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I. Introduction  

The recent awareness campaigns concerning the arms sales to Saudi Arabia 

launched in several countries have placed in the spotlight the violations of international 

humanitarian law and international human rights law committed by the parties 

involved in the Yemen conflict (Security Council Report, 2018). Consequently, given 

the major operations that Saudi Arabia and the Saudi-led coalition have carried out in 

Yemen since March 2015, it seems relevant to take a closer look at the effects of their 

intervention on the resolution of the Yemen conflict.  

Thus, the objective of this master thesis is to understand whether or not the 

proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia in Yemen produces effects on the resolution of the 

Yemen conflict and, as the case may be, to what extent this proxy war waged by Saudi 

Arabia affects the resolution of this conflict. More precisely, the study will focus on a 

study period which starts from 25th March 2015 to 5th November 2019. Thus, the 

analysis that will be carried out here will aim to answer the following research 

question: “To what extent does the proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia in Yemen 

affect the resolution of this conflict, between 25th March 2015 and 5th November 

2019?”. 

The limits of the study period were not arbitrarily chosen. The beginning of the 

study period corresponds to the date on which the first Saudi Arabian-led military 

operation called “Operation Decisive Storm” was launched (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). 

Regarding the end date of the period examined, it refers to the power-sharing 

agreement – the “Riyadh agreement” – that was brokered by Saudi Arabia and signed 

in Riyadh, on the one hand by the United Nations-recognised Yemeni government, 

and on the other hand by the separatists of the Southern Transitional Council (STC). 

This agreement consisted of integrating some members of the Southern Transitional 

Council in the government and the return of the latter in the city of Aden (UN News, 

2019). Both the recency of this event and its significance in the conflict constitute 

together the relevance of this choice of date as the end of the study period. Martin 

Griffiths, the Special Envoy of the Secretary-General of the United Nations for Yemen, 

described in his statement of 5th November 2019 relating to the Riyadh agreement that 

the latter represented “an important step for our collective efforts to advance a 
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peaceful settlement to the conflict in Yemen” (United Nations Office of the Special 

Envoy of the Secretary-General for Yemen, 2019, p. 1). 

The idea of analysing the impact of the Saudi (or Saudi-led) intervention in 

Yemen on the resolution of the conflict was inspired by a research that was undertaken 

by Patrick M. Regan and whose subject was the third-party interventions and their 

effects on the duration of intrastate conflicts (Regan, 2002). Throughout his analysis, 

Regan (2002) looked into the duration conflicts need in order to be settled (which, it 

is worth noting, is different from being resolved since, according to Regan’s research, 

the condition for a conflict to be considered as settled was that the inherent military 

hostilities must have ceased for a period of at least 6 months). Among the conclusions 

he drew from this research, several of them have inspired the research question of our 

analysis. First, the author found out that in a general way, conflicts in which the 

intervention of a third-party is neutral tend to take more time to be settled than the ones 

in which the intervention is biased (Regan, 2002). At first glance, as it is clear that the 

Saudi intervention in Yemen is not neutral – and this will be further developed – this 

finding could suggest that the effects of the studied proxy war might include a 

shortening of the duration the Yemeni conflict would need in order to be settled.1 

Second, he concluded that in a conflict where there would be a biased intervention, it 

would not make any significant change on the duration of the conflict whether the 

intervener supports the government or the rebels. Third, according to his research, any 

intervention seems to tend to lengthen the expected duration of a given conflict (Regan, 

2002). By taking these three findings into account, one notices that they are somewhat 

contradictory. This contradictory nature of Regan’s findings is one of the main 

motivations that led to undertake this research.   

The present study did not encounter any significant problems on 

methodological aspects. The only points that required caution was the fact that the 

theoretical elements solicited for the analyses of the hypotheses had to be appliable for 

an asymmetric conflict2 such as the Yemen conflict. The theoretical tools developed 

by both Galtung (1969) and Ramsbotham, Woodhouse and Miall (2016) met this 

criterion. What should however hold our attention are the sources from which the 

 
1 It is however necessary to recall that the notion used in the research question is “resolution”, different 

from the one of “settlement”, the latter being a preliminary step needed in order to reach the resolution 

of the conflict (Regan, 2002).  
2 The notion of “asymmetric conflict” will be further developed in the “analytical framework” section.  
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information covered in this study originates. As a matter of fact, concerning the 

information relating to facts, some of them were provided by sources that are likely to 

adopt a one-sided approach. By way of illustration, “Al Jazeera” is a Qatari 

broadcaster. Given the relationships between Qatar and the other members of the GCC, 

which are characterised with a diplomatic crisis since the Gulf crisis broke out on 5th 

June 20173, the Qatari source may lack in objectivity4 when relating to action 

undertaken by the Saudi-led coalition, especially since Qatar was excluded from the 

Saudi-led coalition as a consequence of this crisis (Lombardi, 2017). In order to 

counter the potential lack of objectivity, the information collected in the frame of this 

study originate from very diversified (but still reliable) sources.   

