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Chapter 12
Migrant Cosmopolitanism in Emirati 
and Saudi Cities: Practices and Belonging 
in Exclusionary Contexts

Hélène Thiollet and Laure Assaf

12.1 � Introduction

Since the beginning of the oil era, the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, 
have experienced a massive increase in regional and international immigration, 
which translated into some of the highest ratio of foreign residents worldwide. Arab, 
Asian and European migrants have brought their skills but also their social, gender, 
cultural, religious and political identities to sparsely populated countries like Qatar, 
Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and to larger societies like Oman and 
Saudi Arabia. In Qatar and the UAE, migrants have come to represent up to 90% of 
the population and 98% of the workforce. At the same time, the legal and political 
context of the Gulf severely limits the formal incorporation of these foreign resi-
dents within host societies. In all GCC countries, citizenship regimes are based on 
ethnicity and autochthony; in practice, access to citizenship was prevented or heav-
ily restricted from the late 1970s on (Beaugrand 2018; Khalaf et al. 2014; Partrick 
2012; Okruhlik 1999; Vora 2013). Regardless of the duration of their residence, 
foreigners are considered to be “temporary labor” and kept “in check” (Longva 
1999) through both formal regulations and informal or semi-formal practices which 
enforce exclusion and segmentation. Among them, the system of sponsorship 
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named kafâla binds each migrant worker to a citizen kafîl (sponsor), who is usually 
the employer.

In the 2000s, migration policies have changed. On the one hand, in parallel with 
a new “migration boom” in the region in the early 2000s, migration policies have 
become geared towards heavier control and discrimination (Thiollet 2019). In the 
wake of the 2011 Arab uprisings and, more recently, the diplomatic conflict between 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE and Qatar as well as the war in Yemen, Gulf monarchies 
have turned to more repressive modes of governance, which go together with a 
tighter grip on migration flows (Lori 2019; Thiollet 2015). On the other hand, the 
diversification of oil economies has boosted Gulf countries’ ambitions to secure 
high-profile membership in the international community through the organization 
of mega events in the sectors of sports and culture, economic investments abroad, 
military intervention and cooperation, and humanitarian aid. At the same time as it 
developed global tourism, the UAE has targeted highly skilled immigrants by offer-
ing “golden visas” or relatively long-term residence to real-estate investors, busi-
nesspeople and “innovators.”1

While enforcing more stringently exclusionary policies towards lower- and 
middle-class migrants, countries like the UAE and Saudi Arabia have thus framed 
the diversity of their populations within an official rhetoric that lays claim to the 
countries’ cosmopolitanism and openness to the world.2 In Saudi Arabia, diversity 
is often framed as part and parcel of Islamic universalism, linked to Islamic pilgrim-
ages and the mobility of pilgrims within and to Mecca and Medina.3 In the UAE, 
diversity is framed as a marketable asset within processes of city-branding – a form 
of “commodified cosmopolitanism” (Assaf 2017b).4 More recently, the 
cosmopolitan theme has been reshaped into a national project around the notion of 
tolerance – portraying the UAE as a beacon of peaceful coexistence in the Muslim 
world (Thiollet and Assaf 2018). These discourses have concrete effects on migrants 

1 Gulf governments seek to maintain high immigration in order to sustain their labor markets 
(Khalaf et al. 2014). Such discriminatory practices are aligned with the “global race for talents” 
(Shachar 2006) in liberal democracies, widening inequalities between migrants and citizens but 
also between migrants, creating hierarchical differences in residence and citizenship based on 
class, ethnicity, religion and gender (Mau 2010; Thiollet 2019).
2 It has to be noted that in other Gulf countries, the turn towards economic diversification has been 
accompanied by a very different rhetoric. Kuwait, for example, has witnessed a rise in xenophobic 
discourses, including among prominent MPs, which resulted in further exclusionary politics 
towards all foreign residents.
3 Both pilgrimages – Hajj, happening every year during one specific month, and the Umrah, or 
small pilgrimage, which can happen any time – involve unparalleled internal, international and 
domestic mass mobility: for the 2019 Hajj, 1.8 million Muslims came to Saudi Arabia during the 
month of Ramadan and more than half of the 600,000 “internal” pilgrims came from all over the 
kingdom. The 2018 Umrah attracted 11.5 million internal pilgrims and 6.7 million external ones, 
according to the General Authority for Statistics for Hajj.
4 See the chapter by Pagès el Karoui in this book for another detailed analysis of cosmopolitanism 
as commodification in Dubai.
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and non-migrants as they inform policies and thus affect everyday lives, producing 
contradictory beliefs and aspirations, behaviors, and informal or self-regulations.

