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NATION AND STATE IN OMAN:
THE INITIAL IMPACT OF 1970

J. E. Peterson

The emergence and consolidation of the Omani state after 1970 can be
explained by exploring basic concepts that define the country, nation,

state, and government. This approach provides insights into the initial devel­
opment of the post-1970 Sultanate under Sultan Qaboos. The first few years
of the 1970s were pivotal, formative, and transitional. This was the time when
Oman changed from being an undefined nation searching for a serviceable
state to a new capable state elaborating a cohesive national identity.1 The new
Sultan, Qaboos bin Said, was at the heart of this transformation, stepping into
the new experience and role as ruler of a country still divided and fragmented.

The Contemporary Omani Nation

At the root of modern Omani identity lies the concept of the nation, one
shared by Omanis from diverse backgrounds. Concepts such as “national
origin,” “nationality,” and “nation-state,” were new to the Gulf States and
Oman, emerging around the beginning of the oil era in the mid-twentieth
century. Their impetus can be termed “legal” rather than “ideological” or
“emotional,” in that the emergence of these ideas was the consequence of two
roughly simultaneous impulses: the consolidation of a primary political role
by certain tribes and sheikhly families and the impact of the British. While
citizenship or nationality confers Omani legal identity, the sense of who is an
Omani and who is not extends well beyond formal citizenship.
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There has long existed in Oman a common identity that, although blend­
ing into ties beyond the Oman of today, created a sense of being Omani or
non-Omani. Over the course of the twentieth century and especially after
1970, this commonality gradually intensified into a fuller feeling of national­
ism, of a distinct Omani identity tied to the Sultanate with the Sultan as its
symbol. The term “nationalism” has often acquired a rather pejorative con­
notation, particularly due to its association with the more specific concept of
integral nationalism, where individual rights of the citizens are subordinated
to the needs of the state, as in the fascist regimes of the twentieth century. The
use of the term here, in contrast, relies on the concept of liberal nationalism,
whereby a group or groups of people assume a shared identity on the basis
of common history, ethnicity, religion, culture, or other self-perceived unity
to form a “nation” that ideally is expressed politically within a nation-state.
Thus, the emergence of nationalism is a prerequisite for the creation of a
nation-state.2

What constitutes a nation? Ernst Renan, in his nineteenth-century essay,
“Qu’est-ce qu’une nation?” concluded that a nation is based not on racial,
ethnic, or language affinities as much as shared memory and forgetfulness.3
Later, in the 1980s, Benedict Anderson remarked, “Nation, nationality,
nationalism—all have proved notoriously difficult to define, let alone to
analyse.” He goes on to describe the nation as “an imagined political com­
munity—and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign.”4 Eric

Hobsbawm notes that just as the concept of a nation is relatively new, its
elaboration “must include a constructed or ‘invented’ component.”5 The tra­
ditions that sustain and bind the new nation together not only rely upon
“remembered” elements, but also embody newly invented rituals and prac­
tices. The development of the Omani “nation” can be described in two ways:
as a more amorphous, “traditional,” sense of what made the people of Oman
distinct from their neighbors; and as a product of more universalist human

ideals of the “modern” nation-state.

Conceptions of Oman

Perhaps the most fundamental element of the traditional notion of nation is
geography. For centuries before the twentieth century, the essence of Oman
was often an amorphous geographical entity with indeterminate borders. An 
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anecdote by geographer and former oil company employee in the Gulf, J. C.
Wilkinson, illustrates this point:

In 1959, when the writer was transferred from Doha to work in Abu Dhabi,
he was somewhat surprised when a Qatari remarked to him, “Ah, so at last
you’ve got your wish and you’re going to Oman.” Shortly after taking up this
new appointment, some urgent business arose which required discussion with
the Ruler. Inquiries revealed that he was no longer in Abu Dhabi, but had
“gone to Oman.” Here, at last, seemed to be a perfect excuse for visiting this
forbidden land. But it was not to be, because “Oman” turned out simply to
be the local name for Sheikh Shakhbut’s territory in the so-called “Buraimi
Oasis”!. . . [H]cre also the writer was able to talk with those who really knew
the area, for the group of men with brightly-coloured head-dresses whom he
found waiting in the Sheikhs majlis were, it appeared, “visitors from Oman.”
Some years later when the opportunity did at last come to make rhe journey
along the foot of the mountains southwards from Buraimi, the writer called
on one of these “Omanis” at his home at ‘Ibri. As he took his leave to carry on
towards Nizwa he almost anticipated his host’s remark, “Ah, so you’re going
on to Oman”!6

Wilkinson’s account demonstrates that borders and claims on geography have
changed dramatically since the middle of the twentieth century. The idea of
Oman geographically was not the same thing as the present nation-state of
Oman. Until very recently, that which was regarded as Oman included the
Oman Coast, later known, by outside observers, as the Pirate Coast, then the
Trucial Coast, and now the United Arab Emirates. But traditionally it did not
include the Sultanates southern region of Dhofar (with its historic links to
the eastern regions of what is now Yemen). The melding of Oman with the
Sultanate is a recent phenomenon and in some ways is the consequence of the
accession of Sultan Qaboos.

