 

outside the house and could be worn in various ways by city women and bedouin women alike. 

According to anonymous J, a lady from a bedouin family, young bedouin women from jeel al-

 
143 Turath_lawal, “Qatari women from the 1940s,” Instagram, November 20, 2017. 
https://www.instagram.com/p/BbutO8-nXsc/ 
144 Turath_lawal, “ ھلخب علوت ال نم تیل يرماس ,” (YouTube, 2020). https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DiPwEa1l2-E. 
145 Anonymous M, Interview, 2021; Anonymous A, Interview, 2021. 
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taybeen wore their abayas in a manner which would complement and flaunt the dresses they wore 

underneath. 146 

  

Figure 18: Bedouin Women in Qatar, circa 1970147 

 

The generations that followed and overlapped anonymous A and M’s generation (born in 

the late 1950s-60s) were educated in Western style schools. This newer generation stopped 

wearing battoulahs as it was not “of their generation’s time.”148 Anonymous B, a woman born in 

the late 50s, said half-jokingly, “we are a civilized generation,” denoting that her generation is 

more modern. Anonymous B’s generation also wore a daffa over Western clothing or over a 

traditional jalabiya (a long dress) outside the house. In universities, they wore the daffa when they 

were coming in and leaving but not inside.149 They did not wear it during their travels to Western 

(or sometimes other Arab countries like Lebanon or Egypt), as it was not common to not wear a 

 
146 Anonymous J, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021. 
147 Turath_Lawal, Instagram, September 9, 2019. https://www.instagram.com/p/B2Ko5UmA7la/.; Turath_Lawal, 
Instagram, February 17, 2021.https://www.instagram.com/p/CLZBXGVMlq5/. 
148 Anonymous B, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021. 
149 Granted, Qatar University is gender segregated but male faculty did lecture women. 
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headscarf in those societies.150 Anonymous B, C, and D, and E who were all women born in the 

late 1950s-60s, stated that they dressed like this because they did not know any better, they thought 

that “religion was only fasting and praying.”151 Anonymous C in particular describes how she 

would wear Western blouses and fashionable clothing to university and did not even wear the daffa 

going to or coming from university. What is evident from multiple interviews is that Western 

trends spread to them, greatly impacting their fashion choices and dresses in the 1970s and 1980s. 

Figure 19 below resembles what the women described to some extent. 

 

Figure 19: Kuwaiti women in the 1970s, dressed in Western style clothing under a daffa152 

 

Religious Reawakening (Islamic Revival), the Oil boom, a Modern Identity 

 The Islamic revival (1970s-1990s) brought about great changes in Muslim societies. While 

there are many causes to the Islamic revival, the most significant in the Gulf is the Islamic 

revolution in Iran. Beginning in the early 1970s, there was an attempt to construct an Islamic 

identity due to many reasons. Yet, similarly to the case with men, the 1979 Islamic revolution 

 
150 Anonymous C, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021.; Anonymous D, “Interview with Saoud Al-
Ahmad,” Interview, 2021.; Anonymous E, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021. 
151 Anonymous B, Interview, 2021. 
152 M_Alotaybi, Twitter Post, April 5, 2015, 9:27 PM. https://twitter.com/m_alotaybi/status/584784315453583362. 
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remained an important catalyst to the formation of an Islamic identity in the Gulf.153 As mentioned 

previously, Qatar, like other Gulf monarchies, promoted Wahhabism, as it was closer to collective 

Gulf identity - despite the existence of the Shi’ite community in Qatar. 

 This promotion of Wahabism increased its influence on Qatari society and dress. Part of 

the change in dress was the introduction of hijab. Upon reminiscing her youth, Anonymous M 

notes, she did not wear “the heavier [thicker] milfa.”154 She continued wearing a milfa but the 

difference between the one worn before and the one she wears today is stark. The milfa worn today 

is almost black and opaque, while the ones she described were sheer and decorative.155 Anonymous 

M now covers all her hair. She did not say when the change occurred but instead said that she and 

other women of her generation were ignorant of the hijab and what it meant. To justify the way 

women of her generation dressed, she claimed that her generation had purer intentions and that 

everyone knew each other.156 A general stereotype regarding jeel al-taybeen is that they were very 

innocent in comparison to today and were not knowledgeable of many aspects of religion which 

is an argument used to explain aspects of their lives which would not be acceptable today. 

Anonymous A had a different answer when asked why she wore the opaquer milfa; she says that 

“my hair got whiter and thinner, so I covered it with the much less transparent milfa… but I spent 

my entire youth in the milfa naqda.”157 This information challenges normative narratives about 

jeel al-taybeen in that it shows how lived realities do not completely reflect the general narrative 

of them being modest. 

 
153 Zaman, The Ulama In Contemporary Islam, p. 177. 
154 Anonymous M, Interview, 2021. 
155 Ibid. 
156 Ibid. 
157 Anonymous A, Interview, 2021. 
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The generation of women born after Anonymous A and M’s generation faced a similar 

change. Where previously only some wore headscarves (especially outside of Qatar), they 

increasingly started wearing the hijab and even the niqab (modern face covering) in and outside of 

Qatar in the 90s. The generation of Anonymous M’s daughter (born in the late 70s) started wearing 

the hijab at a younger age.158 The hijab of the post-battoulah generation looked different and more 

‘modern’. Western modest ‘casual’ clothes or jalabiya were worn with a hijab under a daffa.159 

Qatari women, however, continued to be influenced by trends and stayed fashion forward 

privately.160 While more than one force was at play in affecting the mode of dress in the 1990s, 

there was a clear urge to modernize. According to anonymous C, “the majority” of Qatari women 

traded their traditional jewelry for modern fashion forward styles, impacting the older styles of 

gold, which are now deemed rare as the molds they were made in were thrown away due to low 

demand.161  

The late 1990s-2000s introduced a new form of abaya, a loose garment which sat at the 

shoulders, usually along with its scarf; the shayla (see figure 20 below). Though rejected at first 

according to anonymous C, many Qatari women adopted this style of national dress, still worn by 

the majority of Qatari women today. The style of abaya varied and usually covered the clothes 

under it (which was not necessarily the case with the daffa). This form of abaya is still worn today 

but in numerous variations, as the headscarf and the amount of hair it covers varies - while some 

women fully cover their hair, othes wrap the shayla further back. The ‘modern’ abaya is a perfect 

example of the combination of a ‘traditional modern’ society, and embodies arguments advanced 

 
158 Anonymous M, Interview, 2021. 
159 Anonymous C, Interview, 2021. 
160 Anonymous C, Interview, 2021.; Anonymous E, Interview, 2021. 
161 Anonymous E, Interview, 2021. 
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by Cooke regarding the post-oil boom Gulf state.162 The modern abaya combines the traditionality 

of the past and includes the practicality of the modernity. It is also worn by almost all women in 

Qatar affirms and communicates an idea of unity and modernity.163 

 

   

Figure 20: Variations of abayas worn in Qatar today164 
 

 Yet, newer abayas must maintain a certain look to be considered socially acceptable. They 

‘should’ be black, simple and closed.165 Although colorful abayas have gained popularity in recent 

years, they are criticized for being immodest.166 The policing of women’s dress in this way is 

something new for these rules that came with modernity. As shown in figure 21 below, women 

from the 1960s-80s wore colorful and “open” abayas, which would be considered 'scandalous' by 

today's standards.167 

 
162 Cooke, Tribal Modern, 67. 
163 Anonymous Q, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021. 
164 Mozabintnasser, Instagram, 30 December 2019, https://www.instagram.com/p/B6tHBgMAxkn/.; Personal 
collection; Fashionby_sk, Instagram, 6 March 2021, https://www.instagram.com/p/CMFytxpA1Ec/. 
165 Anonymous S, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021. 
166 Ibid. 
167 It is important to note that black was the dominant color. 
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Figure 21: Women in Qatar, circa 1980s168 

 

These issues surrounding modern female dress draws upon another important point which is that 

in wearing the modern abaya, women gain social privilege and get “treated better” than non-

Qataris, but they also face social surveillance, because when a woman wears an abaya, she is 

visibly Qatari, and thus subject to social and cultural scrutiny.169 According to Anonymous I, a 

Qatari in her 20s, when she does not dress traditionally she loses her social privileges but she 

moves freely without the scrutiny of her society - she becomes invisible. She has tried this multiple 

times and states that it is a different experience being invisible from society’s eyes. The case is the 

same for men but to a much lesser extent.170 This further shows how the modern Qatari abaya is 

 
168 Turath_Lawal, “Old ladies from al-Jasra,” Instagram, April 10, 2018, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/BhZuZlbna57/.; Turath_Lawal, Instagram, June 20, 2018. 
https://www.instagram.com/turath_lawal/p/BkQciKJhTE1/. 
169 Anonymous I, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021. 
170 Ibid. 
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more than a traditional garment, it is a marker of identity and though it provides privilege, it also 

puts its weather under social surveillance. 

