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ABSTRACT 

 

In the current war in Yemen, there has been much scholarship on the roles and motivations 

of the main parties to the war, including Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), 

the Yemeni government, the Houthi movement, and southern Yemeni factions. Relatively 

little academic writing on Oman’s foreign policy has been published vis-à-vis Yemen. 

Additionally, accounts of Oman’s policies often highlight its perceived uniqueness, which 

has led to the common framing of Oman as a “regional exception.” This thesis examines 

the drivers of Oman’s foreign policy in Yemen based on interviews with Omani and 

Yemeni foreign policy practitioners based in Muscat, Oman. It argues that far from being 

an exception, Oman is using its leverage and has made itself useful to its more 

conventionally powerful neighbors.  

 

The main argument in this thesis is that Oman’s foreign policy toward Yemen is driven by 

fear, but also a search for opportunity. The fears driving Omani policy center around fear of 

material threats, namely spillover of war and fighting, as well as ideational threats, which 

include fears of competing ideologies. While Omani officials are worried that instability in 
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Yemen can lead to spillover of tension, war, and rival ideas, they also see Yemen as an area 

in which they can project influence and assert independence from other regional actors, 

most importantly Saudi Arabia and the UAE. In Yemen, and in the region more broadly, 

Oman is asserting this independence primarily through its efforts to facilitate negotiations. 

Finally, this thesis examines the future of Oman and Yemen’s relationship following the 

death of Sultan Qaboos in January 2020. With a new Sultan leading the country, it argues 

that Oman has the opportunity to play a constructive role in state-building and institution-

building in Yemen. However, the Sultan must also contend with pressing domestic issues, 

namely persisting economic issues of growth and diversification.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

In late March 2015, a coalition of countries from the Middle East and Africa led by Saudi 

Arabia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) intervened militarily on behalf of the 

internationally recognized Yemeni government of Abd Rabbu Mansour Hadi to assist in 

defeating the Houthi movement in the north. The Houthis, also known as the Ansar Allah, 

had taken over the capital, Sana’a, in September 2014, and President Hadi escaped house 

arrest and fled to the southern city of Aden in March 2015. The Omani government decided 

that it would not join the Saudi-led coalition, despite the fact that President Hadi invited 

Sultan Qaboos Bin Said Al Said (r. 1970-2020) to participate, referring to Sultan Qaboos as 

his dear brother.1 In an interview a few weeks later, Oman’s Minister of State for Foreign 

Affairs Yusuf bin Alawi stated that “Oman is not part of that campaign for simple reasons 

— Oman is a nation of peace.”2  

 

Since the entry of the Saudi-led coalition on the Yemeni stage, Oman has primarily acted 

as a facilitator for negotiations between the warring sides. Although the actions and 

intentions of the main parties in the Saudi-led coalition have received plenty of attention, 

relatively little academic writing on Oman’s foreign policy has been published vis-à-vis 

Yemen. While it is common to study the strategic interests of countries that have a direct 

military role in various conflicts, we can further our understanding of foreign policy in 

                                                   
1 National Staff, “GCC Statement: Gulf Countries Response to Letter From Yemen President,” The National, March 
26, 2015. Available at: https://www.thenational.ae/uae/gcc-statement-gulf-countries-response-to-letter-from-yemen-
president-1.4831.  
2 Noah Browning, “Yemen Combatants Not Ready for Talks, Says Neighbor Oman,” Reuters, April 5, 2015. 
Available at: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-yemen-security-oman/yemen-combatants-not-ready-for-talks-says-
neighbor-oman-idUSKBN0MT22Q20150402.  
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conflict scenarios by unpacking the complicated roles and motivations of those actors that 

do not take an active military role, such as Oman. These actors still have the potential to 

shape the development of the conflict and post-conflict outcomes.  

 

In the last few years, academics and think tank analysts have begun focusing more on 

Oman’s role in the region, especially due to Sultan Qaboos’s deteriorating health. The 

Sultan died on January 10, 2020, as the region’s longest-serving ruler. Though his 

successor, Sultan Haitham bin Said Al Said, was named the following day, some fears 

remain among state officials and observers. Domestically, these concerns center around the 

economy. High levels of unemployment, especially among youth, and a lack of popular 

political participation led to serious demonstrations in 2011 and later years. Regionally, the 

war in Yemen, particularly Saudi Arabia’s involvement in al-Mahra governorate bordering 

Oman, as well as tensions with the United Arab Emirates (UAE) constitute worrying 

trends.  

 

When discussed, Oman is often framed as a “regional exception,” or the only country in a 

conflict-ridden region where peace prevails under a benevolent ruler. In the words of 

Vanity Fair writer Tom Freston, “Sultan Qaboos bin Said al Said is Oman’s absolute ruler, 

and the rare potentate who gives absolute rule a good name.”3 This framing of Oman as a 

“regional exception” emphasizes the perceived uniqueness of the Sultanate’s policies rather 

than examining the conditions and historical context that led to the creation of these 

                                                   
3 Tom Freston, “A Visitor’s Guide To Oman, The Middle East’s Most Welcoming Absolute Monarchy,” Vanity 
Fair, May 5, 2014. Available at: https://www.vanityfair.com/news/politics/2014/05/extremism-free-middle-east-
oman.   
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policies. In contrast, this thesis draws on established theories in the fields of international 

relations and political science and applies them in a new way to examine what drives 

Oman’s foreign policy choices toward its neighbor, Yemen. 

 

The Omani government has also been eager to frame itself, both in its engagement with 

Yemen and on the regional stage, as a neutral actor focusing on facilitating negotiations 

and working for peace. Oman’s foreign policies do suggest that the country is not afraid to 

make what could be considered controversial choices; for example, it refused to sever 

diplomatic ties with Egypt following Anwar Sadat’s visit to Israel in 1977 or with Iraq after 

Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990. Furthermore, Oman’s government has 

repeatedly rejected offers of closer Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) collaboration, such as 

the proposal to create a common currency or a GCC army. Oman has also maintained 

diplomatic and economic ties with Iran and unofficially with Israel, and more recently has 

stood against its GCC allies after their boycott of Qatar in 2017.  

 

In the current war in Yemen, Oman has continued to make different choices from its 

powerful Gulf neighbors. Whereas Saudi Arabia and the UAE have led the highly 

controversial military intervention, Oman has refused to participate in any military activity. 

In contrast, Saudi Arabia’s position leading the intervention and its close ties with Western 

countries, as well as its reliance on American weapons and British military collaboration, 

has led to close scrutiny over its actions. However, this does not mean that Oman has no 

interest in the Yemeni security situation, particularly given the shared border between the 

two countries and the role of Yemeni actors during the Dhofar Revolution (1962-1976). 
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How, then, does a neighbor like Oman promote its interests without resorting to direct 

military intervention? And more specifically, what can Oman do to maintain its historical 

interests and influence in areas like the al-Mahra governorate, where increased Saudi 

military presence threatens these interests? These questions are even more pressing given 

that, despite its international reputation as a regional peacemaker, Oman has the second-

highest military spending in the region after Saudi Arabia, and as of 2018 it is among the 

world’s top 40 countries in terms of military expenditure. This spending represents 8.2% of 

the country’s GDP, whereas Saudi Arabia’s spending represents 8.8%.4  

 

How can we understand Oman’s participation in the hyper-militarization of regional 

politics with its simultaneous focus on diplomacy? Possible explanations for this high 

spending, especially considering that Oman is not involved in any foreign wars or 

peacekeeping missions, include the desire to protect the country from regional instability; 

to project the image of a strong and stable state both inside and outside its borders; and to 

head off potential domestic threats. Regardless of the fact that the country’s military 

capabilities have not been used to advance Oman’s regional foreign policy, these military 

expenditures suggest that the Sultan’s government considers security very important. They 

also suggest that rather than being a regional “exception,” Oman is leveraging this 

discourse to further its own agenda and interests.  

 

                                                   
4 Nan Tian et al., “Fact Sheet: Trends in World Military Expenditure, 2018” SIPRI, April 2019.  
https://www.sipri.org/publications/2019/sipri-fact-sheets/trends-world-military-expenditure-2018.   
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This thesis analyzes how Oman’s foreign policy choices in Yemen stem from its specific 

domestic and geopolitical regional context. I employ a neoclassical realist framework to 

examine the interactions of internal and external influences as they pertain to Oman’s 

foreign policy decisions and actions in Yemen. This framework will also rely on the 

theories of omnibalancing, managed multi-dependence, and swing state theory. Similar 

approaches have been applied to Oman such as that of Silvia Colombo, who used the 

omnibalancing and swing states frameworks to examine Oman and Saudi Arabia’s foreign 

policy activism.5 This thesis builds on her framework and findings. Non-academic 

publications, mainly think tanks, have also employed similar approaches, but there have 

been few extensive academic papers.6  

 

Drawing on this framework, I argue that the interaction between threat perceptions on both 

domestic and regional scales drive the regime’s foreign policy decisions and choices in 

alliance creations. The overall goal of these decisions is to balance ideational and material 

threats for the purpose of maintaining the power of the elite. These choices stem primarily 

from concerns about maintaining their position and securing regime longevity rather than 

the state as an entity. Oman’s elites are therefore concerned about the potential of Yemen 

to destabilize Oman internally. The domestic context and internal debates, thus, are crucial 

to understanding their choices in regard to the Yemen conflict.  

                                                   
5 Silvia Colombo, “Foreign Policy Activism in Saudi Arabia and Oman. Diverging Narratives and Stances towards 
the Syrian and Yemeni Conflicts,” The International Spectator 52 no. 2 (2017), 54-70.  
6 See Roby Barrett, “Oman’s Balancing Act in the Yemen Conflict,” Middle East Institute, June 17, 2015. Available 
at: https://www.mei.edu/publications/omans-balancing-act-yemen-conflict; Sigurd Neubauer and Alex Vatanka, 
“Central Sultanate: Oman Balances Between Iran and Saudi Arabia,” Foreign Affairs, May 5, 2015. Available at: 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/persian-gulf/2015-05-05/central-sultanate; Jeffrey A. Lefebvre, “Oman's 
Foreign Policy in the Twenty-First Century,” Middle East Policy Council, February 2009. Available at: 
https://mepc.org/omans-foreign-policy-twenty-first-century.  
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The limitations and opportunities offered by the geopolitical regional context must also be 

considered. Managed multi-dependence theory suggests that small states may seek to 

develop “relative autonomy” in the regional arena, and that “the question of the relative 

power and influence of ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ states needs to be considered not in 

overall absolute terms, but by considering what, for the supposedly weaker party, is most 

relevant in terms of its foreign policy aims.”7 In this perspective, Oman sees Yemen as a 

stage on which to project regional independence, in contradistinction to actors like Saudi 

Arabia and the UAE.  

 

This project is based on two months of field research in Muscat, Oman, as well as 

published academic secondary sources. By using these approaches, this thesis attempts to 

challenge the prevailing frame of Oman in exceptionalist terms, choosing instead to place 

Oman’s foreign policy in a regional and international context. This will increase our 

understanding of the drivers of Oman’s foreign policies, with broader implications for 

comprehension of Oman’s approach to regional relations. 

 

Theoretical Framework: Regime Security, Threat Perceptions, and Foreign Policy 

 

This thesis draws on literature from the disciplines of international relations (IR) and 

comparative politics, with a focus on what factors determine foreign policy choices. These 

choices include alignments, direct alliances, and whether or not to participate in acts of 

                                                   
7 Kristian Coates Ulrichsen, “Qatar and the Arab Spring: Policy Drivers and Regional Implications,” Washington, 
DC: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2014, 34. Available at: 
https://carnegieendowment.org/2014/09/24/qatar-and-arab-spring-policy-drivers-and-regional-implications-pub-
56723. 
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war. While the dominant scholarship addressing these issues has primarily been grounded 

in the realist tradition of IR, this thesis follows a neoclassical realist framework. The realist 

tradition in IR has emphasized the importance of material power and the threat of superior 

military or economic assets. Realist and neo-realist scholars such as E.H. Carr, Hans J. 

Morgenthau, and Kenneth Waltz often refer to a separation between the domestic and 

foreign spheres of policymaking, and claim that international politics is characterized by 

anarchy. This anarchy inhibits the actions of domestic politics in the international arena. 

Waltz argued that “an international relations theory is not a foreign policy theory.” Rather, 

it is “a theory of constraints on foreign policy.”8 The predominant challenge to this realist 

worldview came from scholars working in the constructivist tradition, such as Alexander 

Wendt and Martha Finnemore, who recognized the importance of other types of threats. 

Such scholarship considers how ideology and identity affect threat perceptions among 

ruling elites. Threat perceptions can be defined as “expectations about the future behavior 

of another actor based on some combination of perceived intentions and capabilities.”9  

 

Neoclassical Realism 

A neoclassical realist framework recognizes both external and internal threats to regime 

security and foreign policy choices. As an alternative to classical realism and constructivist 

approaches, neoclassical realism suggests that countries prioritize the international and 

regional context when formulating foreign policy, but also shape their responses based on 

their specific domestic situations. Neoclassical realism as developed by Norrin M. 

                                                   
8 Bledar Prifti, US Foreign Policy in the Middle East: The Case for Continuity (Cham: Springer International 
Publishing: Imprint: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 32.  
9 Lawrence Rubin, Islam in the Balance - Ideational Threats in Arab Politics (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
2014), 7. 
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Ripsman, Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, and Steven E. Lobell allows for the study of four 

intervening variables, “(1) leader images, (2) strategic culture, (3) domestic institutions, 

and (4) state-society relations.” Together, these variables affect three intervening-level 

processes, namely “(1) perception of the international system, (2) decision making, and (3) 

resource mobilization or policy implementation.”10 In “restrictive environments,” they 

argue that material factors remain the most important determinants of foreign policy 

choices, whereas a more “permissive environment” allows for the influence of ideology in 

policy.11 Neoclassical realism thus allows for the integration of traditionally constructivist 

concerns like perceptions and ideology while maintaining the primacy of the international 

system and structural constraints/opportunities preferred by realists.  

 

In analyzing the foreign policies of states like Oman, with relatively few resources 

compared to its wealthier GCC neighbors, a neoclassical realist perspective “combines both 

the influence of structural factors with the perceptions of these factors domestically.”12 

Neoclassical realism highlights at least two main shifts in the international politics of the 

Middle East. First, regional actors conceive of their foreign policies more as a response to 

perceived external threats than opportunities to exploit the international system. However, 

the collapse of state-centered authority in Yemen and Libya in addition to the serious 

erosion of state power and legitimacy in Syria and Iraq opened new opportunities for 

regional actors (e.g., UAE, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Turkey, and Iran) to advance their interests 

                                                   
10 Norrin M. Ripsman et al., Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2016), 13. DOI: 10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199899234.001.0001.  
11 Ibid, 14.  
12 Khalid Almezaini and Jean-Marc Rickli, “Theories of Small States’ Foreign and Security Policies and the Gulf 
States,” in The Small Gulf States: Foreign and Security Policies, edited by Khalid Almezaini and Jean-Marc Rickli 
(New York: Routledge, 2016), 24. 
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by backing non-state hybrid actors or by acting as a facilitator and regional peace promoter 

(e.g., Oman). Second, the decline in the influence of the US and its gradual disengagement 

in the Middle East due to its energy self-sufficiency and pivot to the Asia-Pacific region 

provide regional actors, including Oman, with more autonomy from great powers to assert 

their own foreign policy and contribute to shape the outcomes of the new regional 

dynamics. This increased autonomy has created “swing states.” These are states that have 

“sought to carve out an independent foreign policy profile and clout.”13 In the Middle East, 

Kristina Kausch names Qatar, Turkey, the UAE, Oman, and Egypt as such states. Their 

roles may change frequently, and they possess “important geopolitical assets” that allow 

them a certain amount of influence regionally.14 Gerd Nonneman’s theory of managed 

multi-dependence and pragmatism also highlights how some smaller Arab states have 

found more “relative autonomy in regional and international affairs” in the post-2011 

context and with the decrease in US influence in the region.15 Realizing that they are 

unable to win a battle for influence against more powerful neighbors or international actors, 

these smaller states, like Qatar and Oman, use their more subtle strategic advantages on the 

regional stage to fulfill their foreign policy aims.16  

 

Oman, despite its comparative lack of resources and geopolitical influence, has managed to 

position itself as an important facilitator in peace negotiations due to its policies of 

                                                   
13 Kristina Kausch, “The Promise of Middle Eastern Swing States,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 
May 12, 2016. Available at: https://carnegieeurope.eu/2016/05/12/promise-of-middle-eastern-swing-states-pub-
63565.  
14 Ibid.  
15 Ulrichsen, “Qatar and the Arab Spring,” 34. 
16 Ibid. 
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neutrality and non-interference.17 An important part of Oman’s strategic culture, this 

facilitator role can serve to ease tensions among the Gulf neighbors and allows the country 

to maintain open relations with countries like Iran, Syria, and Israel. Furthermore, it 

enables Oman to not join in battles in Syria or Yemen. However, it can also serve as a point 

of tension between Oman and its GCC allies, as will be explored in chapter 2. Kausch notes 

that Oman’s position as a facilitator in the Gulf is highly dependent on the role of the late 

Sultan Qaboos, and the issue of his succession brings uncertainty to whether or not the 

country will maintain the same position under the new Sultan Haitham.18   

 

This thesis considers both external and internal material and ideational threats, with a focus 

on how state elites perceive these threats to their continued power, rather than to the state 

itself. In the neoclassical realist framework, the state elite includes foreign policy 

practitioners and implementers. Therefore, this thesis will address questions such as: how 

do threat perceptions among Omani elites affect foreign policy decisions? What kinds of 

threats do ruling elites consider most dangerous, and why? Can we speak of a separation 

between foreign and domestic affairs, or are the two more linked than assumed by the 

realist tradition of scholarship?  

