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The role of Yusuf bin Alawi in the rise and fall of the Dhofar movement (1965-1975)
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Abstract

Yusuf bin Alawi initiated a movement aimed at overthrowing the Al Bu Said monarchy and emerged
in the context of.the religious leader’s struggles in Oman against the monarchy; nevertheless, at the
start of Sultan Qaboos bin Said’s rule he joined him and, until the sultan’s death (2020 CE / 1398 SH),
played a central role.in Oman’s foreign policy. The contradiction inherent in bin Alawi’s political
behaviour regarding the Dhofar movement reflects the Omani regime’s efforts to maintain political
and religious legitimacy during Sultan Qaboos’s reign; explaining this matter is only possible through
an examination of bin Alawi’s role in the Dhofar movement. Given the importance of the subject, this
research was shaped around two questions: what role did Yusuf bin Alawi have in the Dhofar
movement? What was his influence on the movement’s rise and fall? This study was conducted using
historical method and a descriptive-analytical approach. The findings show that bin Alawi played an
effective role in the emergence of the movement by creating a link between Oman’s religious leader
and the nationalist movement of Gamal Abdel Nasser in Egypt; however, his joining Sultan Qaboos as
a prominent popular figure and religious intellectual, coupled with the delegation of authority within
the state structure, intensified the rift and serious confrontation between the communist and Islamist
fronts and hastened the movement’s decline and defeat.
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Introduction

The multiple dimensions of the Dhofar movement turned it into an all-out war in the form of a
comprehensive struggle—political, social, economic and cultural—so much so that imperialism was
forced to recreate a relatively reasonable and acceptable face of itself before the Arabs and
international organisations. One of the influential figures in the Dhofar movement was Yusuf bin
Alawi, who fought against the monarchy and then, at Sultan Qaboos’s invitation to help with
reconstruction and the unity and cohesion of Oman, stood alongside him and became the most
important figure in Oman's foreign policy.

The emergence of the Dhofar movement has its roots in Britain’s influence in Oman, the
consequences of which included intensifying the conflict between the institutions of the sultanate and
the imamate and British intervention in Oman. These disputes reached their peak during the reign of
Taimur bin Faisal; with the presence of the British, the Sib Treaty was concluded between the
institutions of the sultanate and the imamate in 1920 and Oman was divided into two spheres of
influence: the sultanate and the imamate. As a result of this division, general poverty within Oman
spread and the groundwork was laid for the unification of Oman under the power of the sultanate. At
that time Britain’s concern was the preservation of .ndia and the trade of Indian merchants, who were
regarded as commercial representatives of British India.

However, until oil was discovered in the territory of the Imam of Oman, this agreement remained
in force; at that point disputes resurfaced and Saudi Arabia claimed to support the Imam. Neither the
Sultan nor Britain were willing to share the benefits of oil discoveries with another party, especially
the imamate (which hindered the presence of oil companies in the region). In this matter Britain
supported the Sultan with all its might. The Imam attempted to resist Britain and the Sultan. They used
all kinds of weapons against the Imam and his supporters; the Imam and his followers were forced to
leave the land and move the struggle elsewhere. In the years 1957 to 1965 a policy of killing
opponents, at the cost of harming civilians, prevailed. The aforementioned battles became known as
Jebel Akhdar. With the Imam’s appeal to the United Nations, the institution of the sultanate was
defeated, but through British efforts his claim did not prevail.

The Ibadi imam was defeated, exiled to Saudi Arabia, and Saudi Arabia supported him.
Following the aforementioned battles, the Dhofar movement with similar goals and also the
independence of the Dhofar region emerged; among them Imam Ghalib bin Ali al-Hanani was a
supporter of the movement. Until leftist tendencies arose within the movement and nationalists such as
Yusuf bin Alawi, who relied on the traditional power of the tribe and the Ibadi imam, were regarded as
agents of backwardness and expelled from the movement. At that time the imam, who was under the
protection of Saudi Arabia — and Saudi Arabia was allied with the United States — came to be
counted among the movement’s enemies.

Up to the rule of Said, the imam allied with a group of nationalists to overthrow Said; the Shah of
Iran also refused to help Said against the revolutionaries and cited Saudi and American support for the
imam as the principal reason. During the coup the imam’s objective was realised: Yusuf and his
followers stood with Qaboos and against the leftist Dhofaris. This sudden turn is the issue on which
this research is based.
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Method and approach

The research method in this study is historical and based on an interpretive-analytical approach. Due
to the nature of the subject, in addition to historical sources and documents, interdisciplinary sources
and research in political science and international relations were also used. The documents were
analysed and examined in the form of contemporary writers’ opinions and views, official perspectives,
and recent studies. The importance of this research lies in proposing an approach that has not
previously been examined independently.

Findings and Results

This study has two parts. The first part examines the formation of the Dhofar movement and the role
of Yusuf bin Alawi in it, and the second part investigates the reasons for the movement’s defeat and
bin Alawi’s role in that. Chronologically, the first part covers the reign of Said bin Taimur,
encompassing two elements: the claim of the Ibadi imamate at the United Nations, the Nasserite
movement and its defeat; the second part includes the beginning of Sultan Qaboos’s rule, efforts for
the unification of Oman and the continuation of the Al B. Said dynasty’s reign. The Dhofar
movement was one of the most important events in the Middle East; geographically it was limited to
Oman, but in terms of consequences and repercussions it was a global movement and occupied a
position in the confrontation between the Eastern and Western blocs. Yusuf bin Alawi, a prominent
figure in the movement, played a role in the rise and fall of the Dhofar movement. The initial seed of
the movement was formed by the bond between religious intellectuals and the Ibadi imamate
institution in Oman. Bin Alawi and his comrades, seeking to secure the interests of the local
population to achieve improved socio-economic conditions, were free of communist tendencies. Bin
Alawi’s reliance on the Arab nationalism of Gamal Abdel Nasser and Egypt’s backing meant that the
Ibadi imam and his faction gained greater strength, and the movement progressed significantly with
that support and the Cairo radio platform given to Yusuf bin Alawi until Egypt’s defeat by Israel; at
that stage, with Egyptian aid cut off, Chinese assistance increased and the movement’s tilt to the left
grew stronger. As a result, the faction inclined towards Nasser — namely bin Alawi and his associates
— were sidelined as reactionary and backward. After the fall of Sultan Said bin Taimur’s rule, Sultan
Qaboos, guided by Britain, employed a hearts-and-minds strategy and won over the religious-
intellectual faction. Bin Alawi, who had played an important role in directing fighters against the Al
Bu Said, began to incline in this direction and, with Qaboos’s support and pardon, changed course and
joined the ranks of the movement’s opponents. This move further exposed the fighters’ faction to
conflict with religion and accelerated the process of the movement’s decline and defeat.
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