Twentieth-Century Nation-building in Oman

The appearance of the Omani nation-state owes much to the creation of the
Al-Bu Said state in the eighteenth century. But, more directly, the full forma­
tion of the modern Omani state was accelerated with the accession of Sultan
Qaboos and the Nahda (Renaissance) or sahwa (awakening) he set in motion. 
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This process was comparable to the emergence of the independent emirates of
the Gulf around 1971. An important aspect of the change was the creation of
a modern national identity coterminous with the Sultanate of Oman.

For Sultan Qaboos and his government to create this national identity
among the Omani people, it was first necessary to reconstitute the Sultanate
in the 1970s from the foundations laid by their predecessors. Omani cul­
ture has revolved around Arabness, Ibadism, tribal affinities, and reactions
to outside interference or conquest. A sense of Arab identity has existed per­
haps ever since immigrating Arab tribes toppled Persian suzerainty during the
Islamization of Oman in the seventh century CE.

Another element of identity in Oman is Ibadi Islam, predominant in
Oman since the early Islamic period and given political, as well as religious,
representation through the Ibadi Imamate and Ibadi legal structures. Ibadism
is distinctive to Oman. Although not all Omanis are Ibadi and there are sub­
stantial Sunni and Shiite communities, it is the only country in which Ibadis
form a significant part of the population. Doctrinal and practical differences
between Ibadis and Sunnis are not substantial, allowing Ibadism to provide a
common source of religious and cultural feeling among many Omanis.

A third element is that of tribes, which constituted the constellation of
constituencies that formed the backbone of the Ibadi Imamate. Furthermore,
Omanis collectively" supported broad proto-national responses to invasions
byr the Portuguese in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, by" the Persians
in the eighteenth century", and by" the Wahhabis in the nineteenth century.

At rhe same rime, however, Omani unity was challenged by internal divi­
sions. The political fissure between coast and interior began shortly after the
first of the Al-Bu Said rulers was elected Imam in the mid-eighteenth century,
even though he did not fulfill the religious requirements of an imam. It only
took a few decades for subsequent Al-Bu Said leaders to abandon any pretense
of being imams and, equally importantly, move their center to Muscat and
their primary objectives to maritime expansion. While some (fitful) authority
was exercised over the interior during the nineteenth century—and an inter­
regnum of three y"ears when an imam of a cadet branch of the Al-Bu Said
family" controlled Muscat—all control over the interior was lost in the early
twentieth century. Similar divisions took place in Dhofar with the outbreak of
rebellion in the 1960s.
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The rulers of Muscat, by now styled sultans, acknowledged the division in
their adoption of the name of their dominion as the Sultanate of Muscat and
Oman, thus implying a political as well as geographical disconnect between
the two. But the people of both coast and interior did not consider themselves
Muscati but not Omani or vice versa. It was not until the military deposition
of the Imam in the 1950s that the Sultan was able to exercise authority over
the core of Oman. Nevertheless, the minimalist government of Sultan Said
bin Taimur, his reputation for parsimoniousness and enforced isolation, as
well as his absence from Oman in southern Dhofar for the last twelve years
of his reign (and his hostile attitude toward the needs of the Dhofari popula­
tion), did little to advance any sense of national identity.

Contemporary National Identity in Oman

The trappings of contemporary national identity, formal legal citizenship, pass­
ports, rights and obligations and legal standing of citizens, and determination
of national identity only fully developed after the accession of Sultan Qaboos
in 1970. The present Sultanate (i.e., the state of the Al-Bu Said dynasty)
encompassed the proto-national identity from its beginning. But its inherent
difficulty in doing so was due to conflict with the Ibadi Imam (accompanied
by persistent attempts by religious and tribal leaders to restore the Imamate in
Oman) and dependence on outside backing.