 

Material and Ideational Threats in International Relations (IR) 

Several studies have been concerned with the links between threat perceptions and foreign 

policy. In classical IR theory, foreign policy analysis is defined as “a study of the 

management of external relations and activities of nation-states, as distinguished from their 

                                                   
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
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domestic policies.”19 In the study of IR and political science, realists have traditionally 

focused on the importance of external, material threats in influencing foreign policy 

decisions to explain how states achieve national security through “military power and 

power balancing.”20 In this tradition, scholars argue that states align themselves, enter 

alliances, and balance threats based on the perception of other states’ capabilities.21 Realists 

also emphasize systemic factors like “shifts in the relative balance of power,” and expect 

states to form alliances to “respond to external military threats.”22 Stephen Walt introduced 

the notion of balancing threats and his “balance of power” theory is based on the 

assumption that states create alliances to balance against “the power of or threat from other 

states.”23 This theory, thus, focuses on external threats as the main driver for foreign policy 

choices.24 State perceptions of threat can be triggered by “asymmetries of power alone,” 

either military or economic, and thus trigger a response in other states’ alliances and 

approaches.25 States normally assume the “worst case scenario”; thus, the intentions of 

other states do not factor into a state’s assessment of threats.26 Furthermore, realism often 

draws a sharp divide between domestic and international politics. Waltz writes that whereas 

domestic politics “is the realm of authority, of administration, and of law,” international 

politics is concerned with issues like power and struggle.27 In his structural-realist 

                                                   
19 Robert Jackson and Georg Sørensen, Introduction to International Relations: Theories and Approaches (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2007), 222. 
20 Ibid, 224. 
21 Rubin, Islam in the Balance, 7. 
22 Ibid, 8. 
23 Gregory F. Gause III, “Balancing What? Threat Perception and Alliance Choice in the Gulf,” Security Studies 13, 
no. 2 (2003/4), 273.  
24 Steven David, “Explaining Third World Alignment,” World Politics 43, no. 2 (1991), 234. 
25 Rubin, Islam in the Balance, 8. 
26 Ibid, 8. 
27 Waltz, Theory of International Politics, 112. 



 

12 

approach, the study of foreign policy is placed squarely in the international realm, and the 

international and domestic realms do not influence each other.  

 

Rejecting the strict divide between these two realms, many scholars have argued for the 

need to incorporate other types of threats into academic analysis. Fred Halliday argues in 

his seminal work on the Middle East in international relations that realist approaches 

deploy “too narrow a concept of the state, and ignores both state–society and transnational 

factors.”28 For scholars in the neoclassical realist tradition, foreign policy is primarily 

conducted “with regard to the international arena”; however, leaders must always pay 

attention to potential threats from their own populations.29 Elite-level perceptions are 

therefore key to understanding foreign policy decisions. In formulating what they call 

“complex realism,” Anoushiravan Ehteshami and Raymond Hinnebusch add the dimension 

of identity into their analysis. They argue that states in the Middle East and North Africa 

(MENA) are embedded in a dual regional system characterized by “supra-state 

communities (pan-Arab, Islamic) and cross-cut by trans- and sub-state identities.”30 This 

system sees threats emanating from two directions: more “conventional military threats 

from other states” as well as “threats to legitimacy of regimes from trans-state 

movements.”31 While maintaining a focus on states as the primary unit for analysis, they 

depart from traditional realism by noting the importance of domestic policies and by 

                                                   
28 Fred Halliday, The Middle East in International Relations: Power, Politics and Ideology (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2005), 304.  
29 Ripsman et al., Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics, 167. 
30 Anoushiravan Ehteshami and Raymond Hinnebusch, “Foreign Policymaking in the Middle East: Complex 
Realism,” in International Relations of the Middle East, 4th edition, edited by Louise Fawcett (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2016), 240. 
31 Ibid, 240. 
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arguing that the region is characterized by the balance of other variables that the tenets of 

neo-realism overlook, chief among them the degree of reliance on American power for 

regime survival, the level of democratization, and leadership agency.32 Furthermore, 

scholars like Michael Barnett note that the challenge for realism is to account for the 

“reliance on hegemonies, balances of power, and alliances for understanding international 

stability,” and the fact that countries are not in a perpetual arms race against each other in 

this anarchy of states.33  

 

To better understand the influence of domestic politics and issues of identity, ideas, and 

norms on foreign policy and threat perceptions, scholars have also employed constructivist 

approaches. In this framework, threats are seen as social constructions rather than objective 

facts.34 Constructivists are often interested in analyzing the underlying social context such 

as the role of identity, religion, and intent on influencing threat perceptions generated by 

state actors as sources of state conduct in the international arena.35 Furthermore, this 

approach does not claim that the divide between national and regional or international is as 

clear as in the realist tradition. Marc Lynch argues that it is necessary to “examine changes 

in the public sphere to understand changes in state policies and interests,” since the 

interests that drive policy are created within states and are subject to change.36 Critical 

constructivists view threats as central in identity formation, because identity can be “seen 

                                                   
32 Ibid, 239-258. 
33 Michael Barnett, Dialogues in Arab Politics: Negotiations in Regional Order (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1998), 1. 
34 Rubin, Islam in the Balance, 8. 
35 Ibid, 7-8. 
36 Curtis Ryan, Inter-Arab Alliances: Regime Security and Jordanian Foreign Policy (Miami: University Press of 
Florida, 2009), 11. 
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as continuously re-interpreted through evolving representations of threats which, in turn, 

determine security dynamics.”37 Security and threat perceptions, then, are linked with 

identity formation and domestic politics, and affect policies on both the domestic and 

international arena.  

 

Lawrence Rubin and Michael N. Barnett examine the role of ideology in Arab politics. 

Rubin notes that these concepts can represent “a greater and more immediate national 

security threat than shifts in the military balance of power.”38 Ideology is perceived as a 

threat as it may “undermine domestic political stability and regime survival in another 

state,” leading leaders to fear for their survival.39 Because of this, Rubin writes, states are 

prone to balance not just military threats, but ideational threats. This balancing is usually 

done through resource mobilization, counterframing, contesting meaning, and ultimately 

silencing a potentially competing popular narrative by creating a new dominant narrative 

more favorable to the ruling elite. Counterframing and using language to create or 

deconstruct ideational threats has been explored by speech act theory, a “pragmatic theory 

of language” that defines language “in terms not of formal structure but of use.”40 In 

Rubin’s study of what he calls the “ideational security dilemma,” he highlights that Saudi 

Arabian leaders have perceived the Muslim Brotherhood as a threat to its legitimacy in the 

region and internally because the Brotherhood “offers an alternative religious interpretation 

                                                   
37 Marwa Daoudy, “The Structure-Identity Nexus: Syria and Turkey’s Collapse (2011),” Cambridge Review of 
International Affairs 29, no. 3 (2016), 1079. 
38 Rubin, Islam in the Balance, viii. 
39 Ibid, 4. 
40 S.S. Lancer, “Speech Act Theory,” The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, 4th edition (New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press, 2012), 1349. 
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that sees political activism... as a religious imperative.”41 Barnett, who also examines the 

importance of ideologies and symbols, argues that inter-Arab politics can be examined as a 

“series of dialogues” about competing visions for regional order. Historically, these 

dialogues have centered around the role of Arabism, how to frame relations with the West, 

the salience of pan-Arab unity, and what approach to take with Israel.42 To him, the 

motivations behind the creation of Arab alliances throughout modern history had less to do 

with a realist wish to maximize power, and more to do with the wish to define the 

important symbolic dialogues.43 Defining Arabism thus became a way to exert power and 

influence over other Arab states’ foreign policies, both in terms of constraining others and 

gaining freedom to set the agenda on the regional stage. For example, Egypt’s Sadat tried 

to frame his peace agreement with Israel as a “step towards justice for Palestine” in the face 

of immense opposition from the other Arab states.44 Barnett notes that the dialogues have 

changed since the heyday of Arabism, however, and claims that Arab states increasingly 

define themselves in terms of national identities rather than as part of the global pan-Arab 

community.45 This new type of dialogue has brought with it new ways to define and justify 

foreign policies in the Arab world. In chapter 1, I explore how Oman sees Yemen as both a 

material and ideational threat, and how this perception drives Oman’s foreign policy. 
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Omnibalancing: Accounting for Differences in State Formation  

In his critique of the balance of power theory, David formulated the theory of 

“omnibalancing.” This theory, while adopting some elements of the balance of power 

theory, highlights that internal political dynamics are key to understanding foreign policy in 

the “Third World,” and that the leader of the state should be the unit for analysis, rather 

than the state itself, because these leaders often lead countries where much of the power 

lies directly in their hands.46 Because leaders in the region often came to power without a 

broad base of support, they must focus on building legitimacy among their populations, 

who are often treated as the main threat to their remaining in power.47 David argued that 

the most important and powerful factor driving alignment and alliances in the developing 

world “is the rational calculation of Third World leaders as to which outside power is most 

likely to do what is necessary to keep them in power,” and that the threats to staying in 

power could come from both the international and domestic domain.48 As an example, he 

argues that Anwar Sadat in Egypt aligned with the US after the 1973 war as the US was 

“the only great power willing and able to force an end to the Israeli occupation of Sinai,” 

an extremely important domestic issue for Sadat.49 In Oman, Sultan Qaboos built 

legitimacy through the “negation of post-1970s history” and by using oil wealth to build 

modern infrastructure.50 The Sultan managed to portray himself “as the ‘natural 

sovereign’” of Oman through his family background, and used oil rents to establish a wide-

                                                   
46 Ibid, 233-236. 
47 David, “Explaining Third World Alignment,” 240-244. 
48 Ibid, 235. 
49 Ibid, 248-249. 
50 Marc Valeri, “High Visibility, Low Profile: The Shi‘a in Oman under Sultan Qaboos,” International Journal of 
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reaching redistribution system across the country.51 He also countered the internal threat of 

separate ethno-linguistic groups and tribal identities by replacing them with a “state 

apparatus that Omanis were unlikely to turn against as they depended on it for survival.”52 

From these actions, then, we can see the importance Sultan Qaboos gave to internal 

matters.  

David amends the balance of power theory in three significant ways. First, he argues that 

state leaders sometimes align with domestic or international “secondary adversaries” in 

order to be able to focus on their main enemy. Second, state leaders may work to “split 

alignments against them” by appeasing “the international allies of their domestic 

opponents.” Third, assuming that the ultimate goals of state leaders in the developing world 

is to stay in power, these leaders will sometimes protect their position “at the expense of 

the interests of the state.”53 Following Sadat’s visit to Israel in 1977, when the majority of 

Arab countries decided to sever their relationships with Egypt, Sultan Qaboos refused to do 

the same. The Sultan openly supported Egypt’s peace initiative, despite facing increasing 

marginalization by the other Gulf States. In fact, Sultan Qaboos fostered a close 

relationship with Sadat’s Egypt, which was among the first countries establishing 

diplomatic relations with the Sultanate in the early 1970s. Moreover, Egypt was 

instrumental in the development efforts carried out by Sultan Qaboos in his early years of 

rule “as an important source of technical expertise,” mainly in the field of “education.”54 In 

this context, supporting Egypt, establishing itself as a neutral actor, and obtaining help 
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from Egypt’s leadership was more important to Oman than pleasing its more powerful 

neighbors.  

While David’s central thesis remains highly relevant, I argue that his emphasis on treating 

the leader of the state as the unit of analysis should be broadened to consider the ruling elite 

as a whole. Even leaders in authoritarian states still need to cater to some bases in society 

to maintain their seat of power, and cannot often act without considering the public’s 

reaction. Scholarship on Oman has, as argued by historian Abdel Razzaq Takriti, been 

“dominated by the figure of the Sultan,” often serving to give credibility to the official state 

narrative rather than offering critical interpretations of the country’s history and politics.55 

In the neoclassical realist approach taken here, the “essence of the state” is defined by the 

“foreign policy executive,” meaning the head of state/government as well as the officials 

tasked with creating and/or conducting foreign and defense policy.56 The state is distinct 

from society due to the information these actors have about foreign affairs through the 

diplomatic sector and intelligence agencies.57 

Whereas David explores omnibalancing alignments between “weaker” Third World 

countries and “stronger,” mostly Western, states, Gregory F. Gause applied the framework 

of omnibalancing to examine how perceptions of threat affected alliance choices in the 

Gulf between 1971 and 1991. Gause found that, in that period, the states he studied 

“overwhelmingly identified ideological and political threats emanating from abroad to the 

domestic stability of their ruling regimes as more salient” than conventional threats such as 
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offensive military capabilities. 58 Stated differently, matters relating to what constructivist 

scholars studied, namely identity and ideas, were seen as greater threats to the stability of 

regimes than military power and capabilities.59 However, Gause also mentions that Arab 

leaders’ military expenditures illustrate the lack of trust in regional and international actors 

to maintain security among the countries of the region.60 He argues that by studying non-

material and domestic issues, we can expand realist notions of threat perception and better 

understand what drives foreign policy choices and alliances.  

Curtis Ryan also turned his attention to alignments and alliances among Arab countries. He 

finds that alignments made by the political elite serve the purpose of maintaining and 

securing their “security and survival” as the ruling class.61 In his view, threat perceptions 

driving the formation of alignments or formal alliances are based as much on internal 

security concerns as external ones, especially when the state is financially insecure and 

ideology is not an important factor.62 Arab states, he argues, are caught between the 

internal and external security dilemma. These dual security dilemmas have led to what 

Ryan calls the “hyper-militarization of Arab and Middle East politics,” a sign of how 

insecure Arab regimes are.63 Indeed, according to the Stockholm International Peace 

Research Institute, six of the ten countries in the world in 2018 with “the highest military 

burden” are in the MENA region, with Saudi Arabia, Oman, and Kuwait topping the list at 

8.8%, 8.2%, and 5.1% of their GDP, respectively.64 Notwithstanding its tangible armament 
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efforts, Oman’s policy has been to avoid military interference, and it is not currently 

involved in any foreign military operations or peacekeeping operations abroad. Oman’s 

somewhat contradictory military expenditures and position as a regional facilitator and 

peace broker will be examined throughout this thesis. Ultimately, Oman’s military 

spending stems from its fear of internal opposition, the similarly extravagant spending of 

its neighbors, and fears of these neighbors’ expansionist ideas. It may also be part of a 

strategy to maintain relationships to the foreign countries producing these weapons, namely 

the United Kingdom and the United States.  

“Exceptional Oman”: The Case for a More Nuanced Analysis 

The benefit of these approaches is that they allow us to transcend “methodological 

nationalism,” which has led to the somewhat exceptionalist framing of Oman in much of 

the scholarship on the country. Limiting studies entirely to national borders makes it 

challenging to understand actors like Oman’s foreign policies in a larger context, 

influenced by both transnational ideologies and the regional and international systems. By 

analyzing Oman as a “small state”65 through a neoclassical realist framework, as well as 

using the theories omnibalancing, managed multi-dependence, and swing state theory, we 

can place Oman’s foreign policy in a broader regional and international context and better 

understand its motivations and strategies beyond the simplistic “exceptional nation of 

peace” depiction.  
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Discussion of Methods  

 

This project began as an attempt to investigate the changing role of the Yemeni military in 

domestic politics after the outbreak of the civil war in 2014. The initial question I set out to 

examine was: “What effects has President Abd Rabbu Mansour Hadi’s restructuring of the 

Yemeni armed forces between 2012-2017 had on the role of the military in politics, 

especially in the ongoing peace process?” Since it was not possible to go to Yemen due to 

the security situation, I decided to go to Muscat, Oman to conduct the research.  

 

Oman, as a “neutral” actor and facilitator for peace negotiations and broader discussions, 

frequently hosts diplomats, negotiators, and military personnel from all parties to the 

conflict, and therefore could serve as a good base for me to meet different actors. However, 

while I was in Muscat I gained access to a group of people who did not primarily work on 

security-sector issues. It also proved difficult to obtain access to military personnel from 

Oman or Yemen. In Oman, I primarily had access to former and current diplomatic staff 

from Oman and Yemen, including ambassadors and diplomats who had extensive 

experience working on bilateral issues between the two countries. Using a deductive 

research approach, I decided to change my approach to focus on the role of Oman in 

Yemen’s war. In the following interviews, and as I met with former interview subjects 

again, I focused on Omani perceptions of the conflict, the country’s role, and how Yemeni 

actors see Oman’s contributions and role in their country. From these interactions I 

formulated a new research question, namely “How does Omani foreign policy approach the 

war in Yemen, and what are the factors that drive this approach?”  
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This new question allowed me to interrogate how negotiators and facilitators in Oman 

perceive and articulate political, diplomatic, and military developments in Yemen. Many 

reports about these developments rely on information produced by this group of people, 

and so diplomats and negotiators often shape the public’s understanding of issues like the 

war in Yemen. Understanding these actors’ perspectives and the processes that inform them 

can therefore help us understand the formulation of national policies in general.  

 

In this way, I approach the diplomatic corps as an epistemic community, meaning “a 

network of professionals with recognized expertise and authoritative claims to policy-

relevant knowledge in a particular issue area.”66 These epistemic communities are assumed 

to share norms and beliefs due to their common backgrounds, training, and knowledge. 

