S

YEMEN'’S FAILED TRANSITION

From peaceful protests to war of “all against all’

Bogumila Hall

In 2011, tribesmen and fighters left their guns at home to join peaceful protests
against the then president, Ali Abdullah Saleh.Today, Yemen’s writers, poets and paint-
ers are putting down the tools of their creativity and instead picking up steel with

which to fight.
(Farea al-Muslimi, 27 May 2016, al-Jazeera)

Introduction

In 2010, Ahmed, then in his early twenties, was learning foreign languages. After
quitting university, he tried his chances in the tourism industry. In his makeshift
office in Old Sana’a — among the posters of beautiful Yemeni landscapes from
Soqotra Island to the Haraz Mountains and the Marib dam — hung a faded poster of
then president Ali Abdullah Saleh. Ahmed was not a big fan of Ali Abdullah Saleh,
nor was he particularly against him. He was into business, not politics; but as the
president enjoyed genuine support in the quarters of the old city and his images
were displayed in abundance there, Ahmed, without giving it much thought, had
put up the picture too.

About one year later, the doors of his office were shut and the work of the
new travel agency suspended. For several months Ahmed was busy on the streets
of Sana’a, having joined, after initial doubts, the popular protests against the man
whose portrait had decorated his office. In our correspondence, in mixed Arabic and
English, Ahmed described the feeling of joining the crowds and chanting slogans a3
empowering and joyful. He compared the revolution to a holiday (al-thawra k’.a"“t
zay al-‘aid). With the statement, ‘I was a boy now I am a man’, he also descrl'bed
how his continuous presence on the Changes Square led to his gradual politicization-

After 11 months of protests, when the transition agreement was reached and
Saleh resigned from power, Ahmed — unlike the majority of more radical members
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soon after seized and took control over Sana’a, Ahmed saw it as a move towards
realizing the objectives of the popular uprising, The Houthis, however, did not
stop at protests, and moved to expand their territoria] control and power, with the
country descending into violence and further fragmentation.

‘Yemen is in mess’, Ahmed told me when his initial enthusiasm cooled down,
explaining the bizarre alliances and multiplicity of actors involved in the conflict.
There were the Houthis allied with ex-President Saleh, new President Hadi sup-
ported by the Islamist party, Islah, but also al-Qaeda, Saudi Arabia, and the United
Arab Emirates, according to Ahmed.

After months without communication, by the end of March 2015, Ahm.ed’s
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tion, economic deterioration, and a security void. All of these triggered multipl
‘small’ wars fought on the local level, which escalated into a civil war in M p}ex
2015 when the Houthis ad\{anced southwards to overthrow President Hadia:rcld
his g?vem@ent. The .P-Iouthls’ expansion was followed by the involvement of the
Saudi Arabxa—l‘ed coalition, turning the Yemeni conflict into a war with domestic
and regional dimensions. It has been marked by heavy sectarian undertones and a
multiplicity of armed groups, whose fighters joined for a variety of reasons: ideol-
ogy, self-defence, frustration with the failure of peaceful resistance, and financial
rewards. The latter should not come as a surprise in a ruined country, where hun-
ger today is as big a threat to people’s lives as are bombs and bullets.

While developments in Yemen may seem particular and rooted in the coun-
try’s unique features, in fact, the mechanisms that were activated at consequent
stages of mobilization and civil war speak forcefully to the theoretical framework
elaborated by Donatella della Porta in Chapter 2. To give a comprehensive pic-
ture of how Yemen — infamous for tribal, often violent politics — turned towards
popular peaceful mobilization to finally end in civil war, the chapter is divided into
four main sections that shine light on the relevant causal mechanisms. The first
introduces Yemen's structural context and the particular make-up of Ali Abdullah
Saleh’s regime that set the stage for the 2011 revolution. In particula-r, it s'hows
how Saleh’s rule weakened the state and undermined the country’s fragile unity by
further dividing society — all of which was later explf)ited and exace.rbatefd by the
entrepreneurs of violence. The second section examines the dynamics of popular

mobilization for regime change that began in early 2011. It starts with a descrip-

‘ ces the transforma-
tion of the peaceful revolution led by the youth, anfi then tra o e
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Divided until fairly recently into North and South Ye.rner.l, the history of i
Yemen is quite short. North Yemen was a conservative imamate untj] 19>, ed

1970, after a military coup and a long civil war, the Yemen Arab Republic v A}{n
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ist People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen (PDRY) after liberation iy 1967
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committed to radically different ideologies and run by g
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economic systems,

merged into one in 1990 under the leadership of Al; A}, dullh
Saleh, who had previously ruled the YAR

Yemen: in the state

since 1978.

Since unification, Yemen has been characterized by relative openness and ;
vibrant civil society, making its political landscape quite unique in the region
While life in authoritarian security states such as Syria or Libya was markeq b{(
fear and public displays of obedience (see, for example, Wedeen 1999), in Yemep,
public spaces have often been sites of dissent and debate. Scholars have POinteé
to the existence of democratic practices in Yemen that could be found anywhere
from civil society activism to collective gat chews' (Carapico 2007; Wedeen 2003;
2008), thus reaching far beyond formal institutions. In the early years of the uni-
fication the levels of repression were low, and a large number of new private
media outlets emerged, often overtly critical of the regime’s failures and excesses.
Ali Abdullah Saleh himself would not escape harsh critique, especially in English-
speaking magazines such as Yemen Times, which accused him, for example, of
bribery and buying people’s loyalty (Al-Bab 2015).

In April 1993, ‘relatively fair, peaceful multi-party elections’ (Carapico 1993)
;ef}ieheg].ifieh’s f(‘}zlalneral People’s Congress (GPC) won the majority of the seats
e Yefn e zzlit;li; 1§>wed by al-Islah, a new Islamist party from the Nort}.l, and
South. Unl the 2011 arty .(YPS),. whose strqnghold had been traditionally in the
with the GPC the 0\?5 e this constellation of power remained largely nact
opposition parties Irgn orrtmnt% party, and.al-Islah and the YPS acting as the main
and its leader. Sh "khp antly, the Islamists had been a crucial ally of the president

» Sheikh Abdullah al-Ahmar, was commonly regarded as ‘the second
most powerful person in the country’ til hi e g 179).”

The early years of the g & ung his death in 2006 (Durac 2013,
of civil society organizati " repul?hc w tnessed a huge increase in the number.
foreign money. This ﬁnai?a(l) perating in the country, many of them funded. b()i
States and other Western glovesupport reflected the larger efforts of - l.jm:leae
Middle East (Carapico 2002) r;nlents and NGOs to spread democracy fnt .
fields of charity, developrnent.h he neyv organizations, working largely ™ ci
work (Bonnefoy and Pojrier 2’00uman rights, women’s empowerment, & nd Sf)nge
on the ground, and too) u 7, 11), were designated as agents of soclﬁl.1 Chatat
(Carapico 2002). I the 19§Omany of the responsibilities of the shrinking >

S, the United States reportedly spent $6.
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over @ period of eight years to advance their de
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The formal liberalization that d"fl"acteri_zg(j th:\m
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repertoire. The Yemeni state from its birth lm
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remote Tegions, and definitely lacking the N
While in other authoritarian counttries in th
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ratization mission in Yemen

ple of a successfu] democracy
early years of the new republic‘
N-was soon added to the state’s
l?een. characterized by observers
little control over the country’s
monopoly on violence (Saif 2013).

. ‘ A e region the state see 1
ent, reaching the most private spheres of people’s lives (for exa‘mprlncdhommgre}?_
‘ . s (for ple, through the

infamous iz'ltelligence services, mukhabaraf), in Yemen, it has been more com
to hear complaints about the state’s absence. ‘Ma bish dawla’ (‘there i mo’n
was an oft-repeated complaint of Yemenis lamenting regular powe:'ec::tsm:-usggj:}z
lining the streets, or overcrowded sch : , o
thatnizhere was no law (ganun) or systecl;c';}zrI;.z(r)p(lneit;;:zasrrg:na’l X C_asuaﬂy' .Complamed
) in Yemen; instead, the
country was dragged down by corruption (fasaad) and chaos (fawda). The parlia-
ment was seen as merely a fagade and the entire political class was distrusted, per-
ceived by ordinary people as serving only the elites. Most Yemenis regarded them
as inefficient, unable to address people’s grievances, and hence largely redundant
(Durac 2013, 183—4).