The next sections of this study will include respectively the development of the 

analytical framework of this study, that is to say, the presentation of the used 

methodology and the concepts with a particular focus on the conceptual approach of 

proxy wars, and a factual review. The latter essentially takes up the key events inherent 

in the modern history of Yemen. It is important to outline that this factual review is an 

indispensable step for the analyses of the hypotheses that will be carried out in section 

IV. Indeed, as the analysis of the first hypothesis will consist of a study of actions 

undertaken by Saudi Arabia and its coalition in the frame of the Yemen conflict, it is 

essential to understand the context in which these actions were undertaken. Regarding 

the analysis of the second hypothesis, it will basically consist of an analysis of the 

parties of the Yemen conflict, their interests relating to the conflict and the 

relationships between these parties (which rely on the conflict of interests between 

them). Thus, in order to analyse these elements, it seems obvious that not only the 

knowledge of the recent history of Yemen but also the knowledge of the key events 

that occurred before the unification of the two Yemens are fundamental to the clashing 

interests that are the core of the Yemen conflict. Finally, the conclusion will aim to 

take up the results of the analyses of both hypotheses and to bring elements of a 

response to the research question.  

 

 
3 The Gulf crisis broke out because Qatar was reproached by Saudi Arabia and other Muslim countries 

(including most of GCC members) for, inter alia, supporting terrorism (by notably supporting the 

ideology of the Muslim Brotherhood) and for having good relationships with Iran (Lombardi, 2017).  
4 By the way, during the Gulf crisis, the access to Qatari media, including Al Jazeera, was cut and Saudi 

Arabia closed Al Jazeera offices in Riyadh (Chaker, 2017).  
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II. Analytical framework  

a. Methodology and concepts 

The problematic of this study will focus on how to explain the effects of the 

proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia in Yemen on the resolution process of this conflict 

between 25th March 2015 and 5th November 2019, whether Riyadh acts as the leader 

of its coalition or not. In order to answer the research question “To what extent does 

the proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia in Yemen affect the resolution of this conflict, 

between 25th March 2015 and 5th November 2019?”, the data collection method will 

consist of making use of qualitative data from the existing literature in order to either 

validate or invalidate the two hypotheses that will be presented in section III.  

For the sake of clarity, it is worth noting that, throughout this study, the terms 

“Hadi’s government”, “Yemen(i) government”, “UN-recognised government” and 

“legal government” all refer to the same actor, that is, the government of the Republic 

of Yemen that is recognised by the United Nations and whose current president is Abd 

Rabbo Mansour Hadi. Furthermore, the Saudi-led coalition may be referred as “Saudi 

Arabia and its coalition”. It is obvious that the coalition does not initially belong to 

Saudi Arabia, but Saudi Arabia plays a role of leader within this coalition.   

To ensure accuracy, the different concepts solicited in the research question 

will be hereafter presented.  

The concept of “proxy war” that is mentioned in the research question refers to 

the indirect war that Saudi Arabia, Sunni power, and Iran, Shia power, wage against 

each other in Yemen, each of them backing one of the two main belligerents of the 

conflict. As a matter of fact, as further developed in the next subsection, Saudi Arabia 

feeling threatened by the Iran-backed5 Houthi presence at its border, it seized the 

opportunity of backing the opposite camp, the UN-recognised Yemeni government, 

on 25th March 2015 by forming a coalition and by intervening in Yemen, after UN-

 
5 It should be specified that Iran has long denied its support for the Houthi rebels in Yemen (Héau, 

Stiernon, 2017). However, the Yemen Panel of Experts of the United Nations discovered that several 

weapons used by the Houthis shared the same characteristics, design and dimensions as Iranian-

designed and manufactured ones, which leads to believe that Iran does back the rebels (Security Council 

Report, 2018). In addition to this, fighters from the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps and from 

Hezbollah were found within the fighters of Houthi forces (Jones, 2019). Yet, even though Tehran did 

confirm its political support for the Houthi rebels, notably when Ayatollah Ali Khamenei invited the 

Houthi spokesperson, Mohammed Abdul-Salam on 13th August 2019, Tehran has always denied its 

military backing of the rebels (France 24, AFP, 2019).  
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recognised President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi called its allies of the Arab world for 

help (Héau, Stiernon, 2017).  

The concept of “conflict resolution” inherent to the phrase “the resolution of 

this conflict” that was used in the research question is here considered as referring to 

the process which implies the transformation of “the deep-rooted sources of conflict” 

(Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016, p. 35).  

Moreover, it should be specified that the definition of “conflict” that is used 

here is the one that refers to “the widest set of circumstances in which conflict parties 

perceive that they have mutually incompatible goals” (Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016, p. 

10). The concept of “conflict” should be paralleled with the concept of “war”, 

described as “a violent conflict between organised groups” (Derriennic, 2001, p. 13). 

It is important to outline that according to these definitions, the Yemen conflict is also 

a war. However, the choice of using of the terms « resolution of the conflict » as the 

dependent variable of the research question seemed more appropriate because the 

notion of “war” might give the impression that the study focuses on the violent aspect 

of the Yemen war, whereas this aspect is one of the aspects analysed throughout this 

study.  