In this context, talking about cosmopolitanism in the Gulf can sound like a con-
tradiction. Beyond diversity, scholarly definitions of cosmopolitanism are usually 
loaded with normative expectations that appear at odds with the Gulf’s “exclusion-
ary contexts” (Parreñas et al. 2018; Pilati 2016). In this chapter, we argue that cos-
mopolitan encounters observed in Emirati and Saudi cities embody much broader 
tensions at work in contemporary cosmopolitan situations – tensions between hier-
archies and sympathies, exclusion and incorporation, segregation and circulation, 
conflicts and transactions, structural constraints and local emancipation.

This article fits in recent debates around subaltern or “working-class” (Werbner 
1999) or “discrepant” cosmopolitanism (Clifford 1992) that have promoted a less 
normative approach to cosmopolitan conditions, understood as the default condition 
of the majority of the world population in a global era (Beck 2006). The Gulf urban 
contexts, marked both by their “superdiverse” populations (Vertovec 2007) and 
their exclusionary politics, constitute a valuable lens to explore the paradoxical con-
dition of cast out, discarded, and rejected cosmopolitans (De Genova and Peutz 
2010). Although the scholarly literature and activist expertise on migration in the 
Gulf often denounces illiberal policies and the mis-treatment of migrant workers 
(Gardner et al. 2013; Human Rights Watch 2014), recent works have addressed the 
alternative and informal forms of belonging developed by foreign residents in these 
contexts (Assaf 2017a; Beaugrand 2018; Lori 2019; Thiollet 2010; Vora 2013; 
Walsh 2014).

Building upon this line of research, and in line with discussions on situated, plu-
ral, abject and subaltern cosmopolitanisms (Nyers 2003; Schiller and Irving 2015; 
Zeng 2014), we seek to explore cosmopolitan practices and encounters in the Gulf 
at the city level. Scholarship in urban studies has brought forward the intense spatial 
segregation in the major cities of the Gulf region, which reflects the transient and 
precarious status of many foreign residents (Dresch 2006; Elsheshtawy 2019; 
Khalaf 2006). Segregation operates between citizens and non-citizens, but also 
across the category of citizens and among immigrant communities along the lines of 
class, gender, and ethnicity. At the same time, urban space is where these diverse 
populations cross paths, meet and sometimes mix. Migrants have been and remain 
central to Gulf urban development – both as city-builders (in the construction and 
service sector) and as city-dwellers. In this hyper-urbanized region, observing 
everyday lives at the city level offers an ideal vantage point to grasp the ambiguities 
and complexities of immigrants’ cosmopolitan practices in segregated contexts.5 
How does cosmopolitanism operate within the discourses and practices of foreign-
ers? How do cosmopolitan encounters actually happen in segregated urban environ-
ments? Furthermore, what does the Gulf tell us about the contradictions and 
paradoxes of cosmopolitanism in general?

5 Cities contain about 88% of the population in Saudi Arabia and 86% in the Emirates.
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We use ethnographic evidence collected at the city level to show how everyday 
encounters and interactions between city-dwellers display individual and collective 
dispositions for diversity. Through a comparison between Riyadh and Jeddah in 
Saudi Arabia and Abu Dhabi in the United Arab Emirates, we look at internal ten-
sions produced by cosmopolitan situations in Gulf contexts. We first explore the 
ambivalence of self-presentation in public spaces, through the example of dress 
codes. While the injunction for citizens to wear the “national dress” in public can 
appear as an extension of the spatial segregation between citizens and non-citizens, 
we show how city-dwellers may also use dress codes to circumvent established 
boundaries between citizens and foreigners, as well as between genders and ethnic 
groups. We then focus on the paradoxes of cosmopolitan encounters in segregated 
urban contexts, exploring social practices and interactions in two emblematic sites 
of urban diversity: modern marketplaces, such as shopping malls, and streets. 
Looking at the modes of inclusion and exclusion in these spaces, we argue that they 
become the sites of a “segregated cosmopolitanism” (Mermier 2015): they allow 
and even foster encounters with the city’s urban diversity, in particular through con-
sumption practices. The spatial boundaries and temporariness of these cosmopoli-
tan interactions is precisely what allows them to take place. At the same time, they 
cannot be easily dismissed, as they contribute to shape city-dwellers’ subjectivi-
ties – their tastes, attitudes, and aspirations.

