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Abstract 

 With oil reserves dwindling, efforts to create a diversified, post-oil economy in 

Oman have focused on building the human capital of citizens and promoting a new 

entrepreneurial ‘work culture’ among Omani employees and entrepreneurs. In a context 

in which state-provided jobs represent both an exchange of labor for a salary and a means 

of securing a citizen’s rightful share of the nation’s oil revenues, issues of productivity 

and workforce development are most often framed in terms of the ‘mindset’ of individual 

citizens. Drawing on 16 months of ethnographic fieldwork with experts and professionals 

in Oman’s thriving citizen labor industry—the industry of human resource specialists, 

consultants, career coaches, entrepreneurship trainers, and the organizations which 

support and sponsor them—this dissertation explores how utopian investments in Omani 

human capital have shaped the distributive governance of the Omani state, the production 

of persons, and the making of ‘an economy.’ In an environment in which economic 

‘growth’ is driven by state-guided subsidy rather than market mechanisms, this 

dissertation describes how economic and managerial expertise is employed to create 'an 

economy’ in ways that are largely unaccompanied by the production of markets. By 

doing so, this dissertation highlights how seemingly neoliberal interventions aimed at 

‘rolling back’ the state and cultivating entrepreneurial ‘mindsets’ have counterintuitively 

produced subjects who understand their personal and social ‘development’ as pieces of a 

larger system of distributive rights and obligations that is as much social and political as 

it is economic. Ultimately, by demonstrating how subsidy-driven investments in Oman’s 

citizen workforce reproduce distributive arrangements, this dissertation complicates the 

assumption that ‘development’ is an antidote to Oman’s natural resource dependence. 
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Introduction 

 “In Oman…we have a lot of opportunities,” Jamal,1 a middle-aged Omani 

businessman, explained to me as we sat in his suburban Muscat office, overlooking a 

construction site. “In Oman, we are like the [latest] model of any car you like. BMW, 

Lexus, Mercedes…the last model that just arrived. We have the key. We have the license. 

We have everything, but one thing is removed. [It is] the electric fuse. Once you remove 

it, you cannot turn on the car. That’s it….The organization is there, we have the funds, 

we have everything [so] what is the problem?…It is only the mindset of the people.” 

Jamal’s comments echo themes that resonated throughout many of my discussions with 

Omani employees, businessmen, state officials, and expatriate consultants striving to 

promote a new entrepreneurial ‘work culture’ as Oman struggles to generate a 

diversified, post-oil economy. For Jamal and many others, Oman is described a nation 

waiting at the threshold of modernity. It is seen as a society at a moment of emergence, 

just about to come of age; an economy on training wheels not quite ready to ride on its 

own; a country brimming with tremendous yet stalled potential. Anthropologist Mandana 

Limbert (2010) has described Oman’s possibility-infused present as an anomalous 

dreamtime, a period of miraculous state-guided development more closely associated 

with the generosity and personage of HM Sultan Qaboos—Oman’s head of state—than 

with the nation’s productive yet dwindling oil reserves.  

This contemporary ethos of emergence and stalled possibility can be well 

articulated in relation to the unusual, somewhat counterintuitive, context of oil 

development in Oman. In the decades before oil, Oman—a technically independent, 

																																																								
1 With the exception of Sheikh Khalfan Al Esery (who gave me permission to refer to him by name), all 
participants quoted in this dissertation have either been given pseudonyms or are not referred to by name.  
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informal frontier of the British Raj (Onley 2007)—was largely composed of small, 

isolated villages dependent on farming, fishing and Indian Ocean trade (Wilkinson 1977). 

It was governed at a distance by a 'state' apparatus that, in many cases, consisted only two 

officials—a wali appointed to represent the Sultan and a qadi to arbitrate disputes (Valeri 

2013b:38). In 1970, shortly after the discovery of oil, Sultan Qaboos succeeded his father 

in a British orchestrated coup and launched a period of oil-funded modernization and 

prosperity known locally as al nadha (or ‘the renaissance’). For many Omanis, al nadha 

meant the arrival of the modern state and the start of ‘development’—the new state’s 

most fundamental activity. With oil providing the new state with an income not 

dependent on popular taxation, the growing state was able to build roads, bridges, 

airports, schools, markets, hospitals, and—perhaps most significantly—provide citizens 

with new jobs in comfortable, air-conditioned buildings. Older sources of income and 

livelihood were replaced by jobs in the new state apparatus and in private sector 

businesses, contracted by the state to provide services and development.    

For theorists of development, one of the primary impediments to the economic 

growth and modernization of so-called ‘developing’ countries has traditionally been the 

absence of capital for investment in local economies and their infrastructure (Escobar 

2012:40). In this respect, as a ‘developing’ country, Oman and its oil-producing 

neighbors are anomalies. Oil revenue created a situation in Oman and other states of the 

Arab Gulf in which governments have a surplus of capital to invest on development and a 

shortage of local labor on which to invest it. The problem for the growing Omani state, in 

other words, was not raising capital for the construction of things like roads, bridges, 

schools, hotels, hospitals, and shopping malls, but of finding a workforce capable of 
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building and staffing them. And instead of waiting for such a workforce and business 

community to ‘naturally’ develop through traditional economic mechanisms such as 

markets, oil revenue made it possible for workers, businesses and the infrastructure they 

offer to be effectively purchased from abroad and imported. In this dissertation, I 

describe this situation as subsidy-driven development—a variety of development that, 

rather than employing markets and market-based mechanisms to drive growth and 

productivity, uses state-guided subsidies to purchase infrastructure, expand local 

businesses, and develop its citizen workforce. The distribution of subsidies in this context 

helped to generate a new sort of political ‘game’ in which access to resources came to 

depend on the pursuit of the development-focused agenda of the state. 

In order to unpack my claim that development in Oman is driven by subsidies 

rather than markets and to highlight its counterintuitive effects, it is useful to consider an 

example such as the Omani labor ‘market.’ Omani businesses, hired by the state to build 

infrastructure and provide services, require more employees with more skills than 

Oman’s comparatively small population of citizens can provide. For these businesses to 

successfully build the infrastructure and provide the services for which they have been 

hired, the Omani state provides them with labor clearances that enable them to hire 

workers from abroad and bring them into the Sultanate. These expatriate workers are 

effectively a subsidy for businesses—they allow local companies to reduce their labor 

expenses by granting them access to workers willing to work for a fraction of the wages 

demanded by Omani citizens. In 2017, such foreign workers living in Oman on a 

temporary basis comprised 45% of Oman’s total population and 89% of the private sector 

workforce (National Centre for Statistics and Information 2017a). While granting private 
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sector businesses access to the cheap labor available abroad has helped develop local 

businesses, doing so has also generated a series of negative consequences for the local 

Omani workforce by undercutting the labor of citizens and rendering them economically 

uncompetitive. To mitigate these consequences, the state provides a second subsidy to 

Omani citizens: guaranteed employment opportunities in the state bureaucracy and the 

private sector, secured through the use of a quota-based system that links the number of 

labor clearances a business is provided with the number of foreign workers it employs. 

The net effect of these two subsidies is not to create a market in which a supply of citizen 

workers grows to meet a demand of businesses for employees; rather, it is to create a 

subsidized situation in which the state provides citizens with jobs and businesses with 

workers without creating the conditions for the supply of one to meet the demand of the 

other.2  

In the Omani context, subsidy-driven development has been beneficial not only to 

Omani businesses and citizen workers but also to the state as a whole. As a result of 

subsidy-driven development, the Omani state can build hospitals, roads, airports, hotels, 

shopping malls, schools and many other institutions that it could not provide if it relied 

on its numerically small and often unskilled local workforce. Such subsidized 

investments work to legitimize the Omani state, not only by providing generous services 

																																																								
2 One of the core contributions of this dissertation is to point out that, in contexts in which the state 
subsidizes both the supply of something and the demand for that thing, subsidies are used in a way that 
obstructs rather than generates markets. It is important to qualify this claim in several respects. First, this 
observation should not be taken to suggest that markets of any sort do not exist in Oman, but rather to draw 
attention to a locally common modality of economic intervention in which ‘growth’ is driven by competing 
regimes of subsidy rather than traditional market mechanisms. Second, anthropologists writing on the 
economy have long highlighted the important role of governments in producing and sustaining markets 
(Hart 1986, Graeber 2011)—even in the context of so-called free market economies. Oman’s subsidy-
driven development is relatively unique, not because it is an example in which state intervention interferes 
with a supposedly free market, but because state intervention in Oman has unfolded in ways that produce a 
locally compelling alternative to market-based economic growth.   
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and welfare to Oman's citizen population, but also by presenting the state as actively 

involved in 'doing something' to develop and diversify the nation away from a 

dependence on hydrocarbon revenues. For local businesses, subsidy-driven development 

allows them to profit from having a cheaper, larger, more skilled, and more exploitable 

workforce than citizens alone could provide. For citizen workers, subsidy-driven 

development allows them to have access to job opportunities which (while not 

necessarily ‘productive’) offer higher salaries, more benefits, and easier working 

conditions than could be offered based solely on the existing needs of the private sector. 

Subsidy-driven development then operates by producing a web of unintended 

consequence that, on the one hand, distort the incentives of Omani businesses and 

citizens, and on the other, make possible a kind of economic ‘growth’ that local markets, 

workers, and institutions could not sustain by themselves. 

For many of the Omani citizens and experts with whom I spoke, Oman’s 

contemporary ethos of emergence and stalled possibility is related in part to a perceived 

lack of productivity of Oman’s citizen workforce. As one Omani economist described it 

to me, the lack of productivity of citizen employees is both “our biggest problem [and] 

our biggest potential.” Oman, he continued, “is a sleeping giant that can be 

unlocked…but how to unlock it is the mysterious question.” This lack of productivity 

was most often attributed to the ‘mindset’ or ‘mentality’ citizen workers who—it was 

often assumed—needed to be inspired and motivated to work more productively. As 

Salim, an official from the Ministry of Manpower, explained it to me, the problem is 

“how really to build—not to build a workforce—but to build a person. To prepare this 

person from the inside: his mentality, his way of thinking. To tell him from primary 
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school, [secondary] school, high school…from the [university: changing your mentality] 

is the only way you can have a job, that you can work.” Another Omani businessman 

described it to me differently. “We should try to find how to uplift the thinking of these 

people,” he explained, “we should go into school[s] and encourage in people—I call it ‘a 

culture of loving your job.’” 

This dissertation investigates efforts to transform mindsets and introduce a new 

entrepreneurial ‘work culture’ to citizens as Oman strives to create a diversified economy 

capable of continuing the nation’s growth and prosperity 'after oil.' Issues of workforce 

development in the Arab Gulf are most often studied through the lens of questions that 

focus on diagnosing causes and prescribing solutions to the perceived lack of productivity 

of citizen workers (Bontenbal 2015, Jones and Punshi 2013, Al Suleimany 2009). 

However, what interests me in this dissertation are a different set of questions. Rather 

than asking why citizens are not fully productive, this dissertation explores how and why 

a language of ‘productivity’ and economic ‘development’ has come to articulate a regime 

of state-guided distribution. If citizen employment in Oman has the "uncomfortable dual 

nature" (Herb 2014:18) of being both an exchange of labor for a salary and a means of 

securing one’s rightful share of the nation’s oil revenues, why is it that receiving 

distributive allocations requires citizens to go through the motions of seemingly 

‘productive’ economic activity? If oil-producing states like Oman govern—as rentier 

scholars argue (Beblawi and Luciani 1987, Mahdavy 1970)—by distributing natural 

resource rents to their populations, why is it that receiving such rents require citizens to 

show up and spend time in an office at all? Or to write a business plan? Or to learn to 

present themselves as dynamic, ambitious, and entrepreneurial citizens ‘in need of 
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development’? When jobs are created for citizens without work for them to do, what sort 

of social and political work is done when issues of citizen productivity are framed as a 

problem of ‘mindset’? 

In some respects, Oman is an ideal site to study how ‘work culture’ and the 

regimes of expertise involved in generating it feature within the distributive arrangements 

of the resource-rich states of the Arab Gulf. Michael Herb (2014) describes Oman as a 

‘middling rentier’ state to differentiate it from several of its wealthier Gulf neighbors. 

While ‘extreme rentier’ states such as the UAE, Qatar, and Kuwait can afford to employ 

the vast majority of their citizens within their state bureaucracies, middling rentier states 

like Oman must rely heavily on the private sector to provide privileged employment 

opportunities for citizens. As a result, unlike extreme rentier states in which a distributive 

state apparatus exists alongside a productive economy largely managed by expatriates, 

middling rentiers such as Oman are sites in which the boundaries between state-guided 

distribution and seemingly productive economic activity are most blurred. It is in this 

context—not where distributive support to citizens is the greatest, but where distributive 

regimes are most constrained and contested—that debates surrounding issues of ‘work 

culture,’ ‘mindset,’ citizen productivity, and economic diversification may be the most 

pressing and hotly contested. 

Finally, it is important to point out that efforts to promote entrepreneurial ‘work 

culture’ described in this dissertation are not equally directed at everyone. With citizen 

unemployment growing, attempts to cultivate a new ‘work culture’ in Oman are often 

framed as a mechanism to make citizens more employable, reducing in the process the 

burden on state and private sector organizations to provide additional jobs to citizens. In 



	 16	

this context, such efforts are broadly targeted at transforming the mindsets and 

dispositions of Omani citizen ’youths,’ and college graduates in particular, who are 

entering the national workforce and beginning their professional lives. Additionally, 

‘work culture’ also builds on constructed distinctions between urban and rural life 

produced in part through land granting policies that provide citizens with parcels of land 

in their ancestral villages. In a context in which many citizens commute regularly 

between ‘modern’ urban areas (where employment opportunities and educational 

institutions are often located) and more ‘traditional’ villages often populated by older and 

retired relatives, ‘work culture’ has come to stand for a young, educated, urban and 

modern Omani identity and lifestyle which exists in implicit contrast to the older, less 

educated, more rural and traditional identities of village inhabitants.  While the 

cosmopolitan sophistication of ‘work culture’ resonated for many of the urban Omanis 

with whom I spoke, for some more rural citizens ‘work culture’ was at times described in 

critical terms as an unhealthy, pretentious appropriation of ‘Western’ culture that 

threatened to undermine the cohesion of Omani communities, local tradition, and Islamic 

piety. 

Over the course of three article-length chapters, this dissertation aims to lay out 

the broad outlines of a coherent perspective on economic development in the Arab Gulf. 

Through the lens of professionals striving to generate an entrepreneurial ‘work culture’ in 

Oman, it presents an account of how the distributive effects described by rentier scholars 

can be linked to practices of state-guided, subsidy-driven development.  

 

Fieldwork and Data 
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 This dissertation builds upon experiences, observations, interviews, and other 

material collected during 16 months of fieldwork in Oman between February 2013 and 

July of 2014. Additionally, this project is also informed by conversations, interviews, and 

experiences I had during three preliminary research trips to Oman in the summers of 

2010, 2011 and 2012, each lasting roughly two months. Together then, this dissertation is 

the product of over 22 months of experience living and conducting research in Oman 

between 2010 and 2014.  

During the fieldwork phase of this project, which was primarily conducted in the 

greater Muscat area, I began most mornings by reading local newspapers in Arabic and 

English and downloading or scanning articles related to issues of citizen entrepreneurship 

and workforce development. Often, newspapers contained announcements and 

advertisements for upcoming events aimed at promoting entrepreneurial ‘work culture’ 

for Omani employees and entrepreneurs. If possible, I contacted the organizers of such 

events and arranged to attend them, conducting participant observation in the process. 

While at these events, I met individuals involved in the training and development of 

Omani employees and entrepreneurs, many of whom I later contacted to request an 

interview. These interviews were conducted in places convenient to the individuals with 

whom I spoke (in locations such as offices, coffee shops, restaurants, and private homes) 

and often focused on issues, questions, and topics on which they have had experience or 

unique insights. I also met participants through mutual acquaintances and through 

snowball sampling techniques. The aim of this sort of data collection was not to provide 

me with a representative sample of all or a portion of a population but rather to provide 

me with targeted access to the individuals and contexts in which a particular set of 
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discourses and practices unfold. By doing so, it allowed me to explore the range of 

debates, perspectives, justifications, and consequences which surround a specific sort of 

intervention aimed at transforming mindsets and generating an entrepreneurial ‘work 

culture.’  

The arguments presented in this dissertation then are based on the collection and 

analysis of three broad types of material which I will describe in great depth below: 

interviews with individuals involved in Oman’s citizen work industry, participant 

observation at events, and media collected and cataloged into a database.  

 

Interviews 

A primary source of material for this dissertation was 129 semi-structured 

interviews conducted with individuals involved in Oman’ citizen work industry. More 

specifically, these interviews focused on meeting human resource and corporate social 

responsibility experts in private sector companies, job trainers and career coaches, local 

business owners, citizen employees, job seekers, Omani entrepreneurs, and individuals 

involved in the training and promotion of citizen entrepreneurship. Often, participants fit 

in multiple target categories and were able to speak to issues that engaged with several 

dimensions of the project. For instance, Sheikh Khalfan Al Esery—quoted at length in 

my second chapter—is a former HR manager who, as a citizen entrepreneur, started a life 

coaching business through which he was recruited to conduct training sessions for Omani 

employees and potential entrepreneurs. The fact that so many of the individuals with 

whom I spoke fit into several of the target categories I was interested in investigating is in 

itself a useful example of how seemingly disparate domains of professional expertise 
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such as corporate social responsibility, job training, and the promotion of 

entrepreneurship are in Oman components of a broader constellation of expertise and 

intervention aimed at transforming the ‘mindsets’ of citizens in similar and interrelated 

ways. Out of my 129 interviews, 107 were recorded with the permission of my 

participants and 22 were unrecorded.  

 

Participant Observation 

Additionally, this dissertation draws on my experience conducting participant 

observation at over 40 events aimed at promoting ‘work culture’ for Omani employees 

and entrepreneurs. These events included small-group job training and life coaching 

sessions for Omani employees, career fairs, award and gala dinners, conferences on 

workplace productivity and employment nationalization, workshops for citizen 

entrepreneurs, expositions for Small and Medium-sized Enterprises, meetings of groups 

such as the Arab Millionaire Club, public debates on issues related to workforce 

development and diversification, as well as a variety of events and activities sponsored by 

private sector businesses. I took notes during and after these events and, when 

appropriate, photographs, and audio and video recordings. These events not only 

provided me with the opportunity to meet potential participants but also allowed me to 

become acquainted with many of the themes, concerns, debates, and activities involved in 

the promotion of ‘work culture.’  

 

Media Database 
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In order to examine of how issues of workforce development have changed over 

time and to describe broader trends, I collected and cataloged a variety of print and radio 

media to create a searchable media database. This media database includes scans of over 

200 Arabic newspaper articles dating from the 1980s and 1990s on citizen employment 

issues. These articles were collected and scanned during archival research at the Oman 

Studies Centre Library at Sultan Qaboos University and were helpful in investigating 

how practices and discourses surrounding issues such as Omanization, corporate 

sponsorship, and economic development have changed over time. In addition to this 

archival research, I also collected and cataloged over 2800 English and Arabic newspaper 

and magazine articles on topics related to issues of workforce development. Primarily 

collected from Oman’s major English and Arabic newspapers (including Muscat Daily, 

Times of Oman, Oman Observer, Al Roya, Oman Daily and Oman Economic Review), 

these article were topically organized around themes such as legal issues, event 

announcements, corporate social responsibility, training events, support for citizen 

entrepreneurs, diversification efforts as well as a range of other issues. The breadth and 

depth of these articles helped me to summarize patterns in the training and support for 

citizen employees and entrepreneurs (in Chapters 2 and 3) and to describe trends in 

corporate sponsorship (in Chapter 1). I also collected, scanned and cataloged a variety of 

additional brochures, handouts, blog posts, corporate publications, and informational 

pamphlets released by governmental organizations. Finally, I recorded and collected over 

50 hours of radio programs and lectures in English and Arabic on issues related to work, 

entrepreneurship, and Islamic ethics. 
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Although this dissertation necessarily presents only a small fraction of the 

ethnographic material collected, the arguments it develops are informed and shaped by 

the many people, experiences, and discourses I encountered throughout my time in 

Oman. 

 

Theoretical Contributions 

This dissertation builds upon and seeks to contribute to several key literatures and 

debates. 

 

1) Literature on the Rentier State  

This dissertation draws upon and aims to offer a critical contribution to 

interdisciplinary scholarship on the rentier states of the Arab Gulf. Building on an 

established distinction in political economy between income ‘earned’ through labor and 

rents ‘accrued’ through the ownership of land and natural resources, rentier scholars have 

highlighted a variety of political and economic differences between ‘productive’ 

economies and those dependent upon natural resource revenues (Beblawi 1987). 

Politically, scholars have illustrated how states funded by oil revenues rather than 

taxation develop distribution-oriented governing practices aimed at cultivating a popular 

dependence on the state and ruling elites (Mahdavy 1970, Beblawi and Luciani 1987, 

Crystal 1995, Gause 1994, Al-Farsi 2013). Economically, scholars have argued that state-

guided distributions of oil revenues have encouraged rent-seeking behavior at the 

expense of productive economic activity (Beblawi 1987, Ayubi 2008, Chatelus 1987). 

Additionally, rentier scholars have argued that the ability of citizens of resource-rich 
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countries to have an income without engaging in productive economic activity has 

generated an apathetic ‘rentier mentality’ caused by “a break in the work-reward 

causation” (Beblawi 1987:52). Traditional rentier scholarship, as well as work critiquing 

specific oversights and assumptions of rentier frameworks (Hertog 2010, Herb 2014, 

Hanieh 2011, Krause 2008), has provided crucial observations about resource-rich states 

in the Arab Gulf and the structural consequences of rent distribution which have guided 

many of the questions and themes explored in this project. 

This dissertation contributes to this interdisciplinary scholarship by presenting 

two critiques of traditional rentier frameworks. First, by treating the distribution of rents 

as the driving force in the creation and maintenance of distributive arrangements, this 

project argues that rentier scholars have ignored the role played by ‘development’ and its 

supporting regimes of economic expertise in producing rentier effects. In doing so, rentier 

scholars have not only insufficiently accounted for how economic discourses and 

practices have contributed to distributive arrangements but also have optimistically 

framed subsidy-driven development efforts as productive steps towards a diversified, 

post-oil future. Against this conclusion, this dissertation demonstrates that development-

oriented economic interventions are central to creating and sustaining the Omani state’s 

distributive arrangements. Arguing that subsidy-driven development is a cause (rather 

than an effect) of rent distribution, this project describes how economic and managerial 

expertise is taken up in local, culturally-specific ways to function as a language through 

which distributive rights and obligations are voiced. By doing so, this dissertation 

complicates the assumption that subsidy-driven economic development is an antidote to 

natural resource dependence.   
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Second, building on a tradition that has tended to treat distribution and 

distributive livelihoods as morally suspect, rentier scholarship has often focused on 

describing the absence of production rather than the subject-forming practices of 

distribution. Concepts like the ’rentier mentality’ assume that since distributive 

livelihoods are ‘accrued’ rather than ‘earned’ they require no labor and involve minimal 

social processes. As a result, the fact that citizens can receive an income without doing 

productive work has led rentier scholars to ignore the kinds of work that citizens do and 

the types of subject-forming labor that go into receiving distributive livelihoods. Building 

on James Ferguson’s (2015) notion of distributional labor, this dissertation challenges 

this assumption by exploring the regimes of work and the cultivation of dispositions that 

go into securing distribute support. For Omani employees and entrepreneurs, I argue that 

becoming a recipient of subsidy-driven support often involves cultivating and presenting 

entrepreneurial ’mindsets’ that resonate with the state’s diversification-oriented 

development narrative, marking subjects both as future-oriented and ‘in need of 

development.’ 

 

2) Economization and Cultural Economy 

This dissertation builds upon and seeks to contribute to a growing body of 

anthropological and social science research on ‘the economy’ that explores how the 

supposedly universal principles of economics are taken up in ways that are definitively 

local and culturally specific. Treating the economy as an instituted process (Polanyi 

1957:248), a substantivist tradition of economic anthropology and social science has 

explored how the knowledge, tools, and practices of the economic sciences have worked 
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to create ‘the economy’ as a distinct sphere of human experience. Çalişkan and Callon 

(2009, 2010) have used the term ‘economization’ to refer both to the processes that allow 

behaviors, organizations, and institutions to be constituted as 'economic' and to processes 

that make markets—a modality of economization that they label ‘marketization.’ 

Although scholars have long described how ‘the economy’ is instituted in local, 

culturally specific ways that resonate with existing regimes of knowledge, power, and 

governance (Mitchell 2002), for Çalişkan and Callon (2009, 2010) and others, the 

discourses, practices, and technical arrangements that create an economy have generally 

been accompanied by practices that generate markets.  

In the context of this literature, Oman is an exceptional case. This dissertation 

proposes that in Oman, economization has occurred without the corresponding process of 

marketization. Building on the seminal research of Michel Herb (2014) and Steffen 

Hertog (2010)—whose analyses of the development of Gulf economies and workforces 

has highlighted how oil-funded, state-guided subsidies ‘grow’ economies in ways that 

inhibit markets—this project describes how economic expertise and interventions work to 

cultivate citizen-subjects who understand their ’development’ in terms of distributive 

rights and obligations rather than competitive markets. By doing so, this dissertation 

describes how interventions done in the name of creating an economy and articulated in 

the discourses and frameworks of ‘universal’ economic expertise are used to generate a 

distributive system that is as much social and political as it is economic.  

 

3) Governmentality and the ‘Neoliberal’ Subject in the Arab Gulf  
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Building on Foucault’s notion of governmentality (2003), a small but growing 

body of work has attempted to explore how practices of distribution and seemingly 

‘neoliberal’ subject formation operate to shape the conduct of citizens of Arab Gulf 

states. First, this dissertation has been particularly influenced by Krause’s (2008) concept 

of ‘rentier governmentality.’ Focused on women’s associations and civil society in the 

UAE, Krause’s research describes how state practices of allocating resources and 

determining funding priorities shape the conduct of individuals and organizations, 

constructing a patron-client order centered on the state and ruling elites. Unlike practices 

of neoliberal governmentality which have generally performed a kind of work that Rose 

refers to as the ‘de-statization of government’ (1996:56), Krause (2008) argues that the 

distributive practices of rentier governmentality increase state control by creating a 

situation in which one’s access to resources and depends upon implementing the goals of 

the state. 