In addition to this, the Yemen conflict is also described as “asymmetric”, that 

is to say, it implies the opposition of dissimilar parties (Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016). In 

this case, the main dissimilar parties of the initial conflict are on the one side, an 

established government, the UN-recognised Yemen government, and on the other side, 

a group of rebels, the Houthis.  

Lastly, the theoretical tool that will be solicited for both the formulation and 

the testing of the two hypotheses is Johan Galtung’s “conflict triangle”, that was first 

published in 1969 in the “Journal of Peace Research” (a peer-reviewed academic 

journal that was also created by Galtung). The conflict triangle is based on the fact that 

a conflict is composed of three elements and that these three elements are to be taken 

into account in order to resolve a given conflict (Galtung, 1969). Some theoretical 

elements relating to Galtung’s theory but developed by Ramsbotham, Woodhouse and 

Miall (2016), such as the “conflict escalation and de-escalation model” (Ramsbotham, 

et alii, 2016), will also contribute to the testing of the two hypotheses.  
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b. Focus on the concept of proxy war and its application to the case of 

the Yemen war 

The conceptual approach used to analyse the case of the Yemen war throughout 

this study will be basically based on the concept of proxy war or war by proxy. This 

concept was first coined in 1955 by Zbigniew Brzezinski – who later became the US 

President Jimmy Carter’s National Security Adviser from 1977 to 1981 – when he was 

referring to the Vietnam War (Bacevich, 2018). Since then, the concept of proxy war 

has continued to be solicited and may be defined as follows: “a war fought between 

groups or smaller countries that each represent the interests of other larger powers, 

and may have help and support from these” (Cambridge Dictionary, s. d.). Geraint 

Hughes provides an additional definition. According to him, proxy warfare is a war 

“in which belligerents use third parties as either a supplementary means of waging 

war or as a substitute for the direct employment of their own armed forces” (Hughes, 

2012, p. 2). In this type of war, the third parties are called “proxies” while the 

belligerents using these third parties are called “sponsors” (Hughes, 2012).  

Although similar occurrences to proxy wars were already observable during 

the Classical Antiquity (Williams, 2012), the concept was first used by Brzezinski by 

referring to the Vietnam in 1955 and was re-used in 1978 as a description of the 

Cambodian-Vietnamese War, during a television interview in the United States 

(Shipler, 1978). As a matter of fact, in his opinion, the confrontation of both countries 

could be considered as a proxy war, since Brzezinski suspected on the one hand, China 

to support Cambodia and on the other hand, the Soviet Union to back Vietnam 

(Shipler, 1978). More generally, it is interesting to look into the strategy of “peaceful 

engagement” that Brzezinski advocated as a strategy that the USA should adopt in 

order to undermine the Soviet bloc (Brzezinski, Griffith, 1961). The advocacy of this 

strategy first appeared in an article that Brzezinski wrote along with William E. 

Griffith in July 1961 and which related to the application of this strategy in Eastern 

Europe (Brzezinski, Griffith, 1961). Given the fact that the strategy was notably 

consisting of “projecting strength without provoking confrontation, while patiently 

exerting indirect influence” (Bacevich, 2018), it comes as no surprise that proxy wars 

were part of it.  
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It is interesting to outline that, since the end of the Cold War, although the USA 

did not stop waging proxy wars, proxy wars are increasingly waged by regional powers 

(Mumford, 2013). Furthermore, it seems that proxy wars are more and more 

collectively waged rather than waged by a single state. That is to say, proxy wars are 

increasingly led by coalitions (Mumford, 2013). Such is the case of the proxy war 

waged by Saudi Arabia in Yemen since 25th March 2015. As a matter of fact, facing 

the growing Houthi threat, the internationally-recognised Yemen president Abd Rabbo 

Mansour Hadi called, inter alia, the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) members – 

Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Oman6, Kuwait, Qatar and Bahrain – and its 

allies of the Arab world for intervention (Héau, Stiernon, 2017).  

Following this, a coalition composed by Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 

Emirates, Qatar, Kuwait, Bahrain, Egypt, Morocco, Jordan, Sudan and Senegal, and 

supported by western countries such as the United States, France and the United 

Kingdom, was created to launch the first operation in the night from 25th March to 26th 

March 2015 (Laub, Robinson, 2020). As Saudi Arabia has been playing a leader role 

within the coalition, it is often called the “Saudi Arabian-led coalition”, although it 

seems that since 2017, the positions of the United Arab Emirates are no longer aligned 

with the ones of Saudi Arabia, as explained in the factual review of section I.c.iii. 

(Héau, Stiernon, 2017).  Furthermore, one should specify that since the Gulf crisis of 

2017, Qatar left the Saudi-led coalition, as did Pakistan when its parliament finally 

decided to remain neutral in the Yemen crisis, in April 2015 (Burgat, 2018).  