However, despite their relatively similar backgrounds and education, a great variety of 

opinions and perspectives are apparent among this community. The variety of opinions was 

most clear when discussing the role of regional actors like Saudi Arabia and the UAE, as 

well as the shape a future Yemeni state should take. When discussing Oman’s role in the 

region and its foreign policy in Yemen, however, participant responses generally 

highlighted similar themes that fit into the overall framework of this thesis. This suggests a 

high level of cohesion among foreign policy actors like diplomats in the way they view the 

“grand strategy” of Omani foreign policy. My interview subjects were divided on the more 

specific details of how to enact this strategy. Some Omani scholars, as well as many 

government officials, conceive the vacuum created by the collapse of the Yemeni central-

state authority as a critical threat to their country that might enable hybrid violent non-state 
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actors like Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and the Islamic State of Iraq and 

Syria (ISIS) to “expand [their presence], as seen in Libya after the fall of Gaddafi.” Thus, 

Oman’s preferred solution would be a “[p]olitical compromise in Yemen... as it would 

bring an end to the protracted conflict and achieve some semblance of stability, alleviating 

Oman’s concerns about its border security.”67  Historically, border security concerns have 

revolved around cross-border fighting and support for revolutionaries during the Dhofar 

Revolution, which will be discussed in chapter 1, the presence of and potential penetration 

by al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) operatives from Yemen to Oman, and 

weapons smuggling activities. The border region between Oman and Yemen will be 

highlighted in this thesis as the key site of tensions in Omani-Yemeni relations. 

 

Research and Design 

I spent eight weeks during the summer of 2019 in Muscat. I chose Muscat partly because of 

its location as a “hub” for diplomatic efforts about Yemen, and partly due to the travel 

restrictions of the State Department and, consequently, the university. I conducted 23 semi-

structured interviews with ten long-term Omani and Yemeni diplomats and ambassadors, 

two Omani colonels, two Omani businessmen with Yemeni backgrounds, and two 

academics specializing in the Gulf. I also had informal discussions with a range of 

academics and diplomats from Europe and the U.S., and one member of the Omani 

parliament. I used a snowball approach starting with academic and diplomatic contacts in 
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Washington, D.C., who put me in touch with relevant people in Muscat. The people I 

talked to in Muscat then generally referred me to one or two more people they thought 

would have relevant contributions to my research. Before and during my stay in Muscat, I 

also continued to reach out to academics and experts abroad working on similar topics and 

asked for help locating contacts in Muscat to increase the variety of perspectives among the 

sample population. 

 

I took handwritten notes during the interviews, which took place wherever the subjects 

were comfortable. Most were held in restaurants, and some in the interview subjects’ 

offices. Most of the interviews lasted from one and a half to three hours, with five 

interviews lasting six hours. In Washington, D.C., I also interviewed two Yemeni 

diplomats, one former Yemeni diplomat, and one Omani journalist. Online, I conducted 

one interview with a security-sector expert from the UN Office of the Special Envoy of the 

Secretary-General of Yemen, one with a Swedish diplomat involved in the December 2018 

Stockholm Agreement, and one high-ranking Yemeni diplomat.  

 

All of my interviews except two were conducted primarily in English. Most of my subjects 

had extensive experience studying and/or living abroad, or working with actors from a 

range of countries, and therefore spoke fluent English. The last two interviews were 

conducted in Arabic and, in most interviews, Arabic was a significant part of at least the 

initial part of the conversations where we got to know each other. I believe this helped 

build confidence and establish rapport between myself and the people I interviewed, and 

contributed to establishing me as a researcher with knowledge of the region and language. 
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While it is impossible to know exactly how the interviewees perceived me, many 

commented on my language abilities in a positive way. Additionally, many of them 

commented that most researchers they meet from Europe and America have limited Arabic 

skills and cultural awareness. In addition to my semi-structured interviews, I also attended 

informal social gatherings to get to know the wider social and professional circle of my 

interview subjects. I took brief field notes after returning from these gatherings. 

 

I chose to anonymize my sources for several reasons. First, the majority of the interview 

subjects preferred to talk with me on the condition of anonymity. While some academics 

prefer to name government employees as they speak in an official capacity, I did not want 

my interview subjects to feel constrained by the need to adhere to the official views of their 

countries in our interviews. Second, the topics I wanted to discuss are considered sensitive 

in the region. All of my Yemeni interviewees commented on the openness of Muscat and 

how important it is to have a place where people from all sides of the conflict can live, 

meet, and negotiate with each other. Still, a significant number mentioned that regardless of 

this openness, they preferred to be cautious about voicing their opinions in public. 

Anonymity allowed them to feel more comfortable to share their perspectives with me. 

Finally, since my topic changed throughout my research, I wanted to make sure none of my 

interview subjects felt that I was betraying their trust. While I have reached out to all of 

them to inform them about the changes in my research, I did not want anyone to feel as if I 

quoted them talking about Oman’s role in Yemen when they were under the impression 

that I was more interested in the role of the military in Yemeni politics.  
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Limitations 

My main challenge throughout the field research was to gain access to the full spectrum of 

actors involved in the Yemen war. I was unable to obtain interviews with anyone from the 

Southern Transitional Council (STC) or from the Houthi movement in Muscat. While my 

study is not directly about these populations, interviews with actors from them could have 

been useful to better understand their perspectives of Oman’s role in the conflict. The study 

will therefore not directly deal with the views of these groups, other than what has already 

been recorded in interviews by other scholars. Among my Yemeni interview subjects, 

however, those who were currently or had previously been part of the General People’s 

Congress (GPC), the largest political party in Yemen and the party of both the former 

president Saleh and current president Hadi, had very diverse views. One Yemeni former 

ambassador in my study was from a southern governorate and felt strongly sympathetic to 

the cause of the STC, while another participant was a strong supporter of the former 

Yemeni president and wanted a united Yemen under northern rule.   

 

Because of the nature of this research project, all my interview subjects were men. This is 

not to say that there are no women working in the diplomatic corps in Yemen or Oman, but 

rather that there are far more men in these positions. As trained governmental staff 

members, my interview subjects easily knew how to answer questions in a way that 

supports the official views of their governments. I found that I often got more personal 

answers and views during second interviews. I conducted such follow-up interviews with 

eight of my interview subjects.  
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This kind of qualitative research is grounded in the trust built between the researcher and 

the interview subjects. Such trust takes time to build, and the number of interview subjects 

in this thesis is therefore fairly small. While I encountered a range of views and 

perspectives on my subject, the study would have benefited from a longer period in Muscat 

so I could have developed more relationships and interviewed more people. Furthermore, 

the sample was limited as many who reside in Muscat part time or permanently leave in the 

summer months on extended holidays or work trips to escape the hot weather, and I often 

found that potential interview subjects would only return to Muscat for a few days or not at 

all while I was there. Still, many of the interview subjects noted that most researchers stay 

for much less time than two months, and were pleased that I had the opportunity to do so. 

 

A potential limitation to my study is that I did not reach out to Omani authorities before my 

trip to ask them to facilitate meetings on my behalf. Several researchers in Washington 

recommended that I do this, and told me of their alleged fruitful experiences working with 

the Omani government on research trips. I decided not to pursue this avenue because I 

wanted to conduct the research without government interference. Moreover, undoubtedly 

the government was well aware of my activities, since I almost exclusively interviewed 

government employees. When a highly respected British researcher reached out to some of 

her government contacts to organize some interviews for me while I was in Muscat, they 

requested my local phone number. They received my email, then I never heard from them.  
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Positionality 

Perhaps as a result of the fact that most of my interview subjects were older, well-

established, and respected men, and that I am a young, female researcher, many of the 

interviews were structured in a somewhat informal “date-like” setting. These interviews 

often took place, at the suggestion of the interview subjects, in hotel restaurants over 

expensive dinners that they paid for. These informal settings presented both challenges and 

opportunities; on one hand, I believe that the setting and my position facilitated a more 

relaxed flow of information as my interview subjects seemed comfortable. On the other 

hand, I was sometimes concerned that these informal settings and my positionality meant 

that the interview subjects did not see me as a serious researcher. Overall, however, I 

believe this approach had predominantly positive implications for my data gathering. While 

the interviews may have alternated between my questions and more general chit-chat due to 

their structure, they also allowed for a freer discussion and helped build trust. Moreover, 

this structure is very common in the diplomatic world, where most of the “real work” that 

happens behind the scenes often takes place over such dinners.  

 

Because my interview subjects were used to talking with contacts such as foreign 

journalists, academics, and negotiators, access to this community was fairly 

straightforward. I found that the vast majority of people I reached out to were willing to 

meet and happy to explain their perceptions of the ongoing war. Since the majority had 

advanced degrees themselves, often from universities in the U.S. or Europe, they 

understood the value they were adding to my research and the kind of paper I was writing. 

However, because I am from Norway, several of my interview subjects asked whether I 
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was affiliated with the Norwegian government and may have been interested in talking 

with me for that reason. This is not surprising due to Norway’s focus on peacekeeping and 

peace initiatives internationally. I emphasized that I was not in any way representing the 

Norwegian (or American) government or any government-affiliated institutions, but I 

cannot be sure if everyone believed me. 

 

Overview of Chapters 

 

Chapter 1 will examine the ways in which Oman’s foreign policy is driven by the 

perception of Yemen as a threat. The chapter will first consider how Yemen constitutes a 

material threat to the Sultan’s regime by looking at the Dhofar Revolution of southern 

Oman before and during the first years of the Sultan’s reign. Revolutionaries from South 

Yemen played an instrumental part in providing weapons, money, and manpower to their 

comrades in the southern Omani governorate. Second, it will consider how Oman perceives 

Yemen as an ideational threat due to its “instability.” For example, the Dhofar Revolution 

was dangerous to Oman not only because of the violence and damage, but because the 

revolutionaries, inspired by the success of southern Yemeni socialists in creating their own 

state, presented a vision of a political order that contrasted with that of the Sultan and his 

British backers. This ideational threat remains salient to this day, with the Omani 

government carefully crafting a homogenizing political and religious narrative designed to 

curtail possible stirrings of revolutionary fervor. Furthermore, Yemen’s instability leaves it 

open to ideational and potentially material manipulation by other countries, and Oman sees 
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the Hadi government’s increasing reliance on Saudi Arabia as a potential threat to its own 

power and influence in the region.  

 

Chapter 2 analyzes how Oman uses its foreign policy in Yemen to project regional 

influence and independence. Stemming from the country’s desire to position itself as an 

autonomous and influential regional actor, Oman has repeatedly acted against the wishes of 

its conventionally more powerful neighbors. The chapter therefore investigates the regional 

factors that provide Oman leverage to maintain its autonomy in the sphere of foreign 

policy. Lastly, the chapter will look at Oman’s regional policies and its role in the GCC in 

the past, as well as how the country’s leadership is positioning itself vis-à-vis Saudi Arabia 

and the UAE through its non-interventionist policies in Yemen.  

 

Chapter 3 will discuss the impacts of the succession in Oman on future diplomatic and 

military tracks in Yemen. The new Sultan Haitham bin Tariq Al Said will likely have less 

extensive legitimacy compared to the former sultan, and faces a new set of domestic 

challenges that may affect his priorities. The chapter interrogates the questions of how the 

relationship between the two countries can develop, and what the domestic and regional 

constraints and opportunities facing the sultanate are in their relationship with Yemen. 

Because of its somewhat unique position in the Yemen war and Oman’s interest in stability 

in the country, the chapter argues that there are interesting possibilities for Oman to 

enhance state-building and institution-building efforts in Yemen. This chapter will include 

a discussion of current academic debates around security-sector reform (SSR) and 
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processes of demobilization, demilitarization, and reintegration (DDR) in a post-war 

context.  
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CHAPTER 1: FROM THE DHOFAR REVOLUTION TO THE YEMEN WAR: YEMEN 

AS A THREAT 

 

Oman’s deep and historical relationship with Yemen has in its modern history gone 

through periods characterized by different levels of threat perceptions, vacillating between 

cooperation and conflict. Its foreign policy approach, however, has remained centered 

around the principles of non-interference, negotiation, and aid, both humanitarian and 

infrastructural. Key themes that define their relationship include a long history of partial 

domination by Britain, cross-border interactions, particularly in the context of conflict 

during the Dhofar revolution, and deep cultural and linguistic links. The theory of 

omnibalancing highlights that, in order to stay in power, leaders in the “Third World” must 

counter all threats to their rule, both external and internal. It also emphasizes that the most 

salient threat facing leaders in this region is more often than not the citizens of their own 

country rather than the threat of an external invasion or traditional interstate warfare. The 

heightened internal threats are due to the fact that “central governments in the Third World 

often lack the power to resolve disputes within their borders.”68 This chapter examines how 

Yemen constitutes both an external, material threat as well as an internal, ideational threat 

to Omani internal stability. This chapter focuses on three periods; the Dhofar revolution in 

the southern Dhofar governorate of Oman between 1962 and 1976, the period of cautious 

cooperation between 1975-2011, and the post-2011 period characterized by civil war and 

regional military intervention.  
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The Dhofar Revolution (1962-1976) 

 

During the Dhofar revolution, regime threat perceptions and its subsequent actions were 

clearly derived from both material and ideational threats. The Dhofar revolution was a 

Third World Marxist-inspired uprising in the South of Oman against Sultan Said bin 

Taimur (r. 1932-1970), who was the ruler of what was known as the Sultanate of Muscat 

and Oman. The revolution officially lasted from 1962 to 1976, though smaller-scale 

fighting continued into the early 1980s. The Dhofar governorate is in the south of present-

day Oman, bordering Yemen’s easternmost governorate al-Mahra. This border is 288 

kilometers long, and the two countries did not officially demarcate the border until 1992, 

though it stayed open until then. The links between the peoples of the bordering regions 

therefore remained strong.  

 

Dhofar saw intermittent Yemeni influence at various points in history, including a 

temporary occupation in 1829, though it has historically retained a great deal of 

independence from the neighboring areas.69 This independence stems from the pre-1970 

lack of major roads or communications systems connecting Dhofar to Muscat. The 

governorate was chronically and purposefully underdeveloped by Sultan Said bin Taimur. 

Another feature distinguishing Dhofar from the rest of present-day Oman is that while the 

dominant school of Islamic thought in Oman is Ibadism, the majority of Dhofar residents 

are Sunni Muslims. During the revolution, Yemen’s and Oman’s relationship was 

characterized by conflict and a high level of threat perception. Even today, the Dhofar 

                                                   
69 Takriti, Monsoon Revolution, 25. 



 

34 

revolution remains a central part of how Oman frames its view of Yemen, primarily 

because of the ideological influence the socialist Yemeni country had on the Dhofari 

population.  

 

The Dhofar revolution had the potential to overthrow the Sultanate, and it was only due to 

the extensive support from friendly countries, primarily Britain, Jordan and Iran, that the 

revolution was unsuccessful. In 1966, a group of Dhofaris who were part of the Dhofar 

Liberation Front (DLF) staged an assassination attempt against the Sultan through its 

members in the Sultan’s Armed Forces.70 The revolutionaries gained control over the 

western and eastern parts of Dhofar by 1970, and the war spread from Dhofar to the Omani 

interior, leaving the British forces fighting for the Sultan on the defensive.71 Battling the 

southern socialists was a costly affair; it cost the Sultan’s government 12 million rials in 

1970, which increased to 30 million rials in 1972.72 While never formally acknowledged as 

a colony or protectorate, Oman under Said bin Taimur and later his son Qaboos bin Said Al 

Said was propped up almost entirely by Britain. In fact, throughout the revolution, the 

Sultan of Oman’s Armed Forces (SAF) was “entirely led by British senior officers assisted 

by junior Pakistani ranks.”73 In addition to Britain’s assistance, Jordan also contributed 

with equipment and intelligence staff, Saudi Arabia sent financial help, Egypt changed 

sides and began sending military advisers in the 1970s, and the Iranian shah used the 
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Dhofar revolution as a “training ground for his youngest troops,” sending 5,000 soldiers in 

1975.74 

 

In 1967, the material threat of the revolution became even greater with the establishment of 

the People’s Republic of Southern Yemen, later renamed the People’s Democratic 

Republic of Yemen (PDRY). The PDRY, known as South Yemen, was the Arabian 

Peninsula’s only communist state in history, established following Great Britain’s 

withdrawal from its colony in Aden (1839-1967). During the revolution, South Yemen 

supported the Omani revolutionaries both materially and politically with training, financial 

aid, weapons, and by sending Yemeni troops to aid in battles and cross-border operations.75 

Using guerrilla warfare tactics, the revolutionary movement fought with support from 

South Yemen, the United Arab Republic (1958-1971), Iraq and other revolutionary groups 

against the Sultan. 

 

Perhaps even more important than the material threat presented by the Dhofaris during the 

revolution was the transnational identity based on Marxist-Leninism that the revolutionary 

movement was grounded in. When Dhofari men began emigrating to other Gulf countries 

to work after the oil boom in the 1950s, they “came into contact with nationalist political 

movements” and Nasserite groups like the Arab Nationalist Movement (MAN).76 In 1962, 

one group of Dhofaris created the Dhofar Liberation Front to liberate the Dhofar region 
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from Omani rule and create their own state.77 The name was changed in 1968 to Popular 

Front for the Liberation of the Occupied Arabian Gulf (PFLOAG). The PFLOAG also 

worked in other Gulf countries, including Bahrain.78 

 

In the context of the Cold War in the Middle East, Barnett asserts that the dominant 

ideational conflict was about “defining the norms of Arabism.”79 Winning this conflict 

meant being able to establish “the meaning of events” on one’s terms, and the greatest 

threat was not military but rather “the establishment of a norm or vision of political life that 

was contrary to the regime’s interests.”80 While this took place mostly between the regional 

powers, at the time Saudi Arabia, Syria, and Egypt, the competition for meaning creation 

also occurred within territories and states.  

