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must be remembered, though, that even though the 
Houthis are Shi’as, they practice Za’idi Shi’ism and 
not the Twelver Shi’ism prevalent in Iran. Saleh and 
the northern ruling class are also predominantly Za’idi 
Shi’a (albeit not especially observant), so the Shi’ism 
of the Houthis should not be made too much of.

The current protest against Saleh is led by students and 
other urbanites. Some predict that these groups will 
not get along well with the heavily armed tribes in the 
rural regions, which also dominate the security serv-
ices. But the tribes and the urban middle classes (or 
aspiring middle classes) must not be seen as mutually 
exclusive groups. Many of the powerful shaykhs have 
sent their sons –and even some of their daughters – to 
be educated in the West. Many of these have devel-
oped strong Western connections which they maintain 
for business, professional, and other purposes. Tribes, 
then, must not be seen as anti-modern forces. Indeed, 
many in the tribes have embraced modernisation not 
only to benefit themselves and their families, but also 
their tribes and their country. If post-Saleh Yemen at-
tempts democracy, tribal leaders can be expected to 
play a major role in this process. Indeed, democracy 
will allow them a much greater say than Saleh has.

This leaves Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) 
– an organisation that is hostile both to democracy and 
to the West.  According to numerous media reports, 
the US is reluctant to lose Saleh since he is a “key 
ally” against Al Qaeda.  What these reports – and ap-
parently the current US government officials who may 
be the sources for them – overlook is that Saleh has 
not always supported the West (as during the 1990-91 
conflict over Kuwait during which he backed Saddam 
Hussein), and that Saleh has had a strong interest in 
exaggerating his willingness to aid the US vis-à-vis 

AQAP in order to obtain American resources. While 
AQAP will not disappear along with Saleh, dealing with 
it may actually become somewhat easier. The strong 
AQAP presence in Yemen is mainly possible because 
tribes opposed to Saleh have protected it for their own 
parochial purposes. If their grievances with the central 
government can be resolved, then they may well be 
persuaded to turn against AQAP in return – especially 
if AQAP opposes this reconciliation process, as is 
highly likely.

Revolutions everywhere involve two elements. The 
first is the overthrow of the old regime. The second is 
the rise of a new one. But it often takes considerable 
time for the nature of the new regime to be defined. 
This, of course, is because while the revolutionaries 
all agree that they want to overthrow the old regime, 
their views about what the new regime should be like 
usually differ – often sharply and violently.

While this process of shaping the nature of the new re-
gime is primarily an internal one, external powers can 
play an important role – for good or for ill. External pow-
ers can play a positive role if they focus on supporting 
not just what is good for themselves, but for the na-
tion in question. With the US government – even under 
President Obama – fixated on Al Qaeda and the War 
on Terror and not on democracy and human rights in 
Yemen, it risks pursuing a counter-productive policy that 
alienates Yemenis and results in the new regime there 
being hostile to Western interests. America, though, is 
preoccupied with Afghanistan, Iraq, and its own domes-
tic concerns. These two factors together have created 
both the need and the opportunity for Europe to take 
the lead in formulating a policy toward Yemen that fur-
thers the long term interests both of the people of that 
country as well as the West as a whole.

The opinions expressed in this article are those of the author and do not necessarily represent the views of the EUISS