At the same time, following the Gulf crisis in the early 1990s and later the
economic reforms introduced in 1995 under pressure from the World Bank and
the International Monetary Fund, Yemeni society has been undergoing gradual
rms that were supposed to give more power to the Yemeni
private sector have meant in practice an end to subsidies on food and fuel, cuts
in public sector employment, and, as a consequence, increased costs of living and
higher rates of unemployment (de Regt 2008, 160). The privatization of agn-
culture and what had previously been public services further contribu‘ted to the
impoverishment of peasants and limited access to healthcare and education for the

poor (Seif 2003, 11). |

Add to all this the spread of al-Qaeda in the country since th.e 2000s, |
comes as little surprise that commentators have 1:e.p?atedl‘y. defs)mbed YE}:lerllzh&:
being in ‘chaos’ (Blumi 2012), in ‘permanent Crisis (Phl(hps dg)‘lli‘, o; 1 ;;wd
brink’ of failing (Boucek and Ottaway 2010). In fact, 1n 200 ),. a.l—gm J; iu; , st
that Saleh’s regime was sO weak that it was not worth targeting as 168 p
imminent (Phillips 2010, 3)-
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‘le at the same time erode v
r and wealth, while a ded the state’s stru

(2012 135) put it, in Yemen, “The state is at the servic Cturg,
L &y ¢ e OF th
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his personal powe
As Khosrokhavar

, not the opposite.’ ‘ | .
mlﬁ\’;ﬂim Ali Abdullah Saleh was installed as president of the new republic ;

nobody expected he would stay in POWEE 50 ,long’ fespCCi*flly given Yemey, infy.
mous history of assassinations and the exile of the C(_)u"‘_try g rLTlers (Lackne, . 2_
Yet, systematically and skilfully, S';ll..eh ﬁ.‘o‘n} .t.he begmnm_g bu;lt a highly PCTSoﬁ 2
jzed system of rule whereby politicians, 1,1'11l1tary men, tribal sheikhs, anq el su.
figures were paid with privileges for their loyalty -(Alley 2010; Thiel 2012), Ths

ethnic in nature and built around his family 454 tribee

core of the regime Was | 1
i ost important mili
(Sanhan) members, who occupied the most 1mp ilitary and state secyy

positions. His son Ahmed was the con@ander of the RC_PUblican Guards, his gy,
nephews commanded the Central Security Forces, and his half-brother was  cjes
in the Air Force (Durac 2013; Phillips 2011; Thiel 2012). Choosing ‘co-option
compromise, and divide-and-rule tactics over exclusion and direct confrontation”
as Alley observed (2010, 392), Saleh was able to gather around him a vast patromg;
network of elites who knew very well that their position was predicated on their
support for the president. Those who failed to exercise it were punished with vio-
lence, or political and economic marginalization. Saleh himself described his ruling
technique as ‘dancing on the heads of snakes’ (Clark 2010), referring to the myriad
of alliances he had to make, and forces he had to control, to make his reign pos-
sible. In practice, this meant exploiting and deepening tribal and sectarian divisions
in the country, fighting for survival, and exploiting (domestic and international)
fears of the state’s collapse to remain in power (Manea 2015). Besides Saleh’s per-
sonal skills, the ruling GPC played an important role in Saleh’s extensive patron-
age networks, rewarding the loyal ones and co-opting adversaries (Poirier 2011;
Schwedler 2004; Transfeld 2016). The party, which was established in theory as2
centre-right organization, lost any ideological coherence and gathered all sorts of
personas of different backgrounds, who simply sought privileges, protection, and
careers.

Through these techniques as well as personal charisma, Saleh enjoyed a certalt
popularity.”> While public displays of popular support such as marches or othef
public gatherings were largely ‘national spectacles’ (Wedeen 2003, 692) scripted
by the regime, people in private settings often expressed their sympathy for tl‘le
1eader..At least in Sana’a, his pictures decorated people’s houses, and 2 POPUIM
Z:l)lz Cl;:l;lat:d that the president was from a poor family and spent his(C) A
o }iargv:zr:f:n a f:.u,jt that. made bnn seem closer to ordinary pCOPle' st
his aﬂéged honest prasvie s manhx'less (rujuliyya) and the url?an poo.r ;AanY res-
Y y with the corruption of the rest of the polincal C'li‘ss' gt him

rmal settlements in Sana’a refrained from protestii agdlt

‘ ‘ e
in 2011, arguing that they were for change but not for revolution that betray
the ruler.*
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rCPre e C . .
i i : ~Onst1 .
ower to appoint the vice president, dissolve the X tution that gave him the

of emergency (Phillips 2008). By the mid- arliament, or announce 3 state

19903 Ye L I
- , » Yemenis® civil libert;
undermln‘edj freedom of speech was restricted, and human ri hbeme? bad been
regularly intimated, beaten up, threatened, and arrested w rgnts activists were

11 ’ ‘th 1
2016, 150). In adc.htlon, Saleh’s rule was marked by deathls a(::it c;iharges (Lackner
military and secqnty men who had broken the rules of the t i
shown signs of disloyalty (Alley 2010, 403—4), patronage game and

The growing repression and attacks on pe .
framed by Saleh in security terms, necessitatepd r‘:; rtll;ile irlf:eii?;sz\;ez :}i’nvefflemly
Jslamist terrorism, perpetuated by groups such as al-Qaeda. The Yemeerr:ia tli(;:nbzl
of Al-Qaeda (known since 2009 as al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula or AQA(;’)
has been active since the 1990s but first made global headlines in 2000 with the
attack on the USS Cole in Aden harbour, and later in 2009 when one of its affili-
ates tried to blow up a plane on Christmas Day. Saleh, who officially declared
his commitment to the US-led “War on Terror’, became an ally of the Bush and
Obama administrations, both of which provided the regime with large amounts of
money, training, and logistical support (Carapico 2011). In the meantime, it was
not 2 big secret in Yemen that the US money and equipment were deployed to
improve the coercive apparatus and fight internal political opposition rather than
al-Qaeda. Jokes and anecdotes mocked Saleh’s commitments to combat terrorism
and indicated that many Yemenis believed that Saleh needed al-Qaeda and terror
to maintain power. This is what Sarah Phillips (2010) has referred to as ‘the poli-
tics of permanent crisis’, whereby Saleh’s regime actively undermined the security
situation in the country in order to receive external financial support. The latter
was used to fund his patronage networks, whose functioning further eroded security

and the rule of law in Yemen.

Yemen’s fragile unity

. .. . s of
In Yemen, marked historically by ¢ribal loyalties and other tm(.imonal. cazelgiczlr:istiw
belonging such as sect, region, descent, or occupation, fostering natlf;e intional
was 3 challenge for the unified republic. The first attempts t0 prott ‘
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recently. Fven £ efforts to exacerbate them were systematicall ignificance unt
f‘.he Saleh’s regime and by Saudi Arabia (which spent large y undertaken both by
ing Salafi mosques and schools in Yemen), until the late gZ();ums of money build-
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frotrl Secar?e a synonym for a ‘northerner’ show, who represented an arrogat
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hanistan, consolidated Salel’s grip over the state and the
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the 1994 civil wars, .or.gamzed to demand bette
When the peaceful sit-ins were crushed by the
oft unanswered, the movement grew in

Pressive rule byt 4,

against this backdrop
al-hirak al-janubi) emerged,
d into catly retirement after
I pensions and job Opportunities,

atithors: ,
thorities and people’s grievances

ere | nsw . N numbers and issyed more radical
Jdemands, calling for secession an independence. Since then, the Southern Move-