This research draws upon ethnographies and qualitative discourse analysis in 
three urban contexts: Abu Dhabi, Riyadh and Jeddah. While Dubai is often consid-
ered as the epitome of the “super-diverse” city, these three cities display similar 
levels of diversity. We compare case studies that both converge and diverge at the 
national and urban scale. The UAE and Saudi Arabia stand at both ends of the GCC 
demographic spectrum. Saudi Arabia, the largest country with 33.5 million inhabit-
ants, has the largest immigrant population in sheer numbers (around 11 million) but 
the smallest when considered as a share of the total population (30%). The UAE 
(total population 9.4 million) has, along with Qatar, the largest proportion of immi-
grants in the population (89%) and thus a relatively small total number of nationals. 
Both countries enjoy high levels of urbanization: 86.5% for the UAE and 83.8% for 
Saudi Arabia (UNDESA-Population Division 2017).

For the UAE, fieldwork conducted in the capital Abu Dhabi from 2010 to 2016 
focused on young Emirati nationals and Arab foreign residents (Egyptians, 
Lebanese, Palestinian, Jordanians, Syrians, Iraqis, Yemenis, and other GCC nation-
alities) who grew up in the city. For Saudi Arabia, fieldwork was conducted in 
Riyadh and Jeddah (2006, 2013–2015) on Eritrean, Sudanese, Ethiopian, Yemeni 
and Pakistani immigrants. We rely on both individual and institutional discourses in 
their contexts and system of references and on the participant observation of social 
interactions, spaces and practices.

H. Thiollet and L. Assaf
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12.2 � Residential Segregations, Dress Codes 
and Cosmopolitan Modes of Identification

In spite of national and local variations, residential segregation is a structuring fea-
ture of Gulf cities since nationals receive land and/or housing that tends to confine 
them to specific districts. While poorer migrants – who live in labor camps outside 
the city’s limits or, in the case of domestic workers, in their employers’ homes – are 
excluded from access to urban space, wealthy expatriates generally live in exclusive 
gated communities. But for the intermediate classes which comprise the majority of 
the population, the diverse populations inhabiting the urban space constitute an 
important dimension of daily life. This is true even if spatial configurations and 
urban settings can vary, as exemplified by our two case studies.

In Saudi Arabia, middle-class migrants tend to live in multicultural neighbor-
hoods close to city centers or in medium-income suburban areas. Low-income 
migrants live in peripheral areas of informal urban growth. The Saudi situation, 
however, is not uniform. In the eastern oil-town, urbanization is spatially segregated 
(Seccombe and Lawless 1986) while Riyadh has both impoverished neighborhoods 
in the city center and in suburban areas where both migrants and poor nationals 
reside (Ménoret 2018); and Jeddah displays historical features of cosmopolitan 
mixing of socio-ethnic groups linked to the mobilities of pilgrims (Yamani 2009). 
In the UAE, many low-income migrants are relegated to labor camps on the urban 
outskirts (Gardner et al. 2013), but patterns of segregation vary according to each 
emirate. While Dubai can be described as an urban sprawl along the Gulf, in Abu 
Dhabi, the high density of the main island has led to a relative mixing of middle-
class and lower middle-class populations in an “emerging global city” (Elsheshtawy 
2010). Segregation occurs at a more micro-scale: at the level of districts or even 
within the same block or building (Dresch 2006; Khalaf 2006). Recent develop-
ments, by extending the city towards the neighboring islands and the mainland, have 
brought about more segregated residential areas according to nationality and 
social class.

