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  PREFACE


  Although Yemens history is unique, it has been relegated to the sidelines of research on the modern history of the Arab Middle East. Yemen, located in the south-western
  corner of the Arabian Peninsula, has been far from the purview of regional and international attention. The aim of this book is to expose the reader to the history of Yemen in the modern era and
  provide some insights into the dynamics of state and society in Yemen throughout the twentieth century.


  In its glorious past, Yemen served as a crossroads for the great civilizations in Egypt, Mesopotamia, East Africa, the Indian sub continent and the Far East. Valuable goods were exported from
  Yemens south, in particular aromatics such as frankincense and myrrh. This civilization reached its zenith under the kingdoms of Saba and Himyar, which developed in the territorial region of
  Yaman, a region smaller than that of modern Yemen.1 The incense trade route served as the basis for the emergence of trade in the kingdoms
  of Saba and Himyar. These kingdoms played a pivotal role as transition points in the trade routes between the Middle East and India. Through their control over the trade route for valuable goods,
  these kingdoms flourished, and the entire region was known as Arabia Felix (al-Arabiyya al-Saida) in ancient times. The disappearance of these trade
  kingdoms marked the decline of Yamans greatness. The impressive archaeological remnants that were left behind testify to the story of a glorious civilization.


  With the emergence of Islam, Yemen became an inseparable part of the Muslim world. Beginning in the tenth century, the territory became detached from the large Islamic empires and was ruled by
  various dynasties. In the early sixteenth century, Yemen fell to foreign occupiers and domination, beginning with the Dutch and Portuguese and followed by the Ottomans. Later in the nineteenth
  century, Yemens territory was further divided by the Ottomans and the British.


  Throughout history, Yemen was rarely ruled as a single entity. The topography of the country rendered this a complicated mission. The scanty base of resources and limited economic surpluses made
  the establishment of strong and efficient central rule a formidable task. Moreover, the societys religious characteristics  a Shii Zaydi population in the northern highlands
  and Sunni Shafii populations in the south and south-west  complicated the development of an ideological and legitimate basis from which to rule the entire country. Above all, Yemen
  remained a predominantly tribal society, which is perhaps one of the countrys most influential legacies.


  Yemen witnessed two Ottoman occupations. The Ottomans ruled the Arabic-speaking lands of the Middle East, including Yemen, beginning in the second decade of the sixteenth century. The first
  period of Ottoman rule in Yemen lasted from 1539 until 1636. The Ottomans returned in 1849, this time in the north of the country. Just ten years earlier the British had established a foothold in
  the south of the country, turning Aden into their port and colony. Throughout the nineteenth century, the British and the Ottomans divided the country into two spheres of influence.


  With the waning of Ottoman power, the Zaydi Imamate began to entrench its control in the north of the country, and under the leadership of the Hamid al-Din dynasty, it re-staked its claim over
  Yemen. Imam Yahya bin Husayn bin Muhammad (r. 19051948) demonstrated an impressive ability to unite the country under his rule, whereas geographical conditions had caused many of his
  predecessors to fail. Though in his career Yahya would bring large areas of north Yemen under his control, the south remained under British control despite his moral claim to rule all of Yemen.
  Throughout his reign, Yahya zealously maintained divisive policies and administered his state according to tribal patterns, but he nevertheless ensured his states relative stability. This
  strategy ran its course during the rule of his son Ahmad, as Yemen was exposed to the winds of change from the outside world and the forces of reform from within.


  The revolutionary winds that were awash in the middle of the twentieth century in the Middle East did not spare Yemen. Yahya and Ahmads Imamate could not withstand this pressure and it
  eventually collapsed in 1962. Henceforth, Yemen was a battleground for various revolutionary forces. In the turbulence that beset the country, Yemens pre-existing division into Ottoman and
  British spheres of influence continued as two states with two different orientations  republican North Yemen (formerly known as the Yemeni Arab Republic) and socialist South Yemen (formerly
  known as the Peoples Democratic Republic of Yemen). This book tells the story of twentieth-century Yemen  a state that went through a transition from a traditional society to a
  melting-pot of revolutions accompanied by foreign intervention. To a large extent, Yemen was a microcosm of the political and ideological currents of the twentieth-century Middle East.


  Toward the end of the century, the two Yemens were reunited in the framework of the Republic of Yemen. The idea of unification, which was promoted intermittently
  by Yemens leaders throughout its history, was in line with the millennium-old ideal of one united Yemeni nation, but it did not herald a calm chapter in Yemens
  story.2


  The first chapter is introductory and presents the ecological, cultural and historical structures of the country. Geographical and topographical diversity had a compelling impact on the
  development of Yemen and its cultural and societal patterns. The chapter highlights the unique characteristics of the country and the benchmarks in its past: the centrality of tribes in the
  political, religious and social mosaic of Yemen; ideological and geographical aspects of the division between the Zaydiyya and Shafiiyya, the two largest religious groups in Yemen; and the
  involvement of foreign powers in Yemens affairs and its repercussions on the process of the states development in the twentieth century.