As Houthi rebels are suspected, among others by Saudi Arabia, of being backed 

by Iran7, most important rival of Saudi Arabia in the region, responding to Hadi’s call 

provided an opportunity for the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to weaken the Iranian 

influence in the region (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). This opportunity was all the more 

important that the threat was located in Yemen, a state with which Saudi Arabia shares 

a border of nearly 1500 kilometres (see Figure 1) and whose importance of its 

geopolitical situation is major.  

 
6 It should be outlined that Oman is the only GCC member that did not answer the call of President 

Hadi (it did not take part of the Saudi-led intervention).  
7 The suspected support by Iran to the Houthi rebels will be re-approached through the factual literature 

review developed in the subsection “The Yemen War: roots and chronology”.  
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 In the scientific literature, the concept of proxy war is sometimes associated 

with the principal-agent theory (Fox, 2019). Indeed, the principal-agent theory 

represents a useful theoretical tool to analyse how a proxy relationship works (Fox, 

2019). Initially belonging to the school of new institutionalism – which as its name 

suggests generally tends to study institutions but is also largely used in economics 

(Ishiyama, s. d.), this theory defines a relationship in which an agent acts on behalf of 

a principal and in which the interests of the agent should not conflict with the interests 

of the principal (Chen, 2019). An even clearer definition of the principal-agent 

relationship is the one of the Stanford University professor Kathleen Eisenhardt who 

explains it as a relationship in which: “one party (the principal) delegates work to 

another (the agent) who performs that work” (Eisenhardt, 1989). In the case of war by 

proxy, the principal is represented by the sponsor and the agent, by the proxy. As did 

Hughes (2012), Eisenhardt warns about the consequences such relations can lead to. 

Not only can what she calls “the problem of agency” (which describes the situation in 

which there is a conflict between the interests of the principal and the agent) emerge 

from this type of relationship, but also does “the problem of risk sharing” that occurs 

Figure 1. Houthi influence in Yemen as of June 2019 (European Council on Foreign Relations (ECFR), 2019) 
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when the principal and the agent do not share the same perception of acceptable risks, 

which may lead to divergent actions (Eisenhardt, 1989). Fox states that two models 

can be drawn from the relationship existing between a sponsor and its proxy (Fox, 

2019). First, the exploitative model is characterised by a proxy whose survival wholly 

depends on the support of the sponsor. In this case, the power and influence of the 

sponsor is very high. Second, the transactional model consists of “an exchange of 

services and goods that benefits all parties” (Fox, 2019). In this model, the proxy does 

not depend on the backing of the sponsor and is thus likely to cut the agency 

relationship off whenever its objectives are reached (Fox, 2019). The exploitative 

model might correspond to the relation existing between the internationally-recognised 

Yemen government and Saudi Arabia, the latter being the sponsor and the former, the 

proxy. The coalition having become strongly involved in the conflict, it is quite 

difficult to imagine how Hadi’s government would survive if Saudi Arabia and its 

coalition decided to suddenly stop their support towards it. This theoretical element 

was particularly interesting to mention in order to have a first overview of the 

significant Saudi influence in Yemen.  

 

 

c. The Yemen war: roots and chronology 

Since the conceptual and theoretical aspects solicited throughout this study are 

clearly defined, it is now necessary to carry out a factual review which takes up the 

key events inherent in the modern history of Yemen. As mentioned earlier, this factual 

review constitutes a pre-requisite for the analyses of the two hypotheses presented in 

section III. In order to ensure a good understanding of the events that will be presented 

within this review, it is interesting to consult the map of today’s Yemen presented in 

Figure 2.  
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i. Prior to 8th July 2014: a quick glimpse of the recent history of Yemen 

The Republic of Yemen was created in 1990 when the Yemen Arab Republic, 

or “North Yemen”, and the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen, or “South 

Yemen”, were unified. At the emergence of the Yemen state, former President of North 

Yemen Ali Abdullah Saleh was designated as the President of Yemen and Abdrabbuh 

Mansur Hadi, as the Vice President from 1994, leading him to leave his post of 

Minister of Defence (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). A new constitution was ratified in 1991 

establishing, inter alia, a division of power between a president, a prime minister, a 

Council of Ministers, a bicameral system and a Supreme Court, in order to ensure that 

the power is in the hands of the Yemeni people, that was enabled to elect its 

representatives (Al Raisi, 2018). During the Cold War, North Yemen was armed and 

financially helped by Saudi Arabia, that is to say under the influence of a pro-Western 

country, while South Yemen had signed a treaty of amity and cooperation with the 

Figure 2. Federal division of current Yemen (European Council on Foreign Relations (ECFR), 2019) 
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Soviet Union on 25th October 1979 (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). It may be considered that 

the decreasing help of the USSR and its collapse were the key factors that led to the 

unification of the two Yemens, since the worrying situation of South Yemen forced it 

to get closer to Sanaa (Al Raisi, 2018). But in order to better understand today’s 

Yemen, it is worth looking into the history of the two Yemens, before their unification.  