 

Clothing Today, Clothing Yesterday 

Women’s dress changed greatly over a relatively short period of time due to the socio-

economic changes which occurred within Qatari society and people.171 While in the past Qataris’ 

standards of living varied, the wealth gap among Qataris is not as varied today, minimizing the 

need for women to work difficult jobs. In a video interview, an older Qatari woman (from 

anonymous A and M’s parents’ generation) stated that she used to carry wood on a donkey and 

sell it to different Qatari families.172 The impact of this change is very apparent in clothing. In the 

video, it is evident that the battoulah was worn to protect women’s faces from the sun, among 

other reasons, but the need for that diminished as younger battoulah wearers cut them short, and 

eventually, it stopped becoming a custom. Women (up until the 1970s-80s or even more recently) 

lived by their means and had an unstable economic situation (anonymous M mentioned that she 

had sold her gold at some point).173  

 Today, due to the relaxed economic state, increased capitalism, the glamorous nature of 

today’s Qatari society and the influence of wahhabism, there is pressure to maintain a certain look. 

Dressing elegantly goes hand-in-hand with the introduction of international brands and modern 

shopping malls. There is pressure to look stylish, well off, religious and modest. Jeel al-taybeen 

are often described as the modest generation in terms of clothing, but what they wore may not 

necessarily prove that, though it is telling of the amount of change which occurred in Qatar. What 

 
171 Anonymous M, Interview, 2021. 
172 Turath_lawal, “ اھلمعو ھیرطقلا ةأرملا سابل نع ]تانینامثلا يف[ رطق تاھما دحأل ثیدح ,” (YouTube, 2017). 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NC4hknk27OE&list=LL&index=4. 
173 Anonymous M, Interview, 2021. 
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the modesty aspect tied to jeel al-taybeen also shows is that there is a sense of forgetfulness and 

imagination in remembering the past. The differences and intricacies of the older generations are 

ignored yet, there is a sense of nostalgia for jeel al-taybeen and a persistent attempt to capture that 

‘modest’ version of the past.174 While the modern abaya is seen as traditional, this chapter shows 

how many aspects of it today are invented when compared to the past abayat ras or daffa. In 

addition, multiple older articles of clothing are spectacles of Qatari identity. The battoulah, for 

example, is not a practical article of clothing anymore worn on daily basis by all women. It is worn 

mainly by older women, on traditional holidays and festivities, and depicted as a common motif 

in jewelry, art, clothing, etc. The spectacle of the battoulah is much more abstract than an article 

of clothing today. 

 

Figure 22: Statue of a battoulah in the Qatar National Museum175 

 

 

Conclusion 

Studying clothing is helpful to exploring the ways in which a new state, such as Qatar, 

participates in nation-building. The choice of clothing was due to the fact that clothing is a 

 
174 Cooke, Tribal Modern, 67. 
175 Battoulah statue (Permanent Collection), Qatar National Museum, Doha, Qatar. 
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manifestation of the self and of identity. It allows one to understand the transformation of people 

during the nation-building process, in that the change of clothes is significant in forming a modern 

traditional identity. It is evident how various factors like domestic politics and economic changes 

translated into Qatari men and women's clothing today, to the extent of becoming ingrained in their 

identity.  

The transformation of Qatari clothing from the mid 20th century till today was vast in many 

ways. The multiple changes in society due to politics and the changing socio-economic situation 

catalyzed and sped up the changes which occurred in men and women’s dress. In writing this 

chapter, I acknowledge that there was a simplification in describing the transformation between 

the different generations, especially when it comes to women. However, these generations 

overlapped and so did their clothing and styles. This chapter is merely a start to reimagining 

identity narratives as it proves how memories of the past can oversimplify reality, and do not 

accurately represent jeel al-taybeen. In examining lived realities, one sees a plurality of narratives 

regarding Qatari women and how they dress, and that national dress today is a traced, imagined 

version of past dress, made to suit a traditional, modern Qatar.  
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4 
Living in Tradition 

A Review of the Museum and Heritage Industries in Qatar176 

 

This thesis’ second plateau explores Qatar’s heritage industry by looking at museums like the 

Qatar National Museum and heritage sites like Katara, Souq Waqif and the Msheireb Downtown 

area. The aim of this plateau is to highlight how the heritage industry celebrate the past but does 

so in a way that ruptures it from the present, which impacts how jeel al-taybeen is viewed - 

aesthetic and beautiful but belonging in the past. I begin by theorizing the purpose of museums 

and the importance of representation, then, I describe the rupture that occurs in this depiction of 

the past and how that mode of depiction originates from colonialism and internalized Orientalism. 

I also discuss cultural tourism in Qatar, and the Gulf, to show how heritage industries construct an 

identity to present to the international eye, which leads to an examination of the flaws within the 

heritage industry, and the importance of complicating heritage and the depiction of identity 

through museums and heritage sites. 

These flaws illustrate one main point: the need for reform in the heritage industry. The first 

case study, about Museums in Qatar, showcases how the state is solidifying its local and 

international identity through its museum. There are multiple museums in Qatar, but this section 

will mostly discuss Qatar National Museum. The second case study explores heritage sites in Qatar 

and surrounds Katara and Msheireb Downtown Doha and Souq Waqif. I should emphasize that 

there are more case studies in Qatar and other Gulf countries than the two listed below as they are 

 
176 Material for this chapter includes research done for Film and Memory Fall 2019, Islam and the West Spring 
2020, and Gulf Politics Fall 2020 
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only a start. Finally, I offer solutions on how the rupture between the past and present may be 

mended by adjusting the approach of the heritage industries in Qatar. 

 

The Purpose of Museums  

Museums have multiple purposes today. Their most important function is recording and 

displaying historical events and artifacts. Most historical museums around the world display 

objects from ancient civilizations and highlight past events. This highlights the role of museums, 

to tell the “story of man.”177 Museums and exhibitions have the power of framing artifacts through 

their own narratives.  

Generally, the politics of depiction are not discussed in terms of museums in Qatar and the 

narratives about jeel al-taybeen are taken for granted by Qataris and non-Qataris alike. The 

histories depicted within museums are not objective, nor do they take into account all possible 

perspectives. Their exhibitions feed into a particular agenda of nation-building and legitimacy on 

the international stage, while omitting other depictions and historical realities. 

The original utility of the museum was to present the Western identity, by juxtaposing it 

against colonized or 'inferior' societies and civilizations, to demonstrate the state of modernity in 

the West in contrast to (the backwardness of) former colonies.178 This is seen with the British in 

that, as early as the 19th-century, ancient Egyptian artifacts have been exhibited in the Victoria 

and Albert Museum in London.179 While technically “celebrating” the ancient artifacts displayed, 

Western museums, like the British museum, compare the traditional to what they define as modern 

 
177 Emmanuel N. Arinze, “The Role of the Museum in Society,” lecture, the National Museum, Georgetown, 
Guyana, 1999. 
178 Wilson Chacko Jacob, Working Out Egypt: Effendi Masculinity and Subject Formation in Colonial Modernity, 
1870-1940 (Durham & London: Duke University Press, 2011), 127. 
179 “V&A · In Focus Tour: Egyptology at the V&A,” Victoria and Albert Museum, January 2018. 
https://www.vam.ac.uk/event/2m4bp9XN/in-focus-tour-the-big-and-the-blue-jan-2018. 
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and civil. This takes away the colonized society’s agency to define themselves in their own terms, 

by displaying the colonized’s artifacts in their own museum, thus allowing them to freely construct 

their own narrative about that nation, their identity and history.180 As a result, a dominant narrative 

in museums is to depict older civilizations as part of the past and far removed from the present, to 

show modernity, displaying a linear progression of history.  