Vernacular dress codes can appear as a prolongation, in public spaces, of the resi-
dential segregations described above. But they are also subjected to reinterpreta-
tions by foreign residents and locals alike, which question the boundaries between 
nationals and foreigners. Beyond residence, everyday practices in urban spaces thus 
offer crucial insights into cosmopolitan encounters. In both countries, status groups 
are recognizable through specific “regimes of visibility” (Lussault 2013) manifested 
by differentiated dress codes. “National” dress codes ensure that citizens stand out 
and do not risk being confused with non-citizens. Even if they might wear “Western” 
garments in more informal contexts, Saudi or Emirati citizens indeed tend to wear 
mainstream “national” dress in public and work places: the ‘abâya (black cloak) 
and a head cover (of various shapes) for women and the white dress named kandûra 
(UAE) or thawb (Saudi Arabia), the shmagh (chequered headscarf), the guthra 
(white scarf), and the ‘iqâl (black cord around the scarf) for men. The historical 
construction of these national dresses across the region closely follows processes of 
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nation-building (Akinci 2019; Thiollet 2010). They took on a heightened impor-
tance from the 1980s on, along with emerging anxieties among the citizen popula-
tion regarding the demographic importance of foreigners and their potential impact 
on local society. Foreign residents are generally not expected to wear national out-
fits and, in some cases, can face social sanctions for doing. Daily dresses for most 
of them are thus related to the workplace, following corporate dress codes; other 
ethnic or national dresses are usually worn on weekends and holidays.

However, the apparent consolidation of the citizens/non-citizens divide through 
dress codes is subject to many variations and subtle differences which come to 
undermine, and at times to blur, this very distinction. Gender hierarchies can take 
precedence over the need for national distinction. This is the case of the female 
dress code in Saudi Arabia: until 2019, all women were required by law to wear the 
‘abâya in public spaces.6 More subtle differences, however, operated: foreign 
women would forego wearing a veil while strong variations in fashion among Arab 
and Muslim foreign women would correspond to positions in a class and race-based 
hierarchy, among Saudis as well as across nationalities (Le Renard 2014).

To some extent, this common dress code, while constraining, allowed migrant 
women to blend in. Young Eritrean Christian girls interviewed in Riyadh claimed to 
wear the veil and sometimes cover their face with a niqab so as to move around in 
public spaces without being noticed. Far from these diversionary strategies, clothing 
can also amount to a subversive claim: wearing a proper Saudi outfit is a demonstra-
tion of an individual partaking in an Islamic mode of belonging which is framed as 
strongly “Saudi.” During an interview in Riyadh, a young Jeddah-born Pakistani 
lawyer educated in the United States framed the fact that she was wearing the 
‘abâya and the veil, speaking perfect Arabic (both dialect and standard) as part of 
her claim of a strong attachment to Saudi Arabia, Islam and to Jeddah, where her 
parents still lived and where she grew up. In her discourse, belonging to Jeddah was 
entrenched with a consciously idealized definition of “Saudi-ness” linked to Islam 
and a pious life. She notably contrasted Saudi Arabia, where she could wear “her” 
veil and “her” ‘abâya, to the USA, where her dress as a religious marker was con-
stantly under attack. She described herself as “completely integrated” yet frustrated 
with not “being” Saudi. After studying at elite universities in the United States, she 
“returned home” and expected some sort of recognition. In the interview, she 
lamented her outsider status while often repeating that she “fitted in” perfectly.

Foreign men in Saudi Arabia also sometimes wear the thawb in specific circum-
stances or as a carefully negotiated understanding of their belonging. Various fac-
tors distinguish foreigners who “can” wear the thawb and those who cannot. An 
Eritrean immigrant in his late forties wearing the thawb, shmagh and ‘iqâl was 
interviewed at his workplace in Jeddah. He had arrived in Saudi Arabia in 1982 and 
immediately settled in Jeddah and learned Arabic. Considering himself a 

6 In Saudi Arabia, the black ‘abâya was an official obligation for women in public spaces, migrant 
and non-migrant alike and in late 2017 coloured ‘abâyât started to be tolerated in urban areas. The 
dress code for women was all together suppressed in 2019 in the context of the country’s opening 
to tourism.