Second, this project has also been influenced by the research of Kanna (2011) and 

Ilias (2014) who both explore how seemingly ‘neoliberal’ practices of subject formation 

and governance operate in Arab Gulf states in which neoliberalism is not a dominant 

modality of governance. Building on Ong’s (2006) work examining how neoliberal 

discourses and practices can be incorporated into a variety of authoritarian, postcolonial 

and other regimes of governance through instances of exception and selective application, 

both Kanna (2011) and Ilias (2014) use the framework of exception to describe how 

neoliberal practices contribute to governance in Arab Gulf states. Kanna (2011), for 

instance, describes the ‘flexible citizens’ of Dubai as individuals who embrace neoliberal 

self-making practices while moving through a patchwork of zones of ethno-nationalistic 
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state protectionism and market-oriented neoliberal exception. Although Kanna points out 

that in the context of Dubai neoliberal practices are directed less at creating economically 

valuable citizens and more at articulating “modes of proper and authentic citizenship” 

(2011:168), his framework of exception ultimately locates the seemingly neoliberal 

practices of ‘flexible citizens’ outside of the distributive regimes of governance of the 

Emirati state.  

This dissertation builds on and contributes to these accounts of governmentality in 

the Arab Gulf by describing how rentier governmentality occurs through seemingly 

neoliberal, entrepreneurial discourses are practices. I argue that neoliberal practices and 

the regimes of economic expertise that have helped to institute them are not zones of 

exception but rather are sites at which the distributive regimes of governance of Oman’s 

rentier state are produced. In this context, the resemblance of subsidy-driven 

development’s distributive practices to those of neoliberal regimes of governance is not 

coincidental; it allows for the mobilization of supposedly ’universal’ economic 

knowledge and expertise in support of ruling elites and existing governing arrangements.   

 

The Argument 

This dissertation argues that the distributive, allocative arrangements described by 

rentier scholars as components of Oman’s political economy are the result not of 

economies, political systems, or mindsets tarnished by hydrocarbon revenues but of a 

variety of economic development which attempts to produce and grow an economy 

through state-guided subsidies rather than traditional economic mechanisms such as 

markets. This variety of economic development—which I have termed subsidy-driven 
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development—has produced a range of political, economic and personal consequences 

that I explore ethnographically in this dissertation’s three chapters. Although each chapter 

draws on topically different subject matter to investigate a theoretically distinct research 

problem, together these chapters aim to present the outlines of a coherent perspective on 

economic development and its consequences in Oman and the Arab Gulf more broadly.  

My first chapter, entitled “Dreaming of Markets: Paternalism, Corporate Social 

Responsibility and the Neoliberal Imagination in Oman,” examines the introduction of 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) in Oman in the context of efforts to diversify 

Oman’s society and economy away from a dependence on oil and state spending. With 

the nation’s oil reserves dwindling, many local experts and citizens perceive Oman’s 

social and economic dependence on oil revenues and state-spending as a problem of ‘too 

much’ government which—they argue—stifles the freedom, creativity, and innovation of 

citizens and businesses through onerous regulations and excessive entitlements. In this 

context, ready-made seemingly pro-market interventions that have a reputation for 

‘rolling back’ the state and empowering the private sector in other contexts appear to be 

an obvious solution. As a transnational movement, CSR developed in the wake of the 

neoliberal deregulation of world economies since the 1970s as a mechanism to protect 

newly transparent businesses from the pressures of consumers and shareholders. By 

reframing charity and business ethics as a marketable commodity, CSR provided 

businesses with market-based tools to manage their valuable reputations in the context of 

increased transparency and public awareness. Additionally, by creating ‘markets for 

virtue’ (Vogel 2005), CSR enables businesses and their market-based practices of 

reputation management to replace the state as a provider of welfare, services, and 
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development, enabling the ‘rolling back’ of the state in many neoliberal contexts. For 

many in Oman then, CSR and the increasing provision of services and welfare by private 

sector companies, appears to be a solution to the problem of oil dependence and ‘too 

much’ government.  

Accounting for the work done by the newly introduced discourse and practices of 

CSR in Oman entails examining the historical context of corporate sponsorship in the 

Sultanate. Corporations, I argue, have a long history of not only sponsoring development 

and providing welfare and services in Oman but also contributing to the state’s subsidy-

driven development. Building on a tradition of anthropological scholarship that explores 

how mundane practices give rise to the abstraction of ‘the state,’ I argue that subsidy-

driven development in the form of the distribution of free services, infrastructure, job 

opportunities, and welfare is a key process through which the Omani state is produced. 

When the modern, oil-funded state arrives in an Omani town, in other words, people 

know it is there, in part, because it ‘develops’ them. However, many of the projects and 

services supported by the state’s subsidy-driven development have in practice been 

financed, sustained, and implemented by businesses outside of the formal state apparatus 

through corporate sponsorship. I describe such corporate sponsorships as leveraging 

practices—sets of formal and informal practices, understanding, and legal arrangements 

that enable private sector businesses to be leveraged to pursue state defined interests. By 

connecting the subsidies that a business receives—in the form of access to government 

contracts, labor clearances for foreign workers, and other privileges—to the subsidies it 

provides to Omani citizens and communities, the state is able to use private sector 

companies to expand its program of distributive, subsidy-driven development. In an 
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important sense, the Omani state does not exist ‘outside of’ or ‘in opposition to’ the 

private sector or the economic sphere; rather, ‘the economy’ is one of the several sites 

where the state and its regimes of distributive governance are produced.  

In a context in which private sector businesses generate the state and extend its 

governance, I argue that the introduction of CSR has not led to the anticipated ‘rolling 

back’ of the state. Drawing on participant observation and interviews with CSR 

managers, state officials, and charitable organizations working in Oman’s new non-profit 

sector, I describe how efforts to empower the private sector to replace the state as a 

provider of services, welfare, and development have sustained rather than transformed 

the nation’s state-guided, subsidy-driven development. Engaging with Ong (2006) and 

others (Kanna 2011, Ilias 2014) who explore how neoliberal discourses and practices can 

be incorporated into alternative regimes of governance, I argue that CSR in Oman is a 

case in which a set of seemingly neoliberal discourses and practices is used to extend 

rentier governmentality, not through exception or its selective application, but through 

co-optation.  

Turning more directly to Oman’s citizen employment industry, my second 

chapter, “Subsidized Dreams: The Making of Mindsets, Development and Distributional 

Livelihoods in Oman,” investigates how efforts to generate an entrepreneurial ‘work 

culture’ shape the selves of citizen workers and entrepreneurs and their processes of 

securing distributive livelihoods. Exploring the theme of time, this chapter examines how 

ambitious, entrepreneurial dispositions and their glamorous presentations are shaped by 

the temporal narrative of Oman’s state-guided subsidy-driven development.  
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Describing how tropes of the rentier state literature—such as the notion of an 

implicit social contract, the stifling effect of rents on productive economic activity, and 

the assumed presence of rentier ‘mentalities’—have shaped local experts’ and the Omani 

public’s understanding of the problem of oil dependence, this chapter begins by 

examining the social and political work achieved by the popular circulation of such 

rentier models. Building on a body of anthropological scholarship that explores how 

regimes of development depend upon the construction of temporal difference, I propose 

that such rentier frameworks might best be understood as a ‘projective’ past of Oman’s 

state-guided, subsidy-driven development. In a context in which the rentier society, 

economy, and mentality operate as ‘the past’ that Oman’s state-guided development 

seeks to outgrow, receiving subsidized development requires citizen workers and 

entrepreneurs to cultivate and present dispositions that resonate with the state’s 

diversification-oriented development narrative. I argue that the competition for 

distributive subsidy unfolds along the future edge of the Omani state’s development 

narrative where dispositions like ambition, risk-taking, and entrepreneurial zeal craft 

subjects who are simultaneously ‘interested in being developed’ and patriotically 

committed to the modernization and future diversification of the nation. 

Building on this framework, I examine how ‘development’ functions as a 

language through which distributive rights are obligations are voiced through an analysis 

of practices of subsidy-driven support provided to Omani employees and entrepreneurs. I 

describe how a variety of practices related to the development of citizen workers and 

business owners—such as the cultivation and presentation of ambitious, entrepreneurial 

‘mindsets,’ the participation in training programs, and the earning of certificates—operate 
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as a form of what Ferguson (2015) calls 'distributional labor.' I then outline how these 

practices are evaluated by state and private sector sponsors and connected to 

distributional rewards such as lucrative funding opportunities, contracts, jobs, and 

promotions. Ultimately, I argue that subsidy-driven development has resulted in 

economic practices which are less about building markets and more about building 

dreams—creating ambitious, entrepreneurial citizen-subjects with a patriotic faith in 

state-guided modernization and a yet-to-arrive prosperous, post-oil future. 

Continuing my analysis of Oman’s citizen employment industry, my third 

chapter, “Making Citizens for a Post-Oil Utopia: Human Capital and Economization in 

Oman’s Rentier State,” investigates the processes through which supposedly ‘universal’ 

economic expertise is localized in ways that allow it to contribute to the distributive 

governing practices of the Omani state. Highlighting how economic diversification in 

Oman is often framed as a challenge of investing in the ‘human capital’ of Omani 

citizens, this chapter focuses on examining how the concept of human capital and its 

derivative regimes of economic and managerial expertise is used to support subsidy-

driven investments in citizens in place of market-based structural reforms.  

Championed by the economist Gary Becker (1993), the concept of human capital 

was developed as part of a neoliberal critique of the traditional conception of labor in 

classical political economy. Rather than understanding labor as an abstraction (a 

quantitative measure of workers and time), Becker (1993) and others (Mincer 1974, 

Schultz 1970) argued that the differing productivity of workers should be included in 

economic analysis. To do so, they proposed that a wage should be seen not as the price at 

which a worker sells his labor for a specified time, but as the income from the worker’s 
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investment in himself: in his human capital. By reimagining labor as a kind of capital 

rather than a commodity to be sold, human capital allowed Becker (1993) and others 

(Mincer 1974, Schultz 1970) to understand nearly all aspects of human life through the 

framework of economic analysis, as investments of various sorts in one’s future 

productivity. Additionally, human capital also allowed neoliberal economists to argue 

that economic growth—resulting from ‘innovation’—was produced, in part, by 

investments in workforce development (Becker 1993, Schultz 1961). As Foucault has 

highlighted, this shift of attention enabled economists to “rethink the problem of the 

failure of Third World economies to get going, not in terms of the blockage of their 

economic mechanisms, but in terms of insufficient investment in human capital” 

(2008:232). Counterintuitively, by empowering economists to treat all aspects of human 

life as market-oriented investments, the concept of human capital has made it possible for 

economic development to be understood as a problem of investing ‘in people’ rather than 

a problem of making traditional economic mechanisms, like markets, work. 

Building on these insights, this chapter ethnographically traces how economic and 

managerial experts influenced by the concept of human capital frame Oman’s 

diversification as a challenge of investing ‘in people’ and transforming mindsets rather 

than a politically sensitive challenge of making market-generating structural reform. I 

propose that the framework of human capital and its associated critiques of dull, 

bureaucratic and alienating employment has led local economic and managerial experts 

to exaggerate the difference between government and private sector work in ways that 

misdiagnose the problem of oil dependence. Rather than interpreting economic 

diversification as a challenge of introducing markets and reducing subsidies, such experts 
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have used the concept of human capital to frame diversification as a challenge of 

replacing the alienating employment practices of government organizations with the more 

entrepreneurial ‘work culture’ of the private sector. By doing so, such experts encourage 

employers to reimagine Omani workers as enterprises requiring distributive investment 

and workplaces as fun, motivating environments targeted towards providing citizens with 

fulfilling work experiences. For Omani citizens, these efforts not only make work into a 

process of self-actualization, they also enable Oman’s future diversification to be framed 

as a utopian process of dream fulfillment rather than a painful process of structural 

reform. Ultimately, I propose that the concept of human capital has allowed economic 

and managerial experts to pursue a variety economization in Oman that has been 

unaccompanied by marketization, to create ‘an economy’ in ways that preclude the 

creation of markets.  

Together, these three chapters offer different perspectives on the political, 

economic, and personal consequences of subsidy-driven development in Oman. By 

exploring how subsidy-driven development enables the state to be produced through the 

actions of private sector businesses; shapes how citizen workers and entrepreneurs 

cultivate selves and secure distributive livelihoods; and, builds on transnational regimes 

of economic expertise to generate an economy without also generating the underlying 

mechanisms of markets, this dissertation broadly examines the effects of Oman’s efforts 

to create a diversified, post-oil economy through transforming the ‘mindset’ and ‘work 

culture’ of its citizens. 

 

Conclusion 
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 Anthropological research on issues of modernity and globalization has frequently 

focused on telling stories of change. These stories often describe how something pre-

existing changed as it encountered discourses, practices, and regimes of expertise broadly 

aimed at spreading some aspect of ‘modernity.’ Even in contexts in which modernity is 

framed as plural and locally variant, accounts of modernization often depend upon a 

linear teleology of progress in which a traditional practice, social arrangement, or state of 

affairs transforms into something new and supposedly modern. In Oman and other states 

of the Arab Gulf however, scholars have often pointed out that the region’s oil-funded 

modernization has unfolded in ways that blur the conventional boundaries between the 

traditional and the modern (Cooke 2014), turning the classical models of development 

“upside down” (Fox, Mourtada-Sabbah, and al-Mutawa 2006:4) and leading to forms of 

modernization that exist in the absence of a clear linear teleology or a myth of 

permanence (Limbert 2010).  

 This dissertation is, in part, an attempt to explore the mechanics and temporalities 

of oil-funded modernization in the Arab Gulf. It tells the story of how regimes of 

economic and managerial expertise not only guide development efforts in Oman but also 

operate as a unique, local frame through which the categories of ‘traditional’ and 

‘modern’ are constituted. Rather than interpreting the challenge of creating an economy 

as a problem of making markets work, I argue that economic expertise in Oman functions 

in part as a discourse about time, establishing a ‘projective’ past and future which 

sustains and justifies continued distributive investment in Oman’s businesses and citizen 

workforce. In this dreamtime of oil’s present, global regimes of economic and managerial 



	 35	

expertise play a key role in maintaining Oman’s distributive arrangements and securing 

the legitimacy of the Omani state.  

 Rather than telling a story of change, this dissertation then explores modernization 

efforts in a context in which such efforts are central to the preservation of a social and 

political status quo. In an environment characterized by continual investments in utopian 

futures, dreams of economic modernity are themselves a driving force in the maintenance 

of the social and political arrangements of the present. By describing a case in which 

global expertise in the economic sciences is mobilized to produce dreams and extend 

distributive arrangements, this dissertation offers an account of how the supposedly 

universal discourses and practices of economics are used to create new local 

configurations of knowledge, power, and governance. It is my hope that this project and 

its subsequent publications will contribute to broader anthropological discussions on 

issues of modernity and globalization by presenting an example in which modernization 

efforts produce alternative, unanticipated local effects. 
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Appendix A:  

Dreaming of Markets: Paternalism, Corporate Social Responsibility and 

the Neoliberal Imagination in Oman 

 

This article investigates the social and political effects of the introduction of Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) in Oman. With oil reserves dwindling, Oman faces the challenge of 

transforming a society and economy long dependent on distributive state spending into a diversified 

economy capable of continuing the nation's prosperity after oil. As a seemingly pro-market solution 

to the problem of 'too much' government, CSR has been championed by officials and practitioners 

as a tool to empower private sector businesses to replace the state as a provider of welfare and 

services. Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork and interviews with members of Oman's business 

community, state officials, and others, this article challenges these presumptions, demonstrating that 

CSR has been implemented in Oman in ways that perpetuate the nation's dependence on oil 

revenues and distributive state subsidies. Pointing out that the Omani state's subsidy-driven 

development has long relied on the incentivized collaboration of private sector businesses, this 

article argues that the introduction of CSR in Oman has occurred in ways that resonate with older 

practices of corporate generosity. Instead of introducing market-based alternatives to state-guided 

subsidies, CSR has been instituted in Oman in ways that allow the state to leverage private sector 

organizations to extend its distributive reach. In conversation with anthropological scholarship on 

neoliberalism, this article argues that CSR in Oman is an example of how practices and 

interventions deriving from a neoliberal genealogy can contribute to alternative regimes of 

governance, not through exception or their selective application, but through co-optation.   

 

Keywords: Corporate Social Responsibility; Diversification; Neoliberalism; Expertise; Rentier 

Governmentality; the State; Oman. 
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Nearly every day, Oman’s major Arabic and English language newspapers feature 

articles showcasing corporate generosity. Carefully posed photos of formally dressed 

Omani businessmen and women—in traditional dishdashas, massars, and abayas—signing 

agreements of support, posing alongside members of communities they are helping, and 

receiving awards in honor of their generosity are commonplace alongside articles 

announcing corporate initiatives, sponsorship arrangements, and programs designed to help 

Omani communities and build the nation. In spite of their ubiquity, such articles were 

carefully read, discussed, and analyzed by many of my Omani friends, colleagues, and 

research participants—the merits of particular companies and their commitment to building 

the nation and supporting Omani communities debated. Although corporate generosity has 

a long history in Oman, since the late-2000s businesses and the national media have started 

to articulate such activities in terms of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)—a 

transnational movement of business responsibilization directed towards replacing functions 

of the welfare state with the market-oriented generosity of private businesses. With smaller 

oil reserves than many of its Gulf neighbors and with the end of oil approaching, the 

introduction of CSR in Oman has occurred alongside state-sponsored diversification efforts 

intended to reduce the dependence of citizens and businesses on government support and to 

transform the private sector into a driver of economic growth capable of continuing the 

nation's prosperity after oil. To many, corporate generosity articulated in the form of CSR 

appears to be a mechanism to diversify the nation’s economy away from a dependence on 

oil revenues and state spending; by replacing the services and welfare provided by the state 

with those provided by the private sector, Oman's dependence on oil revenues and state 

spending should—the argument goes—be reduced. Taking these perspectives as a starting 
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point, this article asks, What kind of work does CSR do in Oman? How has the 

introduction of CSR changed older practices of corporate generosity? What can the new 

discourse of CSR tell us about the social and political function of neoliberal technologies in 

Oman's diversification efforts? 

Drawing on materials collected during 16 months of fieldwork in Oman including 

participant observation at CSR-focused events, newspaper articles, and 40 qualitative 

interviews3 with CSR practitioners, non-profit managers, state officials, members of the 

business community, and Omani citizens, this article examines the introduction of the 

discourse of CSR into Oman and explores its relationship with older practices of corporate 

generosity. I begin by describing the context of Oman's oil-funded modernization and the 

social and political function of older practices of corporate generosity present in Oman 

before CSR. I do so by making two related arguments: first, that economic growth in Oman 

has occurred primarily through the circulation of oil-funded subsidies rather than the 

automatic mechanisms of markets; and second, that the Omani state has expanded the reach 

of its subsidy-driven regime of governance through the incentivized collaboration of 

businesses and organizations outside of the formal state apparatus. Next, I outline how the 

oncoming exhaustion of Oman's oil reserves creates a crisis, locally understood as a 

problem of 'too much' government, for which CSR and other seemingly pro-market 

interventions appear to be a solution. Turning to the introduction of CSR in Oman and its 

effects, I then examine how CSR differs from and continues older practices of corporate 

generosity. Highlighting the role of the state in guiding Omani CSR, I argue that CSR 

represents not a replacement of state activities with market-based alternatives but a 

																																																								
3 The 40 CSR-focused interviews this article draws on were conducted as part of a larger project on Oman's 
citizen employment industry that included 129 interviews. 
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continuation of state-centric practices of corporate generosity articulated in a new 

neoliberal discourse. I conclude by assessing what the example of CSR in Oman can tell us 

about the social and political function of neoliberal technologies in contexts where those 

technologies are co-opted in ways that allow them to contribute to alternative regimes of 

governance. Ultimately, I argue that CSR in Oman has not succeeded in 'rolling back' the 

state or in reducing the dependence of businesses and citizens on oil-funded government 

spending; rather, the new discourse of CSR has provided longstanding patterns of state-

centric, subsidy-based development with a new neoliberal vocabulary, rationale, and ends, 

in the process complicating Oman's diversification efforts.  

 

Oil, Development and the Omani State 

For many in Oman, the beginning of oil production in the late 1960s meant the 

arrival of the modern state and the start of 'development'—the new state's most fundamental 

activity. Before the discovery of oil, small isolated villages dependent on farming, fishing, 

and Indian Ocean trade were governed at a distance by a state apparatus consisting in most 

cases of only two officials, a wali appointed to represent the Sultan and a qadi to arbitrate 

disputes (Valeri 2013b:38). For these communities, Oman's new oil-funded state meant the 

introduction of roads, schools, hospitals and—perhaps most significantly—new jobs in 

comfortable, air-conditioned government buildings. As one man put it to me while 

describing the experience of his grandparents, when the government arrived "all of the 

traders in the town of Sur sold their ships….Government jobs appeared [and] instead of 

people going out to sea for their income, they started working for the government."4 

																																																								
4 Interview with a business owner, October 9, 2013. 
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Like many other oil-producing countries, the discovery of oil in Oman provided the 

growing state with a reliable source of income not dependent on popular taxation. With 

hydrocarbon revenues comprising nearly 70% of the state's budget (Oman Economic 

Review 2017), Oman followed in the footsteps of other Gulf States and used its oil 

revenues to subsidize the development of the state bureaucracy, national infrastructure, the 

economy, and citizens themselves. For those living in Oman, the benefits of oil took the 

form not of cash payments but of free services; new infrastructure without taxation; state-

provided land and housing; subsidized job opportunities and expatriate workers; low-

interest, often forgiven loans; subsidized gas, water, and electricity; free education and 

scholarships for study abroad; agency laws that secure monopolies for local businesses on 

the importation of specific goods; and lucrative government contracts for local businesses. 

In practical terms, development through subsidies created a situation in which the benefits 

of oil were distributed indirectly and unequally among Oman's citizen population; those in 

closest proximity to subsidies benefited from them the most. For instance, the benefit a 

former rural fisherman receives from the nation's oil may consist of a government job 

providing a lower-middle class income, retirement benefits, and publicly-provided housing, 

while a well-connected merchant in Muscat may benefit from oil in the form of agency 

contracts granting him a monopoly on the sale of certain goods, subsidized foreign labor, 

and lucrative government contracts, providing him an enviable upper-class lifestyle.  

Anthropologists writing on the state have long argued that the state—as a 'thing' or 

abstraction—does not have an existence independent of the practices and representations 

that produce it (Sharma and Gupta 2006, Alonso 1994). Approached in this way, the state 

can be conceived of as an effect; a product of practices and discourses which give the 

impression that the state—as a concrete, coherent, clearly bounded entity—exists (Mitchell 
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1991). Gupta and Ferguson (2002) propose the framework of vertical encompassment to 

characterize how mundane practices enable the state to be imagined as a 'thing.' The 

concreteness of the state is a product, they argue, of practices that establish institutional and 

social hierarchies and of practices that exert control across geographic space. Together, 

these practices allow the state to be imagined as a 'thing' having both verticality (or the 

appearance of governing 'over' society) and encompassment (or the appearance of 

governing 'across' a specific territory).  

In Oman, many of the of the practices which produce the vertical encompassment of 

the state have taken the form of subsidies—distributions of free services, infrastructure, and 

assistance aimed at spreading development. When the state 'arrives' into an Omani town, 

people know it is there because it provides jobs; distributes state housing and plots of land; 

subsidizes water, electricity, and gasoline; and builds new infrastructure like roads, bridges, 

mosques and markets. As a state producing practice, subsidies have several important 

characteristics that are relevant for this analysis.   

First, subsidies allow for the state to govern through practices of co-optation. When 

the Omani state arrived, it appeared into a context that had survived for generations without 

it. In this environment, producing the state involved not only providing new services to 

Omani communities but also manufacturing an assortment of new needs that the 

burgeoning state alone was able to fulfill (Valeri 2013b:71-73). Subsidies functioned as a 

practice of state formation not merely because they required the creation of new practices 

and institutional arrangements that allowed the state to govern 'over' society, but also 

because such practices worked to cultivate an individual and collective dependence on the 

state. These new subsidies enabled the growing state to render the older solidarity groups 

and organizations dependent on the policies and agenda of the new state's institutions. In 
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this context, the distribution of subsidies helped to generate a new sort of political game in 

which access to resources came to depend on the pursuit of development-focused agenda of 

the new state (Valeri 2013b:71-74).  

Second, distributive subsidies allowed the state to fund economic development and 

allocate resources without depending upon markets.5 Oman's labor economy is a useful 

example. Oil revenues and state spending on development projects spurred both a rapid 

expansion of private sector businesses and a growing demand for both skilled and unskilled 

workers. But, rather than constructing and maintaining a market capable of linking this new 

demand for workers with a supply of potential citizen employees, the state subsidizes both 

local businesses and citizen employees. On the business end, the state permits businesses to 

import foreign workers whose wages are often half to a third of those commanded by 

Omani citizens, effectively subsidizing their labor expenses.6 Foreign workers in the 

country on a temporary basis made up 88% of Oman's private sector workforce in 2017 

(National Centre for Statistics and Information 2017) and comprised 29.4% of Oman's total 

population according to the 2010 census (National Centre for Statistics and Information 

2011:14). With foreign workers undercutting the wages of citizen employees, the Omani 

state provides an additional subsidy to citizen workers, providing them with privileged, 

highly paid employment opportunities in the government and the private sector. Together, 

these subsidies create a situation in which the demand of businesses for labor and the 

supply of citizens seeking employment are independently fulfilled by the state, rendering 

																																																								
5 As Hart (1986) points out, markets and market mechanisms are constituted by states; however, states can 
also allocate resources in other ways, such as through direct subsidies.   
6 As Chang (2012) points out, immigration controls are a mechanism used by most capitalist states to 
construct and protect national markets for labor. In Oman, the state uses immigration controls not to protect 
wages or to create a functioning labor market for citizens but to subsidize businesses.  



	 53	

both capital and labor dependent on distributive state support rather than market 

mechanisms. 