Indeed, since the arrival of the British in Aden in 1839, the history of each of 

the two Yemens started to diverge significantly from each other (Bonnefoy, et alii, s. 

d.). The future Yemen Arab Republic (North Yemen) had been for more than a 

thousand years under a Zaydi8 theocratic authority as an imamate, for centuries either 

under British or under Ottoman domination, and finally emerged in 1962 with Sana’a 

as its capital (Al Raisi, 2018). Until 1970, North Yemen suffered from a civil war 

between royalists, supported by Saudi Arabia, and republicans, supported by Egypt 

(Héau, Stiernon, 2017). Furthermore, it is noteworthy that already in 1926, North 

Yemen – which was under Imam Yahya’s reign (considered as the father of the modern 

Yemeni state) – faced a conflict with the first Saudi Arabian king, Ibn Saud, over the 

region of ‘Aseer. The latter ended up as a part of the Saudi Arabian territory (Al Raisi, 

2018).  

On the other side, the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen (South Yemen) 

was created in 1967 with Aden as its capital (see Figure 3), whereas it had been the 

only “almost-marxist regime” of the Arab world for decades and whereas it had been 

dominated by the British Empire since 1839 (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). Indeed, although 

the future South Yemen was divided into numerous entities due to political and social 

tensions between tribes, these small states managed to unite in order to negotiate and 

to cast the British domination off (Al Raisi, 2018). Later on, in 1972 and in 1988, 

conflicts between the two Yemens broke out and in 1986, a coup attempt took place in 

South Yemen, killing more than 10.000 people in a few days (Héau, Stiernon, 2017).  

 
8 Zaydism is a branch of Shiism that emerged in the south of the Arabian Peninsula in the 8th century. 
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 In 1994, the Republic of Yemen faced its first political contestations and then 

its first violent confrontations, which occurred between federalists from the north and 

the socialist and separatist movement from the south (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). As a 

matter of fact, even though the two Yemens were reunited, a secessionist opposition 

remained present in the south, claiming the recovering of the independence of the 

southern region of Yemen (that is, the region that corresponds to the former South 

Yemen) (Al Raisi, 2018). During these confrontations – that eventually led to a civil 

war, President Saleh and its party “the General People’s Congress” (GPC) managed to 

make the al-Islah party – also called “the Yemeni Congregation for Reform” and which 

is an islamist and unitarist party that represents the Muslim Brotherhood in Yemen – 

become their new ally (Al Raisi, 2018). However, while Saleh’s party was gaining 

more and more power, the new constitution of 2001 caused the increase of opposition 

movements (Al Raisi, 2018). 

Figure 3. Former Yemen Arab Republic (in light green) and former People's Democratic 

Republic of Yemen (in dark green) (European Council on Foreign Relations (ECFR), 2019) 
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These opposition movements soon evolved to the rebel movements of the 

Sa’dah War, that first occurred in the Sa’dah Governorate where in 2004, the Yemen 

security forces had to face the Zaydi Shia rebels9, more commonly referred to as 

“Houthi rebels”10, who were appropriating more and more territory (Al Raisi, 2018).11 

Their movement, whose official name is “Ansar Allah”, is in fact dedicated to ensuring 

the survival of the Zaydi identity and has incrementally spread across the country, 

particularly in the northwest. More precisely, the Houthis’ main objectives at a local 

scale are to counter the threatening Salafist influence in the country and to fight against 

the marginalisation of their region of origin on the religious, cultural and socio-

economic levels (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). From a political point of view, they did not 

agree with President Saleh’s decision to align Yemen with the position of the United 

States following the attacks of 11th September and the 2003 invasion of Iraq. Their 

political position can thus be described as anti-Americanist, but also as anti-imperialist 

and anti-Zionist (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). Since the Houthis are accused of connivance 

with Iran and of willing the re-establishment of the Zaydi imamate, the Yemeni 

government (as well as Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates) considers them as 

a terrorist group (Al Raisi, 2018).  

Six different military campaigns were launched by the Yemeni government 

against the Houthis between 2004 and 2010. The 2009 campaign was beyond any 

doubt the most violent one (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). In the same year, the conflict has 

been regionalised: Saudi Arabia started conducting its first airstrikes in Yemen. 

Consequently, the death toll significantly grew, and several important infrastructures 

were destroyed in Sa’dah (El Idrissi, Chaverou, 2017). On 11th February 2010, a 

ceasefire concerning the Sa’dah region was declared by the Yemen government and 

was then accepted by the Houthis (ONU Info, 2010). It was estimated that between 

2004 and 2010, 10.000 people died, and 200.000 people were displaced (Picard, 2017).  