H. Thiollet and L. Assaf



157

well-integrated citizen of Jeddah, he works as a doorman at a private folklore 
museum in the city center. His comments on the artifacts exposed in the museum 
showed his knowledge and fondness for Hijazi folk culture. When asked if he wore 
the Saudi attire for his work, he responded that it was clearly important to look 
Saudi but that he also wore the outfit at home. He underlined the closeness of 
Southwestern Arabian traditions with those of eastern Eritrea and Sudan, claiming 
that it was only natural that he should fit in and dress like a Hejazi. In Jeddah, other 
Yemeni, Sudanese and Ethiopian interviewees also confirmed that they regularly 
wore the thob, especially for Friday prayers at the mosque or when meeting friends 
in public.

In the UAE, while foreigners wearing the national dress is generally frowned 
upon, similar practices exist among young adults who attended public schools, 
where a majority of pupils are Emirati citizens. Many young Arab men met in Abu 
Dhabi – of Egyptian, Palestinian, Syrian or Iraqi origin – had attended these schools 
and kept close friendship ties with Emirati classmates. They thus tended to wear the 
dishdasha in social outings with their Emirati friends, as did young women with the 
‘abâya when invited to Emirati weddings. Outside of these social settings, however, 
the majority of the foreign youths tend to adopt dress codes that neutralize the signs 
of national or ethnic status, such as jeans, t-shirts and sneakers – while following 
more generational norms of taste and trend. These outfits are also at times adopted 
by Emirati youths, as a way to blend in with the diverse population of Emirati cities. 
Many young citizens interviewed in Abu Dhabi explained how they sometimes 
decided to wear jeans instead of the national dress, and to speak English in public 
spaces, so that they would escape temporarily the injunctions and norms related to 
their national status.

These various cases reflect the nuances that already exist within the most visible 
modes of segregation and the possibility of negotiating belonging according to per-
sonal and incidental circumstances linked to various characteristics of the individual 
migrant but also the duration of presence in the city, cultural capital and social 
networks.

12.3 � Segregated Cosmopolitanisms in Shopping Malls

Shopping malls are symbolic of the large-scale projects that illustrate the economic 
diversification of Gulf economies in the early 2000s. While these spaces have often 
been studied as icons of modernity standardizing consumer culture and identity 
(Zukin 1998), an extensive body of scholarship looks at malls as examples of the 
variety of urban contexts and cultures (Abaza 2001; Assaf and Camelin 2017). We 
argue here that, by excluding certain categories of the population, shopping malls in 
the Gulf allow the rest of the residents, migrants and citizens alike, to performs 
certain forms of “consumer cosmopolitanism” whose practices and meanings go 
beyond mere consumption (Riefler 2015). Malls thus appear as representative of the 
specific type of segregated cosmopolitanism at play in the public spaces of Gulf 

12  Migrant Cosmopolitanism in Emirati and Saudi Cities: Practices and Belonging…



158

cities: our research suggests, indeed, that while shopping malls offer a place where 
hierarchies of nationality, gender and class are certainly enforced, they also repre-
sent venues for cosmopolitan interactions and encounters, either through consumer-
ist practices or simply taking a stroll.

While Gulf urbanism is largely car-oriented with high temperatures especially in 
the summer, shopping malls constitute in many ways a public space by default. 
They have often been described as a “semi-public” space (Le Renard 2014) to 
underline, on the one hand, their private ownership and restricted access enforced 
by security guards. On the other hand, the variety of possible uses of these places 
and the heterogeneity of populations who frequent them assimilates them to socio-
logical definitions of urban public space (Sennett 1992).