For a formerly impoverished oil-rich state like Oman, development through subsidy 

rather than markets has its advantages. In a context in which the state can afford to fund 

development projects at a rate faster than the existing private sector or citizen workforce 

can sustain, subsidies make it possible for the state to develop citizen workers and 

businesses more rapidly than would be possible if they simply relied on markets. State 

subsidies allow hospitals to be established in the absence of local doctors, enable schools to 

be built in the absence of local teachers, and permit hotels, shopping malls and restaurants 

to be launched in the absence of adequate numbers of local hospitality workers. And for 

Omani workers, subsidized employment opportunities guarantee citizens a higher standard 

of living and more comfortable working conditions than could be provided through market-

based employment. Without the interests of capital and labor coupled together by a market, 

private sector businesses and citizen workers are each freed to grow and prosper at a rate 

limited only by the generosity and discretion of the state. Economic growth in this context 

occurs not through market-based production but through the consumption, circulation, and 

recycling of state largess. Political scientist Nazih Ayubi characterizes such consumption-

based development as a form of economic 'expansion' rather than genuine economic 

growth: state spending allows for the construction of infrastructure, institutions, businesses 

and social services without establishing productive mechanisms needed to maintain the 

economy in the absence of continued state support (2008:248). So, while Oman's state-

fueled economic growth has enabled a rapid expansion in modern infrastructure and 

services, it has also done so in ways that blur traditional boundaries between the economy 
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and the state, allowing the Omani state to secure vertical encompassment through 

subsidized interventions in the economy. 

 

Paternalistic Social Responsibility and the Leveraging of the Private Sector 

 While the Omani state guides the nation's benevolent development and the 

provision of distributive subsidies, many of Oman's development projects and subsidies are 

in practice financed, maintained and implemented by organizations outside the state 

apparatus—specifically, by private sector businesses. These organizations are mobilized to 

fill in for the state, providing services, support, and subsidies in ways that expand and 

extend the state's program of development. The Omani government persuades private 

sector organizations to provide subsidies and development on its behalf through what I 

refer to as leveraging practices—sets of formal and informal practices, understandings, and 

legal arrangements that enable private sector businesses to be leveraged to pursue state-

defined interests.  

 Oman's labor economy is a useful example of how the state's regime of subsidies is 

extended by the private sector through, in this case, formalized leveraging practices. As I 

outlined above, the Omani state intervenes in the labor economy, subsidizing businesses 

(by permitting them to import cheap workers from abroad) and subsidizing citizen workers 

(by providing them privileged, high paying employment opportunities). While the Omani 

government provides privileged employment to roughly 53.3 percent of Oman's citizen 

workforce (National Centre for Statistics and Information 2011:18), a significant portion of 

the subsidized work opportunities citizens receive are provided by private sector 

businesses. Businesses are leveraged to provide privileged employment opportunities to 

citizens through a set of state enforced Omanization policies that link a business' ability to 
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import cheap workers from abroad with that business' provision of subsidized jobs to 

citizen workers. The system works like this: the Omani state—in this case, the Ministry of 

Manpower—assigns an Omanization quota to businesses operating in state-defined 

economic sectors that must be met before a business is permitted to import cheap workers 

from abroad. For instance, a business operating in the construction sector—where the 

state's Omanization quota is set at 30 percent (Bhatia 2015)—would need to provide 

subsidized employment opportunities to 30 Omani citizens for every 70 expatriate workers 

it employs. These Omanization policies effectively codify an arrangement between the state 

and private sector businesses: the state provides businesses with subsidized foreign labor on 

the condition that businesses provide citizens with privileged, subsidized employment 

opportunities. The state, in other words, provides subsidized employment to citizens not 

only by offering Omanis jobs in the growing government bureaucracy but also by 

introducing a regime of practices and legal arrangements that leverage private sector 

businesses to provide state-guaranteed subsidized employment.  

Another example of leveraging practices is the sponsorship of state-guided, 

community level development by private sector companies. One of the mechanisms that the 

Omani state has used to develop underdeveloped areas is to introduce a company into an 

area to act as a patron and sponsor for local development. As one business owner explained 

it to me, when oil companies  

go to their allocated areas, where they got the permission of the government to work 

in, [they will provide services. If] this region needs a school, [they] will build a 

school. [If] this region needs a proper clinic, [they] will build a proper clinic…. 

Why? Because [they are] getting millions of riyals from this region, so if [they] just 

take [those] millions and [they] do nothing for the community, this means what? 
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The community will come and say, 'you are taking so much money from our region, 

and you are doing nothing.'…Whereas if I go and dig my wells over there plus I do 

all of [these] community-related initiatives, I'll help the community over there, 

definitely all the people over there, or at least the majority of them, they will come 

up with a positive perspective of this company.7 

Many Omani communities were developed—at least in part—through the help of corporate 

patrons whose programs helped to extend the state's caring generosity into rural 

communities.  

For businesses, such leveraging practices are understood as a 'social responsibility' 

that private sector organizations have to the state and Omani society at large. Beyond 

providing jobs for citizens and investing in the development of local communities, practices 

as diverse as offering generous employment benefits, training and developing citizen 

workers, promoting traffic safety, sponsoring public education and welfare programs, and 

offering guidance and support to Omani small businesses owners were framed as matters of 

social responsibility. This social responsibility—what I call paternalistic social 

responsibility, in reference to often-cited metaphors of paternal, sultanic care—is framed as 

deriving from the Sultan's broader responsibility to wisely use the nation's oil wealth to 

develop the country and improve the lives of its citizenry. Businesses have a responsibility 

to provide employment opportunities for citizens, but it is the state that is ultimately 

responsible for ensuring that businesses follow through on their social obligations and 

sufficiently contribute to its national development efforts.   

For the private sector, practices of paternalistic social responsibility enable 

businesses to develop a reputation of corporate patriotism, to show that—as one Omani 
																																																								
7 Interview with a business owner, May 12, 2014. 
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businessman put it—“they aren’t just here to take our money and run, they are part of the 

community.”8 In this sense, paternalistic social responsibility functions as an ethical metric 

against which organizations are evaluated. Businesses that provide large numbers of jobs to 

citizens, invest in the community, and sponsor state-guided development efforts are 

recognized as virtuous, benevolent companies more interested in modernizing the nation 

than their own bottom line. Alternatively, businesses that are perceived to employ fewer 

Omanis or to spend too little on supporting national development are described as being 

greedy, self-interested and more focused on plundering the nation's resources than making a 

positive contribution its development. In an economy driven in large part by the allocation 

of subsidies and the distribution of government contracts, 'good' businesses are rewarded 

through preferential access to state subsidies and distributive support while 'bad' businesses 

are disciplined through getting isolated from state assistance.  

Paternalistic social responsibility in this context functions as a practice of rent 

seeking. Businesses support state-led modernization by providing subsidies and distributive 

development of their own with the knowledge that such efforts will be rewarded by a 

generous state eager to develop the nation and secure prosperity for its citizens. Political 

scientist Wanda Krause (2008) uses the concept of 'rentier governmentality' to describe 

how oil-based Gulf states allocate and distribute resources in ways that co-opt individuals 

and organizations outside of the state to pursue state defined objectives. She argues that 

such practices of co-optation are fundamentally empowering: they create a society of 

individuals and institutions that are more able to pursue their own agendas while they are 

also implementing the goals of the state (2008:63-64). An Omani business engaged in 

paternalistic social responsibility is not only being leveraged by the state to support the 
																																																								
8 Interview with CSR practitioner, July 2, 2014. 



	 58	

project of national development, but it is also transforming itself into a worthy recipient of 

distributive state subsidy. 

In an important sense, then, the Omani state does not exist 'outside of' or 'in 

opposition to' the private sector or the economic sphere; rather, 'the economy' is one of 

several sites where the state is produced. The Omani state, in other words, achieves vertical 

encompassment not only through the practices and institutional arrangements that make up 

the government bureaucracy but also through the independent actions of private sector 

organizations leveraged by the state to extend subsidies and expand distributive 

development. The lurking presence of the Omani state in the private sector is concretely 

experienced in the so-called entitlement attitudes of citizen workers, and specifically in the 

expectation that the state is responsible for forcing businesses to hire them. "If you don't 

recruit locals," as one Omani business owner put it to me, citizens "will go back to His 

Majesty [Sultan Qaboos] and start throwing stones [at] him;"9 in this context, the 

relationship between a private sector employer and a citizen employee is not a discrete 

exchange between the owner of capital and the seller of labor-power, rather it is a site 

where the distributive generosity of the state is manifested. Similarly, the lurking presence 

of the state is also present in private sector business' expectations of subsidies and state aid. 

"I wish I had a subsidy for training the Omanis," as another frustrated Omani business 

owner explained to me, "I have become like a training academy for them. I am helping the 

government; the government is not helping me."10 

Paternalistic social responsibility provides the Omani state with a mechanism to 

throw its voice. Like a ventriloquist, the state governs and is produced by the practices and 

																																																								
9 Interview with a business owner, March 19, 2014. 
10 Interview with a business owner, May 6, 2014. 
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institutional arrangements of an economic sphere and private sector outside of the formal 

state apparatus. While these longstanding practices of governance and state production have 

served Oman well, enabling economic development and modernization to occur at a rate 

faster than could be achieved by competitive market mechanisms, they are a liability as the 

Omani state braces for the end of oil and works to diversify its society away from a 

dependence on oil-fueled state spending. 

 

Diversification and the Genealogy of Corporate Social Responsibility 

With less oil than many of its Gulf neighbors, Oman's subsidy driven modernity is 

not sustainable. After over four and a half decades of oil-funded, state-guided development, 

Oman’s oil reserves are expected to run out in 15 years if current production levels are 

maintained (Ministry of Oil and Gas 2013).11 Although the looming end of oil is bleak, it is 

not new. As Limbert points out, state projections of the impending end of oil—usually on a 

timeline of about 20 years—have been a near constant feature of Oman’s modernization 

since oil-funded development began in 1970 (2010:167). With the end of oil continually 

imminent, the Omani state has invested heavily in diversification efforts aimed at 

producing an economy and a society no longer dependent on oil revenues and distributive 

state spending. For the Omani state and private sector, doing so has involved applying a 

variety of seemingly pro-market practices and policies borrowed from the transnational and 

largely homogenous discourses of economics and business.  

Building on Foucault’s work on governmentality (2003), an extensive body of 

anthropological research on neoliberalism has examined how the shift from Keynesian 

welfare states to free-market policies in developed Western democracies has occurred 
																																																								
11 According to estimated reserves and production levels published in the cited 2013 government report. 
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through the introduction of new discourses and practices (Foucault 2008, Ferguson 2010, 

Muehlebach 2012, Shamir 2008). Unlike work on neoliberalism that treats these changes as 

the result of a macroeconomic doctrine or a coherent political project (e.g., Harvey 2005), 

such anthropological research has highlighted how neoliberal reforms have occurred 

through the introduction of mobile, complex and unstable practices that expand the logic of 

markets to diverse societal domains—what Ong describes as neoliberalism “with a small n” 

(2006:3). Such neoliberal technologies generally perform a kind of work that Rose refers to 

as the “de-statization of government” (1996:56): they operate to transform the role of the 

state in the control of populations, territory, and economy by introducing regimes of self-

government that enable individuals and organizations to regulate themselves in relation to 

markets.  

For anthropologists writing in this tradition, describing a discourse or practice as 

‘neoliberal’ can entail making two separate, but generally overlapping claims. The first 

engages diagnosis and description; it is a claim that a particular practice or discourse shapes 

the conduct (of persons or organizations) in ways that are consistent with a neoliberal mode 

of governmentality. The second engages genealogy; it is a claim that a practice possesses 

neoliberal origins, derives from neoliberal contexts, or produces neoliberal expectations. 

However, a practice’s genealogy is not necessarily synonymous with its effects; it is 

entirely possible for a practice with a neoliberal genealogy to try and fail to do neoliberal 

things. In such cases, an exclusively diagnostic focus on a practice’s outcomes—on 

whether its effects are or are not ‘really’ doing purportedly neoliberal things—can obscure 

a productive and complex tension between the genealogy of a regime of discourses and 

practices and their ultimate ends. Insofar as a practice’s genealogy allows it to secure 

expectations about what it ‘should’ do, the disconnect between what a practice actually 
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does and what it is expected to do can itself be a useful site for analysis, highlighting 

processes through which regimes of practice and expertise can be co-opted and contested in 

ways that drive them to produce alternative, often unanticipated results. 

In Oman, the pressing issue of economic diversification is largely framed as a 

challenge of dismantling or ‘rolling back’ the state. For officials and local experts—many 

of whom are foreign educated in the fields of business and economics—the dependence of 

Omani citizens and businesses on the state is perceived to be the result, not of paternalistic-

distributive arrangements that render markets ineffective, but of 'too much' government. 

The problem, they argue, is that the Omani state has developed into a bloated and 

inefficient bureaucracy that stifles the freedom, creativity, and innovation of citizens and 

businesses through its onerous regulations and extensive entitlement programs. Examined 

through the prism of transnational economic and business expertise, efforts to diversify 

Oman's society and economy away from a dependence on oil revenues and state spending 

appear as a familiar challenge requiring a familiar set of ready-made neoliberal solutions. In 

this context, seemingly pro-market interventions like the privatization of state-run 

enterprises, deregulation of the private sector, and the introduction of regimes of corporate 

governance carry with them a reputation: they are tools for achieving a de-statization of 

government. If the problem is a large and overly generous state, regimes of practice with a 

neoliberal genealogy that are known for paring back the state, encouraging regimes of self-

government, and empowering markets appear to be an obvious solution. 

For many in Oman, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is one of those 

neoliberal tools. Although the term itself is not new (Carroll 1999), CSR refers to an 

transnational movement of business responsibilization that grew to global prominence in 

the 1990s with the establishment of consulting and non-profit organizations, dedicated 
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journals, courses and workshops, awards, voluntary guidelines, and certification 

mechanisms all involved in the promotion, measurement and management of the socially 

responsible conduct of corporations (Welker 2014, 2009). While businesses have engaged 

in socially responsible behavior in a variety of contexts, what differentiates the CSR 

movement from other forms of business responsibilization is its neoliberal genealogy, and 

specifically its application of market-based incentives to ethical business conduct.  

As a transnational movement, CSR owes its origins to a climate of deregulation 

instituted in economies around the worlds since the 1970s that worked to reduce the role of 

the state and empower markets in overseeing and monitoring the behavior of businesses 

(Harvey 2005). Such deregulation has not meant less regulation of businesses; rather it has 

involved a change in institutional arrangements such that the regulatory authority of the 

state is delegated to other agents, such as auditors, consumers, and shareholders (Power 

1997:31). Through the introduction of novel rituals of verification, deregulation has 

allowed the creation of new regimes of transparency and disclosure that render the formerly 

hidden inner life of businesses public and accountable in new ways. As a growing body 

social science research on audit has illustrated, by encouraging businesses to implement 

standardized checking practices and making the results of those checking practices public, 

states can withdraw from the direct regulation of organizations and instead allow businesses 

to engage in self-government in response to new, market-based public pressure (Strathern 

2000, Power 1997). Alongside these changes, media coverage of businesses involved in 

environmental and human rights scandals intensified in the 1970s and 1980s, leading to 

new forms of consumer and investor activism, such as boycotts, ethical consumerism, and 

socially responsible investing (Moon 2014:73-83, Garsten and Hernes 2009:189-190). The 

introduction of these new systems of transparency and accountability left corporations 
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increasingly vulnerable to the opinions of customers, shareholders and the public (Garsten 

and Hernes 2009:190, Vogel 2005).  

In this context, businesses needed new tools to manage their reputations and guard 

against the dangerous costs of negative publicity. CSR developed as a mechanism to allow 

companies to protect their brand name and reputation by linking an organization’s practices 

and philanthropic works to the public awareness of their brand. Through CSR, businesses 

can present themselves as ‘conscientious organizations’ while directing attention away 

from other potentially damaging issues (Garsten and Hernes 2009:190-192). As a means to 

manage the brand name of companies, CSR enabled charity and business ethics to be 

transformed into a marketable commodity, making it possible for corporations to consider 

moral and ethical obligations to their employees and surrounding communities within a 

larger calculus of profit-making. A central innovation of the CSR movement is the concept 

of the 'business case' for social responsibility, the notion that businesses can use their social 

and charitable work to alter public perception of their organization in economically 

profitable ways (Moon 2014, Welker 2014, 2009). By rendering the moral imperatives of 

welfare and the provision of social goods commensurate with the market-based imperatives 

of business, CSR makes social problems and business ethics intelligible to market forces in 

a new way (Dolan and Rajak 2011).  

For practitioners of CSR, creating new 'markets for virtue' (Vogel 2005) enables the 

economic interests of business to be harnessed to pursue social, charitable and ethical ends. 

However, as a growing body of critical scholarship has pointed out, the result of CSR is not 

only a moralized market, it is an economized morality (Dolan and Rajak 2011, Garsten and 

Hernes 2009, Shamir 2008:3). When social problems are treated as economic opportunities, 
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it becomes possible to view them as only worthy of attention insofar as they can produce 

added value for profit-seeking businesses.  

In addition to providing businesses with a means of managing their reputations, 

CSR has also enabled businesses to replace the state as a provider of welfare, services, and 

development. Unlike the development discourses of the 1960s-80s that hinged on 

cooperation between aid agencies and state (Ferguson 1994), CSR—as Sharp (2006) points 

out—has enabled the privatization of development, allowing corporations to replace the 

state as development's providers and stakeholders to replace citizens as development's 

recipients. CSR, then, has coincided with the 'rolling back' of the welfare state as it permits 

profit-seeking organizations operating in a market to take up tasks formerly managed by 

national governments (Brejning 2012). If the state is produced through practices of vertical 

encompassment that allow it to appear to exist over and across a territory, CSR has 

operated in ways that render those processes more precarious, allowing businesses and their 

transnational audience of markets, consumers, and investors to exert authority and provide 

services formerly provided by the state. In this sense, CSR is a regime of practice with a 

neoliberal genealogy—a set of practices developed to achieve the de-statization of 

government through the privatization of its functions to businesses and the market-based 

incentives that motivate them. 

For experts and officials who understand Oman's dependence on oil revenues and 

state spending as a problem of 'too much' government, practices of CSR appear to be a tool 

of diversification, a seemingly neoliberal technology capable of serving as tool to 'roll back' 

the state and expand the role of the private sector and the market in the distribution of 

services, welfare and development.  In the late 1990s, a collapse of oil prices and a decline 

in government revenues inspired the Omani government to initiate a series of new, 
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seemingly neoliberal reforms aimed at reducing the nation’s dependence on oil and state 

spending which paved the way for the introduction of CSR (Valeri 2013a:23-24, Hodson 

2013:102, Hertog 2013:4). These reforms involved privatizing state-run industries, 

including water and electric utilities and the telecommunications sector (Valeri 2013a:25), 

as well as creating the Capital Market Authority, a regulatory agency that sets accounting, 

corporate governance, and disclosure standards for companies traded on the local Muscat 

Securities Market. For businesses accustomed to being run as the personal property of 

merchant families, the introduction of transparency and corporate governance requirements 

entailed instituting difficult transformations in the attitude and practices of corporate 

management.12 Although such changes were only officially compulsory for companies 

traded on the Muscat Securities Market, the Capital Market Authority’s new standards 

lifted expectations of corporate disclosure in the private sector more broadly, leading many 

privately owned businesses to voluntarily comply with the new standards.13 

 Alongside the introduction of new transparency and corporate governance 

requirements for publicly traded companies, the Capital Market Authority took the lead in 

"spread[ing] awareness and education [about CSR to] different kinds of companies in the 

Sultanate, not only publically listed companies but family-owned businesses" as well.14 

While the Capital Market Authority does not require businesses to participate, it has 

requested that local businesses publish annual reports outlining their contributions to CSR 

and has invested in the creation of the Oman Centre for Corporate Governance and 

Sustainability, a new organization which will focus in part on sharing expertise and best 

																																																								
12 Interview with an auditor, January 18, 2014. 
13 Interview with an auditor, January 18, 2014. 
14 Interview with an auditor, January 18, 2014. 
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practices of CSR with the Omani business community.15 For many local experts and 

officials, the introduction of CSR appears to be a positive step in the establishment of a 

diversified, sustainable and prosperous future capable of outlasting the end of oil. As H.E. 

Yahya bin Said Al-Jabri, Chairman of the Capital Market Authority put it in an opening 

address at the CSR Oman 2014 Summit, “CSR is crucial for sustainable development and 

partnership between the public and private sectors for economic growth. Through 

supporting social, economic and cultural programs, we can assure a brighter future for the 

coming generations" (CSR Pulse 2014). 

 

Corporate Social Responsibility in Oman: Ruptures and Continuities  

The introduction of the practices and discourses of CSR in Oman has involved both 

breaks and continuations with older patterns of state-centric paternalistic social 

responsibility. In this section, I explore these ruptures and continuities. In spite of the hopes 

invested in CSR by local experts and state officials, CSR in Oman has not succeeded in 

'rolling back' the state in ways conducive to a sustainable, diversified post-oil future; 

instead, CSR has expanded the role of the private sector in producing and extending the 

distributive reach of the state. 

It is a truism among Corporate Social Responsibility practitioners that CSR is ‘new’ 

to Oman. Many of the practitioners with whom I spoke described ‘spreading awareness’ of 

CSR in Oman as an important part of their work that they do both through encouraging 

businesses to establish CSR programs and initiatives and through communicating 

knowledge of best practices and common mistakes. Most practitioners identified the 

beginning of interest in and awareness of CSR in Oman to the late 2000s when CSR 
																																																								
15 Interview with an auditor, January 18, 2014. 
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departments started to be set up in Omani companies and advertisements for CSR jobs 

began to appear in the local newspapers. In the time since then, CSR has developed a 

frenzy of business interest and public support. Walkathons, roadshows, concerts, 

infrastructure projects, workshops, scholarship, health and safety campaigns, and a host of 

other events and initiatives are sponsored and carried out by local businesses in ways that 

are linked, often explicitly, to their Corporate Social Responsibility. Although practices of 

CSR have been taken up by a wide variety of businesses and other organizations such as 

schools, hospitals and social clubs, many of the companies with most active CSR programs 

are corporations that are publically traded on the Muscat Securities Exchange. Among these 

businesses, corporations involved in the Omani banking industry such as Bank Muscat, 

National Bank of Oman, Bank Dhofar and Bank Sohar are particularly well known for their 

active CSR programs; additionally, companies involved in Oman's telecommunication 

industry such as Omantel and Narwas (now Ooredoo) also maintain extensive programs. 

Beyond the publically traded companies, businesses involved in Oman's oil and gas 

sector—many of which are partially or wholly owned by the government—are also 

renowned for their CSR programs, with Petroleum Development Oman, Shell Development 

Oman, and Oman LNG being notable examples. Additionally, many of Oman's prominent 

family held businesses and conglomerates—such as the Zubair Corporation, Suhail Bahwan 

Group, and Khimji Ramdas—also have major CSR initiatives. While widespread among 

large, publically scrutinized companies, CSR programs and activities are less common in 

smaller, privately held businesses.  

 The introduction of CSR in Oman changed older practices of paternalistic social 

responsibility in some important ways. When asked about the history of the CSR programs 

in their respective companies, many of the practitioners with whom I spoke differentiated 
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CSR from older practices of sponsorship that had existed in their organizations. Before 

CSR, it was common for individuals, local communities or government officials to 

approach companies and request that they sponsor events and activities, including 

communal weddings, workshops, sports clubs, and festivals. The introduction of CSR 

meant replacing these sponsorships and donations—which were generally provided in an ad 

hoc manner at the discretion of employees—with an organized department or personnel 

who could uphold systematized criteria and objectives for evaluating requests for company 

aid. Additionally, for many companies CSR meant allocating a budget—usually calculated 

as a percentage of profits—for the support of charitable activities and community 

programs. For many of the practitioners I spoke with, the introduction of CSR is also 

associated with efforts to provide lasting improvements and sustainable change rather than 

the more temporary solutions often provided by older practices of sponsorship. 

A key side effect of the more systematic and organized corporate sponsorship 

introduced as a component of CSR is the establishment of a constellation of local non-

profit organizations. With many businesses lacking the expertise to develop and run their 

own social programs, such non-profit organizations—of which there are now more than 

25—provide private sector businesses with an easy means to engage in CSR and contribute 

to specific local causes (Information Technology Authority 2015). Omani non-profits 

operate under close supervision of the state. Before they begin operations, non-profit 

organizations must go through a rigorous registration process, typically lasting between six 

and seven years. Additionally, non-profit organizations are required to receive permission 

from the state's Ministry of Social Affairs before every event they organize and every 
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publication they print;16 they are prohibited from accepting foreign funding without 

government approval; and they can be shut down at the discretion of the Ministry.17 

 While some non-profit organizations concentrate on raising public awareness 

around issues like cancer, blindness, and road safety, other non-profits focus on providing 

services that at times may duplicate those already being offered by the state. One non-profit 

organization that I spoke with provides food, clothing and housing assistance to low-

income Omanis—services that at times overlap with those already offered to citizens by the 

Ministry of Social Development. In such cases, they coordinate carefully with the Ministry 

to ensure that the citizens they offer assistance to have been officially vetted and declared 

entitled to state support, and then they align their activities so as to substitute for the 

assistance that would be otherwise be provided by the state.18 The real social problem 

solved by such Omani non-profits is not a failure of the state to adequately provide services 

and welfare to the national population, but the relative scarcity of organizations capable of 

absorbing corporate donations in the name of the public good. Counterintuitively, the 

introduction of CSR into Oman has resulted in the invention of problems for which 

corporate donations to non-profit organizations are the solution.  

In addition to accepting private sector donations, non-profit organizations have also 

helped businesses to engage in CSR by providing venues for corporate-sponsored volunteer 

work. For many Omani businesses, simply providing funding to a non-profit organization 

does not showcase the kind of commitment to sustainable development that they hope their 

organization can provide; businesses would also like to be seen as facilitators for the 

volunteer efforts of their employees. As the CSR manager of one large Omani firm put it to 

																																																								
16 Interview with a non-profit manager, August 2, 2011 
17 Interview with civil society expert, August 9, 2011. 
18 Interview with a non-profit manager, August 1, 2011.  
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me, “monetary funding is not sufficient…. I want to see how we can utilize our staff [and] 

utilize employee volunteers.”19 For non-profits and CSR practitioners, corporate facilitation 

of volunteer work is thought to be necessary because Oman is perceived to lack a 

‘volunteer culture’—or as one practitioner put it, employees “want to volunteer, but [they] 

don’t know what to do.”	20 In this context, non-profit organizations provide businesses with 

opportunities to facilitate the volunteer activities of their employees and to spread 

'volunteer culture' by teaching citizen workers how to engage in volunteer work. As the 

manager of one Omani non-profit explained it,  

our culture, it lacks volunteer culture. We don’t have that in Oman…we are trying 

to introduce that. We now have a lot of banks and companies, they approach us, and 

they want their employees to be involved with us in doing some volunteer 

programs…so they really encourage that, [companies] really encourage their 

employees to volunteer.21 

The introduction of CSR in Oman has led to more systematic and organized practices of 

corporate sponsorship as well as the establishment of an ecosystem of local non-profit 

organizations which function, in large part, to help private sector businesses engage in 

CSR. These new non-profits aid businesses in developing a reputation for being socially 

responsible by absorbing donations and creating opportunities for companies to facilitate 

the volunteer activities of their employees. However, in spite of these significant changes 

and innovations, CSR has been instituted in Oman in ways that perpetuate the older 

leveraging practices of paternalistic social responsibility; rather than achieving a de-

																																																								
19 Interview with a CSR practitioner, August 2, 2011.  
20 Interview with a CSR practitioner, August 2, 2011.  
21 Interview with a non-profit manager, August 1, 2011 
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statization of government, they make it possible for the state to govern and be constituted 

through the activities of socially responsible private sector organizations.  