 

Theorizing the Politics of Depiction 

The current mode of depicting heritage and identity leads to different consequences. First, 

it allows states to decide what becomes important to study and what to omit in history and heritage 

discourses. Secondly, it often exoticizes and dehumanizes the subjects portrayed in museums. In 

the case of jeel al-taybeen, they are no longer histories or individuals, they are spectacles to be 

viewed and consumed by visitors. The key issue in these modes of depiction is that this exotic 

portrayal is then adopted, and continued, by the previously colonized nation.181 This is done to 

define their history and to aid in projecting its identity on an international level. This 

dehumanization of the objects displayed might not be intentional, but it occurs due to the colonial 

and orientalist approach.  

Museums in Qatar adopt the colonial approach by creating narratives that project exotic 

images of the past, reducing Qatar’s history to mere symbols. They are beautified images of the 

past but they reduce the civilization, its people and its history to “a linear narrative.”182  The 

dominant narrative is a great example of history being traced instead of being mapped, as the 

depiction of history and jeel al-taybeen  is done in an inaccurate fashion. This image of an exotic 

 
180 Jacob, Working Out Egypt, 127. 
181 Karen Exell and Trinidad Rico, "There is no heritage in Qatar’: Orientalism, colonialism and other problematic 
histories, " World Archaeology 45, no. 4 (2013): 675. 
182 Ibid., 676. 
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and distant past further highlights the changes which took place in Qatar. Museums support a grand 

state narrative of development in Qatar, in that Qatar started as simple premodern country and 

blossomed into a flourishing nation. This narrative also connects “the current rulers to a long 

history of progress and technological evolution and… [by] displaying existing lifeways as 

‘heritage.’”183 This is a prime example of how museums are constructed state narratives which 

perpetuate a rupture between the past and the present, by contrasting 'modernity' with a far-

removed image of the past. 

Another objective, achieved by museums and heritage sites, is constructing and projecting 

an identity outwardly to present Qatar on the world stage.184 In doing so, Qatar engages in self-

exoticism, and seeks to differentiate itself by appearing traditional, modern and unique. Exoticism 

is evident in both academic and non-academic contexts through heavy emphasis on images of the 

Bedouin Arab.185 These romantic images are linked to Orientalism and the Western fascination 

with Arabs and their culture. Due to the present power dynamic, they had (and still have) the ability 

to control narratives of Gulf culture and how it was represented in many fields, be it academia, 

popular culture, or even the media. Edward Said explores this concept in his book, Orientalism:  

 

“The Orient that appears in Orientalism, then, is a system of representations framed 
by a whole set of forces that brought the Orient into Western learning, Western 
consciousness, and later, Western empire.... The Orient is the stage on which the 
whole East is confined. On this stage will appear the figures whose role it is to 
represent the larger whole from which they emanate. The Orient then seems to be, 
not an unlimited extension beyond the familiar European world, but rather a closed 
field, a theatrical stage affixed to Europe.”186 
 

 
 

183 Exell, “There is no heritage in Qatar,” 677. 
184 Ibid., 678-679. 
185 Ibid., pp. 674, 676. 
186 Edward Said, Orientalism (New York City: Vintage Books, 1979), 202-203. Emphasis, my own. 
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This concept is central to understanding the importance of representing the Orient or other non-

Western cultures entrapped in this notion of Orientalism and this reductive representation.187 In 

addition, previously colonized countries tend to engage in self-orientalism in that they exoticize 

themselves similarly to how colonizers depicted them. It is of utmost importance to deconstruct 

these notions of representation and framing the subject, especially since they are done from an 

orientalist lens. 

In Navajo and Photography, James Faris explores the idea of representation further. 

Though he uses the Navajo people as a case study, his work is relevant to the depiction of non-

Western cultures and presents the power dynamics at play.188 In relation to this thesis, he explains 

that Europeans held power over non-Westerners and defined their identity, by depicting them and 

writing their historical narratives.189 These depictions become problematic because they define the 

identity of the people they claim to represent.190 When a constructed simplified image becomes 

the blanket representation for Gulf countries, their identities begin to be defined by these 

depictions. 

 This representation issue is exacerbated by the internalization of these narratives, and 

reproduction of stereotypes by Gulf countries, including Qatar, in their museum displays of 

modernity. The narrative surrounding Gulf countries becomes that of a romantic and exotic image 

of an Arab, encompassing the struggle, authenticity, and beauty of Gulf culture.191 They capture 

images of the past to portray a modernity that is an Orientalist, and more exotic version of the 

West, which maintains an imperialist relationship between Qatar and the West. In representing 

 
187 Said, Orientalism, 202. 
188 James C. Faris, Navajo and Photography: A Critical History of the Representation of an American People (Salt 
Lake City: The University of Utah Press, 2003), 267, 302. 
189 Ibid., 302. 
190 Ibid. 
191 Donald P. Cole, "Where Have the Bedouin Gone?," Anthropological Quarterly 76, no. 2 (2003): 235, 255. 
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non-Western culture, one may fall into a trap of framing history, culture and identity in an exotic 

manner which can be dehumanizing. In attempting to differentiate from a Western modernity, one 

is subscribing to the notion that Western modernity is the paradigm. Modernity, with its 

connotations of ‘development’ and ‘progress’ are what is sought after by creating museums. That 

is why a country stays in the Western paradigm when it projects an ‘other’ modernity. It essentially 

creates a West with oriental flavoring.  

 

Ruptured Modernity and Deconstructing the Western Museum 

A major consequence of orientalist representations is that history is neither accurately nor 

objectively depicted. The humanistic aspect of history is lost when the past is reduced to a state 

narrative. There forms a rupture which disconnects the present from the past, as it emphasizes a 

present modernity (which is based on a Western paradigm) against a ‘backward,’ native past. This 

rupture is entirely colonial as these depictions are all telling of the psychology behind the creation 

of museums, which allows the colonizer to control the narrative of history. The colonizer has 

decided what is backward and what is modernity and postcolonial states have followed.192 Hence 

why museums should be problematized, as they are often an overlooked tool, further placing 

colonies in the “back” and highlighting the role of the colonizer in essentially creating the 

past/present, backward/civil, premodern/modern binaries.193 These ruptures are passed on to 

museums in postcolonial states like Qatar, depicting their past as backward to contrast with their 

glistening ‘different’ modernity. The past is therefore flattened and traced (as conceptualized by 
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Deleuze) into a linear narrative; it is reduced to spectacles for identity construction and projection 

purposes.194 

The construction of museums is a problematic one because it highlights the entanglement 

of modernity with the West, and how the West is seen as a savior, rather than a colonizer. What is 

interesting is that the construction of the museum is seen as a way to ‘preserve’ knowledge, history 

and cultures, which does not acknowledge the role of representation and how that impacts 

knowledge that would be passed on about the histories and cultures.195 Museums, in Gulf countries 

especially, serve to consolidate such notions and form an objective source of knowledge on history 

and culture. They are a part of a much larger heritage industry which seeks to construct an identity 

and a heritage based on an aspect of tradition. There are multiple purposes but an important one is 

to project a unique identity on the international sphere. 