ment, although divtided over its agenda, has been engaged in anti-Saleh activism,
because of which in turn it has been depicted by the regime as a threat to the
country’s stability and unity, and accused of affiliations with al-Qaeda (Day 2012).
~ The South-North conflict was not the only one haunting pre-revolutionary
Yemen. From 2004, the government was also engaged in six rounds of wars against
the Houthis, a revivalist Zaydi movement, which emerged in the northern gover-
norate of Saada in the 1990s. The Houthis, known also as Ansar Allah, organized
to protect Zaydi traditions against the growing influence of Salafism and Sunnj
Islam (spread by Saudi Arabia and the Islah Party respectively), but they soon
developed political and military wings and were openly critical of the Yemenj gov-
ernment. Under the leadership of Hussein al-Houthi, the movement attacked the
regime’s systemic neglect of their region, corruption, and Saleh’s plan§ to transfer
the power to his son.® In the early 2000s, the Houthis organized a series of denlu—
onstrations protesting against Yemen'’s close alliance with the United States and.lts
active support for the so-called “War on Terror’. The government responded with
repression, and heavy fighting broke out in the Saada province in 2904 when Sec}‘;‘
rity forces attempted to arrest the group’s leader. The arr.ned conﬂlct- betwe;n th e
insurgents and the government continued on and oﬁ until 2010, leading to deat :
displacement of the population, and severe destruction of the Saada governorate
urac 2013; Transfeld 2016). . : _
| (Dln summary, Yemen on the eve of the 2011 popular moblhz?tlon wasa :n ililgjsly
- Wwith some even referring to it as a ‘failed stat.e’. Tbe Yemeni n;t:t;i ::nfri‘l e
weak due to the rampant corruption of the Fuhng ehtesl,1 ec::g(;oc alized war in the
ment, the security void, calls for secession in the Souh, & bled Saleh’s regime to
North, However, it was the weakness of the state that enabled S  on
* ’ ) ive apparatus but even more s
Survive. Saleh’s regime relied on the state’s coercive dppI 1 such a context, alliances
Patronage networks and personal exchanges of favour:)-asled 0;1 shared principles or
- Within the regime could shift easily, as they were ﬂ?f Fl'lrthermore, the regime’s
: ide‘)logy but rather on received or expe“?“i bemf ;.ts'. de and rule’ worked against
: “ndermining of state institutions and its pOllth&i of .¢}1Vl ad},;ibal and regional alle-
the procegs of formal ‘unification’, strengthening 1nst¢ aved a role in changing
k.. : later, all played a rofe fH EFF0S
 Blances. These structural features, as we w111‘ . ess. Although society’s frag-
the course of the uprising and of the transitional P " (Khostokhavar 2012, 136)
Mentation, the ‘Aluidity of alliances and oppositior
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not the causes of the conflict, th
? ey Were

tifications Were
dicalization and fuelled the civi

and sub—national iden :
ss of violence 1a

mobilized in the proce

rom popular mobilization

The 2011 uprising: f
to hijacked revolution
, and Saada were major concerns for the regime, being in

ral government for many years, grievances and the Senovert
lated by the Houthis and the Hirak movement wer:e of
gly in all provinces that suffered from un derdevelnot
tinually rising prices for basic commodities ?\II.L
n, the educated youth could not find jobs, the sick c'o 1o
tkers were exploited, farmers lacked water, drivers COE}:

fe was a struggle for the majority of Yemenis, wit,

d elites.

While the Soutl
conflict with the cent

marginalization articu
They resonated stron

unique.
ployment, and con

ment, unem
matter from which regio
not access healthcare, wo
not afford fuel, and everyday i

the exception being the seclude
Protests organized around material grievances and labour rights have recurred j
€din

Yemen since the 1990s. In particular, in 1996, 1998, and 2005, Yemenis took
the streets in large numbers to Oppose price rises in basic commodities. The °
tests were labelled by the regime as ‘riots’ and repressed with armed force (La ll;rlo_
201.6, 151). For example, in 2005, thousands of angry Yemenis protested in SC c’tr
;{i;alc;lit thi- c}llts in .fuel subsidies, openly blaming Saleh for the state of a;"::l
res o‘ the president were burned on the streets, and protestors were heard
;};:n;gz)go n;; Sanban after today’, re'fern'ng to Saleh’s tribe (Phillips 2006). ?;}Ze
- Shtsso :;Vl;r.lessed Fountry—w1de mobilization of trade unions demanding
ong o%hemanb air salaries. In 2008, a number of strikes took place, organized
2009 o 201,0 }; 111)(11:: vi/(orkers, teachers, labourers, and professors. Throughou;
Fisally, in May’ vl orkers magaged to shut down the oilfields and refineries.
Lo Ui fordr; atﬁauonwlde general strike was organized by the Yemeni
2012). When i’n g the regime to offer concessions to the workers (Alwazir
o January 2011, protests were organized to d .,
ption and demand higher salaries and better livi o decty the regime's cor-
f)?nstlmte just another cycle of contention ine\r[er‘rll1 n ”CYondm'on‘s, they seemec ¢
popular mobilization did not follow the usual p:trli.. o thistime, the cymamie

Th
(’/17. ;;;Z;,ezl :Inc,i, popu{ar youth revolution
-shababiyaa al-sha'biyya al-silmiya’)

Encoura
aged by the
opu PP
the streets in mid—_]aiugr la;Oupnslngs in Tunisia and Egypt, Yemenis took t0
participants not overly e:;c}: 1'1' I n the initial stages, protest’s were small, theif
usiastic, and their claims relatively moderate" they

demanded ;
ed jobs and b
etter livi ..
attempts to modi living conditions ’
nodify the Constit » and they opposed the govemmt‘ﬂts

tho
ught the Yemenj protests

new i . were sl .
mpetus in Februal’y 201 slowly moving towards an end, things gal

1, follow; .
owing the victory of the Egyptian revolutio™
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" February, when news about Mubarak ste

Qr;s from Cairo were broadcast by Al-Jazeera, t
{10 .

. the evening in front of the gates of Sana’a Unpj
in the¢

Pping down ang live celebr-
hougmds of Yemenis gathered
versity. Inspired and

e " N , excited b
M jbarak’s resignation, crowds were heard chanting for the firge time well-kn ’

l san and " e _ - : ~-kKnown-
fogals from the Egyptian and Tunisian revolutions: ‘Down with the iy
slo A

regime!” and
g days, the demonstra-
g the peaceful and popular
leh to step down, and pro-
with slogans such as ‘R evo.-

Jutior » Revolution oh, people from north to
outh!). While the central Tahrir Square was from early on strategically seized by

saleh and filled with his suppérters and thugs, the square near Sana’a Univensiy,
svmbolically renamed by activists as “Taghyir’ (Change), became the main site of
}otes:s for the next several months. In addition to the Sana’a protests, demonstra-
zonﬂ were held across the country in cities such as Ta‘iz, Ibb, Aden, Hodeida, and
Mukalla, as well as smaller towns, including Dhamar, Hajja, Lahej, Al Ghaydah,
.nd Mareb (Lackner 2016).

Among those who organized demonstrations and sustained the mobilization,
the vouth movement (hirak al-shababi) played a pivotal role. The ‘youth’ (shabab)
did ;mt refer so much to the age of protestors, but rather included all those who
shared experiences of frustration, marginalization, and dissatisfaction with Fhe tra-
ditional political process in Yemen (Y adav 2015). The latter was well amculaFed
I lution’s slogan: ‘No partisan politics, no political parties, our revolution
e ® Awazi h some of the youth had been
i th revolution’ (Alwazir 2016, 171). Although som : ‘
e ition alliance, the Joint Meeting
part of the pre-existing networks of the opposition .

Parties (JMP), the majority of the ‘shabab al-thawra’ had not previously belonged

sctorsrelated to the old regime. By the 7 dination Council for Yement
of various independent groups, had formed theuCoor nization allowed the shabab
Revolutionary Youth (CCYRC). The umbrela O ands (Abwazir 2016; Yadav
to unite and articulate a broad but coherent bst (-)f Se::;’a and other Yemeni Cit-
2011). As soon as the demonstrations erupted 1}? evolution and arrived at the
ies, the Houthis announced their suppF)rt for; eniembefs of the Hirak move-
Change Square in large numbers. S.imilgi):’aflde other southern Citifi :h}_t:i]xlxeei
ment ioined izi rotests 1 ace (Durac 2013; Lac
fol-n:himrné(.i }n: ogjmzifrpthan southern indepelldexlt«feltit)v ements’, Cogxposed
2016 v;}ime s ,d s was @ unique ‘movement O~tmtegic deliberation szi
o div-ergemt e;(l)lsrgie They came together not thﬂ;‘ft1 ;51@11 ﬁmmgiﬂcd whda,n,cz‘i
Oganizing bﬁt rafhé?r through what Bayat -(20051“;;r interests and aims as one and
Which allo;ved heterogeneous actors to envisage ¢ | i onal politicd
e same, , by the youth shook thve‘ “':r?ﬁlomg;umnogs and
The popular mobilization led by ¢ ized b‘j { a rupture with the
€8 in Yemen, which had usually been tuted &

7). It constt
bargaimng with the regime (Yadav 2011, 557)

/The people want the regime to collapse!” Over the comin
ons continued and new.v slogan's were added, expressin
tflh:ur'«lcter of the revolution, calling for Ali Abdullah S,
(, -ning the national character and unity of protestors (
dmm: g.h, Yemen from Sana’a to Aden!’

|l pro-
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o« i several ways: First of all, the mobilization
A Was syg.

ing politics 1 First
: ()f time. Unhkc 1mn Egypt or Tl—lnisia
» Protestopy

nded pcriod “ i
Ztil Saleh resigned, and then continy
ed With,

tained for ¢
Jemonstrations following Friday pr

| a
p yers untj]

were on the stre
s, and

sit-1n8, occupation

mid-2013.
Second, the revo
rtoires of

rise to new political engagements away from
Jction. Despite the violent tactics deployed by the re usua]
ctcnuined to remain peaceﬁnl, chanting in the face of Sein}e’
‘Our revolution is peaceful, one hundred per cent pe My
The squares around Yemen that became the centre ofa::
by thousands of participants — camping, singing, reciti i
poems, dancing, and staging plays (Alwazir 2016; Bonnefoy 2012; Fattah 201;2)g
activist recalled how protestors mingled in the squares, shy .