 One of the most significant ways that CSR continues the state-centric practices of 

paternalistic social responsibility is through the state's active role in guiding private sector 

CSR, specifically through the announcement of national directives and development 

strategies, most commonly presented in the speeches of Sultan Qaboos. As one CSR 

practitioner explained, his company  

is keen to support communities with social programs [that] improve certain aspects 

as [outlined by] government strategies. We work along with the government [to 

address] what…the need[s] of the community [are] as per the government's point of 

view….The minute they announce [that] they have a strategy to support [a 

particular objective] every company looks at how they would support [it]. And the 

government appreciates all of these initiatives….That is how it is….Oman as a 

market [is] always driven by His Majesty’s directives and what the government 

thinks, and the private sector to what extent they can support it…through their own 

capacity. 22 

Many of the CSR initiatives and programs taken up by private sector Omani companies are 

traceable—and often directly linked—to specific speeches or announcements by Sultan 

Qaboos calling the nation together to address certain national problems. For instance, 

Sultan Qaboos’ 2009 speech on traffic safety and the dangers of reckless driving inspired a 

host CSR initiatives (Salim and Salimah 2015), including business sponsored training 

programs to educate employees about the importance of traffic safety; the formation of a 

non-profit to spread awareness about traffic safety; the publication of materials to educate 
																																																								
22 Interview with a CSR practitioner, July 2, 2014. 
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elementary school children about the traffic safety; and business participation in regularly 

held Traffic Safety Expos that allow companies to educate the public about traffic safety 

issues and to showcase their CSR. Similarly, Sultan Qaboos’ 2013 speech at the 

symposium on the development of Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) in Saih Al 

Shamikhat brought the issue of supporting Omani-run SMEs and local entrepreneurship to 

the forefront of the national agenda (Oman Economic Review 2013). Following his speech, 

a flurry of private sector CSR support for SMEs erupted, involving the formation of 

business-sponsored training programs for entrepreneurs; the establishment of several 

private funds to provide capital to small businesses; the development of business-organized 

mentorship programs; as well as efforts among businesses to hire Omani-run SMEs, even 

though they are often recognized as more expensive and less reliable than larger companies. 

These initiatives and private sector interest in supporting them allow the Omani state to 

guide the CSR activities of local businesses.  

 In addition to driving private sector social responsibility through issuing national 

directives, the Omani state also steers CSR more directly through informal requests and 

cooperation with private sector companies. Several of the CSR practitioners with whom I 

spoke described receiving requests and suggestions for potential CSR initiatives and 

activities from government organizations; while practitioners are quick to point out that 

they were never required to comply with state suggestions, the existence of such informal 

requests illustrates the active role of the state in directing private sector CSR. Moreover, in 

many cases, CSR initiatives are designed to complement programs already offered by the 

state, both by ‘filling gaps’ in state services and by cooperating with the state. A good 

example of such a program is Bank Muscat’s Jesr al Mustaqbal scholarship. The Omani 

government offers educational scholarships to students who have high grades and who have 
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scored well on standardized exams; however, many students—often those from lower 

income families—do not receive government scholarships due to lower grades and exam 

scores. Bank Muscat’s Jesr al Mustaqbal targets these students and provides them 

scholarships to pursue higher education (Bank Muscat 2012). In doing so, Jesr al 

Mustaqbal effectively enables Bank Muscat to use its CSR program to expand the 

provision of state services to communities who would otherwise not be eligible for 

government benefits. A second, related trend is for businesses to partner with the state, co-

sponsoring events or paying for components of government programs. The participation of 

Omantel, Oman's largest telecommunications company, in the National PC Initiative, a 

government-administered program to provide low-income Omani students and teachers 

with internet-connected computers, is a good example. Omantel provides National PC 

Initiative participants with a modem and year of free Internet access while the state's 

Information Technology Authority provides the computers (Times of Oman 2013). Such 

partnerships not only allow private sector businesses to use their CSR to expand state 

services, but they also enable corporations to piggyback on state initiatives, effectively 

permitting businesses to attach a corporate brand onto government programs.	23 

  Additionally, CSR also builds upon locally salient tropes of distributive 

development associated with the caring, paternalistic state. Since 1975, one of Oman’s 

most important political practices has been Sultan Qaboos’ annual Meet-The-People tour. 

During these events, Sultan Qaboos—accompanied by an entourage of ministers and high 

officials—travels to cities and towns in different parts of the country, stopping at regular 

intervals to meet his subjects and hear their requests and complaints (Valeri 2013b:174). 

These annual events provide an opportunity for the Sultan to charismatically distribute 
																																																								
23 Interview with a CSR practitioner, June 19, 2013.   
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development and infrastructure to underdeveloped parts of the country. In preparation for 

the Sultan’s tour and as a result of citizen’s requests, new roads, bridges, stadiums and a 

host of other facilities are constructed along the Sultan’s route,24 rhetorically and 

experientially linking the state’s distributive development to the caring and wise persona of 

the Sultan. Building on this tradition, several Omani companies have included roadshows—

caravans of company cars and employee volunteers that travel around the country, stopping 

along the way to conduct events, give away prizes, and distribute charitable donations. A 

predominate example is Nawras’ (now Ooredoo’) annual Ramadan Goodwill Journey in 

which a team of employee volunteers travels throughout the Sultanate, distributing items 

such as cooking equipment, sewing machines, televisions and toys to local Women’s 

Associations and Omani families (Muscat Daily 2013). Beyond roadshows, CSR initiatives 

focused on either the distribution of free goods and services or on the development of the 

citizen community through the sponsorship of workshops, training events and awareness 

raising campaigns are extraordinarily common. Such events rhetorically position private 

sector businesses into the role of patron, sponsor, developer and modernizer of the national 

community; just as Oman's distributive development discursively enables Sultan Qaboos to 

care for his subjects as a father, giving them gifts and investing in their modernization, CSR 

permits private sector businesses to align with the state and play a paternal role in Oman's 

development. 

 For private sector Omani companies, CSR produces benefits similar to those 

produced by older practices of social responsibility. Like paternalistic social responsibility, 

CSR operates as an ethical metric against which organizations can be evaluated and granted 

																																																								
24 Interview with a business owner, January 13, 2014. 
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government contracts and tenders. As one government official put it to me when describing 

state support for CSR initiatives,   

if you create a good reputation and trust [for your company,] the government from 

the other side will grant you some projects because you are helping the society. [So, 

if your company has] looked after the environment, [has] contributed to the society, 

[has] built a mosque or a school or a clinic or [made] whatever contribution, then in 

the next tender, or the next project by the government, they will consider that.25 

In this context, private sector CSR—like paternalistic social responsibility—functions as a 

leveraging practice, enabling businesses to competitively pursue subsidies through their 

contributions to state-defined objectives. 

In the subsidy-driven quid pro quo environment in which Omani businesses operate, 

CSR helps companies to counteract the suspicion that they are benefiting from state largess 

without doing their part to contribute to the development of Omani citizens or the nation. 

To this end, lavish generosity is a recurring theme in the rhetoric and activities of many 

private sector CSR initiatives. Corporate sponsored public workshops on topics such as 

encouraging citizen entrepreneurship and promoting financial literacy are frequently held in 

the tablecloth clad conference spaces of luxury hotels and accompanied by extravagant 

meals; free gifts such as mugs, sunshades, tee-shirts, and tote bags are a regular fixture at 

corporate sponsored awareness raising events; and descriptions of the pampering of citizen 

recipients of corporate generosity are commonplace among CSR practitioners. Highlighting 

the expensiveness of a program aimed at providing school uniforms to low-income Omani 

children, the manager of one Omani non-profit assured me that they “really emphasize 

quality,” sending a tailor around to schools they help to prepare custom garments 
																																																								
25 Interview with a Capital Market Authority official, June 8, 2014. 
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individually rather than buying them in bulk.26 Another manager involved in his 

organization's CSR activities described the funding of one CSR program by explaining, 

“cash is available. There is no issue in the budget…because we know this is the future of 

our country.”27 In this context, CSR enables Omani businesses to present themselves not as 

conscientious organizations efficiently working towards sustainable change but as 

benefactors whose abundant generosity renders them into worthy recipients of state 

support.  

In spite of inspiring new systemic and organized regimes of corporate sponsorship, 

establishing a new ecosystem of carefully monitored non-profit organizations, and enabling 

businesses to introduce a new ‘volunteer culture’ to their employees, CSR has not 

empowered markets to replace the state in any meaningful sense. Instead of achieving a de-

statization of government in ways conducive to sustainable economic diversification, CSR 

effectively perpetuates state-centric practices of paternalistic social responsibility, 

establishing new points of leverage through which the Omani state can use private sector 

organizations to achieve its vertical encompassment.  

 

Neoliberalism Co-opted 

Insofar as the practice and discourse of CSR is invested with hopes of creating a 

sustainable, diversified post-oil future in Oman, CSR is a technology with a neoliberal 

genealogy that nonetheless does not do neoliberal things. It may be tempting in this setting 

to dismiss the introduction of CSR into Oman as a case that has little to tell us about either 

regimes of neoliberal practice or governmentality in an oil-producing rentier state. 

																																																								
26 Interview with a non-profit manager, August 1, 2011. 
27 Interview with a manager of an SME training program, May 15, 2014. 
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However, while CSR may have failed to reduce dependence on the oil revenues or the state 

in Oman, CSR has succeeded in performing an alternative kind of work in sustaining 

Oman's regime of state-centric distributive governance. By co-opting practices with a 

neoliberal genealogy—practices that appear as tools to solve the problem of 'too much' 

government—state and private sector organizations in Oman have deflected pressures to 

diversify while maintaining distributive arrangements upon which the state and society 

depend.   

Scholars writing on the oil producing states of Arab Gulf have drawn diverse 

conclusions about the role of neoliberalism and neoliberal practices in the region. With the 

Arab Gulf states largely unencumbered by the type of foreign debt which has forced much 

of the developing work to institute austerity measures and neoliberal reforms (Fox, 

Mourtada-Sabbah, and al-Mutawa 2006:36), some scholars have concluded that “the 

process of neoliberalism is not occurring” in the region (Krause 2008:195). While such 

research makes important observations, it generally does not account for the types of day-

to-day work done by practices with a neoliberal genealogy in Oman and other Arab Gulf 

states. Conversely, building on the work of Ong (2006) who explores how neoliberal 

discourses and practices can be incorporated into a variety of authoritarian, postcolonial 

and other regimes of governance through instances of neoliberal exception, other scholars 

have highlighted how neoliberal practices are incorporated into Gulf states through their 

selective application (Kanna 2011, Ilias 2014). In this context, as Kanna argues in his 

account of Dubai's 'flexible citizens,' such neoliberal practices are directed less at creating 

economically valuable citizens and more at articulating "modes of proper and authentic 

citizenship" for specific communities of Emeriti citizens (2011:168). While such 

scholarship rightly emphasizes how neoliberal practices are implemented in local, 
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culturally specific ways that resonate with existing institutions, conceptions of identity and 

citizenship, and traditional structures of authority, this body of work does not account for 

the relationship between neoliberal practices and the state's program of distributive 

development. 

As the introduction of CSR in Oman demonstrates, neoliberal practices are neither 

external to nor exceptions of Oman’s state-centric regimes of governance; rather, such 

practices function as a new language for articulating long-established distributive rights and 

obligations. Ultimately, the distributive arrangements that produce Oman’s dependence on 

the state are not (and never have been) independent of government-funded efforts to 

develop the nation and its citizens. In this context, the introduction of neoliberal practices 

does not replace state-guided development with markets and market-based institutions; 

rather, it serves to inflect deep-rooted patterns of paternalistic development with a new 

neoliberal vocabulary, rationale, and ends. Regimes of practice like CSR operate in Oman 

not by generating bubbles of neoliberal exception where markets are successfully created 

and neoliberal subjects are successfully formed, but by providing a compelling and flexible 

discourse through which alternative projects of governance can unfold.  

Like older practices of paternalistic social responsibility, CSR in Oman is ultimately 

a state producing practice, a mechanism for the state to leverage the private sector to extend 

its distributive reach. As the introduction of CSR in Oman illustrates, technologies deriving 

from a neoliberal genealogy have an important role to play in the political culture of Oman 

and the Arab Gulf; while the success of such technologies in constructing markets and 

achieving diversification may be limited, neoliberal technologies effectively work to 

maintain regimes of distributive development in the context of pressures to diversify.  
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All	interviews	were	conducted	confidentially,	and	the	names	of	the	interviewees	withheld	

by	mutual	agreement.	

An	earlier	version	of	this	paper	was	presented	at	the	Sixth	Gulf	Research	Meeting	(GRM),	

which	was	organized	by	the	Gulf	Research	Centre	Cambridge	at	the	University	of	

Cambridge	on	24-27	August	2015.	
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Appendix B: 

Subsidized Dreams: The Making of Mindsets, Development and 

Distributional Livelihoods in Oman 

 

This article examines the processes through which Omani citizens and organizations work to 

cultivate and reward dynamic, ambitious, entrepreneurial dispositions as Oman works to diversify 

its society and economy away from a dependence on oil and subsidized state spending. With 

Oman’s development guided in part by frameworks of the rentier state and mentality, government-

led efforts to create a diversified post-oil future in Oman have focused on transforming the 

‘mindsets’ of citizens.  Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork and interviews with Omani employees, 

entrepreneurs and the organizations trying to inspire and sponsor them, this article examines how 

efforts to transform the dispositions of workers direct attention away from issues of structural and 

institutional reform. Although such ‘mindsets’ are understood by those who inspire and cultivate 

them as signs of a yet-to-arrive post-oil future, this article proposes that these dynamic, ambitious, 

entrepreneurial dispositions articulate longstanding relations of distribution and dependency. 

 

Keywords: subjectivity; labor; entrepreneurship; rentier mentality; diversification; Oman  

 

 The sun has set and the evening is warm. Dressed in a beige sport coat, I arrive at 

The Wave, a luxury development on the outskirts of Muscat, for the 2014 Entrepreneur’s 

Conclave gala dinner. Held in late March, the Entrepreneur's Conclave is one of many 

events I attended aimed at promoting ‘SMEs’—an acronym turned buzzword for Omani 

citizen-run Small and Medium-sized Enterprises. 

A podium stands on a stage overlooking the marina. Behind it, a gigantic screen 
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rises flanked on either side by colossal placards featuring logos of some of the event’s 

sponsors, a list of which includes BMW, His Majesty Sultan Qaboos (Oman’s head of 

state), a local movie theater chain and a cloud computing firm. Spacious round tables with 

ebony tablecloths decorated with candles, ivory napkins, and lilies in tinsel covered vases 

rest at the foot the stage. Dressed in dishdashas and masars, jackets and slacks, abayas28 

and gowns, the audience mingles as waiters deliver juice in long-stemmed glasses. To the 

left of the podium on a platform overlooking the crowd sits an alpine white BMW sedan, 

matching the linens, with a savannah leather interior. Taking a seat on a chair adorned with 

a glistening silver bow, I introduce myself and fall into a conversation with an Omani 

entrepreneur and a real estate developer from Dubai.  

“Ladies and Gentlemen,” an announcer’s voice interrupts in English, her words 

resonating across the loudspeakers, “Tonight is about sharing business acumen. Tonight we 

celebrate innovation. Tonight we honor distinction. Tonight we salute ambition. And 

tonight is about making dreams come true.” The audience applauds. A prepared video plays 

on the gigantic screen behind her.  

The Entrepreneur’s Conclave, billed as an opportunity to enable young Omani 

entrepreneurs to network, gain publicity and seek financing, is described by its organizers 

as “a hunt to find the most promising entrepreneur in the nation.” Announced at an info 

session during a state-sponsored Small and Medium Enterprise Exhibition two months 

earlier, the Conclave had been advertised in local newspapers and in a roadshow traveling 

throughout the Sultanate. Young, ‘budding’ Omani entrepreneurs were encouraged to 

apply. Out of the applications received, ten nominees between the ages of 18-30 were 

																																																								
28 Dishdashas, masars and abayas are 'traditional' Omani clothing items, formal attire that identifies its 
wearers as Omani citizens. 
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selected to participate. Arriving early that morning, the contestants were placed in groups, 

each of which was assigned a successful local business owner as a chaperone. Over the 

course of an hour, each group worked together to 'solve' a ‘business case’ provided to them 

on a laptop computer. Next, the established and ‘budding’ entrepreneurs were given a crash 

course in sailing and then, in their teams, were asked to complete a series of yachting 

challenges. “The idea here,” one organizer explained, “is to test the attitude of the person, 

the charisma, the communication, the all-around personality [of each entrepreneur through] 

the sailing event and case study.” 

At the conclusion of the sailing challenge, the established entrepreneur chaperones 

evaluated each of the enterprising young Omanis they worked with on the basis of 

‘entrepreneurial’ dispositions, their leadership, teamwork, risk-taking and communication 

skills. Based on these evaluations, the top three contestants were then invited to present 

their business and tell their ‘motivational story’ to an audience of angel investors,29 state 

officials, and local business leaders at the Conclave’s gala dinner, where I am now seated. 

The winner of tonight’s event, selected by VIP judges in the audience, will be crowned 

Oman’s Most Promising Entrepreneur and will serve as the brand ambassador for the next 

year’s Entrepreneur’s Conclave.  

As an aerial drone circles capturing shots from overhead, each of the three finalists 

takes the stage and shares their stories. The first had opened a CrossFit gym, aspired to train 

local coaches and to spread health to the Sultanate. The second, an eloquent woman in a 

sparkling gold hijab, ran a tourism business which took Omanis and visitors on excursions 

in a refurbished dhow—a traditional boat reminiscent of Oman’s pre-oil heritage. The final 

																																																								
29 Angel investors are investors who provide the initial seed capital to entrepreneurs.  
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contestant, a young man in a turquoise masar who I will refer to as Mohammed30, takes the 

stage with confidence and grace.  

“In 1963, one of the histor[ic] famous speakers…Martin Luther King, said ‘I have a 

dream that one day my kids will go to school without the consideration of color.’” 

Mohammed said, speaking slowly and with conviction. Describing the election of former 

US President Barack Obama as the culmination of Dr. Martin Luther King’s famous dream, 

he continues. “In 2010, I said the same thing with related modifications. I have a dream that 

one day I am going to be a great motivational speaker. And I have a dream that one day I 

am going to purchase my dream car which is none other than the Lamborghini Reventón 

LP640.” The audience breaks into applause, and the man next to me starts to cheer. “And 

one day I have a dream that I am going to be a millionaire.”  

Mohammed continues, describing his initial success starting a catering business in 

2010. “And I am willing, inshallah, in the future, to [get] millions after millions in order to 

help people and to be a real example for all of these entrepreneur[s] in our country and all 

over the world.”  Quoting American motivational speaker Les Brown, he adds, “Because 

life is not easy. Life will let you down. And if you want to have tomorrow things that others 

don’t have, you have to be willing yourself to do things today that others will not do.” As 

Mohammed steps down from the stage, the audience applauds. 

In spite of his memorable speech, Mohammed didn’t win. Amidst clapping and 

congratulations, the ‘budding’ and established entrepreneurs posed together on stage 

beneath the event logo. An elaborate buffet—with a platter of salads, succulent roasted 

lamb, three curries and miniature personal chocolate cakes—opened. With violin music 

																																																								
30 With the exception of Sheikh Khalfan Al Esery (who gave me permission to refer to him by name), all 
participants quoted in this article have been given pseudonyms.  
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playing faintly in the background, in honor of Earth Hour, the lights were turned low, 

leaving guests engulfed in the soft white headlights of the display BMW as dimmed car 

commercials fluttered across the gigantic screen. 

To an uninitiated onlooker, the events of this evening are puzzling. The pageantry, 

the reality-show-like competition for investor attention, the unsettling equation of Dr. 

Martin Luther King’s famous dream for racial justice with Mohammed’s dream to one day 

be a millionaire are examples of a kind of glamour, a charismatic exaltation of 

development’s virtues present in many of the events I attended and the conversations I had 

with my Omani friends and colleagues during my 16 months of ethnographic fieldwork. As 

Miriam, a prominent Omani entrepreneurship expert critical of all of the glitziness, put it to 

me, I tell “entrepreneurs, do not get carried away by how many awards you achieve and do 

not get carried away by how many interviews and newspaper and magazine covers you do. 

The only thing that matters, at the end of the day, is what [are] your sales?…Forget about 

the awards…forget all of that, [it is] like smoke that comes in front of your vision and 

doesn’t let you see clearly.” While Miriam views development’s glamour as a distraction, 

this article takes it up as a focus. Investigating practices similar those embraced by the 

‘flexible citizens’ of Dubai (Kanna 2011, 2010), in this article I examine efforts in Oman to 

inspire, cultivate and act on a set of ambitious, entrepreneurial dispositions as Oman works 

to diversify its society and economy away from a dependence on oil and subsidized state 

spending. Although such ‘mindsets’ are understood by those who inspire and cultivate them 

as signs of a yet-to-arrive post-oil future, I argue these ambitious, entrepreneurial 

dispositions are used to articulate longstanding relations of distribution and dependency.  

In Oman, creating a diversified, post-oil future means, in essence, using oil revenues 

to overcome oil revenues. In this structural context, this article explores the work and social 
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processes undertaken by citizen employees and entrepreneurs like Mohammed to earn 

subsidized support and secure a livelihood. Given that economic development in Oman has 

been driven state-guided subsidy rather than traditional economic mechanisms such as 

markets, I begin by describing how frameworks of the rentier state and its supposed 

'mentalities' have informed the diversification-oriented development narrative of the Omani 

state. Such rentier frameworks have, I argue, taken on a life of their own, guiding (rather 

than simply describing) the distributive arrangements of the Omani state. Tropes of such 

rentier frameworks are cast as features of an oil-dependent past which subsidy-driven 

development seeks to outgrow, in the process directing attention away from politically 

sensitive issues of institutional reform and towards more easily discussed and subsidizable 

efforts to inspire and transform the ‘mindsets’ of citizens. I then examine how and why 

ambitious, entrepreneurial dispositions are cultivated and illustrate how such dispositions 

generate a sense of virtuous belonging in the national community. Next, I describe how 

cultivating, presenting, and acting on such dispositions allows Omani employees and 

entrepreneurs to earn distributive support. Ultimately, I argue that efforts to identify and 

reward citizen ‘potential’ with subsidized support have generated a series of distributive 

arrangements that resonate with the state’s diversification-oriented development narrative. 

 

Oil's Past and Future: Development, Time and the Rentier Framework 

In 1970—as Sultan Qaboos succeeded his father and launched a period of oil-

funded, state-led development and prosperity known locally in Oman as al-nadha (or ‘the 

renaissance’)—economist Hossein Mahdavy (1970) introduced the concept of the rentier 

state to describe the impact of external rents on the politics and economies of oil-producing 

countries. In this section, I explore the interconnections of these two processes—the 
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establishment of the Omani state's development program and the creation of a literature to 

characterize the impacts of rents on oil-producing states—to introduce a framework that 

allows us to understand the political and social work of the glamorous, charismatic 

economic development that was on display in the Entrepreneurs' Conclave. I begin by 

outlining how oil revenues in Oman have created the structural conditions for a type of 

development that relies on subsidies rather than market processes to produce economic 

actors and grow a national economy. Turning to literature on the rentier state, I present 

some key themes in how rentier scholars have traditionally articulated and theorized the 

problem of oil dependence and show how assumptions from the literature on the rentier 

state have become motifs locally present in both popular and expert accounts of Oman's 

development. Next, I present two critiques of the rentier state literature and popular 

perspectives it has given rise to. First, I argue that an analytical focus on rents and their 

distribution has prevented rentier scholars from theorizing how development—and the 

associated temporal narratives of oil's past and future—guide the distribution of and 

competition for oil-funded state-subsidy. Second, I contend that rentier accounts have 

insufficiently attended to the labor and social processes actually involved in distribution. 

Drawing on these two critiques, I argue that accounting for the glitz and glamour of events 

like the Entrepreneur's Conclave requires us to explore how distributive support is earned 

through the cultivation and presentation dispositions temporally inflected to resonate with 

the state's development narrative.  

In Oman, like other states of the Arab Gulf, economic development has been 

heavily shaped by the unusual context of oil extraction. For theorists of development, a 

primary impediment to growth and modernization in the developing world has traditionally 

been seen as the absence of local sources of capital for economic investment (Escobar 
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2012:40). In this respect, Oman and other Arab Gulf states are anomalies as ‘developing 

countries’: oil revenue has created a situation in these states in which governments have a 

surplus of capital to invest in development and a shortage of local labor and industry on 

which to invest it. So, rather than employing markets and market-based mechanisms to 

drive growth and improve productivity, Oman and other Arab Gulf states have used state-

guided subsidies to purchase infrastructure, expand local businesses and develop its citizen 

workforce directly. The problem for the emergent Omani state, in other words, was not 

raising capital to pay for the construction of things like roads, bridges, airports, schools, 

hotels, hospitals and shopping centers, but of finding a workforce and business community 

capable of building, staffing and running them. And, instead of waiting for a workforce and 

business community to ‘naturally’ develop through the activity of a local market, oil 

revenues made it possible for workers, businesses, and the infrastructure they provide to be 

effectively purchased abroad and imported. 