 

The establishment of the PDRY and the PFLOAG presented serious challenges to Oman’s 

ruling elite as it created competing visions of identity, ideology, and statehood that 

challenged the legitimacy and sovereignty of a united Omani state.81  These competing 

visions, in the words of Abdel Razzaq Takriti, were “expressed by revolution and 

absolutism.”82 Takriti defines absolutism as based in “the centralization of domination and 

its spread by military and bureaucratic institutions which are themselves entirely controlled 

by the monarch.”83 Absolutism was not fully institutionalized until Sultan Qaboos’ reign, 
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but it was the preferred method of ruling of the British, who supported Sultan Taimur until 

1970 with weapons, money, and military advisors. In fact, British government employees 

held the majority of the important positions in Sultan Taimur’s administration, with the 

highest concentration in the armed forces and intelligence services.84 Strong revolutionary 

south-south links between the Omani and Yemeni Marxist movements presented a salient 

ideational threat to the Sultan of Oman and his English backers, who regarded Oman as a 

strategically important country due to its connections to the Indian Ocean, the Hormuz 

Strait, and the Gulf of Aden. This strategic importance has also led to Oman’s strategic 

dependence on foreign security guarantees; military cooperation agreements signed 

between Oman, Britain and the US, as well as frequent joint exercises, illustrate this 

dependency.85 Losing access to or control over these territories to a Soviet-aligned 

movement would have been a major loss for the British.  

 

The British-orchestrated coup replacing Sultan Said bin Taimur with his son Qaboos in 

1970 spurred the creation of a modernized nation state. Takriti argues that “the real author 

of historical change in this instance was neither Qaboos nor Britain. The coup directly 

resulted from the revolutionary action of ordinary Omanis, who organized themselves into 

political groups and took up arms against their ruler and Britain.”86 The revolution did in 

fact lead to the British-organized ousting of the former Sultan and significant changes in 

policies under Sultan Qaboos’ rule. The revolutionary movements and cross-border 
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allegiances between Dhofar and South Yemen led the British to prioritize economic 

modernization and new types of state-building under a new ruler without Sultan Taimur’s 

reputation of ruthlessness.87 This, they hoped, would prevent the outbreak of another 

Dhofar revolution in the future.  

 

Following the 1970 coup in Oman, the new Sultan had to contend with the socialist 

stirrings in the south and the contentious relationship between Muscat and Aden. The first 

talks between Oman and South Yemen took place in Kuwait in 1982, which in turn led to 

the establishment of diplomatic and economic exchanges.88 Internally, Sultan Qaboos 

offered those Dhofaris who had participated in the war amnesty and financial assistance.89 

This was part of the Sultan’s strategy of “Omanization,” which aimed to ensure regime 

survival through integrating all the different sectarian and tribal identities in Oman under 

one umbrella identity. To accomplish this, he used patronage, along with financial and 

political incentives. Key members of various tribes and religious groups got political 

positions in the new government, like the Dhofari rebel Yousef bin Alawi, who was 

appointed Ambassador to Beirut from 1973 till 1974, and has been the Minister of State for 

Foreign Affairs since 1997.90 This was part of the general nation-building efforts that 

aimed to remove tribal identities (‘asabiyya) in order to develop a national identity. Using 

oil revenue to build infrastructure, schools, and hospitals, Sultan Qaboos created a country 

in which the citizens are dependent on the state for survival. The rentier economy of 
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Oman’s early years was pivotal in this nation-building project, which the Sultan used along 

with foreign aid to link the identity of the state completely to him.91 In fact, the first 

highway linking Muscat and Salalah, the capital city of the Dhofar region, was constructed 

with $300 million in Saudi Arabian aid in 1979.92 Constructing this national identity and 

creating stronger links between the periphery and center was especially important in the 

Dhofar region, as an attempt to counter people’s “shared perception of a central state-led 

‘internal colonialism’.”93  

 

The relationship between South Yemen and Oman remained strained for the fifteen years 

after the former’s independence, and there were no diplomatic relations between the two 

countries.94 Crucially, South Yemen did not just provide material support to the Dhofari 

revolutionaries, but also “diplomatic backing” aimed at delaying or preventing the 

recognition of Oman, Qatar, the Emirates, and Bahrain by international organizations like 

the Arab League and the UN.95 Following the end of the Dhofar revolution, South Yemen 

gradually began to improve relations with Oman and other regional and international 

actors, who had been hesitant to establish formal relations with the country so long as it 

was involved in Dhofar.96 After the unification of the two Yemens in 1990, Oman and 

Yemen’s relationship was characterized by cautious cooperation, with a relatively low 

threat perception but lingering fears about socialist influences in the south of Oman. 
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However, Sultan Qaboos had a working relationship with Yemen’s president, who 

considered the Sultan’s interest in Yemen, and especially in the border area, not as an 

attempt to dominate the region but rather to ensure his regime’s stability.97 They shared a 

common concern in “containing the PDRY.”98 Oman also maintained strong relations with 

the southern vice president of Oman, and by extension the South Yemeni regime. 

Following the signing of the border agreement delineating the 288 km long border in 1992, 

the relationship between the countries further normalized.99 At the conclusion of the 1990-

1994 civil war between the newly unified Yemen, the Sultan hosted talks between the two 

sides in the southern city of Salalah in Dhofar, and later agreed to host south Yemeni 

leaders in exile.100  

 

Violent Non-state Actors 

 

Later in the 1990s, a new threat emerged from Yemen, namely the appearance of jihadist 

organizations. Throughout the 1980s, the Yemeni president Saleh allied with “radical 

clerks” in an attempt to reduce the influence of southern socialists, who he “framed “as 

godless infidels.”101 In the mid-1990s, former fighters of the Afghan mujahideen formed 

the Aden-Abyan Islamic Army, which likely became part of Al-Qaeda later.102 Fleeing 

crackdowns in Saudi Arabia, the Saudi and Yemeni branches of al-Qaeda merged in 2008 
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to form al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP).103 After the 2011 uprising in Yemen, 

security vacuums in the south made AQAP, and local affiliates named Ansar al-Sharia, able 

to declare parts of Abyan and Shabwa governorates “an Islamic emirate.”104 Also following 

the 2011 uprisings and the 2015 Saudi-led invasion, the Yemeni branch of the Islamic State 

in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) became more active for a while in the southern parts of Yemen.105 

 

The 2010-2011 Arab Uprisings and President Saleh’s Removal 

 

Yemen became a source of concern in Oman once again during the 2010-2011 uprisings 

that led to the removal of Ali Abdullah Saleh from power after 33 years as the country’s 

leader. Faced with its own demonstrations, Oman’s leadership was worried about the 

potential spillover effects of the GCC-mediated and operated power transfer in Yemen, and 

began to crack down hard on protestors. Omani demonstrations associated with the broader 

Arab uprisings began in February 2011, and the government responded with both violence 

and cooptation. The Omani demonstrations began in Muscat with complaints about the 

rising costs of basic goods and government corruption, but soon spread to Sohar and 

Salalah. The government deployed troops to disperse demonstrations and sit-ins, including 

using armored personnel carriers in Salalah.106 Takriti notes that the regime used the same 

two political tools to quell these demonstrations as it did during the Dhofar revolution: 
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diverting discontent from the person of the Sultan onto his ministers, and absorbing 

“political demands by means of economic spending.”107 In response, the government 

created a committee to study the demands of the demonstrators, which ended in the 

reshuffling of cabinet members, Sultan Qaboos promising the creation of 50,000 new jobs, 

an increase in unemployment payments, student stipends, salaries of military and security 

staff, increases in pensions, and a couple of high-level resignations.108 In this sense, we can 

observe continuity in Oman’s regime survival strategy across different periods. It should be 

noted that while the government relied on patronage practices to mitigate people’s 

discontent, these measures failed to develop accountable governance and healthy state-

society relations. 

 

When the GCC Initiative, or the GCC-led plan for peaceful transition of power in Yemen from 

President Saleh to his Vice President Abd Rabbu Mansour Hadi, failed, insecurity and popular 

discontent spread across the country. The Houthi movement, also known as Ansar Allah, is a 

political group from the northern governorates in Yemen. After the Houthis began to take over 

territory, including the capital city Sana’a in September 2014, and moved toward the southern 

governorates, a Saudi-led coalition intervened on behalf of President Hadi to oust them from 

power. While the Houthi movement’s links with Iran are nowhere near as strong as a “proxy” 

group like Hezbollah in Lebanon, heightened tensions between Saudi Arabia and Iran in the 

post-2011 period have led to frequent characterizations of the Houthis as Iranian stooges by 

Saudi Arabia and international observers.109 
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In this ongoing war in Yemen, Omani officials are increasingly concerned with Saudi Arabia’s 

approach in three main ways. They fear Wahhabism spreading in Yemen and its potential 

influence in southern Oman, the Hadi government’s reliance on Saudi assistance, and Saudi 

Arabia’s (and the UAE’s) recent encroachment in the al-Mahra governorate. In 2017, the UAE 

and Saudi Arabia sent troops to al-Mahra, which had until then been relatively unaffected by the 

war. Official spokespersons claimed the troops were there to curb Iranian arms smuggling to the 

Houthis through Oman’s border, and UAE and Saudi forces took over the airport of the regional 

capital al-Ghaydha, turning it into a military-run facility.110 Omani and Yemeni officials have 

repeatedly denied any such smuggling activity, claiming instead that Saudi Arabia is looking to 

extend its influence in the region in order to construct an oil pipeline.111 Susanne Dahlgren posits 

that this new push into Yemen’s east is due to the strategic importance of the governorate, which 

would allow the Saudis to build such a pipeline from the Kingdom to the Indian Ocean through 

Yemen.112 Possessing an oil pipeline here would allow Saudi Arabia to circumvent the Strait of 

Hormuz. The Saudi government repeatedly denied any intentions of building a pipeline, 

maintaining that their presence in al-Mahra is intended to stop smuggling. Those interviewed for 

this thesis did not believe this rationale: in the words of one former Yemeni ambassador, “What 

else would Saudi Arabia be there for? They’re not there for the fish.”113 In fact, this is not the 

first time Saudi Arabia has attempted to construct a pipeline in this region. A former Yemeni 

ambassador and minister said the Kingdom had previously negotiated with Saleh’s government 

to build this pipeline through al-Mahra’s neighboring governorate Hadramawt, though their 
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insistence on a 2.5 mile buffer zone around the pipeline led Saleh to say no to the request.114 He 

further added that the strategic importance of the Mahra region is due to the potential of a 

pipeline, the access al-Mahra provides to the sea, and the potential influence the region could 

give Saudi Arabia over Oman. In a report from August 2019 investigating the Saudi presence in 

al-Mahra, researcher Yahya al-Sewari found that in response to the Saudi and Emirati activities 

there, Oman “began to reassert its clout” in the region by providing economic support for diesel 

shipments and backing Yemeni tribal leaders critical of Saudi Arabia’s policies.115 This support 

remains in line with Oman’s priorities to avoid direct participation in any conflict, but may also 

hint at an increased willingness to take a more active role in preserving Omani influence and 

interests in the border areas.  

 

The Oman-Yemen border area has become the main site where Oman attempts to assert its 

influence in order to maintain its own internal stability. The al-Mahra governorate of 

Yemen has long been important to the Omani regime because of its location and 

subsequent ability to act as either an agitator like in the Dhofar revolution, or as a buffer 

zone, distancing Oman from potential spillover of conflict or extremist activity. Until 2017, 

the al-Mahra governorate was isolated from the Yemen conflict due to its location far away 

from the centers of conflict, which have been concentrated around the cities of al-

Hudaydah and Aden on the eastern coast of Yemen. Additionally, al-Mahra had also not 

been affected by jihadi violence like many other southern governorates.116 
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As bordering areas, the populations of al-Mahra and Dhofar share a number of religious, 

cultural, and linguistic ties. The Maharis, one of the largest tribes in the al-Mahra 

governorate in Yemen, also has a sizable population on the Omani side of the border in 

Dhofar. Though few people speak it today, the Maharis have a separate language distinct 

from Arabic. The strong socioeconomic links are based on the social structure of the Mahri 

tribe on both sides of the border. Oman’s foreign policy approach in the al-Mahra 

governorate has therefore focused on aid and development. Though difficult to find 

independent information about, a former Omani ambassador to Yemen claimed that Oman 

has contributed financial and humanitarian aid, developed infrastructure such as roads and 

hospitals, and supplied medicine.117 Still, Oman does not appear to have carried out any 

large-scale development projects in the al-Mahra region.118 Ensuring that the region 

remained stable was a key priority to Oman’s leadership, who wished to avoid conflict at 

its borders.  

 

The salience of ideational threats still characterizes the relationship between Yemen and 

Oman, whether in the form of the Arab nationalism and socialism of the revolutionary 

movements in the1960s and 1970s, or new challenges. Many of my interlocutors expressed 

fear over the increasing financial and ideological influence of Saudi Arabian Wahhabism in 

Yemen and its potential spillover into southern Oman.119 Specifically, Saudi financing of 

Wahhabi mosques in Yemen remains a concern to Omani authorities, as well as the 

financial power of the Kingdom. This financial power allows Saudi Arabia to invest far 
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more money in Yemen than Oman is capable of, and indeed Oman has instead focused on 

maintaining good relations between the country rather than extensive financial investments.  

An Omani sheikh whose company works in the al-Mahra region in Yemen said, “Saudi 

Arabia is able to finance projects in al-Mahra much faster than we can. We worry that we 

will lose most of our foothold in the region because of this.”120 After Mahri people 

demonstrated against the Saudi presence in the governorate, Saudi Arabia sponsored major 

projects, including improvements in the central hospital, building a new hospital and a new 

university, as well as promising aid for reconstruction and lowering income taxes.121 

 

Saudi financing in Yemen also presents a challenge to the Omani leadership. Oman’s traditional 

leverage in al-Mahra is partly based on the cultural and linguistic links between al-Mahra and 

Dhofar, but it also has ties to Omani development efforts and aid. Increased development 

projects financed by Saudi Arabia in al-Mahra reduces Oman’s influence and ties with this 

region. Saudi Arabia’s control over the borders between al-Mahra and Oman is also contentious, 

with the Saudis closing the borders and enforcing border taxes on imports.122  

 

Furthermore, after Saudi Arabia entered al-Mahra in 2017, local reports noted an influx of 

hundreds of displaced Yemeni Salafists to the city Qishn in the governorate and got 

permission to construct a Salafist center financed by the Saudi government.123 This sparked 

a wave of protests among the local population, leading to the governor shutting down the 

building of this new center. It is unclear where exactly the Salafists settled, though Al-
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Sewari’s interviews suggest many remain in other parts of Mahra.124 While they were in 

Qishn, al-Seawari’s interlocutors indicated that the Salafi population of the city before they 

arrived “did not exceed three households.”125  

 

The majority of Omani citizens are Ibadhi, except for in the Musandam Peninsula and 

Dhofar. While Ibadism is sometimes described as the reason for Oman’s so-called 

exceptional character and peaceful inclination, Marc Valeri noted that, in fact, Omani 

authorities have attempted to “promote a consensual and “generic” Islam that is peculiar to 

Oman and disregards controversial past influences such as the Ibadi imamate as well as 

foreign ones such as Wahhabism.”126 Any attempts by Saudi Arabia or another neighbor to 

promote different religious ideals on Oman’s borders is therefore seen as a threat to the 

carefully calibrated social order of Omani society.   

 

The Omani government’s immigration and emigration policies are also crafted to carefully 

avoid exposing Omani citizens to revolutionary ideologies. The ideational threats of the 

early years of Sultan Qaboos’ rule have resulted in the Omani view of migration as a threat. 

Migrant workers with a particular ideology present a domestic threat to the Omani 

leadership, as do Omani citizens exposed to other ideologies outside of Oman when 

migrating for work. Marc Valeri notes that Omani authorities have “been reluctant to grant 

work permits to Nepalese, Palestinians, Syrians or Yemenis because of the obsession with 

the danger of Oman being infected by socialist ideas,” preferring instead to welcome non-
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Arab foreign workers.127 The choice to not accept workers of certain nationalities due to 

perceptions of their potential ideologies is also reflected in broader Omani policies. For 

example, Oman gives temporary medical aid to Yemenis wounded in the war (both Houthis 

and Hadi-aligned fighters),128 whereas they do not officially take in Yemeni refugees.   

 

Conclusion 

With all the attention Oman has paid to ensuring that al-Mahra will not be engulfed in the 

war and thus potentially influence political developments in Dhofar, it is interesting to note 

that south Yemen and Dhofar have not presented the most significant security challenges 

for the regime in Muscat since the 1970s. In fact, challenges to the Sultan’s rule have 

mostly come from the Omani interior and the northern parts of the country, and they have 

not been inspired by socialist ideology. The Royal Omani Police claimed to foil an Islamist 

plot in 1994, and seized weapons from Ibadi Islamists in Nizwa in 2004-5.129 The 2011 

demonstrations began in the capital city. Furthermore, the government has claimed to 

uncover UAE spy rings in Muscat in both 2011 and 2019.130 This suggests that the Omani 

regime’s historical memory of the Dhofar revolution has created a lasting threat perception 

that does not necessarily reflect the present-day situation or threat landscape. The 

construction of an absolutist state under Sultan Qaboos has successfully quelled socialist-

inspired uprisings in Oman.  

