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Introduction

Yemen stands at a complex crossroad of history, politics, and society on the southern
tip of the Arabian Peninsula. Its intricate political landscape has long captured the
attention of scholars, policymakers, and observers across the globe, not only because
of its geostrategic location but also due to the interplay of internal dynamics and
external influence. Understanding the politics of Yemen demands a deep engagement
with its historical evolution, the structures of its state, the significance of tribalism,
and the contemporary challenges presented by ongoing conflict.

The journey of the Yemeni state is shaped by centuries-old political traditions, with the
northern and southern regions developing along markedly different trajectories. From
the rule of Zaidi imams and subsequent republican revolutions in the north, to British
colonial rule and the emergence of socialist governance in the south, Yemen's past is
defined by periods of division as much as by significant episodes of unity. The
unification in 1990 was both a watershed and a beginning of new tensions, as
incompatible political and economic legacies struggled for accommodation within a
single state framework.

At the heart of modern Yemeni politics lies a constitutional system that aspires to
democracy—a multiparty republic with representative institutions and guarantees of
basic rights. Yet, this framework has persistently come under strain. Domination by
powerful political parties, judicial independence undermined by the executive, the
ever-present influence of tribal leaders, and the emergence of rival governments
underscore the ongoing contest over sovereignty and legitimacy.

Tribal identity, an enduring pillar of Yemeni social structure, persists as both mediator
and challenger of the state. Tribes provide sources of authority and cohesion but also
complicate efforts to consolidate national power. Political actors, including the General
People’s Congress, the Islah Party, the Yemeni Socialist Party, the Houthi movement,
and the Southern Transitional Council, all interact in a landscape where family ties,
tribal loyalty, ideology, and external sponsorship blend to shape shifting alliances and
enduring rivalries.

No exploration of Yemen'’s political system is complete without acknowledging the
decisive effect of foreign actors. Regional powers—particularly Saudi Arabia, Iran, and
the United Arab Emirates—have played out their broader struggles on Yemeni soil,
influencing the course of the war and peace, amplifying divisions and, at times,
offering glimmers of negotiation and hope. The resulting conflict has wrought
devastation: millions displaced, a humanitarian crisis of staggering proportions, and a
fractured political scene that presents formidable obstacles to peace.
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This book offers an accessible yet comprehensive guide to the politics of Yemen,
illuminating its historical foundations, the operation of its political institutions, the
roles of powerful actors, the nuances of tribal dynamics, and the continuing influence
of regional and international forces. By tracing the evolution of Yemen’s political
system and examining its present complexities, we can better understand the
challenges and possibilities that lie ahead for a country that, despite adversity,
remains central to the political tapestry of the Middle East.
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CHAPTER ONE: Yemen: Geography and
Demographics

Yemen, a land steeped in ancient history and dramatic landscapes, occupies a pivotal
position at the southwestern edge of the Arabian Peninsula. It’s a place where
towering mountains plunge to arid coastal plains, and where the vast Rub' al Khali
desert stretches out to the horizon. Bordered by Saudi Arabia to the north and Oman
to the northeast, Yemen’s southern and western flanks meet the waters of the Gulf of
Aden, the Arabian Sea, and the Red Sea. This geographical setting, particularly its
control over the Bab-el-Mandeb Strait linking the Red Sea to the Indian Ocean, has
historically made Yemen a crucial nexus for trade and communication, a fact that
continues to shape its political significance today.

Spanning an area of roughly 455,503 to 527,970 square kilometers (about the size of
California and Pennsylvania combined, or 76% of the area of Texas), Yemen is the
second-largest country on the Arabian Peninsula. The topography is remarkably
varied, a feature that has contributed to regional differences throughout its history.
The Tihamah, a hot and humid coastal plain, runs along the Red Sea. Inland, the
terrain rises dramatically into a mountainous interior. These highlands are
characterized by jagged peaks and plateaus, with an average elevation of around
2,000 meters. Jabal An-Nabi Shu'ayb, the highest point in both Yemen and the Arabian
Peninsula, soars to 3,666 meters (12,028 feet).

The climate mirrors the diverse topography. The coastal plains experience a hot, arid,
or semi-arid tropical climate, with temperatures sometimes exceeding a scorching
54°C (129.2°F) and high humidity. Rainfall here is minimal, often coming in sudden,
heavy downpours. Moving inland, the highlands offer a more temperate climate,
particularly during the summer months, with cooler winters where temperatures can
drop below freezing. Rainfall is more substantial in the western highlands, with some
areas receiving over 1,000 millimeters annually, while the capital, Sana'a, receives
around 300 millimeters. The eastern plateau and the northern desert regions are hot
and dry, with the vast Empty Quarter receiving very little to no rain for extended
periods.

Despite the varied climate, Yemen is largely an arid country with no permanent rivers.
The landscape is crisscrossed by wadis, river valleys that remain dry for much of the
year. Agriculture is primarily concentrated in the more fertile highlands, where crops

like coffee, cotton, grains, fruits, and the widely chewed stimulant gat are cultivated.

Yemen's population is estimated to be around 34.7 to over 41 million people. It's a
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youthful nation, with a significant portion of the population under the age of 25, and
nearly half under 15. This demographic profile presents both potential and challenges
for the country's development.

The vast majority of Yemenis are of Arab ethnicity. However, this broad category
encompasses a complex social structure, deeply influenced by tribal affiliations. While
most minority groups left after the establishment of North and South Yemen, some
remain, including Afro-Arabs, Somalis, and small communities speaking South Arabian
languages like Mehri and Soqotri. There is also a very small remaining Jewish
community, a fraction of its historical size.

Arabic is the official language, with various regional dialects spoken across the
country. While Modern Standard Arabic is used in formal settings, everyday
communication utilizes distinct Yemeni colloquial varieties. Other languages, such as
Mehri and Soqotri, are spoken by smaller, often isolated communities.

Islam is the state religion, and nearly all Yemenis are Muslim. The population is
primarily divided between two major Islamic branches: Sunni Muslims, predominantly
of the Shafa'i school, who constitute the majority (around 60-65%) and reside mainly
in the south and southeast, and Zaidi Shia Muslims, making up about 35-40%,
concentrated in the northern and northwestern highlands. While these religious
differences have historically been less a source of conflict than political, economic, or
tribal factors, the ongoing civil war has unfortunately seen an increase in sectarian
rhetoric.

Yemen's major cities reflect its historical and geographical divisions. Sana'a, the
constitutional capital and largest city, is located in the highlands and is one of the
world's oldest continuously inhabited cities. Aden, the interim capital of the
internationally recognized government, is a crucial port city on the southern coast.
Other significant urban centers include Taiz, a cultural capital in the southwestern
highlands, and Al Hudaydah, a major port on the Red Sea.

The distribution of the population is largely rural, with about 60-73% living in non-
urban areas. This contributes to the enduring influence of tribal structures and
presents challenges for providing essential services and infrastructure across the
country. Yemen faces significant development challenges, including high rates of
poverty and a strained healthcare and education system, issues exacerbated by years
of conflict.
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