  This chapter discusses the Imamate, its attributes and its landmark events in the first half of the twentieth century. Coercion, cultivation of religious affinity, hostage-taking and bribery
  were all methods of control used by Imam Yahya to ensure the Imamates survival. The Imamates direct authority was most discernible amongst the settled tribes of Sanaa and its
  environs. In the more distant regions, the imam enjoyed only nominal control, and in most cases, he arrived at an understanding with the tribesmen and did not infringe upon their autonomy. Finally,
  Yemen was thrust into a struggle between tradition and modernization, and at the end of a period of consecutive upheavals, the Imamate eventually collapsed under the pressure of the 1962
  revolution. Imam Yahya (r. 19051948), his son Ahmad bin Yahya (r. 19481962) and Ahmads son Mansur Muhammad al-Badr were the last imams in Yemen. Mansur would only rule for one
  week between the death of Ahmad and the September 26 coup in 1962. The end of their rule signified the demise of the Imamate  a time-honoured institution in Yemens history.


  Chapter Two, focuses on the revolutionary dynamics that swept the country throughout the 1960s. The states of the Arabian Peninsula are traditional monarchical regimes whose survival, many
  claim, is owed to the unique characteristics of the peninsula: tribalism and conservative Islam. However, the Yemeni Imamate  no less tribal than its neighbours and no less Islamic or
  conservative  did not survive.


  During the 1960s, the traces of the Zaydi Imamate were eliminated, giving way to revolutionary regimes. Gamal Abd al-Nassers banner of Arab unity was rife with appealing messages
  for Yemeni society. On one hand, there was the struggle against the reactionary regime of the tyrannical Imamate in the north; on the other, an uncompromising battle against British
  colonialism in the south. The ousting of the imam in the 1962 Revolution paved the way for the establishment of the first republic in North Yemen. In its first five years of existence
  (19621967), this republic experienced a bloody civil war. Egyptian influence, Saudi involvement and the intense struggle between the Royalists and the Republicans turned North Yemen into an
  additional arena of the Arab Cold War. The dimensions of the conflict broadened even further: the Soviet Union aligned itself with Egypt and the United States and Britain backed the
  Saudis. Hence, at its peak, the struggle also represented the competition between the Soviet Union and the socialist bloc, and the United States and its allies. Simultaneously, in the south of the
  country, events set the stage for a new variety of revolution. The defeat of Britain and its allies in November 1967 paved the way for the formation of an entirely different regime in South Yemen:
  the only declared Marxist regime in the Arab world, the Popular Republic of South Yemen.


  The chapter continues by analysing the Yemeni political duality that ensued. The evacuation of Egyptian and British forces from Yemen left two states with two different orientations: the
  republican North Yemen and the socialist South Yemen. It seemed as though unification was an attainable goal, because the two forces that opposed the revolution and also put the brakes on
  Yemens unification  the tyrannical Imamate in the North and British colonialism in the South  were eliminated. However, the unification did not occur as easily as many Yemenis
  thought it would. Intense ideological differences divided the leaderships in the North and the South, and each of them toiled to consolidate its power and to plan its future path. The two Yemens
  teetered on the brink of conflict; for the next 20 years the two treated each other suspiciously, and in the words of a local political sociologist, North Yemen turned into an internal
  problem for South Yemen and vice versa.3


  Chapter Three, describes how in both North and South Yemen, the needs of the state collided with the ideologies of their respective revolutions. In North Yemen, the grandiose vision of the
  creation of a new Arab state on the ruins of the one-time tribal, patrimonial system lost appeal and the regime re-introduced dimensions of family rule and a patriarchal system of
  governance. In the South, the Yemeni Socialist Party (YSP) was established and assumed a stronger doctrinal orientation than ever before. Internal strife soon ensued amongst the leadership in South
  Yemen; the pragmatists sought to modify the revolutionary example for the needs of the state, and the dogmatists sought to cling to the principles of the revolution. The bloody civil war that
  occurred in January 1986 brought South Yemen close to collapse.


  The chapter goes on to explain how at this stage in the crisis, unification of the two Yemens, a long-standing vision, came to fruition just when no one expected it. Unification occurred in May
  1990. The chapter takes into account economic and political, both regional and international, factors while offering a multifaceted explanation for the unification of Yemen.