Among the revolutionaries, women played :-
important role. While Tawakol Karman became the face of the protest movemerz
in Yemen, thousands of other women protestors camped for months in ‘Change
tributing to the protest organization and sustairgl_

e country, con
11, 558). Unusually for Yemen, tribal men marched unarmed

(at least in the early stages of the mobilization), the Houthis protested along with
the socialists and some Islah members, and men and women shared tents in the
squares — all united in the common goal of toppling the regime.

Through these experiences of being together and sharing the same space, new
nf)rms were being coined in a festival-like atmosphere. Many participants v:rhom
I interviewed remembered the time of mobilization with nostalgia (‘these were the
real days’, as one activist put it), and described their experiences as transformative:
as a lesson in pol'itical activism, a moment of breaking the fear and speaking out.
;n‘i 4}1\!71 eu‘jp}lzzztl;r;;};:z mczet Ir\;ew friends‘ and comrades. A young woman quoteci
were siting at home m{;-e ! (New York Tz@es 2011) put it evocatively, ‘Before, we
we felt the beauty of fr:eglfrixors(;mt? P;’ dina cage. When we armves & the squa™

All these images speak not' onle fg tI;erUd o ar.ld we want 2 dlgmﬁed hﬁ?"
in Yemen, but also to new allianZes a de o c.reatlve Ways of collective ?cuon
demonstrations. The old divisions ac ne excep'uonal unity forged at the sites of
tribal lines were suspe Tos ldeoléglcal, sectarian, regional, gender, Of
renl: pended and particular claims d to have b forgotten

placed by new, universally shared objecti seemed to have een forgottem
were regime change, but also economi Jegtlves of tbe revolution. Among them
injustice experienced by the south c reforms, ending corruption
2016, 154). The change was fel erners and the Houthis, among othe™ ,
chanted “We are all Taizis’s( :-t’ as one activist told me, when people in Saul."‘a
despite the long history of ar 'a; ter.t‘he regime’s crackdown on protests in Tai?)
of conflicted tribes met and 11mOs%tles between the two cities, Of when mem ers
reconciled at Change Square. The movement of diver”

’ ith Othe ; . .
rwise dlvergent agelldas, showed that traditional loya_lt]es

and division
S wWere not i .
as had been often port eterna.l or did not determine Yemenis’ politi€ behavio”
rayed in static representations of Yemeni pOli"iCi"l culttr®

Jution gave

scripts and repe
the youth were d
forces and regime thugs,
full” (Rosen 2012)

revolution wWere occupied
One interviewed

ing smuggled alcohol and stories.

| Squares’ across th
abxht}' (Y adav 20
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quch, it gave hope to any that.a HEW Yemen vy in the :

As ¢ gt networks and regional or tribal affiliationg would be Slo\:llak‘dflg, Where
: Y dissolyeq,

patfo

Repre ssion, regime defections, qnd militarization of

o the Uprising
cheila Carapico, writing in May 2011, observed thyt ¢

1 Arabia blends features of the peacefy] Popular rey
r S
f\rith elements of the state repression in Libya and Syria’. From the very pe.
saleh adopted a mix of strategies in react Ty beginning,

On to the protests Combining v;
‘ ‘ | : » Combining vigle
und repression with what looked like concessions to popular ¢ ; e

[t]be mass Uprising ip south-
olutions ip Egypt and Tunisiy

the extension of social welfare, and new subsidies - At the same time
sites of protests were flooded with armed security forces and paid thugs, In Sana’a, a;
early as in January, Tawwakul Karman, ang a number of other activists were
arrested, while others were harassed and beaten. In Taiz, as Human Rights Watch
n February 2011, and by March,
ctly at protesters’ (HRW 2012).

art of the daily ordeal for the pro-
testors, to which they responded tirelessly with peaceful methods, things started

to change in mid-March 2011, Op 18 March, sni
occupying the Change Square, killing up to 52
(HRW 2013a). The event, dubbed by Yemenis as a ‘massacre’, turned out to be in
fany ways a turning point in the Yemen popular mobilization.

First of all, the indiscriminate brutality of the regime, targeting youth and even

children, outraged Yemenis, and convinced many that any negotiations with Saleh
Were not possible. The next day,
Dizing , march
ticipate, Over

$tate of émerge

(Durac 201 3)
fo

documented, attacks on demonstrations began i

Yemenis turned their mourning into rage, orga-
(Day of Rage) in Sana’a, in which around 150,000 people par-
the next days, despite the violence and the announc.ement of the
ncy on 23 March, the numbers of protestors a.nd the size of squares
arted to grow, reaching remote areas of the country (Carapico e bers of

econd, the 18 March Massacre was followed by mass def.ec‘uons ofmenls:;m
the ruling barty, civilian officers, and military figures, who J01n§§l thet sgp eacef\li

US, while the youth sustained their mobilization and Conmum.l'zlﬁmfes who
Protest, the character of the uprising Changed. Among the cruct Al :h Mohsen
abandoned Saleh and offered their support to PrOteStorsAwéri(‘i‘:i‘ured Division
(FA?‘ar’ the ¢x-key ally of the president and head of the First A

hid tribal con-
< . Hashid tribal ¢

; J), and sheik Hamid al-Ahmar, one of the leade'ls Oi. t}l:e arty and one of the
?demtion, but also 5 prominent member of the Islamist Isla pf:he e circle of
Mchege 1. . 1 been part of the 1ne
b businegs : families had been p

, sm. . Both fami
Salep men in Yemen

q 2016). Now the
1 113+ Fatt 011; Lackner &
twg : °8lme for many years (Durac 2013; Fattah 2

Jent to compete for
Uniteq : d against the president ¢ ont with
boy, ¢d, and supported by al-Islah turne ful movemer

er, T

- 1 A () eace '
the he clic Hiases-tumped-'disidea Jmn;d t'l;nilﬁcsmt: section of the army
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Ali Mohsen, and the tribal and Islah militias that backeg
that followed Ge?erﬂ ¢ activation of military networks had tremendous Conse.
the al-Ahmar family- T. z arising. On the one hand, the fact that key allies of the
quences for‘ the Yemlfﬂ.l 55 ort for him revealed the shaky foundations of Saleh’
president Yv1thdrewt elrndpé’l . the protestors' side gave the youth hope for the
rulc?- Tzh?;xraxizzztt?oilt:pse and their tanks and weapons granted protection frop,
regume s 1mr ’

snt’s violence.
the governments ors in the struggle to remove Saleh from powe

_ dical transformation of the protesy’
clashes with thcf .i(;:e;znee::nf;;:?ni}ﬁyraz 011, when heavy fighting epscalat::;
;}:::;;r :}:25 ::;Xu blj’can guards loyal to Sale}.l and the forces. of she,ilfh Sadeq
al-Ahmar, head of the Hashid tribal confederation. The clashes in Sana a’s Hasaba
district changed the area into a ‘military zone’ (Fattah 2011, 82) ?nd killed over
100 people. Around the same time in Taiz, after the government’s F)rutal crack-
down on Freedom Square that started on 29 May 2011 and killed around
50 people in three days, armed groups made up of tribal forces were formed to pro-
tect the sit-ins. Over the course of the next few months, the tribal militias engaged in
clashes with government forces, fighting for control of the city. Taiz, once a centre
of peaceful and joyful revolution, turned into a site of violence and destruction.

Thus, by early June 2011, sit-ins and protests led by the youth were over-
shadowed by clashes between pro- and anti-government tribal forces and military
units, and cities had been divided by checkpoints controlled by different factions.
For instance, the southern parts of Sana’a were controlled by forces loyal to Saleh,
while the neighbourhoods in the north were under the control of the ‘defectors’ —
Ali Mohsen’s troops and tribal militias of the al-Ahmar family (Transfeld 2016).