The Omani labor market is a useful example to illustrate how this process of 

subsidy-driven development unfolds and creates unanticipated, often counterintuitive, 

effects. In order to build infrastructure and grow the private sector, the Omani state 

provides businesses with labor clearances that enable them to hire workers from abroad and 

bring them to the Sultanate. These expatriate workers act as a subsidy for businesses; they 

allow local companies to reduce their labor expenses by providing them employees willing 

to work for a fraction of the wages demanded by Omani citizens. However, with foreign 

workers in the country on a temporary basis comprising 45% of Oman’s total population 

and 89% of the private sector workforce (National Centre for Statistics and Information 

2017), providing cheap expatriate labor to businesses generates a series of negative 

consequences resembling the so-called 'externalities' of market-based transactions: it 
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undercuts the labor of local citizens rendering them economically uncompetitive. To 

mitigate these consequences, the Omani state provides in effect a second subsidy to 

citizens: privileged employment opportunities in the state bureaucracy and private sector, 

secured through the use of a quota-based system that links the number of labor clearances a 

business is provided for foreign workers with the number of Omani citizens it employs. The 

net effect of this package of 'subsidies' is not to create a market in which a supply of citizen 

workers grows to meet a demand of businesses for employees; rather, it is to create a 

subsidized situation in which the state provides citizens with jobs and businesses with 

workers without creating the conditions for the supply of one to meet the demand of the 

other. This arrangement provides benefits to businesses and citizens that a market could 

not—businesses profit from having a cheaper, larger, more skilled and exploitable 

workforce than citizens alone could provide; citizens profit from having access to job 

opportunities which (while not necessarily ‘productive’) offer higher salaries, more 

benefits, and easier working conditions than could be provided by the private sector. 

Subsidy-driven development operates by producing a web of unintended consequences that, 

on the one hand, distort the incentives of Omani businesses and citizens, and on the other, 

make possible a kind of economic 'growth' that local markets, workers, and institutions 

could not sustain by themselves. 

For Mahdavy (1970) and subsequent scholars of the rentier state, the defining 

characteristic of natural resource dependent economies like that of Oman is their reliance 

on external rents, or the income produced by selling oil, gas, and other natural resources 
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abroad.31 Building on a long-established distinction in political economy between income 

‘earned’ through labor and rents ‘accrued’ through the ownership of land and natural 

resources, rentier scholars propose that there are fundamental difference between 

'productive' economies and oil-dependent economies like that of Oman (Beblawi and 

Luciani 1987, Ayubi 2008, Crystal 1995, Gause 1994). When a state and society rely upon 

external rents that require only a fraction of the population to produce, these writers 

observed, an economy can develop which is more focused on circulation and allocation 

than production, more focused on spending money than making money (Beblawi 1987, 

Ayubi 2008). 

Rentier scholars have highlighted a variety of implications for politics and state 

formation resulting from a dependence on external rents. “In a rentier state the government 

is the principal recipient of the external rent in the economy,” writes the early rentier 

scholar Hazem Beblawi, “this is a fact of paramount importance, cutting across the whole 

of the social fabric of the economy and affecting the role of the state in the society” 

(Beblawi 1987:50). When the state (rather than a specific social class) owns the means of 

production, not only is the government able to provide services with little or no taxation, 

but the state also becomes the center of a “kaleidoscopic configuration of dependence” that 

allocates and distributes rents to the local population through the provision of jobs, 

subsidies, and government contracts (Khalaf and Hammoud 1987:352). These distributive 

arrangements, rentier theorists have argued, create an “implicit social contract” in which 

rulers provide free benefits and favors to local citizens and organizations in exchange for 

their loyalty while stifling the development of democratic, participatory institutions in the 

																																																								
31 According to rentier scholars, the rents that rentier states rely on are necessarily external. While internal 
rents may produce a rentier class that reaps benefits from a productive economy, it is only when rents are 
external that an economy can be sustained "without a strong productive domestic sector" (Beblawi 1987:51).  
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process (Al-Farsi 2013:1). 

Rentier scholars have also argued that a dependence on rents and rent-based 

distributive arrangements can inhibit the growth of a 'productive' economy. In a context in 

which citizen workers are often provided with minimally productive jobs in the state and 

private sector and in which citizen business owners are provided with subsidies and 

government contracts, rentier scholars have argued that such state support creates a setting 

in which, for local citizens, “getting access to the rent circuit is a greater preoccupation than 

reaching productive efficiency” (Chatelus 1987:111). The rentier economies enjoyed by 

nationals of oil-producing states are maintained in large part by sizable populations of 

expatriate workers whose employment in the local manufacturing and service industries 

sustains the productive dimensions of the rapidly growing oil economies (Ayubi 2008:226, 

Beblawi 1987:391). In this setting, the significant role of expatriate workers has helped to 

create an “apparent ‘prosperity,’” which, rentier scholars contend “should not be taken as 

an indicator of their performance as developing and industrializing nations” (Mahdavy 

1970:435).  

Additionally, and notably for this analysis, it is often asserted by rentier scholars 

that, for citizens of oil-producing states, “such an economy creates a specific mentality: a 

rentier mentality [which] embodies a break in the work-reward causation” (Beblawi 

1987:52). When citizens receive income or wealth as a result of nonproductive government 

or private sector jobs, subsidies, and other channels of rent distribution, it is argued that this 

monetary ‘reward’ is perceived an isolated fact, a windfall or an entitlement, rather than the 

outcome of an “organized production circuit” that compensates for work or risk-taking 

(1987:52). As the rentier scholar Beblawi puts it, the rentier mentality is the "antithesis" of 

the "dynamic, innovative [and] risk-bearing…entrepreneur" (1987:50). 
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Rentier scholarship has contributed many insightful observations about how the 

societies and economies of the oil-producing states like Oman are structured. Although an 

extensive body of outstanding scholarship has developed around critiquing and exploring 

the oversights and assumptions of early rentier scholars like Mahdavy (1970) and Beblawi 

(1987)32, what interests me in this article are the ways in which the rentier framework has 

informed both popular and expert discourses about oil dependence in Oman. While the term 

‘rentier’ was used only rarely by the policymakers and Omani citizens with whom I spoke, 

tropes of the rentier state literature—such as notion of an implicit social contract with the 

state, the stifling effect of oil on productive economic activity, and the lurking presence of 

various ‘mentalities’ that hold back the Omani nation’s progress towards a diversified, 

post-oil future—were commonplace. As Gulf scholar Benjamin Smith observes, “the 

rentier state…has become the de facto analytic through which journalists and the policy 

community understand the Gulf. Its fingerprints are everywhere”(2015:82). In this context, 

it is useful to ask not only to what extent does the rentier scholarship accurately describe 

the political economy of a place like Oman but also how does the rentier framework itself 

feature within that political economy? 

For many in Oman, including policymakers and members of the Omani public, 

events like the Entrepreneurs’ Conclave and their citizen participants involved in 

showcasing and celebrating charismatic economic development appear to be signs of a 

coming era of post-rentier diversification. After all, if the rentier mentality is—following 

Beblawi (1987)—the antithesis of the dynamic, innovative and risk-taking dispositions of 

																																																								
32 For instance, scholars have explored how rentier state literature neglects the fragmentation and meso-level 
politics of state institutions (Hertog 2010); conflates the challenges of poor, middling, and extreme rentier 
states(Herb 2014); overlooks processes of class formation in Gulf States (Hanieh 2011); and ignores the 
productive role played by states in producing (rather than stifling) civil society institutions (Krause 2008). 
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‘the entrepreneur,’ wouldn’t the cultivation and celebration of such dispositions signal the 

arrival of a new, fundamentally different political economy? To explain why I do not 

believe this is the case, I will outline two critiques of the rentier state framework described 

above. These critiques introduce some new concepts that, I believe, provide a more 

accurate account of the social and political function of the glamour of economic 

development in Oman and illustrate how the rentier state framework itself features in 

Oman’s political economy.   

First, the rentier state framework has focused its analysis on the problem of rent 

distribution rather than that of 'development.' Economic development, if it is addressed by 

rentier scholars at all, has most often been treated as a secondary effect of oil rents and not 

a driving force in the establishment and maintenance of rentier arrangements. Pointing out 

that the income of resource-rich states is independent of the performance of their local 

economies, rentier scholars have often treated economic development dismissively as “one 

of the various ‘luxuries’ the state can buy with its oil income” (Luciani 1987:70) or simply 

as one of many distributive mechanisms that states can use “to ‘depoliticize’ social 

relations and create a source of legitimacy for the regime” (Ayubi 2008:235). Even insofar 

as oil-producing states like Oman are rhetorically focused on developing their societies, 

citizens, and economies, rentier scholars have tended to treat such efforts as veneers 

through which to conceal the distribution of rents. As a result, the distributive, rentier 

effects of subsidy-driven development (outlined above) have generally been assumed to be 

ends in and of themselves rather than a necessary outcome of a variety of development that 

operates through state subsidies rather than market processes. So, what happens if we view 

development, rather than the distribution of rents, as a driving force in the creation and 

maintenance of rentier arrangements?  
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Taking development seriously as a driving force in the construction of rentier 

arrangements requires us to be attentive to questions of time and temporality. Development, 

as anthropologists have long pointed out (Escobar 2012:78, Ferguson 1997), depends upon 

the construction of temporal difference, what Johannes Fabian (2002) has called the ‘denial 

of coevalness.' To develop is not simply to change one’s behavior or circumstance, but 

recognize such change as a movement forward in time. Development, in this sense, depends 

on perceiving certain contemporary societies, individuals, and practices as anachronisms 

(relics of a past yet to be modernized) while viewing others as indicators of progress (signs 

of a future yet to fully arrive). As a discourse, development generates the perception of a 

time-lag; it allows us to see the present in a way that splits it apart into markers of ‘the past’ 

and ‘the future.’ In reference to modernity, Homi Bhabha has described the production of 

this time-lag as the creation of a “‘projective’ past,” a narrative that functions as “a form of 

the future anterior” (Bhabha 2004:361) capable of sustaining and providing a rationale for 

development’s interventions.  

If we view development as a driving force in the creation and maintenance of 

Oman’s distributive arrangements, it is here that I argue that the rentier state framework 

reemerges as a constitutive feature of Oman’s political economy. As a locally salient 

explanation of oil dependence drawn on by experts and the Omani public more broadly, the 

rentier state framework operates as the ‘projective past’ of the nation’s subsidy-driven 

development. The process works something like this: subsidy-driven development, as I 

outlined above, produces a series of consequences (resembling the so-called ’externalities’ 

of market-based transactions). Instead of interpreting these consequences as the predictable 

outcomes of a variety of development that operates by means of state-subsidies rather than 

market processes, the rentier framework makes it possible to view these consequences as 
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features of an oil-dependent past—features which require additional subsidy-driven 

development to outgrow. In other words, rather than viewing the consequences of subsidy-

driven development as effects of development by subsidy, the rentier framework allows 

these consequences to be recast as characteristics of a rentier 'type' society and mentality, 

anachronisms that are the preconditions for further development. Inflected with a kind of 

pastness, these consequences of subsidized development take the shape of what rentier 

scholar Nazih Ayubi has described as “certain ‘traditional’ attitudes towards work 

‘mobility,’ ‘achievement’ and so on that are not considered compatible with a 

‘modern’…type of society” (Ayubi 2008:225).   

Oman’s 2020 development plan is a good example of how patterns and themes 

taken from the rentier state framework are used to recast the consequences of subsidy-

driven development into development’s preconditions. The plan, which “aims at providing 

suitable conditions for economic take off” (Oman 2020 [1996]:127) lays out a set of 

challenges and priorities to provide a roadmap for the construction of a diversified national 

economy by 2020. Among the many challenges facing the development of a diversified 

economy in Oman, the 2020 plan identifies “the low productivity of labor resources [and] 

the reluctance of Oman[is] to join certain professions” (Oman 2020 [1996]:146) as one site 

for intervention. In order to increase the productivity and participation of Omani citizens in 

the workforce, the 2020 plans suggests “creating employment opportunities for Oman[is] in 

public and private sectors” (Oman 2020 [1996]:148), the “dissemination, encouragement 

and patronage of knowledge”(Oman 2020 [1996]:147), and “providing a system for 

technical education and vocational training that is capable of preparing labour [for] the 

achievement of an income that conforms with performance and productivity”(Oman 2020 

[1996]:148, emphasis added). According to this framing, problems such as ‘low 
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productivity’ and a ‘reluctance of Omanis to join certain professions’ are cast—not as the 

consequence of a subsidized labor regime that guarantees citizens employment without 

guaranteeing them work to do—but as characteristics of an oil-dependent past yet to be 

outgrown. The proposed solutions to these problems (the creation of additional jobs for 

citizens and the sponsorship of further training and education for potential citizen 

employees) are examples of exactly the sort of subsidy-driven development that have 

produced the problems they aim to solve. The final proposed solution is particularly 

illustrative. If subsidy-driven employment opportunities have resulted in Omani citizens 

receiving an income higher than what should ‘conform’ to their implicitly low levels of 

‘performance and productivity’, it is telling that the challenge here is framed as one of 

insufficient investment (in technical and vocational training) rather than one of too much 

investment (in providing highly paid employment opportunities to citizen employees). 

Here, consequences resulting from the provision of subsidized employment opportunities to 

citizens are recast as features of an oil-dependent rentier state and mentality, as 

preconditions for additional subsidized investments in training aimed at improving the 

performance and productivity of citizens (without, it is assumed, a corresponding increase 

in income). 

A casual reader of the Oman 2020 plan or the plentiful development-oriented 

articles regularly printed in Omani newspapers and magazines might be forgiven for 

believing that the plan marks a turning point in Oman’s history, a moment of emergence in 

which a rentier state long dependent on oil revenues and distributive state interventions 

chooses to ‘develop’, diversifying its way into a private sector-led, market-based 

knowledge economy with a robust and well-trained citizen workforce. Such an impression, 

however, is more a mirage of development’s projective rentier past than a reality: many of 
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the challenges, interventions, and solutions described by the Oman 2020 plan have 

comparatively long histories. Although Oman is expected to exhaust its oil reserves in as 

little as 15 years if current production levels are maintained (Ministry of Oil and Gas 2013), 

as Limbert points out, the crisis posed by the exhaustion of Oman’s oil reserves is not new: 

projections of the end of oil—usually on a timeline of about 20 years—have been near 

constant feature of Oman’s oil-funded development (2010:167). Likewise, themes such the 

creation a diversified economy not dependent on oil revenues or state spending, the 

construction of new modern infrastructure, the reduction of expatriate workers and their 

gradual replacement by Omani employees, and the development of the human capital and 

skills of Omani citizens are long-standing priorities which date back to state’s first 

development plans (Looney 1994:107-108). While elements of the state’s subsidy-driven 

development have morphed over time—shifting, for instance, from a focus on providing 

jobs for Omanis in the government, to creating jobs in the private sector, to promoting self-

employment and citizen entrepreneurship—the sensation of living through a moment of 

emergence, a nation about to be made ‘modern,’ a capitalist economy not quite ready to 

have its training wheels removed, is a longstanding feature of Oman’s subsidy-driven, 

state-guided development.  

Additionally, it is useful to point out that unlike development in other postcolonial 

contexts in which regimes of modernization have produced separate classes of ‘modern’ 

and ‘not yet modern’ communities (Chatterjee 2004, Chakrabarty 2000), in Oman nearly all 

Omani individuals and organizations are involved in a process of campaigning for and 

receiving subsidized development of one sort or another. For citizen workers, such 

development may take the form of guaranteed employment, sponsored training 

opportunities, and low-interest loans; for Omani businesses and their citizen owners, such 
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development may take the form of labor clearances for cheap expatriate workers, access to 

government contracts and tenders, and the provision of state-enforced monopolies on the 

sale or importation of specific goods. In an environment in which development is 

rhetorically presented and experienced as a gift from the Sultan to his people (Valeri 

2013:175), the Omani state—as the modernizer of the nation—plays a central role in 

providing the nation with its time and in shaping the temporal dispositions of its 

inhabitants. It is ultimately through engagement with Oman's state-led distributive 

apparatus that citizens come to experience themselves and their communities as becoming 

modern.  

Second, in spite of its focus on the distribution of rents, the rentier state literature 

has relatively little to say about the labor and social processes actually involved in 

distribution. Building on a tradition that has tended to treat distribution and distributive 

livelihoods as morally suspect, scholars have often written about the rentier state in ways 

that highlight the absence of production rather than the presence of distribution. 

Consequently, concepts like ‘implicit social contract’ and ‘rentier mentality’ have 

developed around describing the systemic and individual effects of receiving an income 

without producing rather than elaborating the processes through which distributions are 

allocated, contested, and earned. The fact that citizens can receive an income without doing 

productive work has led rentier scholars to ignore the kinds of work that citizens do and 

how that work is necessary for securing distributive livelihoods. Anthropologist James 

Ferguson (2015) has introduced the concept of ‘distributional labor’ to describe the kinds 

practical and social work which goes into to securing distributive outcomes. Making, 

negotiating, and contesting the social and affective claims on income and wealth form, he 

observes, a significant part of the day-to-day life of many individuals and communities 
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living in poverty along the fringes of the world economy (2015:96). As these communities 

illustrate, material dependence is not a passive condition; rather, it is an achievement—the 

“valued outcome of long, hard social labor” (2015:97). While the material circumstances 

and strategies of Omani recipients of distributive, subsidy-driven development differ from 

those of the impoverished communities described by Ferguson, attention to the practices 

and discourses that citizens use to secure distributive support and livelihoods provides 

useful insights into subject formation and governance in rentier contexts. 

Accounting for the glitz and glamour of development, the kinds of charisma and 

exuberance on display during the Entrepreneurs’ Conclave, then requires careful attention 

into how the temporal narratives of state-led development shape the distributional labor of 

citizens workers and entrepreneurs. For the Omani professionals with whom I spoke, 

'development' is often described in transactional terms: it is something to give, to receive, to 

earn, to provide or to withhold. Development and its temporal imaginary are used to 

articulate and lay claim to a series of distributive relationships and entitlements, in part 

through the cultivation and presentation of dispositions that resonate with the state’s 

diversification-oriented development narrative. Receiving development in this context 

means engaging in a domain of what Ferguson (1994) labels 'anti-politics' in which citizens 

foster rewardable ‘mindsets’ through participation in economically-oriented disciplinary 

regimes of practice, regimes that generate subjects who are materially empowered as they 

are politically disenfranchised. This domain of anti-politics hinges on questions of time: 

citizens must be simultaneously ‘not yet modern’ (and therefore ‘in need of development’) 

and ‘working to become modern’ (by demonstrating an interest in both ‘being developed’ 

and ‘developing others’). If the rentier state and mentality is the projective past of Oman’s 

national development narrative, the competition for state-aid unfolds along the narrative’s 
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future edge where dispositions like ambition, risk-taking, hard work, self-discipline and 

entrepreneurial zeal craft hopes for a diversified and prosperous post-oil future which 

seems to lurk (as it always has) just over the horizon. 

 

Omani Ambitions: Generating Mindsets, Dreams, and Virtuous Belonging 

Several days after the Entrepreneurs Conclave, Mohammed and I met in a cafe and 

chatted over shared plates of lamb rogan josh, chicken masala, and garlic naan. What is the 

relationship, I asked, between Dr. Martin Luther King’s dream for racial justice and your 

dream to become a millionaire? Mohammed had watched videos of Dr. Martin Luther 

King’s famous speech on YouTube. While he didn’t fully understand the context of 

continuing racial inequality in the United States, Mohammed found Dr. Martin Luther 

King’s passion and words inspiring. “What I believe is that each one of us has a dream,” he 

told me. “You have a dream. I have a dream. But when it comes to reality, we need 

someone to encourage [us]. We need someone to tell us, ‘believe in yourself!’” 

Then, Mohammed told me the story of his dream. Several years earlier, he had 

attended a speech by the locally renowned motivational speaker, Sheikh Khalfan al Esery. 

Speaking to a crowd of Omani students at Sultan Qaboos University, Sheikh Khalfan had 

told the audience, “I want each one of you [to write down] three big dreams that you want 

to accomplish in [your] life.” Mohammed, along with the other students, wrote down three 

dreams. After hearing some of the student’s dreams, Sheikh Khalfan continued, “when you 

were writing your dreams [did you hear] a hidden sound? [A sound whispering,] ‘oh, come 

on! Are you crazy? [That] is silly. People will laugh [at] me…I can’t say that. [That] is not 

possible.’” Pausing, he continued, “now I want all of you to say ‘shut up!’ to that hidden 

sound and to write bigger dreams than before.” So Mohammed wrote three new dreams, 
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raised his hand, and shared them with Sheikh Khalfan and the audience. “I want to be a 

millionaire. I want to purchase a Lamborghini Reventón LP640. And I want to be a great 

motivational speaker.” “Fantastic. Perfect.” Sheikh Khalfan replied, “now I would like you, 

each morning, to repeat these things [to yourself] in front of a mirror.” That was four years 

ago. Mohammed keeps two photos of a Lamborghini in his car, dangling from the rearview 

mirror, to remind him of his dream. He showed them to me proudly on our drive home. 

Among the Omani entrepreneurs and employees with whom I spoke, experiences 

and ambitions like those of Mohammed were not unusual. While dreams of becoming a 

millionaire may, for some North American and European readers, carry a certain stigma 

and unseemliness, it is important to recognize that such discourses of ambition carry very 

different meanings in Oman. As I will demonstrate in the remainder of this section, for 

individuals like Mohammed, fostering ambition is both an act of distributional labor and 

means of securing virtuous belonging in the national community. Insofar as Oman's 

diversified future appears to depend on the transformation of mindsets and mentalities 

rather than institutional structures, cultivating entrepreneurial ‘anti-rentier’ dispositions 

associated with development's future edge is a means both to present oneself as worthy of 

distributive support and to make a patriotic contribution to the nation's development.  

The late Sheikh Khalfan al Esery could probably best described as an Omani folk 

hero, an icon of the ambition, motivation and hard work that many of my Omani friends 

and colleagues worked to cultivate. An Islamic scholar, member of Oman’s State Council, 

human development expert, top engineer of Petroleum Development Oman, life coach, 

motivational speaker, and radio personality, Sheikh Khalfan was widely known for his 

annual Ramadan radio programs in English and Arabic during which he addressed topics 

ranging from time management and entrepreneurship to proper Islamic ethics and conduct. 
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His lectures and radio programs were widely recorded, shared and discussed by many of 

my Omani friends and colleagues who, like Mohammed, were inspired by Sheikh 

Khalfan’s perceptive intellect, humble demeanor, and his commanding and compassionate 

voice.  

 I met Sheikh Khalfan in his home in a suburb along the outskirts of Muscat. Too ill 

to stand from his reclining chair, he graciously welcomed me and a small entourage of 

friends and family who he had invited to listen in on our discussion about his life’s work 

and the critical task of inspiring Omani ambitions.  

For Sheikh Khalfan, Oman’s future diversification and development faces the 

challenge of transforming a number of “wrong mindsets” of Omani citizens, and 

specifically Omani youth who grew up in the oil era. “The newer generation, unfortunately, 

was spoiled,” he told me, “they are into that entitlement mentality. [It is a mentality that lets 

them think,] ‘once I graduate and have a job, I am done. I don’t need to develop. I don’t 

need to produce. As long as I have a job and show up every day, I can survive.’” According 

to Sheikh Khalfan, this apathetic mentality is the result in part of “self-limiting beliefs” 

which stifle the ambition of many young Omanis. To illustrate how this works, he told me a 

parable. “People at a zoo wanted an elephant [so they decided to] go and capture a baby 

elephant….In the first days, the baby elephant didn’t like the environment, [so] they took 

the baby elephant to a room, tied the baby elephant’s foot with a chain, and [inside that] 

chain [they placed] nails. So every time the baby elephant wanted to break loose, the nails 

would pierce the skin and cause a lot of pain. Day one of struggle; day two of struggle; day 

three of struggle; too much pain. Then the baby elephant made a decision and said, ‘I 

cannot break loose from this chain.’ So the baby elephant stopped struggling. Zookeepers, 

seeing that the baby elephant stopped struggling, remove the nails. The baby elephant 
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wakes up in the morning and still feels the chain. And the belief is, ‘I cannot break loose.’ 

[Eventually,] they replace the chain with a piece of rope…Now the elephant is seven years 

old, big. It can uproot trees. It can lift cars. But it cannot break a very simple rope. That 

rope, it made a decision a long time ago when it was a baby, ‘I cannot.’” For Sheikh 

Khalfan, Omanis are like the baby elephant: imprisoned by their own mindsets and self-

limiting beliefs, they are prevented from fully developing and realizing their potential. “I 

believe that our youth need a lot of direction,” he explained, “they need a lot of 

encouragement and support, and they can do a lot, if only we raised their self-esteem, we 

make them feel worth it, we make them feel like they can achieve something in their lives.” 

Sheikh Khalfan sat up in his reclining chair at one point during our conversation 

and asked me to pass him a calendar sitting next to us on a table. This calendar, he 

explained, is produced by the billionaire Omani businessman Mohammed al-Barwani and 

features motivational quotes from influential people. Sheikh Khalfan flipped through the 

calendar to find the month with his photo. “I will let you read what I have said there.” 

Dream big, unleash your potential, master your skills, hold tight to your values, and let 

your achievements speak volumes. Putting it simply, leave a legacy that outlives your life. I 

read it aloud. “So that is my message,” he said, repeating it again for emphasis. “If you ask 

me to summarize my message to the youth, to the community, that is my message.”  

Although he readily acknowledges that state-guided employment policies—such as 

the provision of minimally productive jobs to citizens employees and the prohibition 

against terminating Omani workers without due cause—have had negative effects on 

national productivity, for Sheikh Khalfan the primary impediment to Oman’s long-term 

diversification is the attitude and mentality of its inhabitants. Echoing local tropes of the 

rentier framework described above, Sheikh Khalfan frames the unintended consequences of 
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subsidy-driven development as instances of an oil-dependent type of society, state and 

mentality that require additional subsidies and investments to reform. Development here is 

articulated as a challenge not of ending protectionist policies towards citizen workers or 

private sector businesses but of national inspiration, motivation, and training made possible 

through widespread investments in Omani workers and businesses. In this context, 

entitlement mentalities, apathetic mindsets, and self-limiting beliefs appear as 

anachronisms, the rhetorical preconditions for the kind diversified, productive development 

that the Omani state, local economists and Sheikh Khalfan himself are striving to create. 

For Sheikh Khalfan and many others, Oman’s productive, diversified future depends upon 

transforming the private personal dispositions of citizens through introducing future-

oriented ambitious, entrepreneurial, risk-embracing mindsets that inspire hard work, a 

passion for achievement and an interest in personal development.    