  Chapter Four, elucidates the root problems that accompanied unification. The unification between the two Yemens seemed most natural and, in contrast to other unifications that the Arab world
  witnessed, Yemenis in North and South Yemen had a lot in common, and therefore the unification abounded with hope for future prosperity. However, the cautious optimism soon gave way to more gloomy
  assessments, and the fragility of the unification agreement was exposed.


  The chapter inquires into the governing mechanism of the unified state in order to better explain how the practice of power-sharing became ineffective. The explanation for the failure of
  unification draws upon the historical experience of both Yemens. The two different types of colonial rule and different socio-religious attributes that distinguished the North from the South
  indicated that the disparity was so extensive that it was difficult to bridge the gaps between their world views and political aspirations. The renewal of bloodshed in 1994 put an end to this
  duality and reopened the old frictions that Yemen had experienced throughout the twentieth century.


  Chapter Five, is an outline of a series of challenges that faced Yemen in the first decade of the twenty-first century. A faltering economy, a complicated constellation of relations between the
  state and the tribes, the ascendance of radical Islamic movements such as al-Qaida in the Arabian Peninsula, a Shii rebellion in the north and a secessionist movement in the south all
  threatened the stability of the united state of Yemen and posed fundamental questions regarding the states ability to survive.


  Chapter Six, closes the book with an insight into the so-called Arab Spring uprisings which reached Yemen in January 2011 and the events that led to Ali Abdallah
  Salihs resignation in February 2012. Taking into account the history of Yemen as described in the foregoing chapters of the book, Chapter Six explains why the Arab Spring was
  in fact an escalation of the already existing tensions in Yemen. At the same time, the chapter clarifies why the uprising served as the decisive, game-changing phenomenon in Yemeni politics that
  turned former allies of Salih into overt rivals and led to his ouster. Subsequently, ensuing chaos led to a situation in which large swathes of Yemen fell under the de facto control of various
  non-government entities. Moreover, it caused a situation in which al-Qaida was increasingly able to operate from Yemeni territory. This final chapter contents that Yemen is more of a failed
  state, as opposed to a failing or fragile state, than foreign officials recognize. It remains to be seen whether the post-Salih government of Yemen will be able to
  reverse the erosion of state authority.


  


  CHAPTER 1


  ECOLOGICAL, CULTURAL AND HISTORICAL STRUCTURES


  Topography, Geography and Socio-Demographic Features


  The borders of most Middle Eastern states were drawn by the colonial powers, Britain and France, after the First World War, in the framework of the Mandate system. From this
  perspective, Yemen is unique. Since the dawn of Islam, Yemen has been a distinct geographical entity.1 Yemens geographical and topographical
  diversity influenced the development of the countrys settlement patterns, social structures and forms of government. Therefore, it is imperative to understand Yemens natural,
  ecological and topographical features.


  Pre-Islamic Arabic literature uses the term Yaman to refer to the territory that extends across the coast of the Indian Ocean and the Red Sea and through the heartland of the Arabian Peninsula.2 This pre-Islamic definition of Yemens territory is not identical to the territory of the modern
  state of Yemen.3 Todays Yemen is located south-west of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and the coastline forms its western and southern borders. In the west, Yemen
  stretches along the Strait of Bab al-Mandab and the Red Sea shores to the Saudi Arabian border in the north. In the south, Yemen stretches along the Gulf of Aden and the Arabian Sea to the border
  with the Sultanate of Oman in the east. Desert lies to the north and east of Yemen.


  There are three ecological regions in Yemen: the coastal plains, the mountains and the desert. The coastal plains contain the fertile lands and are located near the mountains of Taizz,
  Ibb and Jibla. The Tihama plain  a hot and humid region  is situated alongside an expansive mountainous area and along the coast of the Red Sea. A less fertile, mountainous region is
  in the north of the country, between Sanaa and the more northern city of Sada. The region of Hadramawt, located in the east of the country, contains both coastal plains and arid desert with deep wadis.4


  There are some clear differences between Upper and Lower Yemen. Upper Yemen refers to the northern highlands that stretch from the Saudi border in the north to Damar in the south, and from Hajja
  in the west to Shabwa in the east. Lower Yemen refers mainly to the cities of Taizz, Ibb and Hudayda.5 The mountainous area has long served as
  a natural defensive barrier for the tribes that dwell therein. Two main tribal confederations in the mountains are the Hashid and the Bakil. Owing to the natural defensive barrier, these two tribal
  confederations were never completely subjugated to the direct control of external invaders, even though their territory has been under Ottoman occupation. There was no supra-tribal authority or
  accepted central rule in the mountainous region, and it was inconceivable for any ruler to control Sanaa in particular and Yemen in general without the support of the heads of
  these two tribal confederations.6


  In contrast to the people in the mountainous regions, the people in the plains were more easily exposed to external influence and invasions. The people of the plains were unable to develop a
  strong army, and in
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