 

An Authentic Identity 

To affirm a sense of authenticity and modernity, Gulf countries are dependent on the 

creation of a unique brand.196 Developing this brand results from the utilization of cultural tourism 

through heritage industries. These heritage industries are responsible for constructing and 

maintaining museums, heritage sites, historical buildings, etc. They construct spectacles of 

heritage for people to consume. Cooke also describes how heritage industries have a role to play 

in the construction of a local, national identity and that it affects Gulf nationals as much as it does 
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foreigners.197 In the eyes of tourists, heritage industries create romanticized and pleasurable 

experiences, while for the Gulf citizen, they represent patriotism and unity with fellow nationals.198  

To maintain a sense of authenticity, Gulf states subscribe to a traditional identity by 

creating a modernity based on their constructed rich historical heritage.199 The need for this 

traditional twist or the attachment to concepts such as mal awal or jeel al-taybeen is a unique 

manifestation of this phenomenon in the feeling of nostalgia it evokes. This combination of 

nostalgia heightens the sense of authenticity as it resonates with nationals and relates to them on a 

deeper level. What is ironic is that authenticity only exists in modernity. The search for authenticity 

is a recent phenomenon in Gulf states, which seek to define themselves as deep rooted entities 

even though they are recently constructed nation-states. The authenticity factor is only present in 

aiding and legitimizing the creation of a modern nation-state identity.200  

Having an authentic identity greatly alters the past that is portrayed in museums. When the 

past (or jeel al-taybeen) is represented in museums, it is always ruptured from the future or the 

present which is ironic because the present continuously praises the past. The past and its existence 

in heritage and traditions only exists for identity construction purposes and more importantly, as a 

marker of progress and how deep-rooted Qatar history is. An example of this is how (the old) Souq 

Waqif stands between modern buildings like the (new) Qatar National Museum and the Msheireb 

Downtown area. This contrast reveals much about constructed progress, authenticity and identity 

in that the differences are heavily emphasized in the architecture. Therefore, sites such as Souq 

Waqif as they are a static representation of the official narrative of ‘authentic’ Qatari heritage. 
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A Worthy Historical Narrative 

There are certain narratives heavily endorsed by the state of Qatar, which manifest 

themselves through museums, history books, and textbooks in the education system. These 

narratives form the dominant discourse about history or the histories that are worth being told 

versus those that are marginalized by the state. The history that is depicted is the narrative that is 

perpetually represented within Qatar and is constantly retold and attached to the state, and its 

people's identity. What is ‘worth being told’ and the main narrative of Qatari identity has to do 

with the story of pearl diving and the discovery of oil.201 This is because they are valued due to 

their impact on the Qatari economy a century earlier. These narratives overshadowed others and 

became part of the myth of modern Qatari identity, as the struggles captured by them live on today 

in festivals, books, various forms of media and legends. This historical narrative is essentially what 

is taught, as it is the knowledge that is produced and fed to current and coming generations.  

Multiple interviewees claim that in studying in international highschools, they were taught 

a specific narrative of Qatari history. Anonymous X and Anonymous Y are both women who were 

in high school in the mid-2010s. One is Qatari and one is an expatriate. They both explain that 

they remember being taught the history of Qatar in high school. According to their high school 

textbooks, Qatar’s history ironically begins with Europeans - starting with the arrival of explorer 

Vasco De Gama to the region during his voyage. They do not recall any history before that.202 In 

fact, Qatar History and Citizenship school text books from 2012 and 2020 begin Qatar’s history 

 
201 Mathew S. Hopper, Slaves of One Master: Globalization and Slavery in Arabia in the Age of Empire (London: 
Yale University Press, 2015), 81. 
202 Qatar History and Citizenship Grade 8 Textbook (Doha: Ministry of Education, 2012), 7.; Anonymous X, 
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with the age of European exploration.203 Yet, Qatar’s history is rich, with its most ancient 

civilization being that of the civilization of Dilmun which existed around 3000 B.C. - 500 B.C. in 

Bahrain and Qatar.204 Still, the 2015 edition of the textbook only included a 50 word paragraph 

highlighting Dilmun’s role as a trade center and a period when people began to settle in the 

peninsula.205 This highlights what the state regards as a worthy narrative of national history, 

emphasizing a more modern history to Qatari identity. 

This also reveals how some narratives are more worthy of being told than others and how 

the way history is represented can impact the way it is important to one’s identity. Another 

interviewee Anonymous N, an Egyptian who has been living in Qatar, discussed how ancient 

identity can be important to a modern nation state identity especially in the case of Egypt. 

Anonymous N mentions that connecting to the ancient Egyptian civilization is a strong part of 

modern Egyptian identity - their civilizational achievements linger today.206 The same thing cannot 

be said about Dilmun in relation to Qataris or Bahrainis. Even though both civilizations are ancient, 

and even interacted with each other, the one that is most celebrated via representation is the one 

that still exists as a part of modern narratives and histories today. It is interesting because both 

civilizations are very important and key to study, yet one almost does not exist from the people’s 

collective memory. 

More recently, there were efforts to increasingly represent Dilmun’s civilization. Dilmun 

is displayed in the Qatar National Museum but not in terms of part of modern identity. Anonymous 

N suggested that this might be due to the lack of Dilmun’s physical remains, as opposed to ancient 
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206 Anonymous N, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021. 
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Egyptians who left behind the Pyramids, mummies, etc.207 According to Anonymous Z, a 

humanities professor, there has been a small shift in representing Dilmun recently, but that is to 

create a sense of authenticity for the Western gaze, vis-a-vis the archeological content it provides 

and how this is a part of conveying an image of a “World-Class museum.”208 Anonymous Z also 

states that Dilmun is not needed for identity construction as it is not relevant to Qatari identity 

today, but it is only present to serve the aforementioned gaze and fit the mold of an ‘international’ 

museum.209 Thus, the idea of choosing a worthy narrative is important in shaping a modern 

conceptualization of identity. Qatar’s heritage industry conveys this narrative in an exclusive way, 

painting an image of a modern Qatar and ascribing a notion of tradition to the past.  

 

Forgotten Pasts: The Flaws in Qatar’s Heritage Industry 

Heritage in the Gulf depicts or refers to an image of the past in detail but does not portray 

a connection to the present accurately. This results in a so-called amnesia of the different pasts in 

the Gulf, where individuals remember what the state constructed, while other versions of the past 

are subject to ‘cultural amnesia’ or are dismissed as invalid since they are unofficial. It is important 

to discuss such pasts to further nuance the notion of heritage.  

 

Approaches to Museums in Qatar 

Museums in Qatar serve multiple purposes. The main purpose is to participate in heritage 

industries along with other Gulf countries. Participating in heritage industries entails three 

outcomes: putting Qatar on the world map as a tourist destination, nation-building and identity 
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construction, and legitimizing its diplomatic presence in the region.210 These reasons are logical 

for a new state like Qatar which showcases its powers in a soft diplomatic manner.  

In the construction of museums and heritage sites, however, a lot is lost. In the case of 

Qatar National Museum, there is a rupture created between the past and the present. The museum 

serves as a reminder of an identity and authenticity marker for Qataris, romanticizing the age of 

pearl diving (an aspect of the Gulf the West focused on too).211 For tourists, it narrates a story of 

an exotic land stretching over a long period of time. It holds many beautiful artifacts but lacks 

relation to Qatar today. The rupture it presents separates the Qatar inside the museum from the 

‘modern’ Qatar outside the museum. The role of Qatar National Museum is that of an authenticator 

to validate and consolidate the Qatar that exists outside of it.212 Museums such as the Qatar 

National Museum tend to self-exoticize and orientalize themselves. They portray a picturesque 

narrative that tells a linear story of how the country ‘developed’ and moved from a premodern 

society (with an emphasis on its rich history and heritage) to a modern one after the discovery of 

oil, even presenting very recent histories like the 2017 blockade. The portrayal of these periods 

creates a rupture between the past and the present.  

Museums take periods deemed historical and represent them in a way that appears more 

factual in an effort to ‘preserve,’ yet what is preserved is a narrative not the past, which is evident 

in multiple exhibits such as the one on clothing and dress. In the Qatar National Museum, on the 

descriptions under the clothing exhibit, almost all of “the items displayed here were worn in Qatar 
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in the 1800s and 1900s.”213 The descriptions also mention how the “older generation of women” 

still wear some of the items displayed today.214 

 

 

Figure 23: Description under clothing Exhbit in the Qatar National Museum215 

 

This display is problematic because it presents a past that spans from the 1800s to the 1900s, 

denoting a static aspect of the past and not acknowledging the changes within the period, because 

it is ‘all the past.’ This communicates that the older generation are a part of the past, describing 

them as if Qataris have dressed the same for two hundred years, until the coming of modernity in 

the early to mid 20th century. The lines between preservation and narrativization are blurred as in 

representing the past becomes monolithic and serves the purpose of creating a national narrative.  