An important component of proper, future-oriented ambition for many of my Omani 

friends and colleagues was the cultivation of a desire for wealth, a desire understood as the 

opposite of a kind of apathetic contentment associated with entitlement mentalities. During 

our discussion of Omani ambitions, I asked Sheikh Khalfan whether he considered greed 

and the cultivation monetary ambitions to be an Islamic virtue. “In Islam, we say that 

ambition is a virtue, being ambitious is a virtue, and the sky is the limit. But [in] being 

ambitious…one ought not to compromise or betray [one’s] values,” he explained. In this 

respect, he said, monetary ambitions are not only healthy but also Islamically virtuous. 

“When God speaks to us, he doesn't speak to us in the language of poor people, the 

language of poverty. He speaks to us in the language of the wealthy…of abundance. There 

are many verses [in the Quran] where God is encouraging people to spend. Spend in the 

cause of God. Spend in a good cause, in charitable work…. Dare I ask…who can spend 
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generously, and who can give away to a community in abundance? Is it a rich person or a 

poor person? A rich person. So God is speaking to us in the language of the richness, of 

abundance. And he wants us to spend as if we are…millionaires. [Secondly], in the five 

pillars of Islam, one of them is zakat. What is zakat?…It is an obligatory tax [on surplus 

wealth.] And then I am going to ask, who…always [has a] surplus [?] Is it the working 

class? Is it the poor class? Or, is it the rich class? The rich class. So for me, as a Muslim, if 

I don't fulfill this pillar, my [practice] is incomplete….I always tell my Muslim and my 

Omani colleagues, by the age of 25, as a maximum, you must be eligible to pay zakat. Not 

in debt, not in deficit, but in surplus....Is that not being ambitious and acquiring?” 

“I try to change the misconception that you don't have to be filthy to be wealthy,” he 

added. “You hear about the filthy rich, I say no, you can be cleanly rich. So one of my 

goals is to be a millionaire. I made that goal in the year 2006. I began to educate myself, the 

street smart, the book smart, and the financial smart, and within three years I made a 

million….So if you ask me, ‘what is your mission in life?’ my mission in life is very 

simple, to show the world that you can live the values and still be successful.” 

Dreaming of becoming a millionaire and working towards it, for Sheikh Khalfan, 

are virtuous acts which allow him to not only be financially successful but also to showcase 

the benefits of ambition, hard-work, self-discipline and entrepreneurial zeal to his 

surrounding community. By transforming his own mindset, nurturing his ambition, and 

becoming successful, Sheikh Khalfan can serve as an example and inspiration to other 

Omanis like Mohammed whose hard work and ambitious mindsets, it is thought, will help 

to launch Oman into a diversified, post-oil future. 

During my final months in Oman, I attended monthly meetings of the Arab 

Millionaire Club, a learning community and support group for Omanis who, like 
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Mohammed and Sheikh Khalfan, aspired to become millionaires. Conducted in Arabic and 

catered with elegant appetizers such as quiche tarts, stuffed grape leaves, and coffee 

flavored pastries, the evening meetings were held in the conference room of a centrally 

located Muscat office building. Club activities were most commonly directed at shaping the 

dispositions, feelings and affects required to become a millionaire. Participants were asked 

to brainstorm characteristics of the wealthy, encouraged to set short- and long-term savings 

goals and talk through the kinds of fears and anxieties those goals produced, fantasize about 

the lifestyles they would have and how they would support their families and communities 

as wealthy people, and told about the importance of networking and establishing a positive, 

supportive community of like-minded people in helping them to achieve their financial 

objectives. 

For Ahmed and Kaseem, the club’s organizers, becoming a millionaire is not only a 

choice, but a right all are entitled to if they simply choose to have big enough dreams and to 

work hard enough to achieve them. “Right now, [in Oman] most of the people are 

consumers…they don't really produce [or] contribute to the national GDP and to the 

economy,” Ahmed explained to me over lunch one day. “They are basically a cost to the 

government…What we are trying to [do] is educate these people and ourselves that we 

need to move from being consumers to being productive in the society and the economy. 

Being productive means that we are independent. And, probably, by our journey to 

[becoming] millionaires, we are also building our own [independence.] We don’t depend on 

our family to give us money, [and] we don’t depend on the government to give us salaries, 

so we are reducing now the burden on the government.” To the club’s organizers and 

participants, becoming a millionaire is not just about being wealthy and living a more 

luxurious life; it is a patriotic service undertaken to improve their society and to develop the 
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nation through a commitment to personal transformation and self-development. Although 

Ahmed and Kaseem both aspire to become millionaires, they do not approach the Arab 

Millionaire Club as a money-making venture. The small participation fee of 5 Omani 

Riyals per session is barely enough to cover each meetings’ elaborately catered food, 

requiring the organizers to make up the difference out of pocket on nights when the club’s 

turnout is lower than anticipated. “One of our aims [is] to inspire people, to motivate them. 

Let them discover their burning desire, what could move them from here to there.” Ahmed 

explained, “so [they] feel like, ‘I have to do something in this life, to myself, to my family, 

to my society, to the world.’”  

For Ahmed and Kaseem, Mohammed and Sheikh Khalfan, and many of my Omani 

friends and colleagues, the accumulation of wealth stands in as a sign for the promises of 

development. The cultivation of dispositions that mark oneself as an inhabitant of 

development's future edge such as ambition, passion, hard work and self-discipline is 

conceived of both as a means of transforming the nation from an oil-dependent past into a 

diversified and prosperous future and as a means of transforming the selves of individual 

citizens into the righteous recipients of development’s prosperity.  

In this context, tropes borrowed from the rentier framework have played a 

significant role in structuring state (and popular) narratives about Oman’s development and 

future diversification. By framing Oman’s dependence on oil revenues both as an instance 

of a type of state, society and economy and as a problem requiring development-oriented 

investment, such tropes have made it possible for Omani citizens and local experts to 

understand Oman’s anticipated economic diversification as a problem of mindset (rather 

than institutional) change. Here, Oman’s prosperous, post-oil future appears to depend on a 

kind of collective proselytization in which individual Omani citizens, inspired by a sense of 
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patriotism and national duty, choose to engage in forms inspirational self-work aimed at 

cultivating future-oriented dispositions capable of carrying Oman forward.  

 

Subsidy-Driven Development: Distributional Labor and Reward 

What is the connection between sailing a boat and running a business? I asked 

Mohammed as we waited for our teas to arrive after dinner. It is about your personality, he 

explained. “They [are] evaluating you…how are your leadership [skills]? Your 

communication skill? Your teamwork skills?….These skills are [what they look for] in the 

sailing. Because sailing is teamwork. It is leadership. It is following instructions. It is 

working together…They told us, ‘we don’t care about your business because what we 

believe is that the leadership should be in the entrepreneur. Whenever the entrepreneur has 

the leadership skills he can manage any type of business, he will succeed. But if he doesn’t 

have any of these leadership skills, how can [he]?’” 

For Mohammed and the other participants of the 2014 Entrepreneurs Conclave, the 

sailing event and case study were sites of evaluation in which future-oriented dispositions 

of candidates are appraised and connected to distributive rewards. Like many other sites of 

evaluation and reward that I examine here, the Entrepreneur’s Conclave judges candidates 

and allocates benefits not on the basis of actual achievements in a market setting but on the 

basis of a candidate’s potential—as measured by their dispositions, attitude, and mindset. In 

this section, I examine how the future-oriented anti-rentier mentalities such as those 

advocated by Mohammed and Shiekh Khalfan, Ahmed and Kaseem are linked to 

distributive subsidy through disciplinary modes of evaluation and reward. 

In Oman, the term ‘development’ is often used to refer to components of a 

distributive circuit, describing both acts of distributional labor (such as the cultivation of 
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future-oriented dispositions and the acquisition of skills) and to the provision of distributive 

rewards. A citizen or enterprise that ‘develops’ is one that expands its own potential by 

growing subsidizable skills and dispositions; an organization which ‘develops others’ is one 

which evaluates candidate’s potential and provides distributive rewards in forms such as 

employment, benefits, promotions, cash gifts, financing, and purchasing goods and 

services. In this sense, participating in development involves taking part in a distributive 

circuit, either through working to acquire or provide distributive subsidies.  

 To explain how this circuit works, it is useful to examine how Mohammed’s 

business engages in distributional labor and is evaluated and provided with distributive 

rewards. Mohammed runs a small catering services company that he started with a 

colleague, an Omani partner. Mohammed’s idea was to create a business which provided a 

link between customers who would like to have their events catered and a female Omani 

cook—another colleague of Mohammed’s—who prepares food in her home. Mohammed’s 

business took orders from organizations wishing to have events catered, relayed the orders 

to his female Omani cook, and picked up the food and delivered it to customers. Our food 

is high quality, Mohammed told me proudly, “because it is only made [to] order [and] is 

Omani made. There [are] no foreign people [involved].” Together with his partner, 

Mohammed registered his business, developed a menu, purchased cutlery, hot plates, 

uniforms, candles and other equipment, and printed and distributed menus primarily to 

government ministries and training centers which were their main customers. “Our prices 

are more expensive than the other prices in the market, but there [is still] a good demand 

[for] it,” he told me.    

As a result of state-guided efforts to promote Small and Medium-sized Enterprises, 

an extensive distributive ecosystem exists to subsidize, finance and provide ‘development’ 
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to citizen entrepreneurs like Mohammed. As a government employee, Mohammed is 

entitled to receive his current salary for a year if he resigns from his position to start a 

business (Muscat Daily 2013). A host of government-funded entities such as the Public 

Authority for Small and Medium-sized Enterprises, the Raffd Fund, the National Business 

Centre and Sharakah provide citizens with entrepreneurship training and workshops, 

assistance in developing business plans, incubation spaces, and financing for 

entrepreneurial projects. This state assistance is complemented by private sector programs 

such as Zubair SEC, Oman India Fertilizer Company’s The Cell program, Shell’s 

Intalaaqah program, and the Cisco Entrepreneur Institute of Oman which provide material 

assistance, training and support to citizen entrepreneurs as part of their respective 

company’s corporate social responsibility. By presenting themselves as good corporate 

citizens, these development-oriented corporate social responsibility programs enable their 

parent companies to position themselves as preferential candidates for government 

contracts and tenders. In this sense, providing distributive rewards to citizen entrepreneurs 

is a form of distributional labor for Omani businesses; it allows them to secure distributive 

support of their own. Additionally, local banks are required to devote a minimum of 5% of 

their lending to providing financing to citizen entrepreneurs (Oman Economic Review 

2013). In a context in which personal loans typically take the form of ‘clean lending’ in 

which loans are secured by claims to portions of a borrower’s future salary rather than 

assets, state and private sector financiers of SMEs often have little leverage to demand that 

loans to citizen entrepreneurs are repaid in the event that businesses fail.  

Mohammed received training and support for his catering business through a private 

sector-funded entrepreneurship program. “Our job [is] to put them through…an 

entrepreneurship boot camp,” Miriam, one of the directors of Mohammed’s program told 
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me. We give them “two months of nonstop workshops [focused on] completing [a] 

feasibility study…And then they pitch their ideas to [a] panel. We [have] some very strict 

rules. If you miss two sessions, you are out. If you don't submit the feasibility study, you 

are out. If your projections make no sense and you're not willing to listen to the advice and 

change them, you are out.” 5 Out of the 13 citizen entrepreneurs in Mohammed’s cohort, 9 

including Mohammed were awarded funding at the conclusion of the program. “The idea 

was, instead of giving them a loan, let’s just give them a grant. That is, you know, 

corporate social responsibility money, it is only 10,000 Omani riyals 6 [per candidate], 

which is a grant, it is not to be returned,” Miriam explained to me.  

Like many other Omani-run SMEs, the primary customers of Mohammed’s catering 

business are government ministries and organizations contracted by the state to provide 

services. In addition to subsidizing the supply of Omani entrepreneurs by providing 

training, advice and start-up capital to citizens working to start their own business, the 

Omani government also subsidizes the demand for the citizen-run SMEs by mandating that 

10% of the value of government contracts and purchases be allocated to local SMEs and 

that private sector businesses, hired for major projects, also allocate 10% of the value of 

their subcontracts to patronizing citizen entrepreneurs (Oman Economic Review 2013). 

Subsidizing both the supply of Omani entrepreneurs and the demand for their services 

effectively creates a situation in which state and private sector sponsors pay to produce 

rent-seeking businesses—businesses which use distributive investments of one sort to seek 

out distributive investments of another. Had it not been for the widespread opportunities for 

training and financial support provided by the Omani state and private sector organizations, 

Mohammed may never have started a catering business. Likewise, if it wasn’t for 

regulations requiring government organizations and the private sector business they 
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contract with to purchase the goods and services of Omani SMEs, citizen entrepreneurs like 

Mohammed might not have a demand for the services they provide. Insofar as Mohammad 

struggles to find customers for his catering business, the lack of demand for his services 

may be taken as a sign, not of movements of a local market, but of the state not ‘doing 

enough’ to force, encourage, or coerce organizations to patronize and help develop citizen 

entrepreneurs like himself.    

Mohammed’s business clearly requires substantial work. Phones need to be 

answered, orders need to be taken, food—prepared by his female Omani cook—needs to be 

loaded onto a truck and delivered to customers’ events, and plates and dishes need to be 

cleaned up afterward. But in an important sense, Mohammed’s success both in obtaining 

financing and training for his business and in securing customers depends not simply on 

being the purveyor of a good or service, but on being an ‘Omani entrepreneur’—

embodying a specific set of dispositions such as ambition, passion and self-discipline—in 

need of development. A certain portion of the work Mohammed puts into his business 

might best be understood as distributive labor related to the cultivation and presentation of 

temporally inflected dispositions that allow him and his business to become the supple 

recipients of distributive development. In the context of Oman’s distributive ‘ecosystem’ 

for the development of citizen entrepreneurs, it is difficult—if not impossible—for an 

Omani entrepreneur operating locally to create a business that is untouched by subsidy-

driven support and the distributive labor required present oneself as a worthwhile recipient 

of development-oriented aid.  

To illustrate how the distributional labor of cultivating and presenting future-

oriented dispositions is connected to distributive rewards, it useful to examine how 

entrepreneurs like Mohammed are evaluated by organizations seeking to provide them with 
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development. For Miriam and other purveyors of support for entrepreneurs, selecting 

suitable candidates is a challenge of evaluating candidates’ potential for (rather than actual) 

success. “You can’t equate a mule to a thoroughbred can you?” Musa, a South Asian 

economist, asked me while explaining this point. “So you try to identify who is the best 

deal, who you are going to bet on. But right now, you have your donkeys, your mules, your 

thoroughbreds all together under one roof and you say, ‘you are going to be the 

entrepreneurs of tomorrow.’ So I am going to give you money tomorrow so that you can 

start your business. You have a windfall coming [and] everybody wants their pound of 

flesh….It will create another, different kind of problem [so] you need to have an equal 

system for managing and developing SMEs.” In this context, evaluating citizen candidates 

for support involves assessing them on the basis of personality and character traits—

dispositions, attitudes, and mindsets that, it is thought, predict whether or not candidates 

will be successful. This challenge is often framed, as Miriam puts it, as a need to 

differentiate between genuine, ambitious, passionate, hard-working citizen entrepreneurs 

with appropriate future-oriented dispositions and “wanna-prenaurs…the so-called 

entrepreneurs [who] just appeared when all of this support showed up.” While many of the 

purveyors of support to citizen entrepreneurs rely on their own judgment to assess which 

candidates had suitable personality traits and dispositions to receive distributive support, 

others—such as Musa—have worked to create psychometric tests to evaluate the ‘skills’ 

and ‘competencies’ of successful citizen entrepreneurs. “Now, you’ll say, how will you 

predict [which entrepreneurs will be successful]?” Musa asked me, “well, the answer is 

that…we interviewed [people who have been successful and we developed] a character 

sketch of a successful Omani entrepreneur…so the closer you are to the benchmark, the 

[greater are your] chances of being successful.”  
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Psychometric and personality-based tests are not exclusively used to evaluate the 

potential of citizen entrepreneurs, but also for selecting the candidates for the privileged, 

Omanized jobs provided by private sector companies. With most foreign workers arriving 

in Oman already in possession of the skills that their job requires, the training and 

development of citizen workers has become a major focus for many private sector 

businesses. Required to provide jobs for specific numbers of citizen candidates, private 

sector employers often approach the challenge of providing jobs to Omani workers as a 

problem of hiring potential (rather than fully formed) employees who could be ‘trained up’ 

to eventually have the skills required to do the job for which they were hired. As Hamed, an 

Omanization manager at a major Omani oil company explained to me, when evaluating 

Omani job candidates, “you cannot test their competencies…because [they have] never 

worked [and] never had any experience. [So,] we have something called ‘assessment 

centers’ where we give them a case study. And we measure something called CAR: 

Capacity, Achievement, and Relationship. So we put them in scenarios [to] see how they 

are thinking,” to measure their personality—thought processes, behavior, and ability to 

work with others. Such personality-based tests form a standard part of the citizen hiring 

processes of many of the private sector Omani businesses.  

In addition to the cultivation and presentation of future-oriented dispositions that 

mark candidates as having potential, the participation and completion of employer-

sponsored training programs may also be best understood as a form distributional labor 

related to cultivating rewardable, future-oriented skills and dispositions. Although the 

opportunity to ‘be developed’ through receiving training is one of the often-cited benefits 

of working in a private sector company in Oman, elaborate training opportunities and 

educational schemes for citizens are ubiquitous in both private and public sector 
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organizations. The myriad of training programs and educational opportunities that 

employers provide citizen workers range from workshops, online training sessions, 

elaborate mentorship programs, life and job coaching, enrollment in courses offered by 

local training centers, funding to attend conferences and training sessions abroad, and 

scholarships to pursue advanced degrees both in and outside of Oman. Such training 

programs are often synonymous with the production of certificates that are presented to 

trainees in ceremonies at the conclusion of their courses. These certificates have a kind of 

currency: during many of my conversations with Omani job seekers and workers, binders 

of certificates would be produced, attesting to the skills, competencies, and knowledge 

which candidates had accumulated through their participation in courses, the costs of which 

were sponsored by the state or private sector employers. Even job activities that might be 

described as ‘entry level’ elsewhere frequently have their own training courses. The 

National Hospitality Institute, an Omani organization offering vocational training to 

employees in the hotel, restaurant, and service industries, for instance, offers certification-

oriented training courses in activities such as answering the phone, working in reception, 

serving food, housekeeping and being a ‘tea boy’ (National Hospitality Institute 2017). 

Like the future-oriented dispositions that inspired citizens to be ‘interested in 

development,’ the participation in such training courses can be understood as a practice of 

distributional labor. As Tariq, an Omani friend, observed, “a lot of people actually feel 

like…’I can just take my shahada, my certificate, and hang it on the wall in my office.’…It 

is like a boarding pass…it is just a passport to get a job [or a promotion].” For many Omani 

workers and employers, the completion of training courses, the building of competencies 

and skills, and the accumulation of certificates entitles citizens to promotions and higher 

salaries which are the anticipated rewards of developing themselves. Ahmed, an Omani 
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career coach, explained that he tells citizen employees, “you need to think big….You need 

to understand [your company’s] organizational chart: what is next?…If this is your goal, 

what do [you] need to do to reach here? What is the [skill] gap?…It is never just the 

employer’s responsibility to advance your career; [your career development] is a joint 

responsibility….You need to knock on [your manager’s] door and say, ‘let’s agree on 

goals. How are you going to evaluate me at the end of the year?’” After citizens agree on a 

development plan with their manager that specifies the required skills, competencies, and 

key performance indicators (or KPIs) needed to obtain before receiving their next 

promotion, Ahmed argues that it is the manager’s responsibility to reward citizens for 

achieving their objectives. If a citizen worker builds their skills and capacities and is told 

“‘we don’t have vacancies’…if there is no feasibility of moving that person to a more 

senior level,” Ahmed explained, that “is just not a good excuse.”  

For Omani workers and citizen entrepreneurs, development is effectively a process 

in which distributional labor (in the form of the cultivation and presentation future-oriented 

anti-rentier dispositions and the completion of training courses) is undertaken in exchange 

for distributive rewards (in the form of financing and customers, promotions and higher 

salaries). In a context in which businesses are expected to hire citizens, provide them 

training, reward the completion of that training with promotions and higher salaries, 

prestige positions and income for many Omanis come to stand as a metric for the success of 

the nation’s development program. “Before al nahda [the Omani renaissance, Oman] was 

closed and isolated,” Mustafa, an Omani colleague, told me, “but after that [Omanis 

became] more educated…and that is why they don’t agree with the blue collar [work].” 

For my Omani friends and colleagues, the failure of citizens to receive promotions, 

higher salaries or greater business support is most often attributed to a break in the 
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distributive circuit, the result either of insufficient distributional labor or insufficient 

distributional reward. Either citizen employees and entrepreneurs have not cultivated the 

right sorts of mindset and future-oriented dispositions to make them genuinely ‘interested 

in development’ or their organizational sponsors have been insufficiently generous in 

investing in the training, promotion, and support of the citizens they have been tasked to 

develop. As Sheikh Khalfan complained to me, often “people go on courses go merely 

because it is a holiday or a way [for] a boss…to please someone who has been a good 

performer but they don’t add value to the organization. And the courses they go to, most of 

them, are hopeless, useless, add zero value because they are cheap. And through this 

cheapness, we can send a mass of people.” In this respect, the success of development 

appears to depend, not on the establishment of market-based institutions capable of 

generating a genuine demand for citizen employees or the services of Omani entrepreneurs, 

but on a sufficiently generous circuit of distributional labor and reward capable of 

sustaining the nation’s march into the future. 

To citizens, organizational sponsors, and the Omani state, development is national 

imperative and a patriotic duty. Transforming Oman into a developed post-oil knowledge 

economy and society populated by ambitious, hard-working, and passionate citizen 

employees and entrepreneurs is a distributive task guided by the generosity of HM Sultan 

Qaboos and the Omani state with the support of the private sector. For citizens, 

development involves cultivating future-oriented mindsets such as ambition, hard work, 

entrepreneurial zeal and an ‘interest in being developed’ as well as participating in regimes 

of training and education which can be rewarded through promotions, higher salaries, and 

career advancement. For private sector businesses and government organizations, 

development involves hiring and investing in citizen workers and entrepreneurs, funding 
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their training and professional growth, and rewarding dispositions and successfully 

completed training courses with raises, promotions and contracts. The distributional labor 

involved in Oman’s development renders problems and social conflicts technical, 

attributing the consequences of subsidy-driven development such as perverted incentives, 

dependence on expatriate labor, and the absence of competitive local markets to a 

projective, rentier past that the state is working outgrow; a past which forms the initial 

condition for more subsidy-driven, state-guided development. 

In some respects, the glamour of Oman’s economic development is the collective 

product of the presentation of potential. For Mohammed and citizens like him, a passionate 

faith in the dream of a post-oil future, a patriotic confidence in the yet-to-arrive success of 

the state’s subsidy-driven development, and a genuine hope that his personal ambition and 

hard work will bring prosperity to both him and his country, is a form of distributional 

labor. It marks Mohammed as a loyal believer in development brimming with potential; a 

committed and subsidizable inhabitant of his country’s future edge. For employers and 

organizational sponsors, the glamour of economic development is an opportunity to 

showcase their own generosity and commitment to moving the nation forward. Faith in the 

potential of citizen workers and entrepreneurs—in spite of the institutional and structural 

constraints they face—helps to ensure that organizations are perceived as doing their part to 

contribute to the nation’s progress while securing their own distributional support. In a 

place in which economic development is less about building markets and more about 

building dreams, the glamour and shared fantasy of potential is itself a kind of 

achievement, it marks the institutional and social success of a field of future-oriented anti-

politics which secures both distributive livelihoods and a unified allegiance to state-guided 

technocratic intervention. 
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Appendix C: 

Making Citizens for a Post-Oil Utopia: Human Capital and 

Economization in Oman’s Rentier State 

This article examines how the ambitions and technical expertise of the economic 

sciences are woven into the allocative governing practices of Oman's rentier state. 

With oil reserves dwindling, the challenge of constructing a diversified economy in 

Oman is framed as a task of building the human capital of Omani citizens. Rather 

than creating market-based socio-technical arrangements, I propose that efforts to 

construct 'an economy' through investments in human capital produce distributive 

effects that mingle the cultivation of 'economic' sensibilities with the generosity of 

ruling elites. Instead of ushering in a post-oil future, I argue that interventions guided 

by human capital have enabled diversification in Oman to be understood as an 

apolitical challenge of collective self-actualization rather than a more sensitive task 

of structural reform.   

Keywords: human capital; economy; diversification; labour; oil development; Arab 

Gulf 

In the Sultanate of Oman, the concept of human capital has played a central role in 

the discourses and socio-technical arrangements involved in creating a national economy. 

Faced with dwindling oil reserves, state officials and local economic experts have largely 

framed the challenge of diversifying Oman's society and economy away from a dependence 

on government spending and imported foreign labour as a problem of building the human 

capital of Omani citizens. Although the concept of human capital has been used in other 
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contexts to introduce flexible, post-Fordist labour arrangements that expand the role of 

markets in practices of employment (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005, Du Gay, Rees, and 

Salaman 1996, Sennett 2006), in this article I argue that human capital is used in Oman to 

create 'economic' discourses and socio-technical arrangements that protect Omani citizens 

and their employers from market forces in ways that reproduce a dependence on continued 

state intervention. While efforts to build the human capital of citizen workers have not been 

successful in creating a diversified economy capable of reducing Oman's dependence on 

oil-fueled state spending, such efforts have reproduced distributive governing arrangements 

that render development both depoliticized and a sign of the benevolence of ruling elites. 

By examining how the efforts of local managerial and economic experts to produce 

disciplined, passionate citizen workers double as practices that reproduce Oman's rentier 

state, this article aims to highlight how economic knowledge can be instituted in ways that 

produce alternative, local political and social effects. 