In May 2007, the south of Yemen faced peaceful demonstrations organised by 

the growing separatist movement that had already caused tensions during the civil war 

of 1994 (Human Rights Watch, 2009). As a matter of fact, since the unification of the 

 
9 Although it seems that this group of rebels also includes some Sunnis.  
10 The term “Houthi” actually comes from the tribe to which of the founder of Ansar Allah, Hussein 

Badreddin al-Houthi belongs. Ansar Allah started to be called “Houthi movement” when he was 

assassinated during the Sa’dah War on 18th June 2004 (Billion, 2018).  
11 It is noteworthy that it is no coincidence that the Houthi insurgency began in Sa’dah: the city is the 

religious centre of Zaydi Shiism (Al Raisi, 2018).  
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two Yemens in 1990, the population of the south felt that the oil reserves and wealth 

resources of their region were being more and more exploited (Human Rights Watch, 

2009). In addition to this, they had the impression of being victims of discrimination: 

several private lands were seized and attributed to people affiliated to the government 

and thousands of civil and military employees of the region were forced to retire, 

leading the people of southern Yemen to feel that they were being replaced by people 

linked with the new government (Human Rights Watch, 2009). Finally, another of the 

main reasons for which they were demonstrating was the fact they accused the newly-

established government of corruption, electoral fraud and nepotism (Human Rights 

Watch, 2009). Therefore, the demonstrators of 2007 were essentially demanding better 

rights and the end of the discrimination the south part of the country has been facing 

for almost twenty years (Human Rights Watch, 2009). Since the response of the 

government was particularly violent, this event led to the creation of the “Southern 

Movement” (also called “al-Hirak”), consisting of a coalition of groups in favour of a 

secession from the northern part of the country (formerly called “the Yemen Arab 

Republic”) (Human Rights Watch, 2009).  

As political tensions were persisting and as opposition movements would not 

stop intensifying, the demonstrations of the civil society that took place in the frame 

of the Arab Spring from January 2011 across the country forced President Saleh and 

its party out of power on 25th February 2012, after 33 years of presidency (Al Raisi, 

2018). Indeed, the outgoing president was compelled on 23rd November 2011 to sign 

a transition agreement in Riyadh: the Agreement on the Implementation Mechanism 

for the transition process in Yemen in accordance with the Initiative of the Gulf 

Cooperation Council  (GCC), which was encouraged by the Special Adviser to the 

Secretary-General Jamal Benomar (United Nations Peacekeeper, 2011). This 

transition agreement essentially consisted of a presidential handover of power, a two-

year transition period during which the National Dialogue Conference (NDC) would 

be the forum in charge of Yemen political issues and of forming a basis for the creation 

of a new constitution, and the restructuration of the military sector (Schmitz, 2014). It 

is however important to point out that Saleh’s successor, thus elected in 2012, was the 

former vice-president, Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi, and that a major part of the staff that 

was responsible for security forces and for the military was composed with individuals 

who were still close to Saleh. Due to this perfunctory transition, the opposition 
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movements re-emerged as did the Houthi’s armed actions (Al Raisi, 2018). Moreover, 

some clumsy actions of the military and the governmental repression under Saleh’s 

presidency seemed to have enabled Ansar Allah to enhance its legitimacy at a local 

scale, whether from Sunni or Shia people (Al Raisi, 2018). It is also interesting to 

mention that since the failed political transition in 2012, some army elements that were 

dissatisfied with the new president decided to provide support to the Houthis (Héau, 

Stiernon, 2017).  

In January 2014, a transformation project was proposed by the National 

Dialogue Conference (NDC), consisting of dividing the country into six provinces. 

Within that project, the Sa’dah Governorate was planned to integrate a wider territory 

further south, which has been very badly perceived by Ansar Allah who demanded the 

Sa’dah Governorate to remain their own region as well as an access to the sea (El 

Idrissi, Chaverou, 2017). It seems that this event significantly further exacerbated the 

existing tensions.  

 

ii. From 8th July 2014 to 24th March 2015: the Yemen War as an intrastate 

conflict 

On 8th July 2014, after a three-day battle with the governmental forces, the 

Houthis took control of Amran, a city located about 50 km from the capital Sana’a (A. 

M., E. D., 2019). In the scientific literature, this battle is often referred as the first event 

of the current Yemen War. The Amran Battle was a key step of the plan the Houthis 

had been following since 30th January 2014. Indeed, the Houthis had been seizing more 

and more areas belonging to the Amran Governorate, fighting tribes (particularly 

Hashid tribes) and governmental troops in order to reach Sana’a (OCHA Yemen, 

2014).  

In the course of September 2014, Houthis entered Sana’a and later, in January 

2015, they managed to take control of several governmental buildings, notably the 

presidential palace, forcing President Hadi, as well as the rest of the executive, to 

resign and driving him into exile (Al Raisi, 2018). Hadi thus fled to Aden in February 

2015 and then, to Saudi Arabia the following month (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). On 5th 

February 2015, the negotiations for a crisis recovery, sponsored by the UN envoy 

Jamal Benomar, which were taking place between the rebels and the Yemen’s political 
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parties and that aimed at forming a new government, officially failed (Nordland, 

2015).  