Access to the mall varies according to perceived categories of customers, and is 
based on intersectional hierarchies, crossing nationality with age, gender, race, and 
class. The moral geography of stratified spaces of social interaction also varies 
across the different days of the week (weekend or working days), hours of the day, 
and according to specific sites. In particular, whether through explicit selection or 
implicit exclusion, the access to shopping malls in both countries tends to be 
restricted for lower-class men. In Saudi Arabia, “bachelors” – migrant men- and 
young single Saudi men are explicitly barred from entering some shopping smalls 
on week-ends as groups of young men are perceived as a potential threat to the 
moral order of the place. A combination of racial and class stigma also often pre-
vents low-skilled workers or dark-skinned male immigrants to access some malls. 
While such rules can be officially pronounced – like the family restriction on week-
ends- (on a board with the mall’s rules), others rely on perceived class, income and 
race. Access is thus restricted according to intersectional hierarchies of class, gen-
der and race as well as nationality. As observed during fieldwork in Riyadh and 
Jeddah, a “well-dressed” Indian couple or family or a group of Filipino women is 
more likely to enter a mall than a group of young Saudi men dressed in poor quality 
thawb or Western outfits. In the UAE, while no explicit policy officially bans single 
men from entering malls, such restrictions are occasionally implemented. In 2009, 
a few months after Al Bawadi mall opened in Al-Ain, the second largest city in the 
emirate of Abu Dhabi, access to laborers was prohibited because women visitors 
complained about “stares.” This policy was then justified on the basis that these 
workers did not wear “appropriate clothing” or display “appropriate behavior” in 
the mall  – they were, for example, sleeping on benches (Al Ghalib 2009; Assaf 
2017b). At the same time, shopping malls in the UAE are probably one of the most 
diverse public spaces  – where one can encounter both wealthy patrons buying 
expensive jewellery in the upscale galleries, middle class families shopping for 
clothes or groceries, or low-skilled employees such as nannies gathering in the food 
courts during their day off.

The ordinary practices of mall visitors and their social and cultural consequences 
can disrupt at times the social and spatial segregations at play in Gulf cities. Indeed, 
malls in the Gulf cannot simply be considered as places of consumption: regular 
shopping tends to occur mainly in supermarkets and popular markets (suq sha’bî). 

H. Thiollet and L. Assaf
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Malls rather constitute social scenes, where specific lifestyles are performed and 
embodied by foreigners and nationals alike.

Navigating the malls indeed implies having access to a degree of “cosmopolitan 
capital” (Abaza 2001; Peterson 2011). In many Gulf cities, the ethnic and national 
division of labor implies that one needs at least a few words of English to benefit 
from all the services provided by foreign, and often non-Arabic speaking, employ-
ees: this holds true from placing an order in an international coffee shop, moving 
around in recreational spaces or even getting one’s car repaired. This required cos-
mopolitan capital can thus work as a principle of exclusion for poor laborers for 
whom it is an additional barrier to access commercial spaces, but also for some citi-
zens, especially those who grew up in more rural areas and did not have access to a 
good education in English.

Conversely, for those who master the codes and subtleties required to navigate 
the malls, this cosmopolitan capital becomes the basis of strategies of distinction. 
Such competence is associated with lifestyles and modes of consumption endowed 
with a global dimension. The ability to be at ease in these globalized commercial 
spaces appeared central to the social practices of young adults in the UAE. They 
took pleasure in exhibiting their familiarity with a café’s menu, their ease in order-
ing in English, and their cosmopolitan tastes. Embodying these consumerist life-
styles was not only a mark of distinction but a way to take part in the commodified 
cosmopolitanism mentioned before and, in a way, to appropriate the city’s global 
ambitions.

Shopping malls thus host ambivalent experiences of leisure for city-dwellers, 
between the exclusion of the poorer categories of the population and the inclusion 
of their visitors in global lifestyles that go beyond the scale of the city. Through real 
and symbolic social transactions, immigrants appear as part of a modernized con-
sumer society connected to global trends but also deeply local. If malls are broader 
spaces of encounters on the main streets and arteries of the city where people from 
various neighborhoods convene, small convenience stores also function as catalysts 
of social interactions in the urban space. But in the perception of self and others, 
shopping malls have a particular function as shared “places” conveying a sense of 
belonging to Gulf modernity (Thiollet 2010).