Even though the present Oman was physically unified during the reign
of Said bin Taimur (r. 1932-1970), it was not unified in a coherent national
identity until the post-1970 period. In this sense, the reign of Said’s son
Qaboos, even as it inherited some earlier stirrings, marked the beginning
of a true primary national identity, of a sense of nationalism, building on
and transforming existing tribal and regional identities. As Ernest Gellner
put it, “It is nationalism which engenders nations, and not the other way
around.”7

Several elements were involved in the development of a primary national
identity. One of these, aided by Oman’s reintegration into the international
arena, was the consolidation of a feeling of belonging to a larger Arab and
Muslim community, thus reinforcing the connectedness between Omanis of
different tribes, regions, or sects, as well as their connections to the wider Arab
world and fellow Muslims.8 Closer to home, the interconnections between the 
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six GCC states helped to build both a commonality and a closer understand­
ing of what it meant to be a citizen in a state. Even the development process
contributed. State education and curriculum reinforced the concept of citi­
zenship and belonging, as did state-owned television, radio, and print media.
Some scholars have emphasized the deliberate adoption of “identity engineer­
ing” to create a unitary and pliable population.9

Meanwhile symbols of the state kept focus on a national identification.
Soon after Sultan Qaboos’ accession, a new national flag was introduced,
incorporating the old white flag of the Sultanate and the red flag of the
Imamate. Portraits of the Sultan adorned offices and homes throughout the
country. Sultan Qaboos’ full beard soon gave way to one neatly trimmed
and he was frequently portrayed in uniform. This was perhaps not surpris­
ing given both his military training and his role as leader of the Dhofar war
effort. Nevertheless, it projected a young, competent, and dedicated ruler in
sharp distinction from his predecessor. As Muscat built up, an impressive row
of government ministries lined the main highway—the tangible manifesta­
tion of the power and orderliness of government combined with the modern
urban setting of the capital to create national pride. The adoption of a com­
prehensive corpus of law and a set of regulations emphasized the role of the
state in fashioning the new Oman. Omani sports teams wearing the national
colors competed in Gulf competitions and farther afield.

From his accession, Sultan Qaboos was enormously popular in the
north (Oman) since he embodied change and progress. Additionally, he was
regarded by the people of the south (Dhofar) as one of them since his mother
was from the Bayt Qatan jibali tribe and he was born and raised in Salalah.
His visage, visible everywhere, served as a tangible symbol of the growing
pride that Omanis felt in their suddenly flourishing country.

The figure of Sultan Qaboos was an important element in the process of
strengthening national identity and building a state. Lisa Anderson suggests
that “The relative strength of monarchy in the Middle East monarchies [is due]
to its affinity with the projects of nation building and state formation .. ”10

With a weak ruling family and few truly national symbols of unity, the pres­
ence and inviolateness of the Sultan was key to rallying public sentiment
around Sultan Qaboos. From the beginning, the decision was made that the
new ruler should be addressed as “His Majesty” rather than as “His Highness” 
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as his father and grandfather had been. Early discussion even contemplated
changing his title from sultan to king.

Certainly, Omanis were sincerely grateful to Sultan Qaboos for the
changes sweeping the country: in the early years of his reign, Omanis spon­
taneously remarked that before Qaboos there was nothing and that every­
thing happened after his accession. This approach was similar to the other
Gulf monarchies, where streets, airports, hospitals, and universities bore the
names of various senior figures in each family. In Oman, this was directed at
only one personality and so there are Port Sultan Qaboos, Madinat Sultan
Qaboos, Sultan Qaboos Highway, and other examples with his name.

'WHile Arabic usage pertaining to the ruler retained the adjective “sul-
tani” increasingly emphasis was placed on “royal” in English, such as Royal
Hospital, Royal Opera House, Royal Guard, Royal Air Force of Oman, and
Royal Office. Royal rituals soon became entrenched. The National Day cel­
ebrations (Sultan Qaboos’ birthday was selected as National Day) included
the Sultans tea party, following the same lines of Queen Elizabeth Il’s tea
party on her birthday. The crossed swords with a khanjar (dagger), the tra­
ditional “emblem” of the Sultanate, were surmounted by an elaborate crown
when used to indicate royal connections. The religious credentials of Sul­
tan Qaboos as national leader were bolstered by the construction of modern
Qaboos mosques in towns throughout the country and the erection of the
Sultan Qaboos Grand Mosque in the capital.11

At the same time as these concepts laid the ground for Omaniness in
national identity, simultaneous perceptions were being inculcated of the
unique identity of citizens of the Sultanate of Oman. As more Omanis trav­
eled out of the country, their passports, national dress, and accents reinforced
their sense of togetherness in the Sultanate. Internal travel and migration
for work and education assisted in bringing a new layer of primary identity
overlaying tribal and regional identification. As the government provided

more services and intruded into people’s lives, the sense of common identity
deepened.