 While Oman and other states of the Arab Gulf have made monumental investments 

in economic development and diversification, scholarship on the region's oil-producing 

states has largely ignored the processes that have come to be known as economization, 

leading scholars to treat the 'economy' in Gulf states as a preexisting object rather than a 

product of practices and regimes of economic expertise.33 As a result, rentier scholars have 

treated economics as a body of universal knowledge, made up of 'principles true in every 

country' (Mitchell 2002), which stands outside of the regimes of distribution and practices 

of allocative governance of Gulf states. While economies and state development initiatives 

in the Arab Gulf are often described with a degree of cynicism, as a 'dignified way [of] 

																																																								
33 An exception to this is the work of Mitchell (2011) and Kanna (2011). 



	 127	

distributing largess, camouflaged in the language of meritocracy and national objectives' 

(Ayubi 2008:311), the political effects of development are more often linked by scholars to 

a poor or specious implementation of universal principles than to local effects of economic 

knowledge and practice. Such analyses have tended to preclude the possibility, on the one 

hand, that state officials in Oman and elsewhere may be competent and genuinely 

committed to the economic development and diversification of their societies, and on the 

other, that universal economic knowledge and practice may produce unanticipated local 

effects deriving from its interaction with the region's unusual political economy.  

One of the challenges of examining economization in Oman is that the processes 

that render certain discourses and socio-technical arrangements 'economic' are not 

synonymous with those that create markets. Çalişkan and Callon (2009, 2010) use the term 

economization to describe how theories of the economy, institutional and technical 

arrangements, and mechanisms of valuation create the impression that 'the economy' is a 

distinct sphere of human life. In their formulation, economization refers both to the 

processes that allow behaviors, organizations, and institutions to be constituted as 

'economic' and to processes that make markets—a modality of economization that they 

label marketization (2010:2). In Oman, efforts to develop citizens into workers with the 

types of motivation, self-discipline, ambition and technical knowhow thought to be needed 

in a diversified, post-oil economy have largely been unaccompanied by the kinds of social, 

technical, and legal arrangements needed to create a functioning market for citizen labour. 

Instead, investments in building the human capital of Omani workers have often functioned 

as an alternative to market generating reforms that threaten to politicize questions of 

development and to undermine the position of ruling elites—a cadre of prominent officials 
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and business owners allied with (and benefiting from) the ruling family34—as the 

‘generous’ developers of the national community. In this context, economizing investments 

in the human capital of citizens do not create a labour economy in the expected sense; 

rather, such investments produce discourses and socio-technical arrangements that weave 

the ambitions and technical expertise of the economic sciences into the allocative governing 

practices of Oman's rentier state. Discourses and practices structured around human capital 

have played an important role in this process by making it possible for local experts to 

frame Oman's dependence on state spending and foreign labour as a challenge of securing 

investments in people rather than a problem of establishing market-based labour 

arrangements. 

Drawing on 16 months of ethnographic fieldwork in Oman's citizen work 

industry—the industry of managers, consultants, career coaches and human resource 

experts working to create job opportunities for citizens and to develop the human capital of 

Oman's citizen workforce—this article investigates how regimes of economic expertise 

grounded in the concept of human capital are instituted in Oman in ways that reinforce the 

allocative governing arrangements of Oman's rentier state. In a context of dwindling oil 

reserves and utopian aspirations for a diversified future, investments in the cultivation of 

'economic' sensibilities of citizen workers have occurred in ways that accentuate the 

generosity of ruling elites and downplay the necessity for market-based structural reform. I 

begin by describing the challenge of economic diversification in Oman and by exploring 

how that challenge is framed in terms of human capital. Next, I outline features of the 

political economy of labour in Oman to illustrate how oil-funded development and a 

																																																								
34 For a detailed account of the composition and origin of Oman's ruling elite, see Valeri (2013:95-117).  
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context of labour scarcity led to the creation of a labour economy structured around 

continuous state intervention rather than market-based labour arrangements. I then examine 

how local managerial and economic experts use the concept of human capital to frame 

diversification as a task of investing in people and do so in ways that simultaneously draw 

attention away from the structural challenges associated with generating a post-oil labour 

economy and create distributive effects that reproduce a dependence on the state and ruling 

elites. In a context that often treats diversification as a national project of dream fulfillment 

and self-actualization rather than a contentious process of structural reform, I conclude by 

examining what human capital can tell us about the role of economic knowledge and 

practice in the allocative governance of Oman's rentier state.  

Diversification and Human Capital  

With	oil	reserves	dwindling,	investing	in	the	human	capital	of	citizens	is	one	of	

the	key	strategies	the	Omani	state	has	used	to	create	a	diversified	economy	capable	of	

maintaining	the	nation's	prosperity	through	the	end	of	oil.	According	to	figures	

released	by	Oman's	Ministry	of	Oil	and	Natural	Gas,	Oman's	oil	reserves	are	expected	

to	run	out	in	15	years	if	current	production	levels	are	maintained	(Ministry	of	Oil	and	

Gas	2013).	While	the	looming	end	of	oil	is	alarming,	it	isn't	a	new	problem.	As	

anthropologist	Mandana	Limbert	points	out,	projections	of	the	impending	end	of	oil—

usually	on	a	timeline	of	about	20	years—have	been	a	constant	feature	of	Oman's	state-

guided	modernization	(2010:167).	For	many	conscious	of	the	poverty	and	isolation	

that	Oman	faced	before	the	discovery	of	oil	(Barth	1983),	the	nation's	oil	revenues	

appear	to	offer	a	limited	window	of	opportunity	to	create	the	workforce,	
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infrastructure,	and	institutions	needed	to	propel	Oman	into	a	modern	and	prosperous	

post-oil	future.	

	 In	spite	of	extensive	efforts	and	substantial	investments	in	diversification,	

actual	progress	in	effective	diversification	has	been	limited.	In	1996,	the	Omani	state	

issued	the	"Oman	2020"	plan—a	long-term	development	strategy	designed	to	

diversify	Oman's	economy	away	from	a	dependence	on	oil	through	improving	the	

skills	of	the	citizen	workforce	and	expanding	the	private	sector	by	the	year	2020.	

According	to	the	2020	plan,	the	non-oil	portion	of	Oman's	GDP	was	slated	to	increase	

from	62.4%	in	1995	to	81%	in	2020;	in	fact	by	2010,	the	non-oil	portion	of	Oman's	

GDP	had	actually	fallen	to	52.9%	(Mansour	2013:2).	Similarly,	the	2020	plan	

predicted	that	Omani	citizens	would	replace	foreign	workers	in	the	private	sector,	

transforming	the	proportion	of	private	sector	jobs	held	by	Omani	citizens	from	15%	in	

1995	to	75%	in	2020	(International	Business	Publications	2013:159);	as	of	March	

2016,	Omani	citizens	composed	only	11%	of	the	nation's	private	sector	workforce	

(National	Centre	for	Statistics	and	Information	2016).	Not	only	has	progress	towards	

diversification	been	slower	than	the	2020	plan	anticipated,	but	according	to	some	

metrics,	Oman	is	now	more	dependent	on	oil	revenues,	state	spending	and	expatriate	

labour	than	it	was	when	the	plan	was	introduced	in	1996.		

Efforts	to	diversify	Oman's	society	and	economy	away	from	a	dependence	on	

oil	and	state	spending	are	locally	framed	in	part,	as	a	problem	of	developing	the	

human	capital	of	citizens.	As	one	Omani	official	explained,	'the	government	uses	[oil]	

money	to	build	the	country…they	also	try	to	build	humans,	[to]	build	citizens.	Oil	will	

end	soon,	and	what	does	the	government	want	at	that	time?	The	government	wants	
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human	resources.'35	From	the	point	of	view	of	many	in	the	Omani	state	and	private	

sector,	diversification	is	a	challenge	of	transforming	financial	capital	into	human	

capital,	and	in	the	process	creating	a	citizen	workforce	capable	of	reshaping	Oman	

into	an	innovative,	knowledge	economy	no	longer	dependent	on	natural	resources.		

Championed	most	famously	by	the	American	economist	Gary	Becker,	the	

concept	of	human	capital	has	its	origins	in	a	neoliberal	critique	of	classical	political	

economy.	Classical	political	economy	generally	describes	production	in	terms	of	the	

three	factors	of	land,	capital,	and	labour;	in	doing	so,	Becker	(1993)	and	others	

(Schultz	1970,	Mincer	1974)	argue,	classical	political	economy	has	left	the	third	factor	

of	labour	largely	unexplored.	Labour,	they	point	out,	has	generally	been	analysed	as	

an	abstraction,	a	quantitative	measure	of	workers	and	time	rather	than	a	qualitative	

one	of	skills	and	productivity.	Since	not	all	labour	is	equally	productive,	accounting	for	

the	differing	productivity	of	labourers	requires	bringing	labour	itself	into	a	field	of	

economic	analysis.36	Becker	and	others	do	so	by	proposing	that	a	'wage'	is	not	an	

exchange	in	which	a	worker	sells	his	labour	to	a	capitalist	for	a	specified	time,	but	an	

income	from	an	investment	in	a	particular	kind	of	capital:	human	capital	(Becker	

1993,	Foucault	2008,	Lemke	2001).	In	this	sense,	labour	is	reimagined	to	be—not	a	

commodity	sold	to	a	capitalist	for	a	certain	time—but	an	enterprise,	a	form	of	capital	

inexorably	bound	to	bodies	and	minds	of	workers	who	invest	in	themselves	and	

collect	revenues	in	the	form	of	a	wage	(Foucault	2008).			

																																																								
35 Interview, 18 March 2014.  
36 Applying an 'economic' analysis to labour involves a redefinition of 'economic' from an inquiry centred on 
production, consumption and exchange to a broader investigation that examines how scarce resources are 
allocated to competing ends (Foucault 2008:222). 
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As	Foucault	(2008)	and	others	(Rose	1999,	Lemke	2001)		have	pointed	out,	the	

concept	of	human	capital	involved	applying	an	economic	grid	to	aspects	of	human	life	

previously	not	available	for	economic	analysis.	Decisions	about	education,	parenting,	

marriage,	health,	and	social	networks	could	be	re-evaluated	in	economic	terms,	as	

'investments	[that]	are	rational	responses	to	a	calculus	of	costs	and	benefits'	(Becker	

1993:17).	By	applying	a	grid	of	economic	analysis	to	the	formerly	non-economic	

behaviour	and	choices	of	persons,	the	concept	of	human	capital	enabled	economists	to	

present	society	as	a	system	composed	not	of	individuals	or	processes,	but	enterprises	

rationally	behaving	in	ways	that	maximize	returns	on	investments	(Foucault	

2008:225).	As	a	concept	then,	human	capital	enabled	economists	to	free	themselves	

from	the	traditional	boundaries	of	the	economic	sphere	by	reimagining	all	aspects	of	

human	social	life	as	the	profit-seeking	behaviour	of	enterprises	and	thereby	rendering	

nearly	all	human	behaviour	susceptible	to	economic	analysis.		

Human	capital	and	economics'	newfound	ability	to	describe	society	in	terms	of	

networks	of	enterprises	has	had	concrete	consequences	for	both	labour	and	economic	

development.	From	the	point	of	view	labour,	the	concept	of	human	capital	has	helped	

to	usher	in	a	post-Fordist	era	of	flexible	employment	(Boltanski	and	Chiapello	2005,	

Amin	1994,	Beck	1992,	Sennett	2006).	For	firms	and	managers,	human	capital	

established	new	ways	of	thinking	about	employment,	enabling	labour	to	be	

reimagined	as	a	market-centred	contractual	relationship	between	two	enterprises:	a	

business	and	an	employee	who	is	an	'entrepreneur	of	the	self'	(Du	Gay,	Rees,	and	

Salaman	1996).	As	Boltanski	and	Chiapello	(2005)	point	out,	new	management	

discourses	grounded	in	the	premise	of	human	capital	encourage	firms	to	become	



	 133	

'lean'	by	terminating	departments	and	employees	involved	in	operations	outside	an	

organization's	core	business	and	outsourcing	other	activities	to	subcontractors.	For	

workers	that	remain,	new	management	discourses	encourage	businesses	to	

incorporate	regimes	of	audit	and	assessment	that	aim	to	measure,	evaluate	and	

compare	employee	performance,	allowing	workers	to	be	perceived	as	'separate	

individuals,	capable	of	different,	unequal	performances'	(Boltanski	and	Chiapello	

2005:217).	Framing	workers	as	enterprises	also	allowed	organizations	to	structure	

competition	and	market	pressures	into	the	activities	of	firms	through	instituting	

systems	like	performance-based	pay	and	just-in-time	production—which	links	day-to-

day	production	cycles	and	employee	hours	to	the	ups	and	downs	of	the	market	

(2005:247).	The	concept	of	human	capital	has	become	a	feature	of	new	management	

discourses	that	critique	the	supposedly	alienating	qualities	of	old,	bureaucratic	

employment	practices.	Workers	are	encouraged	by	such	new	management	discourses	

to	not	only	imagine	themselves	as	entrepreneurs	accruing	investments	but	also	to	

celebrate	the	freedom,	excitement,	and	risk	that	comes	from	emancipating	themselves	

from	the	alienation	of	stable,	long-term	employment	(Sennett	2006,	Du	Gay	2013,	

Boltanski	and	Chiapello	2005).		As	an	expanding	literature	on	post-Fordism	has	

demonstrated,	in	many	contexts	the	concept	of	human	capital	has	been	used	to	

implement	flexible	labour	arrangements	that	benefit	the	owners	of	the	means	of	

production	at	the	expense	of	their	workers	by	framing	employees	as	independent	

entrepreneurs,	responsible	for	their	choices	and	undeserving	of	many	of	the	benefits	

formerly	provided	by	businesses	and	the	state	(Fleming	and	Sturdy	2009,	Foucault	

2008,	Sennett	2006,	Amin	1994,	Boltanski	and	Chiapello	2005,	Du	Gay	and	Morgan	
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2013).	However,	as	I	argue	below,	in	Oman	the	concept	of	human	capital	has	been	

used	to	construct	social,	technical	and	legal	arrangements	with	alternative	effects,	

protecting	citizens	from	market	pressures	and	reproducing	a	dependence	on	state	

intervention	and	support.	

In	addition	to	its	impact	on	labour	arrangements,	human	capital	discourses	and	

practices	have	also	influenced	approaches	to	economic	development.	Economists	such	

as	Becker	(1993)	and	Schultz	(1961)	propose	that	human	capital	presents	a	solution	

to	the	challenge	of	accounting	for	increases	in	per	capita	economic	growth.	Classical	

political	economy's	variables	of	land,	capital	and	labour—labour	understood	here	as	

quantitative	abstraction	consisting	of	workers	and	time	worked—account	for	per	

capita	economic	growth	by	proposing	that	such	growth	is	necessarily	the	result	of	an	

increase	in	land	or	an	increase	in	the	investment	of	financial	capital,	both	of	which	

should	yield	diminishing	rates	of	return	over	time.	However,	as	neoliberal	economists	

and	others	point	out	(Schumpeter	1983,	Schultz	1961,	Becker	1993),	per	capita	

income	in	much	of	the	developed	world	has	grown	continually	over	the	last	century,	

leading	to	the	question	of	where	this	sustained	growth	is	coming	from,	if	not	from	

increases	in	land	or	investment	of	financial	capital.	Economist	Joseph	Schumpeter	

(1983)	famously	argued	that	this	expansion	in	per	capita	income	was	the	result	of	

technical	progress—or	'innovation'—in	which	new	goods,	production	systems,	

markets,	raw	materials,	and	organizational	structures	expand	per	capita	economic	

growth	(Schumpeter	1983:66,	Foucault	2008:231).	Building	on	Schumpeter's	work,	

economists	propose	that	the	contributions	of	innovation	to	economic	growth	should	

be	understood	not	as	a	by-product	of	spontaneous	discoveries,	but	as	an	income	
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produced	by	investments	in	human	capital	(Becker	1993,	Schultz	1961,	Foucault	

2008:231-232).	Rather	than	approaching	growth	as	a	product	of	investments	in	land	

or	financial	capital,	the	concept	of	human	capital	allows	economic	growth	to	theorized	

in	broader	terms	as	the	product	of	a	range	of	investments	in	the	social,	educational	

and	cultural	capacities	of	human	beings.	As	Foucault	has	pointed	out	in	his	lectures	at	

the	Collège	de	France,	this	shift	of	attention	enabled	economists	to	'rethink	the	

problem	of	the	failure	of	Third	World	economies	to	get	going,	not	in	terms	of	the	

blockage	of	economic	mechanisms,	but	in	terms	of	insufficient	investment	in	human	

capital'	(2008:232).	In	the	context	of	Oman,	the	concept	of	human	capital	has	enabled	

local	experts	to	approach	the	problem	of	creating	a	diversified	economy	as	a	challenge	

of	developing	economic	citizen	workers	rather	than	a	challenge	of	producing	market-

generating	social,	technical	and	legal	arrangements.	

Since	its	inauguration	by	so-called	Chicago	school	economists,	the	concept	of	

human	capital	has	played	an	important	role	in	constructing	an	'economy'	in	much	of	

the	developed	and	developing	world,	often	in	ways	which	privilege	the	interests	of	

capital	over	those	of	labour.	Human	capital	has	allowed	economists	to	view	nearly	all	

human	behaviour	as	a	response	to	market-based	incentives,	expanding	the	scope	of	

economic	analysis	beyond	its	traditional	domains	of	production,	circulation	and	

exchange.	By	doing	so,	on	the	one	hand	human	capital	has	enabled	market-based	

competition	to	be	introduced	into	the	structure	and	management	of	firms,	creating	

flexible	labour	arrangements	that	undermine	the	long-term	rights	of	employees.	On	

the	other	hand,	human	capital	has	allowed	economists	to	approach	the	problem	of	

economic	development	as	a	broader	challenge	of	investing	in	people	rather	than	
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simply	ensuring	the	effective	operation	of	markets.	While	human	capital	has	

functioned	as	a	tool	of	marketization	in	many	contexts,	in	Oman—as	I	argue	below—

human	capital	has	been	used	to	construct	'economic'	social,	technical	and	legal	

arrangements	that	produce	alternative	effects,	enabling	citizens	to	be	reimagined	as	

enterprises	capable	of	absorbing	legitimacy-generating	distributive	investments	and	

framing	the	problem	of	diversification	as	a	challenge	of	producing	effective	workers	

rather	than	effective	markets.	

The Challenge of Citizen Employment and the Political Economy of Oil 

Oman's	national	project	of	diversification	has	been	heavily	shaped	by	the	

country's	political	economy—and	specifically,	by	the	challenge	of	producing	jobs	for	a	

young	and	growing	population	of	citizen	workers.	In	this	section,	I	describe	features	of	

the	political	economy	of	citizen	employment	in	Oman	and	examine	how	the	dual	

dependence	of	private	sector	businesses	and	citizen	workers	on	state	interventions	

impacts	the	role	of	human	capital	in	national	efforts	to	create	a	diversified	economy.	

Oman,	like	other	oil-producing	states	of	the	Arab	Gulf,	faces	a	major	challenge	

producing	jobs	for	its	growing	population	of	citizens.	According	to	reports	produced	

from	Oman's	2010	census,	24.77%	of	Oman's	total	citizen	workforce	is	unemployed.37	

With	a	median	age	of	just	over	25	years	old	(World	Factbook	2016),	local	analysts	

have	suggested	that	Oman	needs	to	create	50,000	jobs	per	year	just	to	keep	pace	with	

the	number	of	new	citizens	entering	the	workforce	(Muscat	Daily	2014).	Scholarship	

on	Oman	and	the	Arab	Gulf	has	described	the	underemployment	of	citizens	as	an	

																																																								
37 This figure represents the citizen unemployment rate, determined by dividing the number of officially 
registered Omani 'job seekers' by Oman's total population of working age citizens (National Centre for 
Statistics and Information 2011:18). 
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"Achilles	heel"	of	the	region's	oil-funded	development,	and	"the	crucial	socio-

economic	challenge	for	[Gulf]	regimes	over	the	coming	decades"	(Hertog	2012:65).		

Beyond	statistics,	creating	jobs	for	Omani	citizens	has	become	a	major	theme	of	public	

debate.	Sultan	Qaboos—Oman's	head	of	state,	an	absolute	monarch—has	organized	

three	national	symposia	on	the	topic	of	producing	jobs	for	Omani	citizens	since	2001	

(Ministry	of	Manpower	n.d.);	articles	on	citizen	employment	have	become	a	near-daily	

feature	of	Oman's	private	and	state-owned	newspapers;	and	public	events	directed	at	

promoting	the	'work	ethics'	and	'soft	skills'	of	citizens	and	at	encouraging	businesses	

to	hire	them	have	become	a	ubiquitous	part	of	Oman's	social	landscape.		

Like	other	oil-producing	states	in	the	Arab	Gulf,	the	discovery	of	oil	in	the	late	

1960s	had	a	transformative	impact	on	Oman.	The	Omani	state—which	had	previously	

played	a	relatively	minor	role	in	the	day-to-day	lives	of	Oman's	population—began	to	

accrue	oil	revenues,	enabling	Sultan	Qaboos	to	construct	an	expansive	state	

bureaucracy	and	to	invest	in	infrastructure	and	development	projects	at	rate	faster	

than	the	existing	population	could	sustain,	creating	a	situation	of	labour	scarcity	

(Looney	1994:18,	Foley	2010:49,	Ministry	of	Manpower	n.d.:19).	Roads	needed	

construction,	buildings	needed	to	be	built,	hospitals	needed	doctors,	schools	needed	

teachers,	banks	needed	financial	experts,	much	of	which	Oman's	comparatively	small	

and	formerly	undereducated	population	was	unable	to	provide.		

	 The	political	economy	of	Oman	and	other	oil-producing	states	of	the	Arab	Gulf	

can	be	understood	in	part	as	a	historically	unique	response	to	the	problem	of	labour	

scarcity.	While	situations	of	labour	scarcity	in	colonial	and	pre-colonial	contexts	

generally	required	the	permanent	introduction	of	populations	of	workers	(Barbier	
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2011),	oil-funded	development	in	the	Arab	Gulf	occurred	at	a	historical	moment	in	

which	it	was	technologically	possible	to	produce	and	maintain	a	temporary	

population	of	foreign	workers	who	could	be	made	to	arrive	or	leave	as	needed.	Oman	

and	other	Arab	Gulf	states	were	able	to	create	temporary	populations	of	workers	in	

part	through	the	establishment	of	kafala,	or	sponsorship,	systems,	in	which	foreign	

workers	are	required	to	have	a	local	sponsor	able	to	serve	as	his	or	her	legal	

guarantor	(Foley	2010:247).	Such	systems	require	not	only	transnational	networks	of	

labour	brokers	capable	of	linking	Gulf	sponsors	with	workers	in	sending	communities,	

but	also	the	existence	of	regimes	of	policing,	new	mechanisms	of	surveillance	and	

documentation	(Crystal	2005),	and	practices	of	exclusion	and	inclusion	which	

produce	both	the	category	of	'citizen'	and	the	novel	temporariness	of	expatriate	

labour	(Dresch	2005,	Longva	2005).	As	of	March	2016,	foreign	workers	on	temporary	

visas	composed	45%	of	Oman's	total	population	and	89%	of	Oman's	private	sector	

workforce	(National	Centre	for	Statistics	and	Information	2016).		

	 	If	labour	scarcity	is	the	problem,	the	solution	that	Oman	and	other	Arab	Gulf	

states	developed	involved	introducing	of	two	types	of	state	intervention	that	have	

become	central	to	the	region's	political	economy.	The	first	of	these	interventions	is	a	

privilege	granted	to	Omani	employers:	businesses	can	hire	workers	from	abroad	and	

pay	them	lower	wages	than	those	that	would	be	competitive	in	the	local	citizen	labour	

market.	While	labour	markets	in	most	other	developed	and	developing	countries	are	

created	in	part	through	immigration	policies	that	protect	domestic	labour	from	

foreign	competition	(Chang	2012,	Ruhs	and	Chang	2004),	in	Oman	and	other	Arab	

Gulf	states,	businesses	can	import	expatriate	workers	and	employ	them	for	wages	that	
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would	be	attractive	in	their	home	countries.	In	other	words,	Omani	employers	are	

granted	a	certain	excessive	freedom	of	contract,	enabling	them	to	hire	foreign	

workers	in	ways	that	circumvent	the	protections—usually	guaranteed	by	the	nation-

state—of	domestic	labour.		

As	a	result	of	these	policies,	Oman	and	other	states	of	the	Arab	Gulf	have	

developed	'dual'	or	'segmented'	labour	markets	in	which	businesses	pay	different	

wage	rates	for	citizen	and	expatriate	employees	(Winckler	2009,	Jones	and	Punshi	

2013).	According	to	local	human	resource	experts,	the	cost	of	hiring	an	Omani	citizen	

can	be	two	to	three	times	that	of	hiring	an	equally	or	more	experienced	foreign	

worker	for	the	same	position,	rendering	citizen	workers	economically	uncompetitive	

in	their	home	labour	market.	The	fact	that	immigration	controls	are	not	used	in	Oman	

in	the	same	way	as	they	are	in	other	capitalist	economies	to	regulate	the	cost	of	labour	

has	privileged	Omani	businesses,	enabling	them	to	employ	some	of	the	cheapest	

labour	on	earth	(Jones	and	Punshi	2013:18).	But	this	privilege	is	accompanied	by	a	

significant	negative	‘externality’:	it	has	produced	a	labour	economy	that	is	functionally	

independent	of	local	labour,	eroding	the	job	prospects	of	citizen	workers	who	are	

unable	to	compete	with	an	unlimited	supply	of	cheap	foreign	workers.		

In	order	to	mitigate	the	effects	of	the	excessive	freedom	granted	to	employers	

to	hire	foreign	labour,	the	Omani	state	engages	in	a	second	type	of	intervention	

designed	to	help	citizen	employees:	guaranteed	employment.	The	state	secures	jobs	

for	Omani	citizens	using	two	primary	mechanisms:	first,	the	direct	employment	of	

citizens	in	the	expanding	government	bureaucracy;	and	second,	the	imposition	of	

industry	specific	Omanization	quotas	which	link	the	number	of	foreign	workers	a	
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business	is	permitted	to	import	with	the	number	of	Omani	citizens	it	employs.38	The	

provision	of	guaranteed	employment	to	nationals	has	led	many	Omanis	to	view	

employment	as	a	birthright.	As	a	result,	citizen	employment	in	Oman	and	other	states	

of	the	Arab	Gulf	can	be	characterized	by	what	Herb	refers	to	as	an	'uncomfortable	dual	

nature'	(2014:18).	On	the	one	hand,	citizen	employment	involves	an	exchange	of	

labour	for	a	salary;	on	the	other,	employment—and	the	generous	remunerations	

associated	with	it—are	an	entitlement,	the	means	through	which	a	particular	class	of	

non-business	owning	Omani	citizens	claims	their	rightful	share	of	the	nation's	oil	

wealth.		