                                                   
127 Valeri, Oman, 81. 
128 Joe Gill, “‘Salalah Forever’: Oman’s Security Wall Can't Dent Deep Yemeni Ties,” Middle East Eye, January 30, 
2018. Available at: https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/salalah-forever-omans-security-wall-cant-dent-deep-
yemeni-ties.   
129 Worrall, “Oman: the ‘Forgotten’ Corner of the Arab Spring.”  
130 “Oman Uncovers ‘Spy Network’ but UAE Denies any Links,” BBC News, 31 January, 2011. Available at: 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-12320859, and “Oman Busts New Spy Ring Directed By UAE,” 
Emirates Leaks, May 6, 2019. Available at: https://emiratesleaks.com/en/oman-busts-new-spy-ring-directed-uae/.  



 

49 

Both material and ideational threats have been part of Oman’s framing of Yemen through 

its history. When Sultan Qaboos came to power in 1970, he faced a critical challenge in 

Dhofar, whose rebels were backed by South Yemeni socialist-inspired militants. In more 

recent history, the 2011 uprisings that ousted Yemen’s president Saleh and the civil war 

accompanied by regional intervention are naturally a cause for concern for Oman’s 

leadership. In line with neoclassical realist theory, Yemen has represented a powerful 

international threat to Oman’s leadership. The most salient part of this threat, however, has 

been the potential of events or ideologies in Yemen spilling over into Oman. Whether it is 

the socialism of the PDRY, Saudi-funded Wahhabism in al-Mahra or direct regional 

military intervention in Oman, ideational factors should not be discounted. These ideational 

factors, as perceived by Oman’s leadership, present a threat to their power and influence 

over their domestic population, and can therefore be as important as threats based on 

material power and capabilities.131  

 

Choosing not to participate in the Saudi-led intervention in Yemen and focusing on 

reaching a diplomatic solution with all parties to the conflict is not always perceived by 

other regional actors as a positive, however. In the current political climate, Omani officials 

interviewed in this thesis highlighted new insecurities around Oman’s position in the 

region. In a regional climate characterized by increasingly interventionist agendas, Omani 

civil servants worry that its autonomous foreign policy may cause it problems in the future. 

The next chapter will examine how the regional context both provides opportunities for and 

constrains Omani actions in the international and regional arena. Special attention will be 
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paid to Oman’s role in the Gulf Cooperation Council, and how it uses this position to 

project Omani influence and independence from other regional actors, most notably Saudi 

Arabia and the UAE.  
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CHAPTER 2: YEMEN AS A STAGE TO PROJECT REGIONAL INFLUENCE 

AND INDEPENDENCE 

 

The Omani perception of Yemen as a material and ideational threat due to its instability has 

also led to the framing of its foreign policy toward Yemen as a stage on which Oman can 

project regional influence and independence. Because of their long relationship and the 

importance of stability in Yemen for Oman’s domestic purposes, Yemen has become a 

particularly important space for Oman. In the regional context, Oman is a relatively small 

state in terms of resources with limited capabilities to extend its material power outside its 

borders. Oman stands in contrast to neighboring states like Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and 

Qatar whose resources and wealth funds political and economic projects throughout the 

region while bankrolling sometimes competing factions in regional conflicts such as 

Yemen and Syria. While Oman has the ability to enact foreign policies that are independent 

of those of its regional neighbors, this regional context also constrains Oman’s options. For 

a state like Oman, the regional context, rather than the international one, is therefore where 

it is able to exercise more influence and independence.  

 

While Oman is the second-largest country by territory in the Gulf Cooperation Council 

(GCC), its economic strength is less than that of its neighbors. Of the 5 million residents, 

some 2 million are expatriates and migrant laborers, though the government is currently 

implementing an “Omanization” process to reduce its reliance on foreign labor. Oman has 

the 21st largest oil reserves in the world.132 Oil and gas represented 74% of the projected 
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revenues in the 2019 budget, in which defense and security were listed as the second-

highest expenditure at 27%, following civil ministries at 35%. Oman’s deficit is 72% 

funded by foreign borrowing.133 In comparison, Saudi Arabia has a population of 34 

million, with some 10 million foreign workers.134 The Kingdom is home to the second-

largest oil reserves in the world. Approximately 68% of its revenues were estimated to 

come from oil and gas in the 2019 budget, in which the highest expenditures were 

education at 17.5%, followed by the military at 17.3%.135 While the reliance on oil and gas 

in Saudi Arabia and Oman’s budgets are fairly similar, Saudi Arabia produces and exports 

a substantially larger quantity of oil than Oman. This makes it less vulnerable to price 

fluctuations than Oman. Increases in geopolitical tension between Iran and the US also 

make Oman more vulnerable than others in the region, as it relies on strong ties with both 

countries. The UAE, however, has a more diversified economy, and oil and gas revenues 

only accounted for about 30% of its GDP in 2017.136 Oman’s relative lack of diverse 

resources is reflected in its high reliance on oil, low production and export of oil, high 

unemployment for youth (31.7% in total, 33.9% young women in 2018)137and a small 

population.  
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Jean-Marc Rickli and Khalid Almezaini developed a neoclassical realist framework for 

analyzing the foreign policies of what they call the “small Gulf states,” including Oman, 

Qatar, Kuwait, Bahrain, and the UAE. They define “small” in terms of power. Rather than 

focusing on a strict, realist conceptualization of power as purely material, they define 

power in this context as the “capacity to modify the conduct of other states, while 

preventing others from affecting its own behavior.”138 This dynamic understanding of 

power allows us to consider Oman’s non-material abilities to influence others, including its 

diverse relationships in the region and adaptable approach to foreign affairs. The focus, 

then, is on the exercise of power as influence over others rather than the material attributes 

of a state, such as its population or size.  

 

Omani foreign policy implementers, like the diplomats and ambassadors that were my 

interlocutors, voice serious concerns that the leverage Oman has traditionally held in the 

GCC may be crumbling. This leverage is based on three factors, the first of which is 

Oman’s neutrality and usefulness for its regional neighbors in geopolitical matters. For 

example, Oman’s connections to Iran have provided Saudi Arabia and the US with an 

important back channel for communication. In his extensive book on Omani foreign policy 

between 1970 and 1995, Kechichian observed that “Muscat learned to make itself useful 

(even indispensable in some instances), not only to promote its interests but also to avoid 

temporary gains at the expense of long-term benefits.”139 Second, the strategic location of 

Oman along the Hormuz strait, the Arabian Sea, and its links with the Gulf of Aden makes 

it a vital part of shipping routes for the whole Arabian Peninsula, and maintaining good 
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relations with Oman is a protection against potential Iranian aggression. Despite Muscat 

and Tehran sharing control over the strait, traffic lanes for tankers transporting goods in the 

strait “are all on the Omani side of the dividing line: so in fact Oman is responsible for the 

protection of all the tanker traffic through the Strait of Hormuz.”140 Third, Oman is not 

completely dependent on Saudi Arabian or UAE financial aid, nor does it use money to 

spread influence abroad to the same extent that the other two countries do. Still, Oman has 

previously relied on Saudi Arabian and Emirati economic aid, for example following the 

uprisings in Oman in 2011 when the GCC gave Oman and Bahrain a shared $20 billion aid 

package to deal with economic development.141 These factors have allowed Oman to assert 

its foreign policy as more independent from the GCC.  

 

Omani officials repeatedly noted that they feared this influence may be declining. These 

concerns derive from the fact that in the post-2011 regional political context, other GCC 

countries have become more assertive and interventionist in their foreign policies. Oman’s 

strategy to follow a non-interventionist path may be increasingly construed as 

obstructionist and against the GCC in this context.142  

 

This chapter will examine Oman’s role in the regional context, specifically its position in 

the GCC, and how regional structural factors have facilitated the formation of its foreign 

policy approach in Yemen and more broadly. Oman’s policies in Yemen have been shaped 
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by its regional position, especially its leadership’s wish to retain independence of action 

from regional powers like the UAE and Saudi Arabia. In the current geopolitical climate, 

with rising US-Iran tensions and more assertive Gulf foreign policies, Omani officials 

worry about being seen as too oppositional and getting the “Qatar treatment,” as well as the 

potential of regional countries seeking more influence in the government of the newly 

appointed Sultan Haitham bin Tariq Al Said. These concerns are particularly relevant due 

to Oman’s weak domestic economy and reliance on oil. In recent years, Omani citizens, 

predominantly youth, have begun demanding better jobs and a more diversified economy. 

While Oman’s economic “Vision 2040” is the government’s attempt to fulfill those 

demands, the country’s economy remains extremely reliant on oil revenues despite a 

relatively low level of oil and gas exports. These domestic and regional tensions are also at 

the forefront of Oman’s engagement with Yemen, where Omani officials fear the creation 

of a future Yemeni state under Saudi Arabian influence, especially in regards to the 

Kingdom’s anti-Iranian agenda and Wahhabi interpretation of Islam. In Yemen and the 

region, the Omani government under Sultan Qaboos sought to project itself as an active, 

independent participant using its neutrality to improve its domestic economy and gain 

international recognition.  

 

The Gulf Cooperation Council 

 

The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) is the most important regional body in which the 

states of the Arabian Peninsula coordinate security, economic, and military policies and 

priorities. Created in 1981 in Abu Dhabi, the GCC originally included Saudi Arabia, Oman, 
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Kuwait, Bahrain, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), and Qatar. The stated goal of the GCC 

is “to achieve unity among its members based on their common objectives and their similar 

political and cultural identities, which are rooted in Arab and Islamic cultures.”143 

Additionally, the GCC also coordinates military activities and economic reforms between 

its members.  In 2017, a coalition led by Saudi Arabia severed diplomatic ties with Qatar 

over its alleged funding of terrorist organizations. While the GCC members do not have a 

joint foreign policy agenda, Oman stands out as a particularly vocal critic of any attempt to 

mold the GCC into an anti-Iranian body or initiatives that would give Saudi Arabia more 

power in the region. 

 

Until the late 1990s, the smaller states in the Gulf, including Oman, did not play significant 

roles outside their own borders. It was the larger states of the Middle East and North 

Africa, such as Syria and Egypt, that held “power and hegemony” in their hands.144 With 

the increase in oil revenues, the “smaller” Gulf states slowly began to extend their regional 

reach and influence. This became especially evident following the Arab Uprisings of 2011-

2012, when many of these traditionally powerful regimes fell, including Egypt and Libya, 

or their countries became engulfed in civil wars, like in Syria. According to Rickli and 

Almezaini, “the GCC small states took this opportunity to play a significant role in their 

domestic politics by supporting groups in Syria, Iraq, and Egypt.”145 With the exception of 

Oman, they also supported the Saudi-led military campaign in Yemen. These new, more 

                                                   
143 “Gulf Cooperation Council,” Encyclopedia Britannica, June 15, 2019. Available at: 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Gulf-Cooperation-Council.  
144 Khalid Almezaini and Jean-Marc Rickli, “The Foreign Policies of the Small Gulf States: an Exception in Small 
States’ Behaviors?” in The Small Gulf States: Foreign and Security Policies, edited by Khalid Almezaini and Jean-
Marc Rickli (New York: Routledge, 2016), 186.  
145 Ibid. 



 

57 

interventionist foreign and security policies were greatly aided by the increase of oil prices 

in 2008.146 

 

Oman’s strategy has been far less interventionist in comparison with other GCC member 

states like the UAE and Qatar in the post-2011 order. Based on its long-standing foreign 

policy principles of neutrality and non-intervention, Oman has opted to use its position in 

the GCC as a way to project regional non-military influence and independence, especially 

from Saudi Arabia and the UAE. This is especially true when it comes to its relationship 

with Iran and its role in Yemen, which will be discussed below.  

 

Projecting Regional Independence in the Gulf Cooperation Council  

In their study of the small Gulf states’ external behavior, Rickli and Almezaini found that, 

due to their relative lack of resources, “small states lack the power to set agendas and thus 

have a limited capacity to influence or modify the conduct of others.”147 This leads to two 

security policy choices: favoring influence or autonomy. Oman has favored autonomy and 

distanced itself from Saudi Arabia and the UAE by “exploiting its increasingly autonomous 

foreign policy in the Middle East.”148 When autonomy is the goal, small countries 

traditionally choose to adopt “a policy of neutrality.”149 Rickli defines neutrality as a 

“foreign policy principle whose purpose is the preservation of the independence and 

sovereignty of small states through non-participation and impartiality in international 
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conflict.”150 However, some small states manage to combine influence and relative 

independence, like Qatar, the UAE, and Oman, through “making the most of their security 

constellation.”151  In Oman’s case, this means a careful balancing of its relations with the 

powers of the region, especially Saudi Arabia and Iran, with its more limited military and 

financial capabilities.152 

 

Within the GCC, Oman has repeatedly demonstrated a desire for autonomy and 

independent action. From the time the GCC was created, Oman led the effort to increase 

security and defense collaboration; however, representatives from Oman also noted that “it 

was hostile to any transformation of the organization into an anti-Iranian coalition.”153 In 

December 2011, the late King of Saudi Arabia Abdullah bin Abdulaziz proposed the 

creation of a Gulf Union to counter Iran and the threats posed by the Arab uprisings. Omani 

officials saw the creation of such a union as “a vehicle for Saudi hegemony,” and voted 

against it.154 In 2013, Oman’s Minister of State for Foreign Affairs Yusuf bin Alawi 

threatened to withdraw Oman from the GCC if the remaining member states formed such a 

union.155 Oman has also rejected calls for a common GCC currency and declined to 

participate in the Saudi-led military operations in Bahrain (2011) and Yemen (2015), or to 

sever diplomatic ties with Syria, Iran, or Iraq when the rest of the GCC countries did. 
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Oman is currently the only Gulf state that maintains “stable relations” with Iran as part of 

its foreign policy objectives.156 Following the Gulf Crisis in 2017, when all GCC states and 

a wider coalition of nations broke economic and diplomatic relations with Qatar, Oman 

exploited its neutral stance to increase trade relations with Qatar. Omani exports to Qatar 

grew from $225 million in 2016 to $1.34 billion in 2017, and $1.79 billion in 2018.157 

 

These foreign policy decisions are consistent with analyses that see Oman as part of the 

growing body of “swing states,” which Kristina Kausch defines as “A layer of assertive 

mid-sized regional powers ... which, while falling short of any claim to regional 

dominance, have the means and determination to go their own way” in regional and 

international politics.158 Through these decisions, Oman has made its position clear: it will 

not sacrifice its independence by participating in a GCC completely beholden to Saudi 

Arabia’s agenda, nor will it be forced to accept a sectarian coalition against Iran.159  

 

Projecting Regional Influence in the Gulf Cooperation Council  

Though Oman has traditionally focused on autonomy as its main goal, the case of Yemen 

demonstrates that it has attempted to project its influence as well. In choosing not to align 

itself with the policies of regional powers like Saudi Arabia, Oman has instead chosen to 

adopt “a defensive security strategy that favors sovereignty.”160 Rickli and Almezaini argue 
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that small states that choose sovereignty tend to focus their more limited resources on niche 

diplomatic and military issues, including peacekeeping, mediation, human rights 

promotion, special operations forces, medical units, or counter-terrorism.161  

 

Oman has chosen to carve out a space for itself as a respected regional mediator as part of 

its strategy to maintain independence. The Omani scholar Abdullah Baabood argues that 

the country’s tradition of mediation stems “from the way in which the country perceives 

political stability,” preferring to support “consensus-oriented solutions” to achieve their 

ultimate goal, namely stability in the region.162 Baabood further argues that Oman’s 

strategic location on the Strait of Hormuz encourages neighbors to maintain good relations 

with the country, and its ability to maintain ties with countries like Iran have “earned it a 

reputation as a trustworthy ally” in the region.163 He also notes that Oman is the only non-

Sunni monarchy in the GCC and has a long history of religious tolerance, affording it 

“more leeway in terms of its mediation efforts.”164 The Omani government actively 

markets itself at home and abroad as a non-sectarian nation, modeled on the principles of 

tolerance and acceptance.  

 

During my interviews with Omani members of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, many 

highlighted that though Oman is a facilitator and mediator for negotiations; it does not 

normally act in direct negotiations itself. Facilitation is “the assistance of an accepted ‘third 
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party’ to ease the management of communication and process of dialogue, negotiation or 

other encounters,” often through offering a neutral space for dialogue where parties in 

conflict with one another can meet.165 Oman has mediated in a range of situations, 

including in 1985 between India and Pakistan, in 1986 between Bahrain and Qatar, in the 

1980s between Iran and Iraq, in 1991 between Saudi Arabia and Iran, in 1994 between 

parties to the civil war in Yemen, and between the U.S. and Iran, leading to the signing of 

the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) in 2015.166 Acting as a mediator in a 

wide range of conflicts, including mediating in kidnapping cases on behalf of multiple 

countries, as well as facilitating conversations between parties that do not have formal 

communication with each other has given Oman a prestigious reputation of being 

trustworthy and a valuable regional actor, especially to the United States, Iran, and Saudi 

Arabia. 

 

As previously noted, the perception of Oman as a peace broker needs to be understood not 

as a general pacifist orientation, considering its large military expenditures. Instead, it 

speaks to a more complex calculus regarding foreign policy, economic concerns, and 

regional instability. For example, Colombo argues that the choice to act as a regional 

mediator while participating in the “arms race” is grounded in “the country’s perception of 

a volatile and unstable regional environment as well as the potential threat of domestic 

unrest.”167 Furthermore, economic concerns play a key role in Oman’s foreign policies. 