From another viewpoint, a major push for tourism seems intended, in
addition to economic benefits including diversification and employment, to
call the Gulf and the world’s attention to Oman’s attractions. These actions
not only boost Oman’s competitiveness with the other Gulf States but they 
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also help to redress a lingering resentment by Omanis from the 1970s of
how they perceived that other Gulf nationals viewed them.12 This bonding in
national pride is a nation-building exercise too.

The projection of the Sultan as the sole father figure of the country was
coupled with his absolute supervision of the apparatus of state, and thus
his personal role (either directive or adjucative) in the political and socio­
economic development of the country. A regular occasion to connect on
a personal level with his people was the meet-the-people tour, an annual
occurrence for a few weeks in a selected region of the country—the exercise
was abandoned only in the last few years of Qaboos’ reign due to the Sultans
health. Even during the 2011 economic protests, the demonstrators empha­
sized their loyalty to the Sultan. How much this constituted allegiance to the
Sultan as a specific figure and how much to the symbol of the “new” Omani
nation-state is an important question.

The New State of Oman

The emergence of Oman’s primary national identity after 1970 could not
have occurred without the structure of a modernizing state upon which to
build it. The previous Omani state, that is, the Sultanate before 1970, pos­
sessed the necessary criteria of statehood such as territoriality, formal sover­
eignty, an administration even if primitive, and some measure of control—in
Weberian terms, “an effective monopoly of legitimate force over a given ter­
ritory.”13 But the post-1970 state added depth and new elements of services

and legitimacy. The modernizing state involves “the process by which the
state not only grows in economic productivity and government coercion, but
also in political and institutional power. It is thus closely linked to the process
of the bureaucratization and the centralization of the state.”14

Furthermore, as the theorist S. N. Eisenstadt has written, “The emergence
of the first modern states in Europe entailed administrative centralization and
relatively clearly defined territorial boundaries. The political community was
conceived as autonomous, no longer subsumed under a broader ‘religious’
canopy. [T]he state was now defined in secular terms . . .”15 Independence
and sovereignty were key components in the development of the nation-state.
“The transformation of the basic premises of the social and political order
became interwoven with a parallel transformation and institutionalization of 
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the conceptions of sovereignty, of citizenship, of representative institutions,
and of accountability of rulers.”16

It was a long haul from a minimalist to a modernizing state. Oman’s inde­
pendence has been recognized for more than a thousand years, despite having
been challenged at times and then falling within the orbit of British India’s
informal empire. The Ibadi Imams in the mountains could call upon the
support of the tribes when external threats appeared. While the Al-Bu Said
Sultans in Muscat found it difficult to maintain authority over many parts
of the country, they did treat with foreign powers as diplomatic equals and
sometimes extended their dominions to overseas territories.

From the beginning of the nineteenth century, Muscat was recognized
as their capital apart from a few brief periods. The last armed incursion into
Muscat from the interior took place in 1895. Since then, it has been a secure
and sovereign base for five sultans. Repeatedly challenged as the voice of the
Omani nation, their limitations were epitomized by the inability to fash­
ion a state capable of governing all of Oman. Said bin Taimur was able to
assert authority over interior Oman in the 1950s and 1960s but his control
over Dhofar steadily decreased. In large part, this was a consequence of his
extremely personalized style of ruling and the near absence of any form of
viable government.

As there can be no state without a government, the type of government
utilized by the state helps to define the viability and effectiveness of the state.
In recent history, Oman has produced three types of government: traditional
(the Ibadi Imamate and the Al-Bu Said dynasty); neotraditional (the reign of
Said bin Taimur); and post-traditional (Qaboos bin Said and Haitham bin
Tariq).1' The minimalist Ibadi Imamate consisted of little more than rhe fig­
ure of the Imam and a small circle of religious advisors. The Imam was gener­
ally, except when dynasties appeared, selected and bolstered by the powerful
tribal chieftains of the day.

Administration was largely limited to the appointment of walls (personal
representatives of the leader in significant settlements) and qadis (Islamic
judges), and enforcement depended on the appearance of tribal forces when
called upon. The structure of the Al-Bu Said state of the Sultanate was not
much more complex, even after the restoration of Sultanate authority over
the interior in the 1950s—1960s. There was still no hint of an effective central 
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