When, in June 2011, the tribal opposition resorted to guerrilla tactics and
bombed the presidential palace, seriously injuring Saleh, it became clear that a
once peaceful uprising had taken the shape of a war. What we observe thus is
the rupture of the seriously weakened regime, the spiralling of violence, and 2
fmgnentaﬁon of the protest movement, which lost the unity of its first months.
While, in the initial phase of mobilization, divergent actors were committed to
;he same goal - frgm the Houthis, southern socialists to tribal men, some al-Islah
el e e e e wh i e .41

_ ge, and deployed different means to achieve it. The youth
mov‘ement gained powerful allies o paper, but in reality it lost its independence
and its leading role in the uprising (Lack ’ Y %t I the
more resourceful actors related to Islah, annec;r ':2}?16,- 156), wh1ch.“{a.s taken Gp & th

- e First Armed Division. Many you
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youth representefl the same repression, COTTuption, ang tripy politics againt
" o young Yemenis had {febelled 1n the first Place. As the ‘regime defectors’ and
w]ah militias started to dominate the uprising, man
Jslal

» 10 particular the Houthis and
_mbers of the Southern movement, abandoned the Squares (Manea 2015 169)
” : ! 15, 169),

olitical destabilization and the interference
zf international actors

At the same time, while the weakened re
rugele for survival, the security situation
;oréte dramatically. In orc.ler to protect S
concentrated in Sana’a, which led to a secu

gime directed all jts energies into the
in the whole country started to dete-
aleh, the police and loyal army were

rity void in the southern and northern

inces. Exploiting the opportunity, various non-state actors took control of
n .

prOVl

ms and villages across the country. Among them were the Houthis, who‘ took
- ol of Saada province in the North, and al-Qaeda, who rapidly ex.p;_mded in the
coﬂu}'1 In other words, parallel to the clashes between pro- .and anti-government
Sou and the peaceful demonstrations still taking place, various groups started tof
forces, ir own ‘wars’ for power and territorial control. Against this backdrop o
fight tben . d chaos in the country, at the beginning of June 2011, con-
escalating v101-ence.an il wat in Yemen svere comaaon among the observers
cerns OVEREn 1 . Cl; the neighbouring countries of the Gulf Coopera-
Among those concerne were tional actors. The rich oil monarchies wor-
tion Council (GCC) and 9ther interna ot of the pro-demoracy movemess
ried first about the potentially contagiou i civil war spilling over the borders.
and the possibility of violence from a Yemen:n; rtable from the beginning with
) o
Similarly, the United States hag bee?n . d ort for democratization, the
he Y ;m’ youth uprising. Despite 1ts declare supf1 Saleh. who secured Ameri-
the Yem . . o Wit , '
Obama administration had a friendly relationship a loyal partner in the ‘War on
- - i ninsula and had been ) ce and feared
can interests in the Arabian Pe ¢ al-Qaeda’s presen _
Terror’. The United States expressed CORCO O/ /T & 0" nd Sanger 2011).
I o ion in the event of Saleh stepping dow. If in his desperate efforts to
- expanSfog . as exploited by Saleh himse ¢ ri;in strife that would
In fact, a similar argument w st the chaos and sec z‘1 e of fighting the
hold on to power. Saleh warned 2ga! the only one capable ghad con-
. ojecting himself as In March 2011, he ad ¢
unfold in his absence, proj . fthe country. In ' warning that
Islamists’ and maintaining the umty}:) ‘ ountry towards 2 CiVILW}“l‘r’ Jisintegration
. e cou X the ,
demned the protestors for steerine t to inter-tribal fighting a‘rz,ither me or chaos”
the uprising was inescapably leadlnagr .o described by Salt‘;l ‘mﬁs many of whom
. en fac en Y . try.
of Yemen (CNN 2011). Th?tsi did little to convmccl.e.al [slamists 10 the ‘Ozl:i
4 Khosrokhavar (2012) put i cually strengthencd racic
believed that Saleh’s actions ac ick
. i ) ,1, al~ . a¢ done wit
For example, when, in mid “0'15 claimed that t.hls e .
Southerp Yemen, many Yemeniie da ‘terrorist thre
of A who nee . e pe
Ali Abdullah Saleh, , ment fed into som C]idro
Nevertheless, Saleh’s argu v, Against the ba
of the International community-
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Yemen, the GCC, beginning in April 2011, worked on an agreem -
the formal oppositional coalition, JMP, and the president, that woylq gr
immunity in exchange for a peaceful transfer of power. The dea] Was ingg;
rejected by Saleh, who instead called for new elections, while his sa curity g, ally
simultaneously continued to fire live ammunition at protestc.)rs and foughy his nl-ces
armed opponents. In June 2011, following the attack on his palace, Syle}, lf:zftefYV :
Saudi Arabia to receive medical treatment, but he did not resign from Power Or
the violence in the country continued. Eventually, under internationg pre;sand
from, among others, the UN Security Council, Saleh signed the GCC initiativ:.te
Riyadh on 23 November 2011. o
Under the terms of the deal, Saleh had to resign, but remained the head of th

GPC Party, and he and his family were granted immunity from Prosecutiop, Irex
December 2011, the national unity government was appointed (formed iy, equa
numbers by Saleh’s GPC and the opposition JMP), with Muhammad Basindaw,
from JMP selected as prime minister. In February 2012, Abd Rabbuh Mansoy;
Hadi, the vice president since 1994, was elected president in a single-candidate
contest. The deal also provided for an inclusive National Dialogue Conference
(NDC) that would draft a2 new Constitution and lay the groundwork for elections
in 2013 (Brehony 2015, 238; Durac 2013; Lackner 2016). With the transition dey]
reached, external observers and some Yemenis breathed a sigh of relief that the
civil war in Yemen appeared to have been averted.

betw een

Transition to civil war

Yemen in the context of this book provides an interesting case: the peaceful mobi-
lization did morph into violence, but before descending into full-fledged civil
war, the country was momentarily ‘pacified’ by a deal drafted by diplomats and
signed by Yemeni elites. The agreement brokered by the Gulf countries was, not
surprisingly, supported by political parties who were promised parliamentary rep-
resentation, and by the regime defectors who used the opportunity to return to the
centre of power. They were the biggest beneficiaries of the transitional process
For example, General Mohsen, who formally lost his position due to the restruc-
turing of the military, maintained his influence in the armed forces and strategic
relationship with President Hadi, to the extent that, in 2015, he was appointed
Yemen’s vice president. Other Islah-related actors were overrepresented ir} the
government and steadily strengthened their position in the country. The military,
for its part, was divided into two camps, one that supported the new presideﬂt and
welcomed the transition process, and the other that remained loyal to Ali Abdulah
Saleh (Saif 2013, 155).

It seems evident that despite its lofty declarations, the transition deal spom
by the GCC and supported by western countries and the UN Special EIlVOYJaml i
Bel.lomaf cared little about Yemen’s democratization, the dismantling ot ev:/)a)'
regime, or })ringing justice to its victims (al-Madhaji 2016). Rather, it Wﬁz for
to demobilize popular forces and prevent the radical change they de i

ored
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pe simple reason that they threatened the interes
the

ts and stabilj
bours i the Gulf. The counter—revolutionary nature of the
0

e _ ‘ deal - which excluded
he shabab from negotiations and ignored jts demands — sh
t >

. ould not be surprising,
onsidering the long history of the engagement of the Upj
c :

fOry 0 ted States and the Gulf
? s i ‘retrograde politics’ in Yemen, as Carapico (

_ ‘ 2014) put it. With Yemen
chifting from the phase of contentious politics to political transition, the unlikely

alliance that came tog.et_her during the l'lprising — which included secular groups
and [slanusts, the Zayidis and the Sunnis, the city men and the tribes, as well as
senior military figures — \.Nas 1’10\7\.7 dela.d. Put differently, the unity built around
the aforementioned ‘imagined solidarities’ was dispersed by the old divisions and
the fragmentation of actors who returned to their narrow interests and agendas.
The national unity government was dominated by Islah and other members of
established political parties, with no room for the Houthis, Hirak members, or all
those who took to the streets to demand radical change. . '
As things seemed to be moving towards institutional Pohtics, Popular m'o_bx—
lizadon decreased, but it did not vanish altogether. Unll%cfe established .polmcal
groups, the vast majority of the youth rejected the trans1t19n deal (which they
regarded as a betrayal of the revolution’s objectives) and continued to demz?nd tixle
prosecution of Ali Abdullah Saleh. While western obs?rvers were celebrating the
GCC-led initiative, the youth returned to peaceful resmtanc:e armds.t the gr;?:lv::sg,
repression (Alwazir 2016). For instance, to. show that the ‘revolution cc?:ed ues
until Saleh goes to trial, as one activist put it, the youth movement oriafmGandMS
long distance marches across the country. Drawmg. on the Hglagf;fg’ll o Tais
famous ‘Salt March’ in 1930, protestors walk?d first in ]?ecem er e
to Sana’a, in what they called the ‘Life March’, and lz.lter- lﬁjgl;;WMes, ,thousands
port city of Hudaydah to Sana’a, in the ‘March of D}gm}:y C o for soveral days to
of protestors walked approximately 300 kﬂometzst::otr (eY adav 2015). Each time,
demand justice and the prosecution of the fallen. T 2l to Saleh, and many were
they were brutally attacked by armed forces still loy little media coverage in
i lar marches attracted very i
killed. The fact that the spectacu

they had been effec-
Yemen and outside the country was a sign to the youth that they

n truggles in
tively inalized by the GCC deal and erased from the new power strug
marginaliz