On 6th February 2015, the Houthis declared they would set up the 

“Revolutionary Committee” representing the legislative and executive powers and that 

would ensure the control of the country (Al Raisi, 2018). Some members of the 

outgoing government, the Minister of Home Affairs as well as the Minister of Defence, 

became members of this committee. This committee was dedicated to take up the State 

affairs until the creation of a presidential council, the purpose of which was to form a 

new government for a two-year transition period (Le Monde, 2015). However, this 

committee was recognised by no one, not even by Iran (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). In 

addition to this, the rebels also decided the creation of a national council of 551 

members in order to replace the Parliament (Le Monde, 2015). The latter was 

established to elect a five-member presidential commission whose purpose was in turn 

to appoint a new president. This event was described by the GCC as a coup and several 

protests were held by hundreds of young people across the country in the ensuing days 

(Nordland, 2015). It is important to note that the former president Saleh was suspected 

of helping the Houthis during this event. By the way, his help to the rebels will be 

confirmed through other actions, such as the attacks of 19th March that will be further 

developed (Middle East Eye and agencies, 2015). Furthermore, since Yemen was 

facing a transition period, Mohammed Ali al-Houthi, a relative of the Houthi leader, 

became the de facto president of Yemen. His signature indeed appeared on the 

constitutional declaration made on 6th February 2015 as “the President of the 

Revolutionary Council”, the purpose of which was to defend the nation (Middle East 

Eye and agencies, 2015). Basically, the demands of the Houthis were centred on the 

willingness to stop the government to assign to relatives of President Hadi regions of 

southern Yemen whose grounds are rich in hydrocarbons on the one hand, and on the 

willingness to change the electoral system that were representing Zaydi people as a 

minority in their own native region on the other (Al Raisi, 2018).  

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) Resolution 2201, adopted on 

15th February 2015, was a response to the Houthis’ actions of 6th February. Indeed, the 

Resolution 2201 consisted of deploring the fact that they dissolved parliament and took 

over the institutions of the government and thus consisted of asking the Houthis 

notably to withdraw from the governmental institutions (United Nations Security 



17 

 

Council (a), 2015). Moreover, this Resolution mainly aimed at urging the parties so 

that they negotiate a consensus solution in order to resolve the political impasse 

(United Nations Security Council (a), 2015). On 24th February 2015, given the non-

evolution of the situation, the UNSC unanimously adopted the Resolution 2204, which 

inter alia extended the assets freeze as well as the travel ban that had been imposed by 

Resolution 2140 in February 2014 (United Nations Security Council (a), 2015). On 

25th February 2015, while President Hadi was no longer under house arrest, the UNSC 

demanded the release of the prime minister and his cabinet (Security Council Report, 

2018).  

As tensions were running high, the UNSC condemned on 20th March 2015 the 

attacks at Aden International Airport and the airstrikes against the Presidential Palace 

in Aden, waged by both Saleh’s forces and Houthi forces, that occurred one day earlier 

(Security Council Report, 2018). It was suggested that these attacks were meant to 

prevent President Hadi from establishing his new power base in southern Yemen 

(BBC, 2015).  

On 24th March 2015, concerned with the growing threat posed by the Houthi 

rebels, President Hadi called his allies from the the Gulf Cooperation Council and from 

other Arab countries for immediate support in order to deter the Houthi advance in the 

south, to provide help in the fight against terrorism and more generally, to protect 

Yemen and its people (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). Here is an extract of the president’s 

letter to the attention of the GCC members:  

“I appeal to you my brothers and your sisterly nations to stand — as 

you have accustomed us always — by the Yemeni people for the 

protection of Yemen, and I ask you, based on the principle of self-

defence in Article 51 of the Charter of the United Nations, and on the 

basis of the Charter of the Arab League and the treaty of joint Arab 

defence, to provide instant support by all necessary means, including 

military intervention to protect Yemen and its people from continuous 

Houthi aggression and deter the expected attack to occur at any hour 

on the city of Aden and the rest of the southern regions, and to help 

Yemen in the face of Al Qaeda and ISIL.” (Letter of the president Abd 
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Rabbo Mansour Hadi to the GCC members on 24th March 2015) 

(Source: The National staff, 2015).  

 Following this call, Saudi Arabia declared it would create a military coalition 

mainly composed of Sunni-Arab countries and whose purpose is to put President Hadi 

back in power and to fight against the rise of the Houthi rebels, that Riyadh considers 

as a group backed by Iran12 (Héau, Stiernon, 2017).  

 

iii. From 25th March 2015 to 5th November 2019: the Yemen War as a 

regionalised and internationalised conflict 

Consequently, in the night from 25th to 26th March 2015, Saudi Arabia 

launched, with the coalition it decided to create, the Operation Decisive Storm. This 

operation mainly consisted of conducting airstrikes against the Houthi rebels, a sea, 

air and land blockade and deployment of troops across the Yemeni territory (Héau, 

Stiernon, 2017). The newly-created coalition was then composed with Saudi Arabia, 

the United Arab Emirates, Qatar13, Kuwait, Bahrain, Egypt, Maroc, Jordan, Sudan and 

Senegal, but Pakistan also expressed its readiness to participate to any ground 

offensive and even sent soldiers on the ground from 2018 (Laub, Robinson, 2020). 