12.4 � Cosmopolitan Streets: The Moral Geography 
of Coexistence and Encounters

While residential segregations tend to be aligned with ethnic communities, street-
level observations show how ethnic economies and in-group consumption practices 
are connected to the wider urban crowd and intercultural interactions. The streets of 
popular neighborhoods in Abu Dhabi, Riyadh or Jeddah show signs of an infinite 
cultural variety to the onlooker: Indonesian restaurants, Eritrean grocery stores, 
Chinese hardware, McDonald’s and KFC, European clothing stores and Middle 
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Eastern supermarket chains. Inexpensive ethnic restaurants (Chinese, Pakistani, Sri 
Lankan, Filipino and Indian) are ubiquitous, banal and more “familiar” in working-
class neighborhoods than American fast food chains. This landscape reproduces the 
ethnic diversity of the population. Based on our observations, the consumption 
practices are not strictly tied to one’s identity or the demographic composition of the 
surrounding area. Beyond ethnic economies and globalized cuisine (like Japanese 
sushi), citizens and non-citizens in Gulf cities have become familiar with the cui-
sines of other ethnic groups and daily consume Lebanese, Pakistani or Indian food; 
in many cases, the availability of these diverse cuisines stirs curiosity for others.

Although Gulf cities with their large, orthogonal avenues are mainly meant for 
cars, things change as soon as one enters smaller neighborhoods. In Dubai or Abu 
Dhabi, there is a stark contrast between the main roads with up to eight lanes of 
speeding traffic and the inside of neighborhood blocks where traffic grinds to a halt 
behind double-parked cars honking in front of a shawarma shop as children play 
cricket in the parking lot or football on the little square surrounding the local 
mosque. The experience of the urban neighborhood is often associated with that of 
the ethnic diversity of urban society. Just like the omnipresent karak (tea with milk) 
consumed by almost all residents and which has come to be considered an intrinsi-
cally “local” drink in the UAE despite its South Asian origin, neighborhood blocks 
are bustling with small shops displaying a diversity of foods and consumer goods 
from all over the world. Other public spaces across Abu Dhabi display similar forms 
of gathering, while maintaining a separation between the groups: several communi-
ties gather, cross paths or coexist without necessarily mixing (Elsheshtawy 2019). 
At dawn or at dusk, the ethnographer taking a stroll on the Abu Dhabi corniche or 
along the Al-Bateen beach can cross paths with joggers who take advantage of the 
fresher temperatures. They span many different age categories (between 20 and 
50-years old), social classes (unlike gyms, which tend to be separated according to 
income), and nationalities (from North American to South Asian, Middle Eastern or 
European) (Assaf 2013a). The end of afternoon is also a time when picnickers start 
gathering along the corniche or in the public parks. Multi-generational groups of 
mostly Arab women meet around tea, coffee and biscuits prepared at home while 
young children are left to play in the playgrounds. Later on, families settle on the 
grass for elaborate picnics which include barbecues and narghiles. On weekends, 
these picnics, which in Abu Dhabi are mainly characteristic of the ahl al-shâm, the 
Levantine families, often take place next to groups of Filipino friends celebrating a 
birthday party or other families strolling around. While these gatherings maintain a 
separation between the different groups, they can be considered as “intimacies in 
the open air” (Assaf 2013b), with each family creating its own space delimited by 
symbolic rather than physical boundaries. The spectacle of urban diversity thus 
becomes an integral part of the attraction of these spaces.

Similar distinctions can be observed in neighborhood blocks in Saudi Arabia, 
notably in middle and working-class neighborhoods of Um al Hamam or Ma’ather 
in central Riyadh where Saudis mix with various communities of migrants. Jeddah’s 
city center (Al Balad), labelled a World Heritage site by UNESCO in 2014, is sur-
rounded by unplanned settlements hosting middle and working-class populations of 
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Saudi internal migrants and foreign residents from extremely diverse backgrounds, 
with a large Yemeni community. In Jeddah, the corniche is also a site of social 
encounters. Families walk after dinner on Thursdays and Fridays: kin groups or 
friends from middle-class migrant and non-migrant backgrounds stride the corniche 
eating ice creams or sweets. In Riyadh, wealthier migrant families and groups take 
weekend outings to historical sites and picnics in the nearby desert, whereas work-
ing class migrants remain confined to their neighborhoods.