Yemen. coressed little faith in the transiion
Similarly, the southern Hirak movement exp Aden were crushed by

. | sit-ins in . -
Process. When, in summer 2012, the Izie‘!Ccffurotestors quickly turned mt;) "
’ . ead p 1 by the new
overnme . e funerals of the .| violence deployed by :
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w Yemen | l
e Ne" pservers and POllCY“makefS, who called on other Arah COUng,:
temvmtxonal obser i

e ‘Yemeni model’ of transition and polit'ical inclusiveneg, (Yad
. The talks that were aimed at tl?e r-estructurmg of the Yemenj; pol.a.V
2015, 14 d the drafting of a new Constitution lasted 10 months and ing iti-
main political parties, the Houthis, some memb;jed
(although the main figures refused to Participate) ::"
well as representatives of civil society, w.omen, and youth.? The Participants u;ere
divided into nine working groups, which addres‘sed tl:le most pressing Nationg]
including Southern aspirations, the conflict with the Houthis, miltay

2015, 7), and Yemenis proudly listeneq tOUIl q

the
n
to follow th

cal system an
representatives from the 1
the Southern Movement

issues, —
reform, and state building. ‘ |
Despite early optimism and hopes for the ‘new Yemen’, Yemenis soon became

disillusioned with the process. In the end, the NDC came up with some 1,8y rec-
ommendations, but consensus around the most contentious issues was not reached
(Brehony 2015, 239; Yadav 2015, 161). In addition, new controversies arose whep
the special committee convened by the president drafted a new map for Yemen,
dividing it into six federal regions. The proposed division was widely regarded s
unsatisfactory, and confirmed the concerns of many, among them the Houthis and
the Hirak movement, that the transition process would not redress past injustices
but would rather lead to a further unequal distribution of wealth, resources, and
power (Thiel 2015). At the micro level, the transition processes did not bring any
improvements in security or living standards for the majority of Yemenis (Salisbury
2016). On the contrary, water supplies were scarce in cities and power cuts were
even more frequent than before. While Yemenis have endured poverty for many
years and did not expect radical improvements straight away, they had hoped that
the new government would at least attempt to root out the corruption and intro-
duce policies centred on a more equal distribution of resources and social justce
%j;l; Ooflit:ilat’ Wwas on the horizon, however, and the old habits and ‘V\'IaYS Of.d(.);:g
o tvl\)/o Ca:i Sseetr}rlled to b’e ba.ck. I?"urthermore, with a weakened rml_lt'af)’a ‘.i“’;n'l_
ally diSplayedpo’n zi i\e/lcunty situation steadily deteriorated. The fragility (;)Vf‘;l‘ﬁers
from the Centra] § ay 2012, when a suicide bomber killed around 100s 5
. ecurity Forces. While al-Qaeda kept on striking, targeti’® o
tary hOSpltalS, checknoi: ) p ) etione
boints but also city centres, US drone strikes, sancto™

President Hadj in? _ _
0 i . -ent CIV
ians (HR W 2013b; 2](521;;(.ﬂ]ed suspected terrorists but more often innoce"
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ackdrop, the discontent, chaos, and fighting in the country 8% "
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2016, 15), While some mong various groups, and terrorist attac eace(ul

’ hke the Youth movement, dld continue wit
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actics and civil initiatives (such as, for example, the §
Jective), others retumed to narrowly defineq interests and j
wibes, regions. or sects) and localized, ofien yijep, struggles. Tn 2
the Houthis engaged in a series of fights in d; - In 2013 and 2014,
Marib attacked gas and 9il infrastructure; tribe
ernment forces, protesting against the presence of no
region; and finally, members of the Hirk movement
the South’s independence and ex
zow 2015, 165; Salisbury 2016).

s from H

' in the
in October 2014 called for

pulsion of northerners from thejr territory (Gran-

It was obvious that despite procedural advances in the peri
2014, when Yemen was supposed to transition into
was torn by spiralling violence, divisions, and social fr
forged during the initial stages of mobilization long dis
flicts in Yemen seemed to have intensified rather than

gmentation, with the unity
appeared. The various con-

diminished.

Rise of the Houthis, return of Ali Abdullah Saleh:
the rebels’ territorial contests

It was in this context that the Houthi militias, exploiting the security vacuum that
had existed since late 2011, started to expand their territorial control beyond their
traditional stronghold of Saada. Due to the corruption of the new government,
packed with old regime members and unable to provide basic services and stability,
the popularity of the Houthis — whose rhetoric focused on social justice — grew and
this allowed them to recruit new members (Alwazir 2016). Others, often children,
were lured simply by the financial rewards they offered. While in 2013 the Houthis
Joined the NDC deliberations in Sana’a, and thus the formal political process, out-
side the capital they resorted to guerrilla tactics. The fighting against government
forces allied with the Salafi groups, and tribes loyal to the Ahmar family in particu-
lar or Islah in general (Transfeld 2016), accelerated in 2013 and 2014. The clashes
culminated in the Houthis’ destruction of Dammaj, known as the ‘Sa.laﬁ center
of power’ (Carvajal 2016a), and later in the rebels’ victory over the Hadi anc; Islag
forces, They took control over the city of Amran injubf 2014.' In August 2014, an od
on the back of a wave of popular discontent with the rising prices of fuel zu{mmlln: 4
by Hadi, the Houthis entered the capital. The initially peacef.u.l protess £ evenﬁp |
Ito violent clashes between the rebels and the Islah-linked militias and ther::-ts ‘;‘;3'
units. On 18 and 19 September, the Houthi forces attacked th)e Isla}; Sl:f::: kille:i .
fargeted the military headquarters of General Mohse?l. Over 10.( peopt;e overnment
the fighting in Sana’a. By 21 September, the Houthis ha'd .takel.l O\t,i:l ovj‘ Sana'a.
“quarters and forced the prime minister o IeSign, GURING CONC0 OV L
!t was soon obvious that the rebels’ temw?’lal aFinﬂcih; Houthis had made
N2'2 were made possible due to the strategic alliance

. 'm".lceint‘he
th Ali Abdullah Saleh, the ex-president who had p resewef, h’?l:ils rE:}lxuﬁling of
Secuﬁty and armed forces, but also among tribes 1n the North.
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bels towards the fallen dictator and against th
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hc\. had shared protest sites 1N 2011, 1s one of the most Stﬂking dev
’ t into civil war. The pact may seem fas 2102,
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the 2000s and offectively war with his government since 2%;mce
Yemenis, however, 1t ! natural that Ansar Allah and Saleh w For
d General Mohsen, the al- Ahmaf far‘:l?d
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clients’ of Saleh

and the Islah Party.