Having relied historically on grants and support from foreign actors since before the Dhofar 
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revolution, Sultan Qaboos sought to increase economic ties with regional actors and 

improve Oman’s economy from the beginning of his rule. The U.S. withdrawal from the 

JCPOA in 2018 endangered the potential for significant economic gains for Oman. Oman 

and Iran had plans to increase bilateral trade from $370 million to $4 billion by 2021, 

suggesting that peace with Iran was highly valuable for Oman.168 Foreign policy decisions 

related to Oman’s mediation efforts have in this case had reverberations in its own 

domestic policy; being everybody’s friend opens opportunities for Oman to boost its 

domestic economy as well as its regional and international standing. This is particularly 

evident in light of Oman’s domestic economic situation outlined above. Furthermore, since 

mid-2014 oil prices have decreased by 70 percent and Oman’s economy was downgraded 

by Standard & Poor’s (BB/B) and Moody’s (Baa3), leading Muscat to implement corporate 

taxes, hiking visa fees, removing subsidies on utilities and lifting fuel prices.169 These 

policies have not been met with universal appreciation; in January 2018 and 2019, youth 

took to the streets in Muscat, Sur, and Salalah, demanding an end to the high youth 

unemployment.170 Oman’s mediation efforts can therefore be seen as at least partly 

motivated by economic concerns, with the goal of increasing regional trade through open 

relations with its neighbors, rather than as a result in itself.  
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Omani Influence and Independence in Yemen 

The previous chapter discussed Oman’s historical relationship with Yemen and the 

interactions that shaped Oman’s perception of Yemen as a threat to its internal political 

stability. We also saw that Oman hosted talks between the warring parties to the 1994 

Yemeni Civil War in Salalah and has maintained close relations with them since. The 

relationship between Oman and Yemen was once again put to the test in 2015, when Saudi 

Arabia announced the formation of a military coalition that aimed to help restore the 

internationally recognized government of Abd Rabbu Mansour Hadi in Yemen. As the only 

GCC country to not join the military coalition and its Decisive Storm operation, Oman has 

consistently called for the development of a political solution. How has this approach 

differed from the main regional actors involved in the Yemeni conflict?  

 

Oman, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE: Diverging Objectives in Yemen 

In an interview with a former Omani ambassador to Yemen, he said the following about 

Saudi Arabia and the UAE’s foreign policy approach in Yemen: “Sometimes people say 

that they think Saudi Arabia and the Emirates believe a weak Yemen is better than a strong 

Yemen. I think it is more correct to say that they believe a less independent Yemen is better 

than a more independent one.”171 The Omani officials interviewed for this paper, as well as 

government communications, seem to reject this approach. A former Yemeni ambassador 

explained that “Omanis do not have agendas at all; they do not think about their own 

interest, but rather want Yemenis to decide their own futures.”172 Indeed, this perspective 

often came up in discussions with Yemeni foreign service officers, especially when 
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comparing Oman’s approach to that of other regional actors involved in the conflict. The 

comparison suggests that the Omani approach, if not without an agenda, is preferred by 

many over the military-first approach taken by Saudi Arabia and its coalition. 

For Oman, as established in chapter 1, the main priority in all foreign policy matters 

remains regional stability. Neutrality, non-intervention, and maintaining ties with all 

regional actors is a way for Oman to decrease tensions in times of conflict. In the current 

Yemen conflict, this translates to maintaining relations with both the internationally 

recognized Yemeni government, southern groups including the Southern Transitional 

Council (STC), the Ansar Allah, or Houthi movement in the north, and other local parties 

and interest groups. Furthermore, Oman wishes to ensure a good relationship with the 

future government in Yemen, whatever that may look like, and wants to have a profitable 

trade relationship with them. After the unification of Yemen in 1990, the main priority of 

the Omani embassy in Sana’a was to enhance trade relations between the two countries.173 

Lastly, Oman prefers a moderate religious climate in Yemen. Saudi Arabia’s role in the 

current war raises fears of increasing Wahhabi influence in Yemen, especially with Saudi’s 

increasing role in the al-Mahra governorate.174 As discussed in the previous chapter, the 

Omani government has constructed a domestic politico-religious discourse based on 

Ibadism that it sees threatened by the Wahhabist Sunni interpretations of Islam, as well as 

by concerns over extremist groups. Yemen therefore represents an opportunity for Oman to 

promote a religious climate that would encourage peaceful relations between the two 
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countries. Wahhabi interpretations of Islam, on the other hand, could potentially stir up 

anti-government sentiment in the predominantly Sunni southern Dhofar governorate. 

In contrast, Saudi Arabia and the UAE have very different roles and goals in Yemen. While 

a discussion of Saudi Arabia’s reasons for intervening in Yemen is outside the scope of this 

thesis, one American diplomat suggested that in order to accept any permanent solution to 

the war, Riyadh would require an end to Houthi rule in the north, Yemeni unity under the 

Hadi government, security guarantees for its border with Yemen, and “some level of 

influence” allocated to Saudi Arabia in the future government.175 On this last aspect, both 

Oman and Saudi Arabia have the same goal: influence. Oman’s government, however, as 

the government has closer ties with Iran, and understands the need to include the Houthis in 

a political settlement. As discussed in chapter 1, it also appears that Saudi officials may be 

positioning the country to build a pipeline through the al-Mahra governorate. This 

increased Saudi presence in the al-Mahra governorate is a source of concern for the Omani 

leadership, who wish to maintain its soft power influence in the border region.  

With the partial withdrawal or redeployment of the UAE from Yemen’s south and al-

Hudaydah in June and July 2019, Emirati direct involvement in Yemen became 

significantly reduced.176 Before its withdrawal, the UAE ran a campaign that sometimes 

contradicted the goals of Saudi Arabia. The UAE mainly focused on preventing extremist 

groups like AQAP from growing stronger in Yemen. In doing so, the UAE supported the 
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Southern Transitional Council (STC), a southern body vying for independence from the 

Yemeni north due to their “common opposition to the Houthis and the Muslim 

Brotherhood.”177 The redeployment of UAE forces from the southern governorates in 

Yemen, however, may not be very significant, considering the significant funding and 

training of forces on the ground. Security in the south “is primarily provided by South 

Yemeni actors,” who have been “trained and equipped by the UAE and estimated to 

number around 90,000.”178 One Omani Colonel speculated the same, saying “we are unsure 

if the UAE will completely withdraw, and what their level of support to the elite forces will 

be in that case.”179 It is indeed possible that the UAE will continue funding these forces, 

which include the Security Belt Forces (al-Hizam Brigades), the Shabwani Elite Forces, the 

Giants Brigades, and the Hadrami Elite Forces. The Emirati government has not released a 

plan for its military presence in Yemen. At the end of July 2019, however, the UAE’s 

Minister of State for Foreign affairs Anwar Gargash insisted that “the UAE and the rest of 

the coalition are not leaving Yemen. While we will operate differently, our military 

presence will remain.”180 The Emirati focus on training and equipping local forces and 

maintaining a presence in Aden and Socotra may be part of its “string of ports” strategy. 

This approach aims “to contain Iran’s influence in Eastern Africa and the Indian Ocean,” 
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through establishing Emirati military bases in different areas of the Horn of Africa in order 

to decrease the country’s reliance on shipping through the Strait of Hormuz.181 

Whereas the UAE has focused on countering potential jihadi threats through bolstering the 

STC and Saudi Arabia has maintained a focus on supporting the Hadi-led government’s 

fight against the Houthi movement, Oman has chosen an approach in line with its historical 

role in the region. Preferring to stay neutral and engage all parties to the conflict in 

dialogue, Oman’s leadership has used Yemen to assert itself more strongly on the world 

stage as a negotiator and it has created a relationship with all parties to the conflict. The 

most controversial of these are the Houthi movement, who is in direct conflict with the 

Saudi-led coalition. A Yemeni former Minister of Foreign Affairs argued that Oman’s ties 

to the Houthi movement and its neutrality is what gives Oman a good reputation by all 

parties to the conflict.182 In fact, almost all of my Yemeni interlocutors highlighted that the 

Houthis are Yemenis, and need to be included in a future settlement. Oman’s role 

facilitating negotiations between the Houthis and the Yemeni government and Saudi Arabia 

is therefore seen as a major strength and valuable resource. These relationships may prove 

vital in the post-war context. If the future Yemeni government includes a Houthi 

contingent, Oman is best positioned in the region to capitalize on its relationships with the 

Houthi leadership to build stronger political and trade relations. Not all parties to the 

conflict are thrilled about these relationships, as will be discussed below.  
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Omani Fears about Its Regional Position 

Many Omani officials interviewed for this paper expressed worries about the potential 

repercussions of their country’s foreign policy choices, both in Yemen and more generally. 

There is a growing fear that other regional countries see Oman’s choices as too 

oppositional, and wish to curtail their approach. Leon Goldsmith argues that Saudi Arabia 

and the UAE view Oman as “moving closer to both Iran and their Al-Houthi allies, and 

Qatar and their Turkish allies.”183 This view became more prevalent following the Arab 

uprisings of 2010-2011, when Oman’s GCC allies became more interventionist throughout 

the Middle East.  Oman currently hosts several of the Houthi movement’s top negotiators 

in Muscat, and regularly facilitates negotiations and discussions between the Houthis and 

other actors, both regional and international. During the Stockholm negotiations in 

December 2018, for example, Oman played a vital role in transmitting messages between 

the parties, as they refused to meet in person.184 Still, Oman has not faced any serious 

backlash from its allies for its neutral stance in Yemen. Indeed, Oman received $10 billion 

in aid following the outbreak of demonstrations across the country in 2011 from GCC 

member countries, and in 2014, Oman ratified a GCC security pact proposed two years 

earlier, aimed at “strengthening cooperation on internal security matters.”185  

Not every Omani policymaker believes Oman may face challenges from its neighbors in 

response to its foreign policies. A former Omani Ambassador to Yemen claimed the Omani 

government has “no real difficulty maintaining relationships with regional states.” While 
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there may be some “attitude” from Saudi Arabia and the UAE, he was confident that “they 

would not do anything to jeopardize the existing relationship.”186 The durability of these 

ties is largely based on Oman’s strategic importance in the region, both in terms of its 

control over the Strait of Hormuz and its position as a stable country with access to the 

Iranian political leadership. Still, several Omani and foreign officials as well as academics 

note that there is significant tension within the ranks of the Omani leadership regarding this 

issue. One Omani professor of Economics claimed that Saudi Arabia and the UAE have 

both financed propaganda campaigns against Oman due to its ties with the Houthi 

movement, alleging that Oman is actively working against the Saudi-led coalition.187  

 

Many of these fears are closely linked to the future succession of Sultan Qaboos, who 

passed on January 10, 2020 after a long period of illness. His cousin, Haitham bin Tariq Al 

Said, was sworn in on January 11 as the new Sultan of Oman. The quick decision to 

appoint him has been read as an effort to show unity among the royal family council and 

the defense council.188 The Omani royal family, the Al Said, have a relatively limited role 

in the government compared to countries like Saudi Arabia or the UAE, leading Takriti to 

characterize Sultan Qaboos as a sole ruler.189 While members of the royal family frequently 

hold positions in the Omani government, Sultan Qaboos created a highly personalistic rule 

in which he exercised near full control over the government. Now, the question remains 

whether or not Sultan Haitham will be able to consolidate power in the same way.  
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Omani leaders and diplomats are concerned with the potential of Saudi Arabia and the 

UAE wanting to increase their influence over Muscat through the new Sultan. Attempts to 

increase influence over Sultan Haitham leader could take place either in the form of 

exploiting close personal relationships or through increased external pressure, like the way 

the majority of the GCC countries treated Qatar’s leadership after Emir Tamim came to 

power in 2013.190 One Omani interlocutor expressed concern that if a new leader is “more 

inclined towards” Saudi Arabia or the UAE, these countries will certainly become more 

active in the internal politics of Oman.191  

 

These fears about Oman’s jeopardized autonomy seem especially focused on the UAE. 

Tensions between the UAE and Oman have increased since 2010, when Oman’s internal 

security agency uncovered an Emirati spy ring in Muscat. Another point of tension between 

the two countries is over Musandam, an Omani governorate in the Musandam Peninsula. 

This peninsula is an exclave that gives Oman access to, and partial control over, the 

Hormuz Strait. Omanis worry that the UAE wishes to gain control over this strategically 

important area, especially after the 2017 incident in which the Abu Dhabi Louvre published 

a map at its opening, showing Musandam as Emirati territory.192  Because of its strategic 

location, Oman has given residents of Musandam certain privileges; for example, when the 

government canceled job seeker allowances in 2011, Musandam was exempted.193 Oman 

also passed a law in 2018 that required non-Omani citizens to relinquish their ownership of 
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property and land in Oman, presumably “to cope with the repeated purchase by Emirati 

nationals of proprieties within the Omani borders, especially in Musandam and Northern 

Oman.194 While the redeployment of UAE forces may have signaled a decrease in their 

physical presence in Yemen, and therefore a reduction in a direct challenge to Omani 

influence in Yemen, some Omanis I interviewed still worry about Emirati ambitions; even 

to the extent that they believe the UAE has ambitions of outright “owning” Oman, or at the 

very least become a great power like Saudi Arabia.195 A former American ambassador to 

Yemen stated “I would not be surprised if the UAE, or Saudi Arabia, had ambitions to 

exert more influence over Omani internal politics. They are right to be concerned.”196  

 

Conclusion 

Whether in the GCC or in Yemen, Oman continues to pursue a foreign policy that 

prioritizes independence and political solutions over the use of force. As a “small” state, 

Oman has carved out a space for itself as an actor useful to other countries in the West and 

in the Gulf. In the GCC, this translates to balancing their relationships with Saudi Arabia 

and Iran in an attempt to reduce tensions, maintain its own neutrality, and ensure its 

economic prosperity. It is also reflected in Oman’s decisions not to participate in initiatives 

that position the GCC as an anti-Iranian bloc. In Yemen, Oman has sought to sustain its 

long-standing good relationship with the internationally recognized government as well as 

with the Houthi leadership and leaders of the STC. Moreover, Oman wishes to maintain its 
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influence in the al-Mahra region and sees the increased Saudi Arabian presence there as a 

potential threat to its position. Finally, Oman sees a future Yemeni state independent of 

foreign and regional influence as the best outcome for its interests, particularly with the 

potential of growing anti-Iranian, Wahhabi influence in a neighboring country. Therefore, 

Oman has more reasons than most to continue mediating the conflict and to keep its 

relationships with Iran and the Houthi movement alive. 

 

While some officials worry that Oman’s position in Yemen may lead to negative reactions 

from its GCC allies, these concerns have not yet become a reality. In fact, Oman’s role as a 

regional mediator and provider of communicative channels between warring or disputing 

partners have been useful to regional and international actors several times. Oman’s role as 

a regional mediator increases its visibility on the world stage and gives it a platform to 

promote non-interventionist solutions to ongoing conflicts.  

 

Oman’s external behavior remains grounded in its historical focus on non-interventionism, 

pragmatic balancing, and mediation. These policies have been shaped by its history and 

development; as a state with more limited funds than its GCC partners, a relatively small 

population, and massive dependence on oil without being a major exporter, the Omani 

government has preferred to remain outside of conflict while still promoting itself as a 

relevant player to the rest of the world. The new Sultan Haitham stated in his first speech 

that he intends to follow the domestic and foreign policies of his predecessor, stating that 

his priorities are centered around “peaceful coexistence between peoples and nations, good 

neighborly relations, non-interference in the internal affairs of others, respecting the 
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sovereignty of all nations, and cooperation with everyone.”197 If he is successful in this 

endeavor, it is likely that the Omani government will follow its current trajectory in Yemen 

and beyond.   
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CHAPTER 3: FUTURE DIPLOMATIC AND MILITARY TRACKS IN YEMEN 
 

Oman has entered a new phase of its history after the death of Sultan Qaboos. With a new 

Sultan leading the Sultanate, what will the relationship between the Sultanate and its 

neighbor Yemen look like? What are the domestic and regional constraints and 

opportunities facing the sultanate? This chapter will discuss Oman-Yemen relations in the 

post-Qaboos period, and potential avenues for Omani involvement in Yemen. In particular, 

it will explore what Oman can do to enhance state-building and institution-building efforts 

in Yemen. 

 

As argued throughout this thesis, Oman’s leadership has maintained a focus on increasing 

stability in the region to protect itself. Stability in Yemen has been very important, so as to 

prevent spillover of conflict onto Omani territory, or in order to prevent competing 

ideologies from spreading. Based on Oman’s track record in choosing diplomatic efforts 

over military engagements, it seems unlikely that Oman will choose to get involved 

militarily at this stage. State-building and institution-building is one area in which Oman 

could increase its participation to maintain influence in Yemen in a post-war situation. The 

issue of state-building will be the focus of the second section, which will provide an 

overview of approaches to post-war state-building in academia and implementing 

organizations. Focusing on the security and defense sectors, it will also draw on polls of 

Yemeni perceptions to examine a bottom-up approach to security. How does the local 

population assess the gaps in security services, and how do these gaps interlink with the 

wider political process? Finally, the chapter will highlight potential areas in which Oman 
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could provide guidance and work with Yemenis to improve and contribute to the country’s 

security and defense capacity building while refraining from participating in the military 

aspect of the war. A central challenge in the case of further Omani participation on the 

state-building side of the conflict may lead to increased friction between Oman and Saudi 

Arabia, and must therefore be part of an overall political agreement between the parties to 

the war and international agencies involved in reconstruction and state-building efforts. 