The narrative in the Qatar National Museum supports a sense of a superior national identity 

by depicting their ‘primitive’ and ‘old’ roots as a start to mark the linear progress the state has 

made. By showcasing the old as retired, they are replacing the diverse makeup of Qatari history 

and society and establishing a monolithic national 'Qatari' identity, to represent unity between 

Qataris and showcase an established culture with a rich history to tourists. This is evident through 
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many artifacts which are deliberately attached to a nation state Qatari identity. As seen in figure 

24, what is displayed is labeled as Qatari which is not untrue as most of them were made in Qatar. 

However, the way they are depicted proves that there is a shift to a national identity, which 

alienates broader identity markers such as an Indian Ocean identity or a Gulf identity, and conflates 

more specific identities in Qatar such as tribal identities.216 The artifacts chosen are glamorized 

and aestheticized, rendering the exhibits more appealing and attractive, feeding into the idea of 

exoticization discussed above.217 There is also a sense of fascination conveyed to visitors, 

emphasizing the magic of the past but also focusing on how quickly the state progressed to 

modernity from it.218 
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Figure 24: Clothing items and Jewelry labeled as Qatari219 

 

Museums also play a major role in communicating the state’s narrative of identity to the 

international community, while also upholding Western standards of modernity. Gulf countries, 

especially Qatar, heavily rely on museums to present their respective identities to tourists from 

abroad.220 According to Victoria Hightower, Qatar invested greatly in its museums and heritage 

sites which include “Qatar’s Museum of Islamic Art, Mathaf, Souq Waqif, and Msheireb.”221 

There are many reasons such projects, including constructing a national identity or elevating the 

states’ national brands.222 Hightower claims that these projects reflect the Gulf countries’ goals of 

cosmopolitanism and express hybrid identity. However, this is not without fault, as explored by 
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Karen Exell and Trinidad Rico, in “Heritage Industries and the UAE’s and Qatar’s Quest for 

Regional Cultural Legitimacy” who claim that the states’ method in creating most traditional 

museums is characterized by a Western approach to heritage. This is due to the fact that most 

museums in the Gulf are organized and curated by Western historians and archeologists (although 

Qatar did have a committee of Qataris overseeing the Qatar National Museum).223 Evidently, the 

history depicted in the Gulf contains mythic constructs and spectacles as it is curated by Westerners 

or at least in an orientalist, colonial manner. Not only does this feed into a linear depiction of 

history but it also is done to serve a potential agenda.224 

New approaches to representing heritage are indicative of a shift in the role of museums 

from wanting to present each state’s heritage and preserve traditions of everyday life, to wanting 

to cater to the international community. There was a great shift in the Qatari heritage industry 

when the Father Emir, Hamad bin Khalifah Al-Thani, came to rule the country in 1995. Among 

other diplomatic projects, he sought to make Qatar a global tourist destination and implemented 

major developments by reviving heritage and presenting “a globally recognizable national 

identity.”225 He supported the creation of multiple museums in Qatar including the Qatar National 

Museum, which surrounds the old National Museum. Excel and Rico claim that these museums 

subscribe to the concept of globalization “which sees heritage as a transnational rather than local 

phenomenon, emphasizing global Islam and the Arab world as a homogeneous whole.”226 The goal 

of these museums changes with this shift in vision; whereas the old National Museum sought to 
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document and preserve what was, the new museums in Qatar take a different path; they seek to 

construct what will be.227  

This shift, in addition to the orientalist approach to displaying and exhibiting local heritage, 

curates museums to the international eye and adds to the experience of cultural tourism. Thus 

representing a narrative of an ‘other’ modernity to foreigners, written in Western methods, and in 

many museums, by Westerners.228 This is a direct example of how representation shifts 

international and local perceptions of identity (not too different from Faris’ concept of 

representation, above). Museums not only support a state narrative, but they also solidify it and 

legitimize it both to the local Gulf national and to the foreign visitor. The ramifications of these 

depictions cannot be ignored, for they result in the local Qatari culture and imaginaire to shift in 

order to represent the museum, rather than a museum representing Qataris. 229 

A more unique museum is the Islamic Art Museum in Qatar. In Representing the Nation, 

Pamela Erskine-Loftus explores the idea that the Islamic Art Museum is actually a secular museum 

because of how detatched it is from local society in Qatar and religious practices. Erskine-Loftus 

argues that Qataris do not relate to the museum as its artifacts are very distant and historical. It is 

a tourist hub showcasing the state’s patronage for such artifacts and may completely be for the 

purpose of projecting modernity through displaying ancient artifacts.230 This is interesting in that 

the museum is built in a modern style and fits in seamlessly with the Doha skyline, further 

supporting the image of an ‘other’ modernity through architecture (with an attractive Oriental 
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twist) found in many places around Doha. This emphasizes a modernity which contrasts with 

traditional sites and museums which depict the Qatari past and jeel al-taybeen. 

 

Heritage Sites in Qatar 

Katara Cultural Village 

The idea of a traditional modernity is not limited to the museum, it also encompasses other 

areas of Qatar like Katara Cultural Village. According to its website, Katara aims to become a 

beacon of art in the region, through theatre, music, literature and visual art among other things.231 

The Katara Cultural Village foundation explicitly describes its mission, “This village shall be a 

glimpse of the future of a world… where the grace of the past meets the splendor of the future.”232 

The village combines a variety of modern and traditional architecture in its buildings, and serves 

as a tool of consolidation and authenticity. When asked about the meaning of the name Katara, Dr 

Khalid Al Sulaiti, general manager of Katara, claimed that the name was taken from Catara which 

was “the first and most ancient name” the Qatari peninsula had in 150 A.D.233 The Katara website 

states that the name was given to Qatar by a Greek geographer called Claudius Ptolemaeus.234 This 

name continues the exoticization of the nation state identity and proves how deep rooted the nation 

state is in history. This is also an example of a narrative worth being told in that Dilmun’s history 

was present as early as 5000 B.C. while the name Catara first appeared in 150 A.D. Katara then 
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becomes a manifestation of mythic authenticity, relating Qatar to a period in antiquity. This 

however, also traces history as it focuses on one version of Qatar’s history.235 

 

The Heart of Doha  

One area which saw the most changes and transformations is the Heart of Doha. The Heart 

of Doha refers to the modernized Msheireb Downtown area but also encompasses Souq Waqif, 

the traditional market area and a large tourist attraction which was renovated to resemble an old 

Qatari souq. The very existence of these areas together is to emphasize and contrast the extent of 

modernity Qatar reached. The Msheireb Downtown area is easily one of the most prominent 

landmarks for nation-building in Doha. Surrounded by an older area in Doha it highlights the 

progress, authenticity and modernity the city experienced. The way Msheireb is built and where it 

is placed also highlights this juxtaposition, it has modern buildings with contemporary architecture 

and four museums including a traditional house, Bait al-Radwani.236 Msheireb is also where all 

three lines of the Qatari Rail meet, another reason it is appropriately named the heart of Doha.237 

Such a manifestation of tradition and modernity is impactful on Qatari identity for it encapsulates 

exactly how the state tries to nation-build and construct an identity. One cannot modernize 

(construct new architecture and roads) without including the past (older buildings and older areas 
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surrounding Msheireb downtown). Older buildings in Msheireb become like Souq Waqif, they are 

static and frozen in time to support the state narrative. 