Leisure time spent in these more informal, daily spaces is cosmopolitan by 
nature, in the sense that it brings together the various communities which compose 
these urban societies while maintaining boundaries between them. Just like in shop-
ping malls, in this case, the commonality between urban users is located at the very 
local scale. Incidentally, this is also the scale that is most threatened by recent urban 
development aiming to create more enclaves and segregation (Elsheshtawy 2019). 
Constraints upon these practices can be enforced by the municipal police (baladi-
yya) and certainly there is some degree of social control within migrant communi-
ties and across groups. In the UAE, some of the parks and most public beaches now 
have a paying access, and for some of them are reserved to “families”, thus exclud-
ing lower-class foreign men who have migrated alone. In Saudi Arabia, gender seg-
regation is strictly enforced notably due to the looming presence of the religious 
police: the mutawwa’in of the hay’a (“committee” in Arabic, the colloquial term for 
the religious police, the Committee for the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of 
Vice). The hay’a was empowered during a conservative turn in the 1980s and staffed 
with men armed with a stick who had the power to police the streets for a wide range 
of minor infractions. In 2016, they lost their right to directly intervene in public 
spaces, and new decency laws passed in 2019 transferring their policing role to 
public authorities. But until 2016, the hay’a functioned as a “moral militia” in urban 
spaces constraining individual and collective behaviors in a gendered, age-sensitive 
and, to a certain extent, ethnic-based way. Young girls would not dare sit outside of 
the “family section” of coffee places and restaurants, and young men would not dare 
enter the family section. This moral policing applied to both Saudi and non-Saudi 
youth and enforced a gendered and racialized moral urban geography. The risk of 
being “caught” was far greater for migrants, as it went along with the risk of 
deportation.

12.5 � Conclusion

Since the 2000s, while cosmopolitan claims made their way into official rhetoric 
and diplomacy, Saudi Arabia and the UAE paradoxically adopted more restrictive 
immigration policies. In Saudi Arabia, brutal controls and mass deportations 
occurred (Thiollet 2019). In the UAE, policies have favored highly skilled Western 
migrants while many long-term foreign residents find their visas not renewed for 
both political and economic reasons. In both countries, increasingly securitized 
modes of urban governance (Lori 2011) have made communities and daily lives 
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more fragile for the low-skilled working classes. While laws preventing the long-
term settlement of immigrants are more strictly enforced, wealthier expatriates get 
access to long-term residency rights, mimicking the global divide in access to resi-
dency that can be seen in Western contexts (Shachar and Hirschl 2014).

Cosmopolitanism in denial and the paradoxes of cosmopolitan practices observed 
in Gulf cities are distinct from mainstream understandings of cosmopolitanism in 
the West as a “willingness to become involved with the Other, and the concern with 
achieving competence in cultures” (Hannerz 1990, 239). Cosmopolitan moments 
and places studied in this chapter are more fragile but not intrinsically opposed to 
those studied in liberal contexts. As Elijah Anderson (2011) observed in the case of 
a marketplace in Philadelphia, some places offer temporary enclaves for civility in 
urban contexts otherwise highly segregated according to class, gender and racial 
hierarchies. These “cosmopolitan canopies” make way for pacified interactions and 
encounters between groups that are usually defiant of each other, or whose relation-
ships can be marked by conflict and violence in other contexts. Anderson is careful 
to underline that the cosmopolitan canopy only operates temporarily, for limited 
moments; and his proposition has been criticized for referring to elite commercial 
spaces. But these moments of conviviality are an integral part of city-dwellers’ 
experiences, and influence their subjectivities and their aspirations. They seem all 
the more important to highlight in Gulf cities as research on the Gulf has mostly 
studied the impact of emigration on sending countries, while the impact of immi-
gration in Gulf contexts needs to be further documented. As such, it can inform 
broader discussions on migration and diversity as a vector of social change in host 
countries (Castles 2001; Portes 2010; Vertovec 2007). It finally amounts to main-
streaming the Gulf in the discussion on “varieties of cosmopolitanisms,” to borrow 
a phrase about capitalism (Hall and Soskice 2001), and considering the importance 
of ongoing changes despite the difficulty of fully capturing them.
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