and had once constituted the core of the regime until they ‘abandoned’ the pres;

dent in March 2011. pres:-
For the Houthis,

Armed Division that h

the Houthis an

whom t

General Mohsen was 2 personal enemy, as it was his Fi
2d fought the insurgents in Saada. Besides the feelin -
d Saleh were driven by pragmatic calculations hogs- of
to undermine the power of al-Islah that was steadily growing in post-re’volupn.mg
Yemen (Transfeld 2016). In other words, the ‘rebels’ who in 2011 decried t(})ln
regime’s corruption and joined the calls for democratization were now, togeth :
with Saleh, targeting 2l-Islah, motivated not so much by the principles, ofgso -:

rsuit of power and desire for retaliation. ImpOrtan(trllv

justice but rather by their pu
the rapprochement between the Houthis — former protestors and Saleh — forme
J - r

sl;:ieit, .annulleg the configuration of forces of the popular uprising (opposition
e eﬁteggiil;)()zrsl. put forward new Jlliances and divisions built around the war-
W' ’ . .
i i i L A T
Partnership Agreement w Y k' eptember 2014, a Peace and National
by President Hadi, del ss brokered by the UN envoy] amal Benomar and signed
ol parties, The d(;c :13 rIc‘;gates of the Hout?u' movement, and leaders of major polit-
s non-partsan ‘gove mr;nt Caﬂfed for an mediate ceasefire and the formation of
in the transition process em}f experts’, which would include actors marginalized
2014). However, desp ; Su}f as the Houthis and the Hirak movement (von Bruck
On the contrary, th:) lrt:bt 1e pressure, the Houthis did not withdraw from Sana'a.
move beyond th’e ca imle; cemented their control over the city and started t©
Saleh’s forces, managgd t. n-the first months of 2015, the Houthis, backed by
tifying their advances as ao .gam C-Ontr(ﬂ over significant parts of the countrys JU5~
(Brehony 2015). In some a:-:l Tlp;lllgn to bring back security and root out al-Qaeda
providing basic services to 1:2:1 ) Houthi? fnanaged to consolidate their power oY
te})::il?ple’ soon after taking over tlfz rgr:;“f;l;les a}nd expelling corrupt officials. FOF
o ex:i‘:zﬂ);, the c.:xiled General Ali Mol?senanla :}L}: H.Outhls turned the housi :
ot (. the lavish lifestyles of the ¢ 4 ; ar, into a fnuseum th‘«l‘t ser
dlaf A Qs 2014, s e e E o which they claime®
). In most cases, however, the expansion of the

revenge,

Houthi
s and attem
pts to
the rebels’ rhetoric OfSOCile'ertl-lrow the government gave rise to protests. Despit€
Justice and Standjng up for ordinary peo pl e. the Houthis
(Lack*

repressed the de ‘
ner 2016, 163). ?E:S;;atlon's with the same brutality as Saleh use 4 to do
outhis who had mobilized with the youth against eh 12
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Yﬂme i
peacefu] revolut; nis who,

on.,

semen’s many wars
olence in the country escalated further after

The J President Hadi and launched g campaig , Houthig
fﬂ‘g‘l: The rebels put Hadi under house atr
p nwary 2015, compleing the coup déta in February by disy
ernment and replat‘vlllg Atath th? H?Uthl-.led presidential council, knoyy

Qupreme Revolutionary Connmtteg (Salisbury 2016, 24), Wher; Hédi 2 as the
pouse arrest and fled to Aden, the Houthis followed southwards, fightin Scap}:d
ilicias and peaceful protestors who took to the streets across the CO"lntry toi tribal
their cerritorial advances and takeover of power. President Hadi, in the mean}gose
retracted his resignation and in February 2011 declared Aden the temporary ca m;i
of Yemen and the seat of the legitimate government, calling the Houthjs’raytte,'il !
10 govern ‘invalid and unconstitutional’ (Al-Jazeera 2015). Within a month, hofv-
ever, the Houthis had reached Aden, bombing the presidential palace on 19 March
2015 and taking control of the city a few days later. On 25 March, they took
control of Taiz, after the peaceful civil opposition was dispersed by the insurgents
with force and the city had to surrender. By that time, Yemen was torn by a fully-
fledged civil war, with the Houthis gaining control of numerous towns and cities
and attacking those who resisted. As a result of the rebels’ takeover, President Hadi
fled to Riyadh; upon his request, the Saudi Arabian-led coalition began bombing
Yemen on 26 March 2015. Besides airstrikes, ‘Operation Decisive Storm’, as the
campaign was called, included an air and sea blockade of Yemen and the arming
of groups opposed to the Houthis, with the aim of reinstating Hadi as president.
With the involvement of the Arab coalition, the war was ‘internationalized’ and
several external actors were added to the list of warring parties fighting in Yemen.
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on’ (Nasser 2016),11

sectarianism wins

che many . : of Yemems reveal the deep fragmentation £
» ey along regional, tribal, and sectariap lines, If the 2011 y | °
SO( J -

1 uneic

u-ansgl'cssing divisions and forging lfl’?‘fv_cone(:tiv‘e identitie:s,1 t}l:: rr];irifal‘:lz?nil;oz;
poliﬁ‘”"‘l violence brought b:ack old divisions, while positions were formed
Despite the fact that the Spl.ltS today. d and perhaps irrévers;
ble, it 1S worth remembering that i that Yemenis managed
goal of regime change.
and socialists — marched
of popular and peaceful

perceptions and positions

new op
seem deeply entrenche

t was not so long ago
o put aside their differences and unite for the common
C

In early 2011, today’s enemies — the Houthis, Islah members,
cogether with young men and women, chanting slogans
re:-olution, from ‘north to south’ (Rosen 2012).

What is most striking is probably not the return to narrow,
cations, which were common in pre-revolutionary Yemen, but rather the growing
use of sectarian language, which was not. Sectarianism, muted during the popular
mobilization of 2011, grew with the ongoing conflict, aggravated by all involved
sides. For example, in 2013 and 2014, the Houthis started the fight for control
over mosques and depicted their opponents as ‘Daesh’. Their military advance
on Damaj and Amran towns was framed as an attack on hubs of Saudi-sponsored
terrorism. Similarly, the rebels’ campaign in the South was projected as one target-
ing al-Qaeda, the Islamic State, and their ally Hadi. The other side of the conflict
mirrored the sectarian language, quickly denouncing the Houthis as agents follow-
ing orders from Iran. For example, the Salafi groups who have become the most
crucial allies of the Saudi-led coalition (Carvajal 2016b) referred to themselv.es ai
lions of the Sunnis’ and described the war against the Houthis in terms of ‘jihad
(Baron and al-Muslimi 2016). Strikingly, the sectarian language has been used not
only by actors driven by clear religious ideologies, but also b}r ,the s.ecul.ars. Pr:ll—
dent Hadi, for example, referred to the Houthis as ‘twelver shia (V\,lh.lCh blS fafitur tz)’
Wrong), implying their connection to Shiites of Iran, and Yemen’s amleas;it voveen
the United States stated publicly that the war in Yemen was 2 Ss;rugg()ﬁ)

‘the Arabs and the Persians’ (al-Muslimi 2015; Bar.on and al—l\{)lum H:sl; :) f the‘ Shis

Despite this rhetoric, the civil war in Yemen did not'start lz:l;n O e Notth
Sunni conflict, nor should it be read as such. The Zaydi Popu‘ — especially those
does Dot necessarily support the Houthis, and the Southerners, ¢ known for
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filiateq with the socialist party and the Hirak move sectarianism in Yemen
religioys devotion. As we have seen earlier in theﬁchzg? tz’betw cen tribes or fami-
w*d to have littde currency. Common lgg-lete LOnoll:ll animosities, O SUUEE ‘les
® have traditionally been about local hatreds, iersqal;h, who used the politics
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. ition). Even the .

0 fragmenting society to strengthen his 0\?;/111 Ea:):lly 2000s, did so not only in the
e

since t
% rebelleg against the government sinc
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they were mobilized around the p
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) Margy

d continued well into the transitiong] ., .
e armed confrontations erupted in M.a'r(‘:h ?015, sec.tarianism has enabf:c? o
nts to recruit fighters, delegitimize enemues, and justify yic), the
rhetoric, deployed to spread hatred and draw unpassable B:nce'
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from the vicious circle of violence dimcmlto:;
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war belligere
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Conclusion
The multiplicity of actors involved in Yemen’s war(s), and the framing that y;

used to justify their recourse to violence, aptly reveal the social fragmentation, mil-
itarization of networks, and mobilization of sectarianism that were put in motion
as what began as civil resistance turned into civil war.