 

Under Sultan Qaboos, Oman took an active interest in Yemen. Oman’s relationship with 

Yemen has sometimes been contentious; southern Yemeni socialists acted as a 

destabilizing force during the Dhofar revolution, the uprising in 2011 ousted Yemen’s 

President Ali Abdullah Saleh and Oman’s leadership feared spillover, and in 2014 and 

2015, civil war soon transformed into an international war right on Oman’s border. 

Through these episodes, Sultan Qaboos formulated a foreign policy based on non-

interference abroad and fostering strong relations to all parties to a conflict. While building 

up its military capabilities, the Omani government consistently refrained from engaging in 

military conflict against its neighbor. As discussed in the previous chapter, Omani officials 

and analysts expressed anxiety over how long Oman could sustain this path of autonomy. 

These concerns came to the fore with the death of Sultan Qaboos in January 2020, though 

they were somewhat dampened after what appeared to be a smooth succession process only 

a day after the death of Sultan Qaboos was made public.  

 

The new Sultan was the only candidate widely speculated as a potential successor without a 

background in military affairs. As a career diplomat, he has mostly worked outside the 
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realm of the military. His two brothers, who both were considered serious contenders for 

the position of sultan, had extensive experience in the armed forces, whereas “Haitham is 

more known for heritage, culture, diplomacy & economic vision.”198 As argued by Cinzia 

Bianco, this may be a sign from Sultan Qaboos that he wanted a successor who would 

focus on economy and diplomacy in the same way he did.199  

 

Continuities and Change in Omani Policy under Sultan Haitham bin Tariq Al Said 

  

Since the Omani public and international community became aware of Sultan Qaboos’ 

health issues in 2014, scholars and observers began speculating on what a future succession 

would entail. By the time the Sultan passed away on January 10, 2020, the majority of 

written works highlighted three central challenges for a future Sultan: first, since Sultan 

Qaboos chose not to reveal a successor before his passing, the next sultan would inevitably 

have a comparative lack of domestic and foreign popularity. Second, the decline in oil 

revenues and increasing domestic pressures to diversify the economy, and third, potential 

pressure from regional states to interfere in its domestic and foreign policies. How may 

these factors affect Omani policy toward Yemen? Do they increase the perceived threat of 

Yemen to Oman’s internal stability, or can they offer an opportunity for the new leader to 

present Oman as a powerful regional player in post-war reconstruction and state-building? 
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Domestic and Foreign Legitimacy 

In the early years of his reign, Sultan Qaboos was able to use his family background to 

present himself as a unifying ruler. His mother was from Dhofar and his father from 

Muscat, and he could therefore claim to represent these two different parts of the country. 

Furthermore, Sultan Qaboos used the oil boom of the 1970s and 1980s to efficiently build 

new state infrastructures and centralize power in the state apparatus. This included massive 

expansions in education, transportation infrastructure, health care, and the creation of a 

large public sector providing jobs to the population. Sultan Qaboos also created a state 

system in which he maintained a high degree of control over the most important 

institutions. The former sultan held the posts of prime minister, commander in chief of the 

armed forces, chairman of the central bank, and minister of defense, foreign affairs, and 

finance.200 With domestic conditions being very different from when Sultan Qaboos came 

to power in 1970, it is unlikely that Sultan Haitham will be able to maintain the same 

concentration of power. As a result, power will likely be more decentralized under this new 

Sultan. After the 40-day mourning period following Sultan Qaboos’ passing, Sultan 

Haitham announced that his brother Shihab bin Tariq would become the sultanate’s deputy 

prime minister for defense affairs.201 Haitham’s older brother Assad is currently serving as 

the deputy prime minister for international cooperation. Additionally, Sultan Haitham 
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appointed new ambassadors to Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, and the UAE, and several high-level 

officials with whom he has worked for many years prior to becoming Sultan.202 

 

Economic Concerns and Domestic Pressures 

The economic conditions the new Sultan faces today are different. Oman’s economy 

struggles with high youth unemployment and a highly educated youth, and a lack of 

economic growth and diversification from oil. Dealing with these economic issues will 

likely be among Sultan Haitham’s main priorities, as discontent with the economic 

situation was a key reason for the outbreak of uprisings in 2011 and more demonstrations 

in the following years. In addition to economic issues like job creation, Omani citizens 

demonstrating in 2011 also wanted increased political liberalization. The government’s use 

of repression during these demonstrations and subsequent failure to implement meaningful 

political reform did not go unnoticed.203  

 

During his inauguration speech on January 11, 2020, Sultan Haitham called for greater 

“economic integration in the Arab world.”204 He also expressed a wish to improve the 

economic situation for Omani citizens.205 Sultan Haitham is well versed in the economic 

challenges facing the country; in 2013, the late Sultan Qaboos made him the chairman 

responsible for drafting Oman’s “2040 Vision,” which aims at reducing the country’s 
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dependence on oil revenues and reducing the state’s budget deficit.206 Currently, the budget 

deficit has reached an estimated $50 billion, and gross government debt has reached around 

50 percent of the country’s GDP.207 

 

Possible Regional Pressures in the Post-Qaboos State 

As mentioned in chapter 2, several of my interlocutors expressed concern that the new 

sultan may be pressured by regional actors into changing Oman’s domestic and foreign 

policies. One Omani diplomat said “Oman has never faced problems with our neighbors 

because they respect the Sultan. It is different with these young rulers [referring to Saudi 

Arabia’s Mohammed bin Salman and the UAE’s Mohammed bin Zayed], as they do not 

have the same respect. We do not know if our neighbors will let us continue in the same 

way when the Sultan dies.”208 This official highlighted that Oman’s neighbors see its 

relationship with Iran as the most contentious issue. As others have noted, the “perceived 

closeness” of Qatar to Iran was part of the reason why Saudi Arabia and the UAE 

implemented the blockade on Qatar in 2017.209 The relationship between Iran and Oman is 

likely to continue, however. In fact, Iran’s Foreign Minister Zarif was the first foreign 

senior official to visit the new Sultan Haitham in Oman after his inauguration.210 Moreover, 
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in discussing the Sultanate’s external relations in his inaugural speech, the new leader 

promised to continue the established tradition of maintaining ties with all and said “We will 

continue to assist in resolving disputes peacefully.”211  

 

If Sultan Haitham continues the trend outlined in chapter 1 of treating Yemen as a stage on 

which Oman can further its influence, a post-war situation may see increased levels of 

Omani involvement in Yemen. A security expert working in the Office of the Special 

Envoy of the Secretary-General for Yemen at the United Nations (OSESGY) said in an 

interview that this office for the first time had approached Oman regarding security-sector 

reform (SSR) and institution-building in Yemen. The SSR processes this office work to 

implement rather focus on confidence-building measures and implementing security at a 

highly local level rather than any governorate or national levels. If Oman were to take a 

more active role in post-war rebuilding and political processes, including SSR or 

disarmament, demobilization and reintegration, what could the country’s involvement look 

like? This next section assesses state-building approaches and what Oman can do to 

achieve continuity or change in future post-war policies.  

 

State-building: Academic Debates and Applicability in Yemen 

 

The study of state-building is an interdisciplinary field, with influences from political 

science, international relations, sociology and anthropology, economics, security studies, 

and development studies, among others. State-building generally refers to the rebuilding or 
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creation of state institutions like the bureaucracy, the armed forces, and so on, whereas 

nation-building refers to the creation of national institutions and fostering a cultural 

identity, often based on a shared (real or perceived) sense of historical experiences.212 

Often, state-building efforts implemented by the UN or international non-governmental 

organizations (INGOs) find expression in “building capacity” in the areas for intervention. 

In a 2012 paper addressing the shortcomings of this approach, Graham Teskey, Sabina 

Schnell, and Alice Poole argued that current state-building efforts neglect the role of “both 

authority and legitimacy” when working to enhance capacity building in post-conflict 

states.213  

 

According to Peter Salisbury, the legitimacy of the Yemeni government was “in deep 

existential crisis by the end of 2011.”214 The following civil war and international 

intervention has not solved this issue, and in general, president Hadi began to be perceived 

as “the president of the international community [i.e., regional actors, mainly the KSA and 

the UAE]” rather than a representative of the Yemeni people.215 As mentioned previously, 

president Hadi’s tenure ended in 2014. The Yemeni government has not held elections 

since he won, unopposed, in 2012 in what was supposed to be a two-year term leading a 

transitional government.  
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State-building and nation-building became important topics in academia in the 1950s and 

1960s with the rise of modernization theory and the independence of numerous former 

colonies in the global South.216 Modernization theories assumed that ethnicity and religious 

identities were ‘pre-modern’ phenomena that would disappear with the emergence of 

modern nation states, which were assumed to create a national identity that would replace 

these older forms of identities.217 Waleed Hazbun highlights that American supporters of 

modernization theory in the 1960s encouraged the West to use militaries in the Arab world 

as agents of modernization.218 Rather than being based on a real understanding of the 

conditions of Arab countries, this strategy aimed to satisfy American political and 

economic interests in the region.219 In the 1980s, these topics fell out of fashion as 

neoliberal theories stressing the reduction of the role of the state became prevalent.220 The 

neoliberal promise entailed that individual freedoms could be “guaranteed by freedom of 

the market and of trade,” and posited that the neoliberal state’s mission was to create the 

necessary conditions for “profitable capital accumulation.”221  

 

Much influential scholarly work in the US on state-building has focused on the role of the 

international community and the threat other states pose to the West. This has led to a focus 

on ‘good governance’ in practice only as “the transfer of Western values, institutions, and 
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norms, which is what exposes it to accusations of neo-imperialism.”222 This good 

governance approach emerged in the 1990s in international development. State-building in 

this context became the focus of discussion because southern countries had experienced 

“limited developmental progress.”223 In the current post-9/11 era, as well as after the 2010-

2011 Arab uprisings, scholars and policy practitioners linked security with development in 

a similar way to what was done during the Cold War, where the security of Western states 

is perceived as threatened by the ‘weakness’ or ‘under-development’ of non-Western 

states.224 In the case of Yemen, the war and underdevelopment has led to a Western 

fixation on creating a unified nation state, regardless of how Yemenis view the legitimacy 

of their leadership or what Yemeni citizens want the future of their country to look like.  

 

State-building in Yemen 

Current UN and INGO state-building initiatives in Yemen center around acute 

humanitarian relief and the UN Envoy, Martin Griffiths, leads the team responsible for 

attaining a “Yemeni-led political transition process” through working with all parties to the 

conflict, as well as the international community and the GCC countries.225 In discussions 

with Yemeni and Omani interlocutors interviewed for this thesis, most ranked security-

sector reform and defense institution-building low on the list of priorities in Yemen. One 

former Yemeni ambassador said “nobody wants to talk about these things now. They want 

to end the war first, then begin this type of work.”226 While my interlocutors stressed that 
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the conflict must end before state and institution building can be addressed, it is important 

to consider these issues in advance of peace and how a state like Oman could take part in 

these processes from an early stage. 

 

While the international community is intent on maintaining the territorial integrity of 

Yemen as a state, local perspectives on citizenship and statehood differ on the importance 

or even viability of this. Before its unification in 1990, there were two “Yemens.” The 

southern part of the country was captured by the East India Company in 1839, later 

becoming a British colony and protectorate before in 1967 becoming a revolutionary 

socialist state, while the northern part of the country escaped Western colonialism and was 

ruled as an Ottoman province and independent Imamate before the military-staged coup in 

1962. Prior to the unification and after, Yemen’s president Saleh gave preference to 

members of the Hashid, as well as Bakil, tribal confederations from the northern highlands, 

and created a powerful tribal-military system of patronage in which people were rewarded 

in exchange for loyalty to the president. In south Yemen, the “revolutionary” leadership 

attempted to remove the influence of tribes in official life, thus continuing the British 

policy in the protectorates which favored rulers of the emirates and sultanates at the 

expense of the tribes, and began establishing schools, hospitals, and public infrastructure. 

Because of the different ideologies dominant in the two countries and the absence of any 

unified state before 1990, it is easy to imagine that there was no unified understanding of 

what it meant to be “Yemeni.”  
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Imposing a top-down version of national identity in regions where the state has had little 

reach in the past, or where the state has had primarily negative effects on the majority of 

the people, is not a fool-proof way to guarantee loyalty to and the legitimacy of a post-

conflict state. Instead, building democracy from below, where local actors can define 

institutions and concepts with their own understanding, language, and beliefs, is a better 

way to ensure durable, resilient, inclusive and consensual solutions. In the current conflict 

in Yemen, in which the state’s institutional capacity is extremely limited, borders become 

more porous and meaningless, and power devolves “away from the state capital and down 

to a lower level.”227 In these situations, “politics becomes both international and also highly 

local.”228  

 

State weakness, and even state collapse, does not always entail power vacuums or anarchy, 

rather local informal networks fill the gaps and provide fairly efficient services. Fragile or 

post-conflict states are often described as “hybrid political orders,” meaning that 

governance and security are often characterized by a “contested nature” of competing 

actors in the absence of the state.229 Kirk and Luckham argue that in these types of states, 

“security provision in hybrid contexts is negotiated, bargained and enforced through both 

formal and informal processes that coexist, overlap, and intertwine.”230 Along similar lines, 

Yemeni scholar Nadwa al-Dawsari has repeatedly called for a reimagination of the modern 
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state in the case of Yemen, arguing that “state-building does not have to be at odds with the 

traditional system” that has emerged as a result of the “weak” reach of the state.231 

Engaging tribal structures at the local level may actually strengthen other state institutions 

and provide more local ownership and trust in these institutions. William Reno, in an 

article addressing African states and perceived weakness, concluded that “what the 

international community views as state weakness are actually often deliberate strategies 

used by rulers and ruling elites to gain wealth and enlarge their personal power base,” as 

well as to remain in power.232 Removing existing structures, even if considered illegal or 

corrupt, could therefore end up undermining state-building efforts, as these strategies have 

created informal networks that reach far across countries. Understanding state fragility and 

state-building in conflict zones like Yemen, then, must be based on historical and political 

contextualization, while considering local identities and perspectives on state legitimacy.  

 

However, in an important critique of the mainstream academic acceptance of the concept of 

“hybrid political orders,” Kirk and Luckham emphasize the importance of investigating 

“the relationship of security to political power” and security “as a politically contested 

object.”233 In parts of the world such as the Middle East and central Asia, they argue that 

“security provision tends to be inseparable from the deep state,” thus security and 

insecurity must be seen in the context of who exercises political power and in what ways 

security is politically contested.234 Similarly, Mac Ginty urges scholars and practitioners to 
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continuously ask “where does the power lie” when looking at “localism” in post-conflict 

peacebuilding and state-building initiatives. He argues that while INGOs and multilateral 

organizations often flaunt using “the local” as a way to guarantee longevity and legitimacy, 

much of this is empty rhetoric, and it rarely constitutes a “fundamental shift in power 

relations.”235 In a critical review of scholarship on the use of “the local” in peacebuilding, 

one scholar found that Western countries may encourage supporting capacity-building at 

the local level “to circumvent accountability for unwanted outcomes in policy 

interventions,” thereby avoiding responsibility for the outcome of interventions by placing 

it onto “those intervened upon.”236  

 

Security Infrastructure and Defense Institution-building 

In order to improve the security situation in a state, it is important to understand who the 

security providers are and if the local populations believe they are effective, as well as who 

and what locals view as the most important security threats. In a study of legitimacy in 

Afghanistan, Eric Stollenwerk concisely summarized the importance of perceptions of 

security to the legitimacy of a state: “security governance is effective if Afghans feel 

secure. Only through assessing subjective evaluations of effectiveness is it possible to 

analyze why citizens attribute legitimacy to a governance actor.”237  
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Yemeni perceptions of security vary widely at the governorate and community level, 

though that does not mean there is a complete absence of security services. A 2017 Yemen 

Polling Center survey revealed that despite the failure of the state to provide adequate 

security services, some 45% of respondents across the country felt “always safe,” while 

only 5% felt “always unsafe.”238 The survey highlights the variety of security providers, 

from state actors, UAE-backed security forces and the STC, the Houthi movement, and 

armed groups affiliated with the Islah party. Perceptions of the most salient security threats 

also differ in different parts of the country, and include AQAP, armed gangs, Salafi 

militias, Saudi aerial campaigns, and the Houthi movement. 