Like	other	oil	producing	states	in	the	Arab	Gulf,	Oman	has	used	employment	in	

the	state	bureaucracy	as	a	means	to	guarantee	jobs	for	Omani	citizens:	according	to	

data	from	Oman's	2010	census,	53.3%	of	employed	Omanis	worked	for	the	

government	(National	Centre	for	Statistics	and	Information	2011:21).	Government	

jobs	are	particularly	attractive	to	citizens	since	they	typically	involve	shorter	working	

hours,	high	salaries,	regular	seniority-based	promotions,	opportunities	for	early	

retirement,	and	other	benefits.	With	the	state	perceived	as	the	primary	guarantor	of	

citizen	employment,	in	some	cases	the	distribution	of	jobs	within	Oman's	state	

bureaucracy	has	been	treated	as	an	end	in	itself,	at	times	leading	to	the	creation	of	

jobs	without	work	for	the	hired	employees	to	do.	Such	job	creation—known	locally	in	

Oman	and	other	Arab	Gulf	states	as	al-batala	al-muqanna'a,	or	'masked	

unemployment'	(Herb	2014:20)	—has	given	government	jobs	in	Oman	the	reputation	

of	being	'easy'	and	often	non-productive.		

																																																								
38 Additionally, jobs for citizens have also been secured by designating certain professions—such as taxi or 
bus drivers, secretaries, and public relations officers—closed to foreign workers. 
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While	more	affluent	Gulf	states	like	Kuwait,	Qatar,	and	the	UAE	can	afford	to	

employ	the	vast	majority	of	their	citizen	populations	within	the	state	bureaucracy,	in	

Oman	and	other	so-called	'middling	rentier'	states,	the	government	does	not	have	the	

resources	to	provide	jobs	to	everyone	(Herb	2014).	As	a	result,	guaranteeing	

employment	for	citizens	also	depends	on	providing	them	jobs	in	private	sector	

businesses.	With	citizens	unable	to	compete	against	cheaper	expatriate	labour,	in	

1994	the	Omani	government	introduced	a	system	of	quotas	requiring	businesses	to	

ensure	that	a	certain	industry-specific	percentage	of	their	employees	were	Omani	

citizens	(Valeri	2013:202).	Known	as	Omanization	quotas,	these	percentages	link	the	

number	of	Omanis	a	business	employs	to	the	number	of	labour	permits—and	hence	

foreign	workers—it	is	permitted	to	receive.	In	addition	to	mandating	Omanization	

quotas	for	businesses,	the	Omani	state	also	plays	an	important	role	linking	businesses	

working	to	fill	Omanization	quotas	with	citizens	looking	for	jobs,	enabling	the	state	to	

effectively	distribute	job	opportunities	to	citizens.	Not	only	does	the	state	maintain	

the	National	Manpower	Registrar—a	centralized	database	of	employed	and	

unemployed	Omanis	that	can	be	used	to	link	citizen	job	seekers	with	employment	

opportunities	(Ministry	of	Manpower	n.d.:17)—but,	as	of	January	2016,	Omani	

citizens	could	apply	for	jobs	using	a	cell	phone	app.	After	submitting	a	CV	and	a	

standardized	form	at	a	Ministry	of	Manpower	branch	office,	citizens	can	receive	

notifications	of	job	opportunities	compatible	with	their	qualifications,	arrange	

interviews	with	prospective	employers	and	sign	employment	contracts	if	offered	a	

position	all	through	an	app	on	their	smartphones.39	Such	practices	create	a	situation	

																																																								
39 Follow up interview, 29 June 2016. 
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in	which	the	state—rather	than	citizens	themselves—takes	on	the	responsibility	of	

ensuring	that	citizens	are	provided	with	employment	opportunities.		

In	addition	to	simply	ensuring	that	Omani	citizens	have	opportunities	to	work,	

guaranteeing	employment	for	nationals	in	the	private	sector	has	also	involved	

providing	citizens	with	an	expansive	set	of	labour	rights.	In	Oman,	citizen	employees	

are	legally	protected	from	'arbitrary	dismissal'	and	may	take	their	employer	to	court	

to	demand	compensation	or	reinstatement	if	they	are	terminated	for	reasons	not	

explicitly	listed	in	the	Labour	Law—which	include	forgery,	extended	absenteeism	

without	reasonable	cause,	or	intoxication	at	work.40	Businesses	who	fire	an	Omani	

employee	for	reasons	not	specified	in	law	(or	without	adequate	documentation)	risk	

not	only	a	protracted	legal	battle	but	also	the	possibility	that	they	may	need	to	pay	the	

dismissed	employee	with	compensation	worth	up	to	a	year	or	more	of	his	or	her	

annual	salary.41	Additionally,	generous	wages	for	citizen	workers	in	the	government—

as	well	as	a	high	state-mandated	minimum	wage	for	Omani	workers	of	325	RO	

(roughly	$845)	per	month	(Vaidya	2013)—have	effectively	ensured	that	Omani	

citizens	receive	substantially	higher	wages	than	their	expatriate	colleagues.	

Employment	quotas	and	the	need	to	provide	expansive	labour	rights	to	citizen	

employees	have	led	many	involved	in	Oman's	private	sector	to	consider	such	

requirements	to	be	a	'tax	on	business.'	Such	quotas	make	it	possible	for	private	sector	

businesses	to	assist	the	Omani	state	in	providing	guaranteed	employment	to	citizens.		

																																																								
40 The Omani Labour Law is written so as to extend the protection from 'arbitrary dismissal' to all employees; 
however, the use of local sponsors and temporary work permits to manage foreign workers—as well as a 
loophole that allows expatriates to be dismissed if replaced by an Omani citizen—effectively enables the 
Labour Law's protections to be extended to citizens in ways that it is not extended to expatriates (Interview, 5 
April 2014). 
41 Interview, 5 April 2014. 
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The	social,	technical	and	legal	arrangements	that	make	up	Oman's	labour	

economy	are	produced	in	part	by	state	interventions	aimed	at	solving	the	problem	of	

labour	scarcity.	Rather	than	creating	a	market	that	links	a	demand	for	labour	with	a	

supply	of	citizen	workers,	the	Omani	state	has	instituted	arrangements	that	provide	

an	alternative	to	a	local	labour	market.	Instead	of	meeting	businesses'	demand	for	

labour	with	citizen	workers,	the	Omani	state	intervenes,	providing	businesses	with	a	

nearly	unlimited	supply	of	exploitable,	temporary	foreign	workers	able	to	work	for	

longer	hours	and	lower	wages	then	citizens	themselves.	The	Omani	state	then	fulfils	

the	demand	of	local	businesses	for	labour	through	continuous	intervention,	granting	

employment	visas	and	work	permits	on	a	case-by-case	basis	through	the	Ministry	of	

Manpower.	Such	an	arrangement	not	only	provides	businesses	with	access	to	a	labour	

supply	that	is	cheaper	and	more	flexible	than	a	local	market	could	provide,	it	does	so	

in	ways	that	render	businesses	continually	dependent	on	the	state.	On	the	other	hand,	

the	Omani	state	manages	the	supply	of	citizen	workers,	not	by	creating	a	market	in	

which	their	citizen	labour-power	can	be	ascribed	value	and	sold,	but	by	providing	

citizens	with	substitute	employment	arrangements	that	function	simultaneously	as	

opportunities	for	productive	work	and	entitlements	through	which	citizens	claim	

their	rightful	share	of	the	nation's	oil	wealth.	These	substitute	employment	

arrangements	are	provided	by	the	state,	both	directly	through	employment	in	the	

government	bureaucracy	and	indirectly	through	the	enforcement	of	Omanization	

quotas	and	employment	practices	that	enable	the	state	to	create	and	distribute	jobs	to	

citizens.	In	this	context,	continuous	state	intervention	functions	as	a	substitute	for	

market-based	arrangements,	providing	businesses	with	cheaper	labour	and	citizens	
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with	higher	paying	jobs	than	markets	could	do	alone—in	the	process	securing	the	

social	and	political	dependence	of	businesses	and	citizens	on	the	state	and	ruling	

elites.	

Diversification and the Citizen Work Industry 

For many in Oman diversification represents something more than simply a 

necessary response to the impending end of oil. Oman's reliance on expatriate labour and 

the provision of privileged employment to nationals has consistently been accompanied by 

the expectation that such arrangements are temporary—short-term solutions to the problem 

of a numerically small, untrained and underdeveloped citizen workforce. In some important 

ways, the existence of an expatriate workforce and of privileged employment opportunities 

for citizens are understood as a crutch, a necessary but temporary means for the state to 

build infrastructure and grow an economy while waiting for Oman's citizen workforce to 

develop the skills and dispositions necessary to effectively and productively manage their 

newly modernized nation. In this context, the presence of foreign workers and of systems to 

guarantee employment to citizens are perceived by many Omanis to function not only as a 

means of securing short-term prosperity for businesses and citizens but also as an 

investment in the future of the country—an investment which is expected to someday pay 

off with the creation of a skilled and productive national workforce. Here, diversification 

represents not only a reaction to a coming crisis, but also the awaited culmination of a 

national utopian project: the point at which—as one long-term expatriate put it—Omani 

"society [will] be prepared to go and do things themselves."42 In this section, I examine 

																																																								
42 Interview, 18 January 2014. 
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how the concept of human capital and its use by local managerial and economic experts has 

shaped Oman's diversification project. First, I argue that human capital has enabled local 

experts to frame diversification as a challenge of investing in people rather than 

establishing market-based social, technical or legal arrangements. Second, I contend that 

economizing investments in human capital have created distributive effects that reproduce a 

dependence on the state and ruling elites. 

For many involved in Oman's citizen work industry, the problem of developing the 

human capital of citizens and diversification is understood in terms of a binary opposition 

between government and private sector work, each of which is understood to embody a 

different 'work culture.' Government work was often described to me by my Omani 

interlocutors as easy, stable, less time-consuming employment that is boring, unfulfilling 

and affords little opportunity for self-development. Private sector employment, on the other 

hand, has developed a reputation for being challenging, less stable, more time-consuming 

work that is exciting, personally fulfilling, and offers more opportunities for self-

development. Differences between government and private sector employment are further 

exaggerated by the fact that the two sectors are regulated according to separate legal codes 

and contain different compositions of citizen and expatriate workers. With Omani citizens 

comprising 84.5% of the government workforce (National Centre for Statistics and 

Information 2014) and—as mentioned above—11% of the private sector workforce 

(National Centre for Statistics and Information 2016), positions in the state and private 

sector frequently involve very different work environments. For many Omanis, a 

government job means working in a socially homogeneous, Arabic-speaking workplace 

surrounded by citizen-colleagues, while employment in the private sector means working 
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environments which are diverse, multicultural and English-speaking, often alongside 

expatriates. While the practical differences between government and private sector work 

are less clear-cut than these archetypes suggest—a point to which we will return in a 

moment—, the popular opposition between government and private sector employment 

plays a central role in the way that the problem of developing Omani human capital is 

locally framed. For the managers and human resource experts I spoke with, developing 

Omani human capital is conceived of as a challenge of encouraging Omani citizens to take 

up jobs in the private sector and to cultivate the passion, ambition and entrepreneurial drive 

characteristic of private sector 'work culture'. For such reformers, the concept of human 

capital enables citizens to be reimagined as enterprises capable of absorbing investments 

from state and private sector benefactors.  

The perceived differences between government and private sector work have 

allowed experts in Oman's citizen work industry to frame the challenge of diversification as 

a problem of reforming the 'mindset' of citizens themselves rather than the social, legal and 

political arrangements that make up Oman's labour economy. For many of the managers 

and human resource experts I spoke with, Oman's dependence on oil, state spending and 

expatriate labour appears to be the result, in part, of the apathetic attitudes, feelings of 

entitlement and absence of ambition associated with government work and with state 

employees who would prefer to collect a stable salary at the end of the month than to 

develop themselves and achieve their potential. Creating effective diversification in this 

context appears to many in the citizen work industry to be a challenge of inspiration on a 

national scale, a challenge which conflates an individual's decision to embrace ambition, 

seek out opportunities to 'be developed' and actualize themselves with the economic 
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survival of their country. 'Oman [is] like a BMW [with] everything but [an] electric fuse,' as 

one Omani business owner explained it, 'we have the funds, we have the opportunities [so] 

what is the problem?…It is only the mindset of people.'43  By taking an interest in 

developing themselves, Omanis are told by experts in the citizen work industry that they 

are making a patriotic contribution to the diversification of their nation by choosing to be 

productive rather than 'using [up] the resources of the country.'44 Human capital allows 

diversification to be framed as a challenge of inspiring and investing in Omani citizen 

workers rather than a politically sensitive task of reforming Oman's labour economy in 

ways that reduce the privileges granted to private sector businesses and citizens. 

By focusing on transforming 'mindsets' and inspiring citizens, experts in Oman's 

citizen work industry often describe the challenge of citizen employment in ways that 

exaggerate the differences between government and private sector work—concealing, in 

the process, the dependence of Oman's labour economy on continuous state intervention. 

Although there are clear disparities between jobs in the government and the private sector, 

it is misleading to imagine that government work is merely an entitlement that doesn't 

entail responsibility or disciplined work or that employment in the private sector is always 

challenging and productive. Many of the government employees I interviewed—while 

often critical of the slow pace and layers of bureaucracy present in their workplaces—were 

deeply invested in the work that they did and shared a nationalistic commitment to bettering 

their country through their service. Conversely, private sector businesses often go to great 

lengths to ensure that their citizen employees are comfortable, receive generous salaries and 

other benefits, and are provided with state-mandated protections from 'arbitrary dismissal.' 

																																																								
43 Interview, 28 June 2014. 
44 Interview, 22 May 2014.  
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Additionally, although overemployment is almost certainly more prevalent in the 

government than the private sector, it is not uncommon for private sector businesses to fill 

Omanization quotas by hiring Omanis without having work for them to do. In some 

important respects, the differences between government and private sector employment are 

differences of degree rather than kind. In this context, the fundamental privilege granted to 

Omani citizens is not the opportunity get a government job or to have an income without 

doing any work; it is the privilege of participating in a protected labour economy in which 

jobs are produced by state regulation rather than market-based demand. 

In addition to framing Oman's citizen employment challenge as a problem of 

changing mindsets and investing in citizens rather than reforming Oman's labour economy, 

discourses and practices of human capital have enabled investments in Oman's citizen 

workforce to have legitimacy-generating distributive effects. For managerial and human 

resource experts, creating a diversified national economy capable of withstanding the end 

of oil involves, first of all, investing in the education and training of citizen workers. 

Private sector companies in Oman regularly point out that citizen employees often lack the 

skills and qualifications necessary to be competitive in the private sector. Businesses are 

quick to attribute this lack of competitiveness to a 'mismatch' between the needs of the 

private sector and skills of citizen graduates produced by the nation's education system—

which, many argue, produces graduates more qualified to work in the government than in 

the private sector. One Omani manager in a local oil services company illustrated this 

problem by describing a job search his company had conducted for nine entry-level 

positions for which 'no experience' was required. After receiving over 100 citizen 

applicants from the Ministry of Manpower, they determined that not a single Omani 
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candidate was qualified for an entry-level position—in large part because applicants failed 

to pass an English assessment exam.45 Faced with a shortage of qualified citizen workers, 

many businesses in the private sector respond to state mandated employment quotas by 

establishing in-house training programs and scholarships for education abroad designed to 

train citizen employees up to the requirements of the positions they were hired to eventually 

fill. Such training opportunities have given Oman's private sector a reputation for being a 

'school' where citizens can develop themselves through receiving investments in their 

human capital. "Don't think of your job as a job," as one Omani career coach explained it, 

"it is a training course to improve your skills[,] to show people you are successful…and to 

day-by-day add value to your brand." Although investments in training citizen workers are 

often made with the hope that Omani trainees will become long-term employees, in practice 

many private sector businesses face substantial challenges retaining citizen workers after 

they have received training. While companies can at times secure reimbursement for 

training expenses, in many cases investments in the human capital of citizen employees fail 

to produce the anticipated returns for private sector employers. In addition to simply paying 

higher wages for citizen workers than their expatriate colleagues, developing the human 

capital of Omani employees is in many cases an unrecoverable expense, described to the 

author by some local human resource experts as an organization's contribution towards 

developing the nation rather than a business investment expected to produce profits in the 

short- or long-term.46 Such investments then do not merely create citizen workers capable 

of participating in Oman's anticipated post-oil economy, they also produce distributive 

arrangements in which businesses paternalistically sponsor the 'development' of their 

																																																								
45 Interview, 1 April 2014. 
46 Interview, 22 May 2014. 
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employees.  

Beyond helping citizen employees to gain skills and qualifications, building Omani 

human capital has also involved an attention to the experiential qualities of work through 

efforts to shape the dispositions of citizen workers and the characteristics of workplaces 

they operate in. These efforts draw heavily from a genre of human capital inspired 

management texts that Boltanski and Chiapello (2005) and Du Gay (2013) refer to as 'neo-

management discourse.' Such texts—including work by often locally quoted management 

gurus like John C Maxwell, Brian Tracy, David Ulrich, W. Chan Kim and John Kotter—

seek to eliminate the supposedly alienating qualities of work through reducing 

organizational hierarchy, reframing workplaces as project-based networks guided by 

visionary leaders, and reimaging employees as independent entrepreneurs pursuing their 

passions and accruing capital. For local managers and human resource experts, building 

Omani human capital involves not only developing citizens' knowledge and technical 

proficiency but also improving the citizen workforce through instruction in 'soft skills'—

attitudes and dispositions designed to produce appropriate affective experiences of 

engaged, productive work. Drawing on neo-management texts and the perceived disparities 

between state and private sector 'work culture' described above, experts in Oman's citizen 

work industry encourage citizen employees to be critical of dull, alienating employment 

practices and to embrace the passionate, entrepreneurial and pleasurable experiences of 

work associated with the private sector. Such experts aim to inspire Omanis to think of 

their careers not as a stable job that produces a salary but as an ever-unfolding process of 

dream fulfillment, a lifelong 'journey ... that gives you a sense of achievement and self-
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actualization.'47 Citizens are encouraged to cultivate their ambitions, to develop themselves 

by seeking out opportunities to 'be developed' by employers, to embrace competitiveness 

and risk-taking, and to nurture a passionate relationship to work that erodes the boundary 

between leisure and labour.  

At the same time as producing a fulfilling work experience for Omanis involves 

teaching citizen workers 'soft skills', it also involves designing workplaces and work 

processes around ensuring that citizen employees are motivated, engaged and having fun. 

Private sector Omani businesses are encouraged to, as one regional human resource expert 

put it at a conference themed around attracting citizen employees, 'think of the people you 

are hiring, from a marketing perspective, as customers' and to market your organization, 

and the experience of work you offer, to citizen employees (Al-Attar 2014). To this end, a 

number of high-profile Omani companies—particularly in sectors with high Omanization 

requirements like telecommunications and banking—have established 'people experience 

departments' devoted to making sure citizen workers have fulfilling work experiences. In 

addition to providing citizen workers with often-generous benefit packages, private sector 

businesses I spoke with used motivational practices such as office competitions, employee 

recognition programs, games, prize giveaways, gifts, and regular celebrations to make sure 

that citizen workers are enthusiastic and performing. One organization instituted 'open-door 

days' for the CEO and other executives in which employees could share their concerns, 

training schemes that develop employees beyond the immediate needs of the organization 

and internal secondment programs designed to allow employees who find their work boring 

to move temporarily to other parts of the organization. Such efforts to produce comfortable 

																																																								
47 Interview, 19 February 2014. 
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and satisfying work experiences for citizens enabled private sector businesses to function in 

part as benefactors, patrons responsible for providing citizen employees with not only 

salaries but also opportunities for personal fulfillment and self-actualization through 

investments in their human capital. 

The concept of human capital has enabled experts in the economic sciences to apply 

a grid of economic analysis and intervention to aspects of human life outside of the 

traditional market-focused domain of the economic sphere. In post-Fordist contexts, 

reimagining labour in terms of investments and dividends in human capital has often 

involved marketization—areas of human life like education, health care, employment 

practices and the structure of firms that had not previously been conceived of in terms of 

markets were reorganized to include new market-based arrangements. In Oman's labour 

market, however, the concept of human capital has allowed citizens to receive distributive, 

unrecoupable investments in the cultivation of economic sensibilities—investments that 

appear to offer an alternative to politically sensitive market-based reforms. Instead of 

making markets that render employees responsible for their own welfare, in Oman 

discourses and practices of human capital have been applied selectively in ways that allow 

citizens to be viewed and view themselves as enterprises waiting to be developed and 

capable of absorbing investments from a variety of generous benefactors. In a context of 

state-guaranteed employment in which citizens are protected from 'arbitrary dismissal', 

human capital has not led to a flexibilization of employment that places workers in 

situations of increased precarity, rather it has encouraged citizens to understand and 

experience their work as an opportunity for education, fulfillment and personal growth 

secured by the investments of others. While economization through investment in the 
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human capital of citizen workers has not produced a labour economy capable of guiding 

Oman into a diversified, post-oil future, it has created distributive effects, transforming 

organizations into benevolent purveyors of development and reinforcing practices of 

allocative governance.  

The Dreamtime of Human Capital 

Anthropologist Mandana Limbert (2010) characterizes Oman's oil-rich present as a 

'dreamtime,' a liminal period of prosperity between the nation's pre-oil poverty and 

uncertain post-oil future. Building on Buck-Morrss' (2000) use of Benjaminian dreams to 

describe a collective faith in a utopian project, Limbert's concept of dreamtime highlights 

both the liminal temporality of Oman's oil-funded present and the reliance of such a present 

on utopian aspirations for a post-oil future. Dreams of diversification not only animate 

hopes for Oman's future but also are central to the political economy of the present. The 

proliferation of discourses and practices of human capital by experts in Oman's citizen 

work industry is significant, not simply because it has not been effective thus far in 

reducing Oman's dependence on oil, state spending and foreign labour, but also because it 

has enabled regimes of economic expertise to play a crucial role in creating and 

maintaining a utopian fantasy of diversification, a distributive dreamtime that enables 

aspirations of a post-oil future to reproduce the political economy of the present. By doing 

so, it illustrates how forms of economic expertise grounded in the concept of human capital 

are mobilized to create a labour economy in ways that reinforce the distributive functions of 

Oman's rentier state. 

Oman's reliance on state spending and foreign labour is the result not of a shortage 
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of something called human capital, but of the absence of a competitive market for citizen 

labour. Citizen workers are uncompetitive in Oman's labour economy because private 

sector businesses can import cheap foreign labour from abroad, not because citizens haven't 

been sufficiently invested in or 'developed.' While Oman's oil revenues did allow the state 

to pursue infrastructure and development projects at a rate faster than the citizen workforce 

could sustain, granting businesses the ability to import cheap foreign labour effectively 

undermined the demand for citizen workers. As a result, Oman's labour economy 

developed social, technical and legal arrangements structured around continued state 

intervention rather than markets; private sector businesses came to rely on the state for 

labour visas, and Omani citizens came to rely on the state for guaranteed employment. 

While building local human capital may expand the skills and productivity of Omani 

employees, no amount of investment in human capital can make businesses prefer more 

expensive citizen workers to cheaper expatriates.  

The pursuit of diversification through distributive investments in building the 

human capital of Omani citizens might best be understood as an alternative to market-based 

economization. Political scientist Steffen Hertog (2012) emphasizes this point when he 

observes that in Oman and other Arab Gulf states, efforts to produce jobs for citizens have 

primarily occurred 'by fiat'—that is, through state-mandated quotas and regulations—rather 

than through market-based structural reforms that could reduce the wage gap between 

citizens and expatriates. Hertog (2012) and others  (Herb 2014, Feess 2012, Al Hasan 2012) 

have argued that the long-term demand for citizen workers needed for genuine economic 

diversification can only be induced by market mechanisms, not by state decree. While 

Oman has employed some market-based strategies to make citizen workers more 
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desirable—including increasing the cost of foreign workers through charging businesses a 

7% fee on their salaries (Hertog 2012:98-99)—such strategies form a comparatively small 

part of the Omani state's efforts to produce jobs for citizens. Market-based structural 

reforms are politically unpopular and run the risk of inciting protest from both business 

owners and citizens. For the private sector, requiring businesses to pay more for foreign 

workers increases labour costs while undermining the privilege of businesses to import 

cheap labour from abroad, thereby reducing profits. For citizen workers, creating a demand 

for Omani employees through markets rather than state decrees erodes the privileges of 

guaranteed employment, leading to fears of both reduced employment opportunities and 

diminished job security.   

In this context, diversification through investment in Omani human capital provides 

a locally compelling alternative to market-based structural reform. For experts in Oman's 

citizen work industry, the notion of human capital makes it possible to understand 

diversification and citizen employment as challenges arising from a shortage of investments 

in citizens rather than from the absence of market arrangements. While the cost of training, 

developing and investing in Omani workers may be high, doing so is almost certainly less 

expensive for private sector companies than the alternative—paying foreign employees a 

locally competitive salary. In this context, the concept of human capital provides Oman's 

citizen work industry with a justification, grounded in economic expertise, for efforts to 

create citizen employment opportunities by fiat and distributive investment rather than by 

structural reform. 

In Oman's labour economy, economic and managerial expertise guided by the 

concept of human capital have played a central role in shaping the nation's aspirations for a 
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diversified, post-oil future. In this dreamtime of oil, investments in the training and 

development of Oman's citizen workforce have distributive effects that depoliticize 

development and enable social, technological and material progress to be taken a sign of 

the benevolence of the state and ruling elites. While such investments enable businesses to 

function as patrons of citizen employees, securing their material and psychological welfare 

while aiding them in projects of self-actualization, distributive investments in human 

capital have not transformed the social, technical or legal arrangements of Oman's labour 

economy in ways that reduce the dependence of businesses or citizens on continuous state 

intervention. Instead, such investments have provided an alternative, grounded in the 

discourse and practices of the economic sciences, to market-based economization. In this 

context, the allocative governance of Oman's rentier state might be more accurately 

imagined, not as a feature of an oil-dependent past about to be outgrown, but as a 

characteristic of a modernization project guided by a future-oriented sensibility—a 

sensibility produced in part through the engagement with and application of economic 

expertise. Human capital in Oman's citizen work industry provides a useful example of how 

economic knowledges and practices can be instituted in ways that produce unexpected 

effects, inflected by local relations of culture and power. 
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