As this chapter has described, the radicalization of political violence in Yemen
has been a long, and not necessarily linear, process. It first began in mid-2011 when
the popular mobilization was overshadowed by armed clashes between pro- and
anti-Saleh armed groups. When, in June 2011, Saleh’s rule and life were under
threat, the once peaceful uprising was more like a war. The escalating violence was
e\fenFually quelled by the power transfer agreement brokered by the GCC coun-
tries in November 2011, However, while the deal drafted by international actors
subdged the violence, it also subverted the goals of the revolution by privileging
1e\sItabhshed political actors and granting Saleh immunity from prosecution. The
3 gDrSWI;:IOC::::j’ and enjoyed t}‘xe praisc? of international observers, but there was
confronta%ions ‘ 3fn<1)ngkYeme1?1$ that little had changed in the country. Arm.ed
conon pOPUIa;gzlin roke out in Yemen when the Houthis, exploiting 3 secunty
e Leyond thesfonri;nt ov}t:ir economic deterioration, and splits in the military:
Houthis characterized the :nn; ghlands fo wetee Sana’a in September 2014. o

: ve as a continuation of the popular revolution and an
attempt to renegotiate the GGC deal th i pop o
aspirations. However, when the reb 1'5 at. they .sald had betrayed Yements pL;)P .
to steadily advance outside e Cre ‘? s allied with the ousted president Sale}‘ll‘ :ice
on the way, the negotiatio apital, brutally suppressing any forms of 'resxst‘ X
2015, the ns collapsed and gave way to violence. By mid-Ma™
country had descended j . 4 hate
ended into a civil war that was further exacerbd

the involve
ment of the Saudi
e QUdl-led . . ] . ‘ 5t N
started as a democratizati coalition. This trajectory reveals that wi ”

' on m j o
f;Ctlons and their allies i i y wamnibrces
t it |

at stood up together in s

_ 3218;‘1g with self-interested regional power: ohis,
aligning with the ‘old reg; ,1 have been scattered, with some, like the oudi-n
egime’ of Saleh, and others with the new regime © Ha
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. cense, the alliances and oppositions that em
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e i
o Jly different from those of the Popular uprisingrged round the civi] wqr are
dic .

behind the main stage of e ,
ortantly, n oL events betweep, 2011

Imfnccuated by ‘other, less visible episodes of Violence, Whic}?ttl: iol }113, Yemen

s1 (lashes, terrorist attacks, or.drone strikes, Thyis continuoys lon° the form of
Joca ifhill the context of a security void, the collapse of the <.
set ‘:’Oml. ¢ destitution, was also a factoy iy, fuelling radicq)

1 T :
ec\?el. It push€d lllflfly ordinary people to take Up arms, out of either frustration
le-jth the failed political pl,:ocess, the need tq defend one’s family, or simply finan
Wial gespair. As UNICEF’s representative iny § estimated approzjmatel;
¢ . : . ,
. hird of all the combatants in Yemen are children whe Jjoined armed groups for
he sake of money (Pedrero 2015), '
t Thus, in analysing the country a5 5 ‘battle
yemen today is pl.agued by ?l-humam'tarian Crisis as much g by sheer physical
dolence. At the time of writing, there haye been over 11,009 people killed,
3.3 million internally d15plac<_ed, and 14.1 milliop, — out of a population of 27 million —
wifering from food insecurity (Keane 2016).

Although all sides bear responsibility for the violence and its impact, the Saudi-
coalition airstrikes and its blockade o

f Yemen have been the most damaging, turn-
ing the country’s economy, infrastructure, and heritage sites to ruin. The United

g-lasting Crisis,
oL

e state’s Institutions, and
1Zation at the individual

field’, we should not forget that

killed in their sleep or while out shop-
g funeral processions or wedding celebrations
, this fuels, rather than eradicates, radicaliza-
imilar sentiments grow on the other side of the
orne the brunt of the Houthis’ abuses calling for

ping in open-air markets, attendin
(OHCHR 2016). Not surprisingl
tion and hatred on the ground. S
conflict, with those who have b
retribution, not reconciliation.

For many in Yemen, hunger is their main fear, rather than war. ‘The hunger is
harder on us than the bombing’, as one Yemeni put it (Abdul-Ahad 2016). This
I Why Ahmed, described at the opening of the chapter, is considered lucky by
his frien s because he went to fight with the Houthis, they speculate, he recei.ves
Money and does not have to worry about food as they do. Securing food, amidst
the saarcity of products and rising prices, is the main preoccupation of many young
en who *femained in Sana’a with their families. Hussein, Ahmed’s good friend,
Old me, ‘Al T think about each day is how to provide food for my family and x?la.ke
fure My two kids are not hungry.” And yet, Hussein considers himself relan.vely
sll?cky’ t0f>, being based in Sana’a and having frien’ds abroad who c};m ‘S(),l:e:lfn}f:

Phort hin, with small amounts of money. ‘I don’t know how others ¢ P{a
4. The ‘others’ are Yemenis in towns and cities where the Saudi bombar.dm.en.ts
e b | i« have s d residential areas, indiscrimi-
Nag, ee.:n hea"}’, or where the Houthis have shelled re. Bt che wartt of

N kluing their opponents as well as women and children. Bu

Weopg: : here hospitals are
r . ive in th tryside, whe
ding ¢, Hussein, are those who live in the countryside,
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d cannot reach, due to the Saudi block d
ade

diseases that could be cured i O the

shut down and humanitarian ai
Houthis’ control. They die of hunger and

to basic healthcare. | €Y hag
y are torn apart by the war, but they probably agree on
ne thin .

eem to care much about their plight. In one
Ahmed in early 2016, he expressed his frustr Of th
nity that preaches to Yemenis about peace a:ctllon with
f Yemenis’ deaths and suffering. “We are not h demgc._
e of Ahmed’s Facebook posts, he ¢ Onvffye;?‘a;:nflo‘

Similyy

access

Yemenis toda
that the world does not s
ved from

e lagt

messages | recei

the intemational commu

racy, but is silent in face 0
> he concluded. In on

them,
rough evocative words:

observation th

[ don't believe in UN and human right[s]

The blind UN, human right[s]
The deaf UN, human right[s]
Why there is no eye to s€€ the suffering of Yemeni kids?
You just see the Saudi money

And you keep silent and [keep] supporting [the] Saudi[s].

to the deaths and the humanitarian crisis i
n

Yemen, the concerns of ordinary people, man ofw ol

lization in 2011, revolve around stp;rvililal rathe}lr' thanhdoerrrrlljo(::lrti?r :};::ip}i) pulr n'lobi-
Nonetbeless, violence has not become the new normal in Yemen gm};ln rights,
in pa'ma.ﬂar, have continued to peacefully oppose both the Hou’t};r;, the youth,
::ha:nrzmk:: oﬂthe SaUdi—lefi coalition. At the end of March 2015, a sc:g?ll i::ilii
light Ofrihe fva:‘f:icr}i‘:’czﬁtihz bas?{tag ‘Kfaya War’ [enough war] to shed

P ed 1n Yemen i :

Yemenis’ humanity and resilience.” Throughou}; ;%;ffnzngot&Sh;rrzt:(t)sn\e;e(r)ef

o organized on the ground, resisting the Houthi militias, calling for the coun-

(see, for example, Zunes and Al-Haidary
ese VOICes

With the world turning a blind eye

;rg;; unity and the rejection of violence
. T i i
). Today, however, amidst the violence, destitution, and despair, th

of peace i
peaceful resistance have become more and more scattered

Notes

1 Qat leaves are po .
in private setu%gz?irl\t’vgl?ewed in Yemen for their mildly stimulant effect. Qat s chewed
(2008) has argued that the as at weddings, business and political meetings. Lis2 Wedeen
sian public sphere, as the Sltesiofqm Jan. 1989at chews are reminiscent of the Haber™¥”
2 The close relationship by provide spaces of dialogue and critical debate
position of Islamists in coe;:fr?n the Islah and the president stood in sta;'k contrast ¢
3 %22;331(1 lfeen banned. such as Tunisia and Egypt, where their politicd organl®”
e .
4 %f_siderz’c, % 50 In the South, traditionally and for good reasons more critical of the
1s argument is in fact v
1o - ery ¢ '
5 ’pi‘h;e; t9$9a4cé)£:f’$a‘;¥. that_ airrzlleéots: égsmusyotﬁz zade by Al Abdullad Saleh, Wb fnﬂlg‘é;?;
1s briefly discussed in th country. See, for example; Carlstro
e following section.

o the



endments to the Constitution
6 Ame

that Passe
in office made it obvioug tha
term

din 2001 4y,
t the presj
ed

d extendeq Saleh’
dent wag slow

Of the 565 seats, only 40 were distributeq to Tepresentatives of
8 : 4-5).
azir 2016, 17 _ _
(Al\::ling to Saudi Arabia, many Yemenis loyal to President Hadi,
9 glcecHouthis are supported by Iran, which, i

and the popular medi,
. \ uses the nsurgent group ¢, Increase its infly-
e in Yemen and the region, Agains; these claims, scholars of Yemen
;‘;;,S involvement in'Yemen before the ¢

nflict had been minj
stance from Iran, ar
ing externa] orders. §

point out thae

outhis, although
likely to receive financial and military assj € driven by

their own poli-
ics and grievances rather than follow ee, for example, Von Bruck
tlc014) and Carapico and Yadav (2014).
@ endence Day, celebrated on 3( November, is 5 nation
N I:g,ig South Yemen’s independence from the British achj
¢

mal; the H

al day inYemen, commemo-
eved in 1967,
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