 

Another important aspect to consider in building or bolstering security and defense 

institutions is who Yemenis consider legitimate, and who Yemenis want to be responsible 

for security provision. While international security sector improvement initiatives often 

focus on the state being the sole actor responsible for security, 52% of the respondents in 

this survey believe that the provision of security should not rest in the hands of the state 

alone.239 Sana’a city had the highest number of respondents wanting the state to be the only 

provider of security (59%), though the areas in Sana’a governorate outside of the capital 

city saw 70% of respondents wanting involvement of tribal sheikhs or tribes.240 This may 

suggest a rural-urban divide in perceptions of security and legitimacy, or at least a great 

difference in how Yemenis in different areas perceive the appropriate role of tribes in 

society. In the eastern governorate al-Mahra bordering Oman, 40% of the survey 
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respondents claim the security situation is very good, and a whole 50% think nobody is 

ruining security in the governorate.241 Security provision in al-Mahra is primarily the 

domain of tribes, and an incredible 100% of the respondents think “tribal sheikhs should 

assist in security provision.”242 However, the survey questioned only a small number of 

people in Mahra, and it was completed before the intervention of Saudi Arabia and the 

UAE into al-Mahra governorate, so these numbers have likely changed since then. But they 

suggest that future efforts to create improved security services must take into consideration 

which actors are considered effective and legitimate in different areas. What is clear from 

these results is that security actors differ from region to region, and many rely on, or even 

prefer, non-governmental actors to provide security for themselves and their families where 

the government is considered to be the source of instability. In fact, a recent study by the 

Yemen Polling Center about security in the southwestern city of Taiz concluded by stating 

that “non-state actors should and must continue to be involved in rebuilding stability and 

security provision given that the majority (74 percent) of respondents in Taiz prioritized 

these groups’ role in doing so.”243 Again, context is key: the Yemeni security apparatus in 

Taiz collapsed in 2015 and non-state actors filled the gap, likely a key reason why residents 

do not trust government security providers.244 

 

Fragmented areas often have a combination of tribal and other non-state actors providing 

security and basic services, however the role of tribes and their legitimacy among the 
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population varies. In general, tribal systems of conflict negotiation and service provision 

have high levels of legitimacy in Yemen. One report shows that 90% of conflicts outside 

urban centers are prevented and settled using the tribal Customary Law system.245 The 

Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has argued that 

“where non-state systems are the main providers of justice and security, dismantling these 

systems and replacing them with state security forces is unlikely to work, especially in the 

short-term.”246 As an alternative to dismantling existing non-governmental security 

networks, Nadwa al-Dawsari, who has worked with Yemeni tribes for over a decade, 

argues that integrating tribal structures into official reconciliation efforts, conflict 

resolution, and state-building is integral to establishing successful local governance that 

enjoys legitimacy among the population.247 The traditional system may therefore be 

successful as a model for transitional justice and national reconciliation post-conflict.248 

Oman could take an active approach to working with non-state and state security providers, 

especially in the al-Mahra governorate, where Oman has traditionally enjoyed a relatively 

high level of popularity. Working together to strengthen security collaboration across the 

border could also curb smuggling in the post-conflict period.  

 

Although it is important to incorporate already functioning non-state actors in security and 

justice processes, rebuilding Yemen’s military will also be a priority. Militaries in conflict 

and post-conflict situations are usually not homogeneous—different groups within the 
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armed forces will have different interests and opinions on reform efforts, and need to be 

consulted during the process.249 

 

Following the removal of former president Ali Abdullah Saleh from power in 2012, 

president Hadi has in collaboration with Western advisors attempted to execute wide-

ranging security and defense sector reforms to create a centralized army with clear chains 

of command. However, instead of initiating much-needed reforms in the security and 

defense sectors, Hadi has replicated the former president Saleh’s patronage policies without 

much effort to provide transparency or a coherent strategy for reform. Where Saleh created 

a family- and tribe-based regime, Hadi has preferred to replace as many of Saleh’s 

supporters as possible with his own loyalists from his home governorate Abyan and the 

nearby governorate Shabwa in both the government and the military.250  

 

In many of Yemen’s provinces the state never enjoyed monopoly on the use of violence. 

An International Crisis Group report highlights Ma’rib and al-Jawf as governorates with 

particularly low levels of state monopoly on the use of force, and where “heavily armed 

tribal fighters force authorities into constant negotiations.”251 After 2012, President Hadi’s 

security-sector reforms have centered around two pillars: the replacement of Saleh loyalists 

in prominent positions in government and the armed forces with Hadi’s supporters, often 

from his own governorate, and increased cooperation on counterterrorism with the United 

States. In December 2011, while he was still the vice president, Hadi established the 
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Military Committee to oversee reforms in the defense sector.252 Despite the establishment 

of this committee, Hadi frequently bypassed it via presidential decrees to execute many of 

his military reforms.253 Hadi’s initial reforms, then, duplicated Saleh’s practices and 

enabled “further politicization of the military-security services.”254 His reforms failed to 

reduce the problem of rank inflation, and in 2013 an estimated 50% of all security sector 

and military employees were “ghosts,” meaning they were employees in name only.255  

 

In 2013, the GCC countries and the UN organized Yemen’s National Dialogue Conference, 

which attempted to bring together representatives from all parts of the country, but 

southern separatists felt neglected.256 The southern secessionist movement’s most powerful 

faction is the Southern Transitional Council (STC), which aims to obtain independence 

with Emirati support.257 Still, not all southerners who want independence want it under 

STC leadership. A poll of attitudes in the al-Mahra governorate, for example, found that 

72% of the inhabitants want an independent Mahri state, only 9% want to be part of a 

unified Yemen, and only 13 percent wanted to be part of a South Yemen.258 State-building 

approaches must therefore consider a host of diverging attitudes on what the future Yemeni 

state should look like. Regional actors, including Oman, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE, must 
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respect the outcome of any future national dialogues. Oman may be well placed to facilitate 

these types of discussions as the only country that maintains open communication with 

most of the actors in Yemen’s war.  

 

Conclusion 

It is still too early to draw any extensive lessons from Sultan Haitham bin Tariq Al Said’s 

reign. As established throughout this thesis, the Omani leadership has historically valued 

their autonomy from regional actors. Most of my interlocutors in Muscat did not express 

fear that a new Sultan would drastically alter the Sultanate’s diplomatic or military 

approaches, no matter who would succeed Qaboos. The general consensus was that Sultan 

Qaboos built the nation around the principles of neutrality and non-interference, and that it 

is these policies that have allowed Oman to remain resilient and undisturbed during 

difficult circumstances. Of course, internal stability is also a result of domestic policies and 

the role of internal security agencies as well. 

 

The appointment of a new Sultan may in fact lead to increased pressures from Oman’s 

neighbors. Sultan Haitham’s internal reshuffling of cabinet positions indicates that he is 

keeping family and old acquaintances close. He has brought in his brother to higher 

positions of power than Sultan Qaboos before him did. The few public statements Sultan 

Haitham has made suggest he plans to continue in the footsteps of his predecessor, whose 

popularity and reputation remain salient symbols of Oman’s national identity after his 

death. Still, it is likely that the new sultan will focus on the pressing domestic challenges 

ahead of him, chief among them diversifying the economy and creating more jobs for the 
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increasing population of educated, unemployed youth. Pressing issues of foreign affairs 

remain regional in character. In Yemen, the Saudi presence across the border in al-Mahra 

continues to pose another serious challenge to Oman’s leadership. Other challenges include 

increased tensions with the UAE, and heightened Saudi-Iran tensions. 

 

Oman’s position as a neighbor of Yemen with long ties to the country and no military 

involvement in the conflict puts it in a good position to take a more involved approach to 

state and institution-building. As the stability of Yemen is of vital importance to Oman, 

Oman’s leadership may consider focusing its efforts on taking part in state-building in the 

security and defense sectors, provided that the other actors in the war allow it. Its history of 

non-interference and acting as a neutral and credible mediator for regional conflicts, along 

with its support for peaceful resolutions gives Oman a potentially much better image in 

Yemen than Saudi Arabia, the UAE, or other parties to the conflict. However, Yemenis are 

not as of now free to decide who to collaborate with due to the presence on the ground of 

Saudi Arabia and the UAE.  

 

Should the new Sultan choose to increase Oman’s involvement in Yemen in a post-war 

situation, Omani leaders could limit potential backlash from regional powers by channeling 

its involvement in Yemen through multilateral organizations like the UN and its partner 

organizations. Institution-building in the security and defense sectors must take into 

account the perceptions and views of Yemeni people, and it is clear that these perceptions 

diverge across the country. There is no simple solution here, but by increasing the capacity 

of local organizations like the Yemen Polling Center, we can increase our collective 
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understanding of the needs and views of Yemenis across the country, Oman and the rest of 

the world can better tailor interventions in the future. It is imperative that any security and 

defense institution-building is part of a larger, comprehensive peace process, and that 

different organizations do not take a piecemeal approach to reform in these sectors. 

Furthermore, no large-scale study has been done on the perception of Yemenis of Oman’s 

role in the conflict, though all Yemenis interviewed for this thesis expressed a high degree 

of confidence in and respect for the actions and intentions of Oman. This was especially 

true when compared to the actions of Saudi Arabia and the UAE. Oman could, therefore, 

be considered a valuable post-war partner to the Yemeni people.  

 

Finally, improving the security and defense sectors in Yemen will be a long, complicated 

process. It is worth remembering the guidelines put forth in the OECD Handbook on 

Security System Reform: “Delivering security is not only about an effective police and 

military. It also means sustaining an ongoing dialogue among different factions about the 

causes of insecurity and appropriate measures for restoring public order.”259 Security 

reform, then, is about much more than reintegrating non-state military actors into Yemen’s 

armed forces. It is about fostering a more open discussion about what it means to be secure, 

about creating institutions that hold people accountable for their actions, and about 

integrating “local” understandings into a new national framework.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

In the ongoing war in Yemen, parties to the war like the Houthis, the Yemeni government, 

Yemeni southern factions, Saudi Arabia and the UAE have received a lot of academic 

attention and media coverage. Oman’s role in the conflict as a facilitator for negotiations 

between the warring parties has mostly been treated as a constant, inevitable factor. This 

thesis has argued that we can increase our understanding of foreign policy in conflict by 

examining the roles and motivations of actors that do not take an active military role. 

Actors like Oman can and continuously do shape the development of the conflict as well as 

post-conflict outcomes and developments through facilitating secret and open negotiations 

between warring parties.  

 

This thesis has explored the drivers of Oman’s foreign policies in Yemen. It has done this 

through examining Omani elites’ threat perceptions, Oman’s role on the regional stage, and 

by looking toward the future of Oman’s role in Yemen in the post-Qaboos age. Based on 

fieldwork in Muscat, Oman, and existing literature, the thesis draws on neoclassical realist 

theory and omnibalancing to reconceptualize how we see Oman’s foreign relations in the 

regional context. This approach sees “excessive focus on a country’s structural position 

obscures variations in foreign policy that may result from particular domestic 

configurations and policy choices,” and argues that “over-emphasis on a leader’s 

personality and idiosyncratic choices can also obscure external and other internal 

environmental determinants.”260  
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The literature on Oman’s foreign policies outside academic institutions often argues that 

Oman is a regional “exception.” While it is true that Oman’s foreign policies differ, often 

greatly, from that of its neighbors, I agree with scholars like Gerd Nonneman and Kristina 

Kaucsh, whose theories on managed multi-dependence and swing states have greatly 

influenced this thesis. Understanding the regional context is vital to explain the behavior of 

states like Oman. The regional context in which Oman finds itself has been conducive to 

extravagant defense expenditure. Despite the fact that Oman does not militarily participate 

in any wars or peacekeeping missions abroad, it spent 8.2% of its GDP per capita on 

defense in 2019, according to SIPRI. This thesis has argued that Oman’s military 

expenditures are motivated by a desire to protect the country from regional instability, to 

project the image of a strong and stable state from the outside, to ward against potential 

domestic threats, and to build security bonds and alignments with security guarantors, most 

notably the United Kingdom and the United States. Moreover, as Halliday has argued, the 

discovery of oil in the Gulf region led to an increase in weapons imports and the increased 

concern of industrialized nations, primarily the US, in ensuring “reliable and uninterrupted 

access” to the oil.261 A vital part of Oman’s importance to the region and the world is its 

role in facilitating access to the Hormuz strait, and ensuring peace with Iran in that area.  

 

Furthermore, while analyses on Oman in general have retained a great deal of emphasis on 

the person of the late Sultan, neoclassical realist theory suggests that foreign policy 

analysis should include the perceptions of foreign policy actors, including foreign service 

members. Of course, Sultan Qaboos remains an important part of the Omani puzzle, and 
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how Sultan Haitham balances internal and external pressures in the coming months and 

years will also be crucial to determining the direction of Oman’s policies in the future. 

Sultan Qaboos’ impact on his people, as a result of the nation-building efforts he enacted, 

was described to me by one interlocutor like this: “Sultan Qaboos has an almost spiritual 

effect on people here.”262 However, they are not the only ones making decisions, and both 

must rely on a larger network of actors to implement their policies.  

 

In doing so, this thesis argues that Oman’s role in Yemen must be understood in the 

specific historical context that has produced the current situation. Like any state, Oman is 

faced with constraints and opportunities based on its regional and international position. 

Oman’s Sultan Qaboos formulated a foreign and domestic policy that aimed at reducing the 

material and ideational threats to his rule both abroad and at home, starting with the Dhofar 

revolution that marked the early years of his reign. As a result of its relative lack of 

resources vis-a-vis its GCC neighbors and lack of infrastructure and state institutions in 

1970, Sultan Qaboos and his ruling elite focused on creating policies that would allow 

Oman some independence and influence in Yemen and more broadly in the region. As 

such, Oman can be classified as a “swing state.” It is this role as a swing state that should 

interest international actors: while careful not to upset the balance in the region, Oman 

holds importance as a country that does not always fall in line with the prevailing opinion 

of Saudi Arabia or the UAE.  
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In Yemen, Omani leaders’ priorities have been to reduce the possible threats to themselves. 

During the Dhofar revolution, strong links between the Dhofari and South Yemeni socialist 

revolutionary movements presented a salient threat to the Omani regime and, in fact, the 

other Guld regimes. In its aftermath, Oman spent a great deal of money both within the 

country and in Yemen to reduce the salience of the socialist threat, by constructing a nation 

based around the person of the Sultan, by including more Dhofaris in the affairs of the 

state, and by implementing wide-ranging development and construction efforts. Aided by 

the oil boom of the 1970s, Sultan Qaboos created modern infrastructure throughout his 

country and connected Dhofar and al-Mahra with a road. A good relationship between the 

Omani sultan and the leader of the newly unified Yemen (1990), president Saleh, as well as 

the leadership of the former South Yemen, facilitated Omani involvement in Yemen.  

 

Al-Mahra governorate remains an important site of influence for Oman today. This 

influence, however, is currently threatened. With Saudi Arabia and the UAE entering the 

governorate in 2017 to curb Iranian weapons smuggling through the Oman-Yemen border, 

something all Omani officials vehemently deny was happening, Omani officials fear they 

will lose their historical ground in al-Mahra. Their influence has been based on 

development efforts and close socio-economic and religious ties between tribes and other 

social strata of Maharis on both sides of the border. Now, Saudi Arabia has increased its 

military and economic presence in the governorate, even attempting to impose a more 

Saudi-inspired religious presence on the ground and in schools.  
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Threat perceptions of Yemen were high again after the 2011 uprisings across the region, 

which led to the ousting of President Saleh from Yemen and brought serious 

demonstrations to Oman. In the post-2011 era, marked by more interventionist foreign 

policies among the richer Gulf states, Oman has continued using its historical strengths; 

non-intervention and facilitating negotiations between warring parties. In the Yemen war, 

Oman is the only country in the region (excluding Iran) that hosts and directly talks to 

members of the Houthi movement. Almost all of my Yemeni and Omani interlocutors 

highlighted that the Houthis are Yemenis, and need to be included in a future settlement. 

Among the foreign service members, this willingness to talk to everyone is Oman’s 

greatest strength, but also a source of potential trouble. Should Oman’s neighbors decide 

Oman is too close to the Houthis, or that Oman is too far removed from the GCC foreign 

policy priorities (read: Saudi Arabia’s priorities), Omani civil servants fear they may come 

under greater pressure from Saudi Arabia and the UAE to alter their behavior.  

 

In the discussion of Oman’s foreign policy, it is important to understand Oman’s regional 

position and its role in the GCC. I have argued that while Oman has not faced any direct 

negative consequences from carrying out a fairly independent foreign policy, some foreign 

service members fear more attempted intervention in the country’s foreign and domestic 

affairs by its neighbors. These fears are centered around Saudi Arabia in al-Mahra, through 

increased investment and attempts at religious involvement, and the UAE in more direct, 

material terms. Increased tensions between Oman and the UAE have so far gone unsolved, 

with some Omanis arguing that the UAE wants to extend their influence over all of Oman. 
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Oman’s disconnected Musandam peninsula is a particular vulnerability, as it is this 

peninsula that gives Oman its importance in the Strait of Hormuz.  

 

Now that there is a new sultan in Oman, it remains to be seen whether or not Oman’s role 

in Yemen changes. The framework for Oman’s neutrality and facilitation is solid and has 

long historical roots, and it seems unlikely that the new ruler will want to drastically alter 

this. But one area in which the sultan will need to address policies in a new way is in the 

economic arena. My research supports the view that the most pressing constraints facing 

Oman in the contemporary era are primarily economic. The new sultan must focus on 

fostering economic growth and job creation to satisfy the demands of the country’s 

younger, well-educated citizens. It is still too early to see the long-term effects the new 

sultan will have on the economy and domestic social cohesion, but he has begun to unroll 

policies to reduce debt, create more jobs, and diversify the economy.  

 

This thesis has also explored whether Oman can take a more active role in institution-

building in Yemen in a post-conflict era. Oman is not as rich as its GCC neighbors, but its 

interventions are often perceived as less controversial, and it can therefore play a 

constructive role in building institutions in Yemen. It is likely that Saudi Arabia and the 

UAE may also play a significant role in granting money to postwar reconstruction and 

using private firms to invest in Yemen, but Oman could work with international 

organizations and the UN specialized agencies to develop more comprehensive plans for 

local institution-building, both in governance and defense.  
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My research has added to the growing literature on Oman’s role in the region by examining 

the perceptions of those involved in implementing its foreign policies. It is not an 

exhaustive study by any means, and further studies examining Omani perceptions of 

themselves and their region could be valuable for understanding a country that could 

possibly play an even bigger regional or international role in the future.  
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