This is part of the reason why Faraj Daham criticizes heritage sites such as Msheireb and 

Souq Waqif in his article “Demolition and Construction in the City of Doha.” He emphasizes how 

such landmarks claim they are traditional and seek to preserve Qatari heritage and authentically 

represent Qatari culture but they in fact do the opposite. These so-called heritage sites do not 

preserve; their very existence is dependent on demolishing older sites and replacing them with 

modern landmarks with a faint nod to the past.238 Ironically, these landmarks are symbols and 

spectacles for authenticity and the longevity of the culture yet they are built at the expense of the 

original sites, which erases the depth of historical richness they provide. This attempt to construct 

a modern identity with a traditional twist is considered cultural violence as these notions of identity 

are not only constructs but their construction depends on the removal of the actual sites which they 

supposedly represent. The new landmarks seek to present a modern Qatar which is still attached 

to jeel al-taybeen, yet this attachment is shallow and inauthentic to the buildings prior to 

demolition. This renders heritage sites invented landmarks of heritage and identity as they were 

completely remodeled and changed. 

 Anonymous F and Anonymous BA, who are Qataris in their 40s, expressed the nostalgia 

they feel for their childhood homes, which were taken by eminent domain, or seized by the 

government and demolished. 239 This was the case for many houses in Doha including Msheireb. 

Anonymous F made a similar comment to Daham, in that nothing remains of these places except 

their names. 240 Anonymous K, who runs a social media account about heritage, discussed the 
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number of ‘monumental’ houses destroyed due to these projects. Anonymous K expressed sorrow 

in the demolition of old houses and wished that an area like Msheireb could have been renovated 

rather than demolished and rebuilt, and that the newly built area that is in downtown Msheireb 

could have been built in an empty area rather than one rich in history and architecture.241 

In Msheireb, one of the buildings depicting older Qatari houses, Bait Al-Radwani, is not 

the same as other houses in the area. Other houses had more complex architecture and were less 

stereotypical in nature.242 In terms of newer buildings in the area, Msheireb also released 

advertisements of villas which have a modern aesthetic and contemporary architecture.243 Yet, it 

is important to note that these villas exist in the place of the demolished buildings. The houses that 

were destroyed were authentic and traditional but were not as stereotypical spectacles like houses 

like Bait al-Radwani. These older buildings were not static as their construction changed with time 

to include technologies like air conditioning and electricity. Thus, these buildings do not fit the 

state narrative of Qatari heritage. This demolition of authentic heritage in favor of a more ‘modern’ 

approach to the state’s narrative about traditional ways of life is a common occurrence within the 

heritage industry.  

As for Souq Waqif, it contrasts with Msheireb as it was renovated to look old while 

Msheireb was rebuilt to look new. The souq is especially inauthentic to the way it looked before 

renovations. According to Daham, places like Souq Waqif do not preserve Qatari heritage, instead, 

they seek to demolish and build a place which contains little authenticity and projects a new notion 

of identity which is not rooted in historical fact.244 As seen in figure 25, architecture in the souq 
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became more stereotypically Gulfi, erasing any influence of Indian Ocean history. Older buildings 

tended to be portrayed like Souq Waqif and Bait Al-Radwani, but buildings from the 60s, 70s, and 

80s tell a different story. As seen in figure 26, these buildings are not modern but do not completely 

fit the mold of traditional per today's Souq Waqif’s standards. 

 

  

Figure 25: Souq Waqif before and after renovations245 
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Figure 26: House from the 1960s in Qatar, showcasing non traditional Gulf architecture246 

 

Sites such as Souq Waqif, Msheireb and Katara seek to portray a modern, yet, constructed 

version of the past, that is both symbolic and blatant. As seen in figure 27 below, a sign above a 

restaurant in Msheireb blatantly calls itself “Authentic, Modern, Qatari.” spectacles of an authentic 

modernity are omnipresent and widespread in Msheireb and other areas in Qatar. The continuous 

reproduction and internalization of these spectacles and narratives solidifies and legitimizes them 

more with time. This is not to say that these spectacles and portrayals are false, but that they 

propagate the exclusive official narrative. In these places, the past is represented in a glamorous, 

polished manner. It also aids in projecting the image of an other modernity mentioned above. This 

pushes the heritage industry in Qatar into the trap of self-Orientalizing and self-exoticizing. The 

‘other modernity’ portrayed has the ‘development’ and technology of the West but the beauty and 

magic of the East, which further objectifies and dehumanizes Qatari society. Diverging from 

Faris’s idea of the colonizer objectifying the colonized, here, the colonized objectify themselves. 
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Through preservation, one can see an effort of constructing a sense of authenticity in Qatari identity 

that is characterized by modernity and a sense belonging through traditional design.247 

 

 

Figure 27: A sign in the new Msheireb Downtown Area.248 

 

The places mentioned above subscribe to the idea of a rupture between the past and the 

present. This rupture is intentional as it strengthens the notion of a modern Qatari identity through 

this duality of past and present. The dichotomization in Qatari museums is intentional, to project 

a modern image of Qatar and serve as a tool of nation-building within its people based on one 

narrative. The consequence is that these narratives aid in othering Qatar, and Qataris, by 

exoticizing Qatari history and modernity in relation to the West, creating an exclusive narrative of 

identity through the presentation of these places. 

 

Conclusion - Mending the Rupture 

 This chapter examined how the heritage industry reduces Qatari history to a simple 

narrative of identity, because the heritage industry in Qatar and the Gulf are characterized by a 

state-sponsored version of tradition and the past that is often orientalist and exotic. Heritage 

industries in the Gulf aid in creating a modernity with a cultural twist. Gulf states create heritage 

 
247 Daham, “Alhadm wa Albina’ fi madinat aldawha,” pp. 164. 
248 Personal Collection, 2021. 
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narratives to solidify a sense of nationalism within their people and to project their respective 

cultures internationally. In depicting their cultures in museums, Gulf states succumb to, at times, 

dehumanizing Western definitions and representations of Arabs, as expressed by Orientalism and 

Faris’s notion of representation.  

The creation of such images came as a result of the state sponsoring a robust tourist industry 

to participate in nation-building, creating a stark rupture between the past and the present. Mending 

this rupture, thus, requires a new approach towards the heritage industry. Through museums, one 

can represent jeel al-taybeen more accurately by depicting them as a different time rather than use 

them as a marker of progress. This would humanize the past and portray the transformations that 

occurred to make it less distant and more relatable. The past would no longer be seen as ‘primitive’, 

as one would not view the past as a low point of ‘development.’ Rather, the past and the present 

would, then, become distinguishable by their differences not by Western markers of ‘progress’ and 

‘modernity’. Since the present is not necessarily better than the past, as these terms are inherently 

relative and subjective, this would be a more accurate representation. A change of discourse is not 

easy, but it will ensure a fair portrayal of history, granting justice to what is lost. 

Indeed, this does not reject or dismiss the modern heritage, instead, it acknowledges the 

diversity in heritage and the various pasts that should be represented - affirming that there should 

not be a single exclusive narrative of heritage and history. The cases of museums and heritage sites 

in Qatar reveal that heritage industries require vast reforms to become less of an aesthetic, and 

more of a dynamic representation of tradition and heritage. Though it might complicate the process 

of nation-building and identity construction, it is fairer to be representative and acknowledge 

Qatar’s diverse nature, and not reduce its culture to exclusive narratives. The key change would 

be unification by embracing differences rather than portraying an exclusive, monolithic identity. 
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If the state incorporates multiple accurate narratives in its heritage, heritage becomes more realistic 

and relatable, which would ultimately empower it. Even if this revision occurred, however, 

heritage portrayed would remain a construct - but this important shift would result in a more 

inclusive heritage that allows for more dynamic depictions of Qatari identity. 
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5 
Where to, Qatar? 

Final Remarks 

 

The attachment to the past or to jeel al-taybeen and its centrality in today’s society is worth 

pondering. The nature of such phenomena is not limited to a representation of the past in the 

present time. Through my research and interviews, I found that an explanation of these phenomena 

is hope for the future. As mentioned in chapter 1, narratives do not only tell a story of what was 

and what is, they also tell a story of what will be. From a top-down approach, narrativizing history 

in a nationalistic exclusive manner alters people’s mindsets and actions. The more exclusive the 

narrative, the more people’s decisions and mindsets become similar. Hope becomes more apparent 

from a more bottom-up perspective. In subscribing to an exclusive national narrative, anxieties of 

change in society and identity are minimized. An attachment to jeel al-taybeen thorough a notion 

of tradition has a major role in solidifying a national identity for the future. This provides a sense 

of hope for a society anxious about change, especially since Qatar has been through a rapid period 

of change.249 Together, these factors heighten collective feelings of nostalgia for the past, 

especially among the older generation. 

These social anxieties are highlighted in the Qatar National Vision 2030 document, first 

published in 2008. The National Vision states that one of the five major issues facing Qatar today 

is modernization and preservation of traditions, as there are “intense strains between the old and 

new in almost every aspect of life.”250 Yet the state still finds it possible to mold modernization 

 
249 Anonymous F, Interview, 2021. 
250 “Qatar National Vision 2030,” Government Communications Office, https://www.gco.gov.qa/en/about-
qatar/national-vision2030/. 
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into Qatar’s culture.251 In executing its social, political and economic vision, Qatar wants to 

preserve national heritage by enhancing and promoting Arab and Islamic values and identity.252 

This shows how this journey of heritage construction is tied to a hope for Qatar's modern future. 

In theory, nation-building through heritage and traditions allows for a more seamless societal 

makeup, but in practice its monolithic nature excludes a multitude of people.  

Through this lens of anxiety and nostalgia, this final chapter reviews the idea of Jeel al-

taybeen and heritage by further exploring whether the heritage industry aids in solving this 

problem. This is done by examining how people relate to the narratives promoted both by the state 

of Qatar and Qatari society. This includes notions of tradition, heritage, mal awal, and jeel al-

taybeen. This chapter’s aim is to communicate the emotions and feelings of interviewees regarding 

these issues and anxieties about Qatari society and identity. The politicization of nostalgia and 

themes of alienation are key components to this chapter. 

 

Deconstructing a ‘Shared’ Narrative 

 A major theme in state and society narratives of identity in describing jeel al-taybeen is 

that it is a unified Qatari experience. As shown previously, this applies to narratives adopted by 

the heritage industry and clothing. However, there are questions on what is commonly shared 

within modern Qatari society, and these are dependent on aspects inherited from the past.  

According to Anonymous L, a Qatari man in his late 50s, the majority of people promote 

the idea that traditions and customs are included in many aspects of everyday life.253 He states how 

there is a process of ‘legislating’ traditions and customs, to expand heritage to encompass various 

 
251 Qatar National Vision 2030, (Doha: General Secretariat For Development Planning, 2008), 4. 
252 Ibid., 22. 
253 Anonymous L, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021 
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aspect of everyday life, while conflating heritage and what is deemed appropriate in the moral and 

societal zeitgeist.254 He also explains that the idea of having dogmatic rules in society is analogous 

to the attempt to expand religious laws to every facet of everyday life, as heritage (like religion) is 

“simple and beautiful” and when one tries to apply it everywhere, its true essence is lost. In terms 

of traditions, he explained that it lies in morals, ethics and physical aspects, and cannot be defined 

monolithically because they are subject to change over time. In adopting rigid notions of traditions 

and heritage, one cannot be representative of Qatar’s population, no matter how small it is. 

 This is taken a step further with anonymous AA, a humanities professor in his 30s, who 

believes that the notion of a shared narrative is completely false. Concepts like jeel al-taybeen do 

not lend themselves to be inclusive or true for that matter. To him, they are feelings of nostalgia 

which only romanticize an unrealistic past and the only common factor shared by all Qataris is the 

constitution.255 Although the heritage industry and traditions are mostly constructs, a sense of 

nostalgia still resonates with people, and helps legitimize this shared narrative of heritage. As a 

result, an important question arises: Why are people nostalgic and what makes them attached to a 

shared notion of heritage? 

 Six interviewees, and the National Vision, point out that the attachment to a shared identity 

reflects the anxiety of living in a rapidly changing society.256 As seen in the previous plateaus, 

society and Qatar have always changed but according to Anonymous F, the rate of this change 

increased exponentially closer to the 21st century. As mentioned in the introduction, this is the 

reason for the adoption of terms like jeel al-taybeen and mal awal which became mainstream at 

 
254 Anonymous L, Interview, 2021 
255 Anonymous AA, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021. 
256 Anonymous V, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021.; Anonymous F, Interview, 2021.; 
Anonymous S, Interview, 2021.; Anonymous P, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021.; Anonymous 
K, Interview, 2021.; Anonymous U, Interview, 2021.; Anonymous Z, Interview, 2021. 
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that time.257 This acceleration of change, among other factors, prompted Qataris to subscribe to a 

notion of shared identity and adopt these exclusive notions of belonging. 

As evident in social media accounts shown in figure 28, there is a large following for 

accounts which depict mal awal or jeel al-taybeen, reaching tens of thousands of followers. This 

is proof of the sense of nostalgia that people feel, as a great number of Qataris follow accounts 

which post photographs, older words, stories, etc. of the past.258 This also explains the acceptance 

of constructed narratives from the heritage industry. The process is more nuanced than the 

described above, but it is important to highlight that heritage industries would not be successful 

locally if there was not a sense of nostalgia within Qatari society. Society has a key role to play in 

that the collective acceptance of the heritage industry is key to the validation of state narratives of 

identity.  

 

 

 

 
257 Anonymous F, Interview, 2021. 
258 Anonymous K, Interview, 2021. 
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Figure 28: Examples of social media accounts which post about heritage and jeel al-taybeen259 

 

 

Consequences of Adopting Shared Narratives 

 The consequences of adopting these narratives are multifaceted. On the one hand, heritage 

is celebrated but, on the other hand, depictions can be quite problematic and misrepresentative. 

For example, Anonymous W states that, as a woman and as a Shia, she does not feel represented 

in the heritage industries. To her they are displays and portrayals of an absent history.260 This is 

similar to what Anonymous V, a Qatari in her 20s, said when discussing museums. She states that 

the experience of visiting museums in Qatar is viewing one’s own culture from the outside, 

displayed in a glass box.261 This highlights a major disconnect between younger Qataris and their 

 
259 Atiqasolti, Twitter Profile, 2021. https://twitter.com/atiqasoliti.; Turath_lawal, Instagram profile, 2021. 
http://instagram.com/turath_lawal. 
260 Anonymous W, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021. 
261 Anonymous V, Interview, 2021. 
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heritage. Another interviewee, anonymous P, explained that she does not feel or relate to what she 

displayed in museums, as it is not authentic to the struggles of her older relatives. She also stated 

that Qataris performed various jobs that would be considered shameful today, referencing her 

grandfather who drove a taxi.262 In her eyes, representations should not be limited to the narrative 

of pearl diving and that there need to be better depictions by Qatari media.263 She and multiple 

others do not relate to the mythic displays of heritage. The theatrical nature of presenting heritage 

as a mere aesthetic is not the issue, though. The issue is in framing such heritage as so far removed 

from the present.  

 

Alienation and Isolation 

Thus, both the older generations and newer generations feel isolated from their own culture. 

The older generations feel a disconnect with this traditional modern, as they do not associate with 

it or relate it to their past due to its lack of authenticity, whereas the younger generations stop 

relating to their heritage, as mentioned above.264 Celebrating the past does not include people from 

jeel al-taybeen in that heritage sites like Msheireb only reference older times but do not present 

them authentically, alienating the generations it seeks to represent, as the homes they lived in and 

the areas they regularly visited, etc. were completely demolished. Anonymous S states how their 

grandfather feels a sense of depression and isolation since “everything around him is gone, it has 

changed so much and he does not feel like he belongs.” This is echoed by Anonymous M, who 

kept saying “elwatr mb watrna” or “this time is not our time.” This isolation is not solved by the 

many spectacles of heritage and industries surrounding jeel al-taybeen, which also shows how the 

 
262 Anonymous P, Interview, 2021. 
263 Ibid. 
264 Anonymous P, Interview, 2021. 
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way they are constructed is not all encompassing and representative. These robust industries 

include these generations as a part of the grand narrative but the reason this is done is for the future 

generations, not the past. In order to solidify an authentic, modern, Qatari identity, like the sign in 

figure 27, and this explains the presence of similar spectacles everywhere. Invented traditions and 

symbols are all a part of this process. 

The younger generations enjoy the influx of wealth and the uniqueness of their traditional 

modern identity, but it is a shallow connection with heritage; celebrated but not lived. According 

to anonymous G, an academic specializing in the Gulf, the departure from jeel al-taybeen occurred 

alongside the increasing materialism in society. Increased materialism, due to the state’s rentier 

nature, caused people to subscribe to the state’s narrative, fostering a strong and solid national 

identity.265 Qataris become representatives of the heritage industry rather than the heritage industry 

representing Qatar. They cater their identity to match what is shown in Souq Waqif, Msheireb and 

museums and represent their Qatari identity outwardly and proudly through their clothing. This 

creates a top-down and relatively shallow relationship with heritage, as it is not completely 

authentic or organic in nature with younger generations.  

 

‘Aadatna wa Taqaleedna 

A consequence of this exclusive narrative of identity is that it results in a singular notion 

of morals. The Arabic phrase ‘aadatna wa taqaleedna, ‘our customs and traditions,’ is a stock 

phrase used within Qatari society to refer to an ‘acceptable’ set of moral guidelines. These moral 

guidelines are based on a rigid preconceived notion of what it means to be authentically Qatari, 

and any member of society who deviates from this constructed norm is not Qatari. This dogmatic 

 
265 Anonymous G, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021. 
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approach to Qatari identity, which includes supposed cultural and moral standards, otherizes 

Qataris who do not fit this narrow mold. Often, when there is different or seemingly ‘Westernized’ 

behavior, it is considered a corruption of the authentic Qatari cultural identity – a violation of 

‘aadatna wa taqaleedna. On an intellectual level, ‘aadatna wa taqaleedna are part of an exclusive 

narrative of identity penetrating social discourses, polarizing Qatari society on multiple issues.  

Twitter is a medium that often presents these polarized discourses. Every once in a while, 

a local ‘controversy’ occurs and it is discussed on Twitter by various members in society.266 The 

topics vary from the way people dress, to issues of women’s rights, to migrant workers, etc. An 

example is hashtag called # ـانتیابع . يف .ـ. رطخ  or #our_abayas_are_endangered, problematizing new 

abayas for being worn open, colored, and decorative, which trended in Qatar in January, 2021.267 

While a minority believed that wearing colorful abayas is an individual form of expression and 

that it is not society’s business to interfere, others believed ‘immodest’ abayas went against 

‘aadatna wa taqaleedna.268 The use of tradition is impactful in that the false perception of modesty 

is part of the narratives portrayed about jeel al-taybeen, but as seen in the previous plateau on 

women’s clothing, not necessarily truthful. This example proves the belief of a majority of Qataris 

in a common Qatari myth or narrative of identity, through the notion of ‘aadatna wa taqaleedna. 

This weaponization of ‘aadatna wa taqaleedna expands to many areas in life and has 

become a big factor in developing a culture based on shaming (‘aib culture) and policing people 

into abiding to unwritten social norms. It is also used to chastise non-Qataris who do not fit the 

mold perpetuated by ‘aadatna wa taqaleedna and are often told to “leave” the country when they 

 
266 Anonymous S, Interview, 2021. 
267 Saydat_qatar, Twitter Post, January 14, 2021, 8:20 PM, 
https://twitter.com/saydat_qatar/status/1349768391100420102. 
268 Ibid. 
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have the smallest criticism of anything Qatari.269 This is influential to the extent of the existence 

of laws which seek to maintain respect for societal customs and norms. 

The amount of power this concept holds is ironic because ‘aadatna wa taqaleedna are 

mythic constructs. They are a narrow perception of Qatari and Islamic morals, seen as inherited 

from past generations (jeel al-taybeen), which is what gives them legitimacy. This is problematic 

in that it is in the Qatai imaginaire, yet never existed as imagined today, but is applied to today’s 

society as if it were fact which explains the clashes between different people in Qatari society. 

This alienates the present generation, and others, who do not abide by ‘aadatna wa taqaleedna.270 

Not following the mold results in one being stripped of their Qatari-ness, often called Westernized. 

This puts a large group of people between a rock and hard place, in that they do not follow societal 

rules which are legitimized but, they themselves, are not Westernized or do not subscribe to 

Western thought.271  

 

Humanizing the Taybeen & Reshaping the Narrative 

Enforcing ‘aadatna wa taqaleedna also dehumanizes jeel al-taybeen and depicts them as 

people who cannot do wrong and were morally better than people today. This is problematic 

because it is not a realistic portrayal and does not communicate the differences and nuances in the 

generations of people who lived in the past. It might have been a different time, but it was not a 

monolithic society in terms of morals and the lives lived. As stated by Anonymous A about her 

youth, “we did everything, we truly lived our lives.” She discussed how she would go swimming 

with her friends in the public beach and “leave the abayas on the side of the beach,” and how she 

 
269 Anonymous S, Interview, 2021. 
270 Anonymous P, Interview, 2021. 
271 Anonymous P, Interview, 2021.; Anonymous R, Interview, 2021.; Uxvcii, Twitter Post, 29 June 2020, 10:57 PM, 
https://twitter.com/uxvcii/status/1277692594047332357. 
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would go to musical concerts in Cairo, for example.272 All would be seen as inappropriate (for 

women) today but were very possible and acceptable in the past. This, among many other 

experiences, proves that there is a multiplicity of lives which are not portrayed in narratives of jeel 

al-taybeen. Above all, they are human and that is enough to prove that they lived different lives. 

Lived realities are important to debunking rigid myths like ones present in ‘aadatna wa 

taqaleedna because they show how life was truly lived versus how life and morals were imagined. 

Not everyone from jeel al-taybeen was tayeb, “good,” and that is part of depicting them more 

accurately. Anonymous A even states, “every generation has its taybeen and its not so taybeen.”273 

Portraying the older generation as monolithically good alienates them from future generations, 

because they are on a higher spiritual and moral pedestal than the current generation, which 

presents jeel al-taybeen in a way which makes them physically, temporally and morally distant.  

 

Concluding Remarks 

In adopting exclusive narratives of identity, important aspects of Qatari heritage and 

society are lost. Throughout interviews undertaken for this thesis, I have chosen three aspects 

which resonated with me the most. The first is that of Qatar being “ مویضملا ةبعك ”, or the Kaabah 

(destination) of the oppressed.274 There is a sense of intolerance towards non Qataris today that 

manifests itself socially through racism and discrimination. However, a big part of Qatari heritage 

is offering help and support towards the underdogs and the oppressed, but this is not discussed 

enough in conversations about ‘aadatna wa taqaleedna. The narrative of identity is exclusive, 

whereas this concept is based on the inclusion of others. The second aspect that is lost is the 

 
272 Anonymous A, Interview, 2021. 
273 Ibid., 2021. 
274 Anonymous H, Interview, 2021. 
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“magic” of Qatari society and traditions.275 What is meant by magic is the simplicity of life and 

how people were down to earth, they did not need to maintain a materialistic ideal.276 The magic 

was in being content with what you had and with the community around you.277 The third aspect 

that has disappeared from Qatari society is how people used to live their lives, but are now 

constrained by society, traditions and heritage.278 This is proof of why narratives of identity need 

to be revisited, heritage should not be binding and restrictive, it should allow one to incorporate it 

seamlessly into their life. It should be enabling, not disempowering. 

This thesis is merely a start to reimagining the way perceptions of jeel al-taybeen affect 

modern Qatari identity. A shift in depiction is necessary to establish a deeper understanding and 

connection of jeel al-taybeen. A change in approach is also needed to depict history, heritage and 

traditions with all their nuances and complexities, in a way that includes the older, younger and 

future generations. The reimagination in this thesis will be a step in depicting a dynamic jeel al-

taybeen that would ultimately do their history justice.  

 
275 Anonymous O, “Interview with Saoud Al-Ahmad,” Interview, 2021. 
276 Anonymous G, Interview, 2021. 
277 Anonymous O, Interview, 2021. 
278 Anonymous A, Interview, 2021. 
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