Moreover, the United States, France and the United Kingdom have provided 

“logistical and intelligence support” and a large number of western countries was 

already selling weapons and ammunition to the coalition (Héau, Stiernon, 2017).  

Within this coalition, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates were both 

the leading contributors, providing the most significant material, human and financial 

resources (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). At the launch of the operation, Saudi Arabia 

declared it planned to put 100 fighter aircrafts and 150 000 soldiers from the Royal 

Saudi Land Forces and from the Royal Saudi Air Force at the disposal of the coalition. 

Later on, Saudi Arabia even sent some troops of the Saudi Arabian Nation Guard, 

which is usually used for the internal protection of the kingdom (Héau, Stiernon, 

2017). Concerning the United Arab Emirates, it was estimated by the end of 2015 that 

 
12 The likely Iranian support for the Houthis will be further developed in the next subsection. 
13 One should however specify that since the Gulf crisis of 2017, Qatar left the Saudi-led coalition  

(Burgat, 2018).  
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they had sent 4000 soldiers on the ground (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). However, it is 

important to mention that the coalition chooses its soldiers among a significant number 

of countries around the world. By way of illustration, among the troops of the coalition 

are soldiers from Panama, Salvador and Chile (Hager, Mazzetti, 2015). The United 

Arab Emirates financed and organised the deploying of soldiers from Eritrea, Sudan 

as well as from Columbia (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). Briefly expressed, the troops of the 

coalition are becoming increasingly diversified: according to a 2017 report of the 

“Groupe de Recherche et d’Information sur la Paix et la sécurité” (GRIP), the coalition 

is not only composed of Yemeni pro-governmental forces, but also of tribes and 

militiamen who find interests in fighting for Hadi’s forces, Islamists, Salafists, 

members of al-Islah (which is, as previously mentioned, an Islamist and unitarist party 

that represents the Muslim Brotherhood in Yemen) and even members of AQAP and 

ISIL (Héau, Stiernon, 2017).  

In April 2015, the Saudi Arabian-Yemeni border tensions also began. Indeed, 

as the Operation Decisive Storm was launched, the Houthi rebels started to attack 

Saudi Arabia at its border and later on, even inside Saudi Arabia by means of airstrikes 

and drones (Nasr, 2019). Among the most significant attacks in Saudi Arabia, one can 

mention the drones attack of 14th September 2019 that was claimed by the Houthi 

rebels and that destroyed two facilities of the Saudi petroleum and natural gas company 

“Saudi Aramco”, causing the cut of about 50% of the oil production of the kingdom 

(Tagesschau, 2019). Several times, the attacks launched by Houthis on Saudi territory 

were answered by an intensification of the blockade by the Saudi-led coalition. By the 

end of the study period, these tensions were still persisting.  

On 14th April 2015, the UNSC adopted the Resolution 2216 which, among 

others, consisted of demanding the withdrawal of the Houthis from the areas they had 

gained since 2014, reaffirming the UN recognition of legitimacy regarding the 

presidency of Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi, imposing an arms embargo on the Houthis 

and the forces loyal to Saleh as well as applying the travel ban that had been decided 

through Resolution 2140 in February 2014 on two additional individuals, Abdulmalik 

al-Houthi (the leader of the Houthi rebels) and Ahmed Ali Abdallah Saleh (the son of 

former President Saleh), and finally, encouraging the parties to work towards a 

ceasefire (United Nations Security Council (b), 2015).  
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The Operation Decisive Storm came to an end on 21st April 2015, when the 

following operation of the Saudi-led coalition was launched: Operation Restoring 

Hope (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). Ahmed a-Assiri, spokesman of the coalition, declared 

on that day that the Houthi rebels were no longer a threat for the neighbourhood and 

for the Yemen people because they had lost a significant part of their capabilities (Al 

Jazeera, 2015). Therefore, a-Assiri explained that it was time to “restore hope to 

Yemeni citizens” through the conducting of a new operation: Operation Restoring 

Hope (Al Jazeera, 2015). Needless to add that in fine, given the events that followed 

this declaration and the re-emergence of violent tensions between the parties, the 

Houthi rebels were actually still representing a non-negligible threat to the interests of 

the coalition.  

Following a proposition made by Russia at the UN Security Council in early 

April 2015, Saudi Arabia and the Yemen government decided to set up a first five-day 

humanitarian pause in the course of May, in order to allow the evacuations of foreign 

nationals and the transport of humanitarian aid (Security Council, 2015). This concept 

of “humanitarian pause” implied the suspension of all military operations (Security 

Council, 2015). Even though violence has always reignited after each ceasefire that 

took place during the conflict, the idea of humanitarian pause proposed by Russia led 

to several attempted or actual ceasefires throughout the conflict.  

On 21st July 2015, the Battle of Aden that was going on since 25th March 2015 

ended with the victory of Hadi-loyal forces (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). From then on, 

President Hadi and the government of the then Prime Minister Ahmed Obaid bin 

Daghir thus started to run the country from their highly-secured enclave in Aden, 

Sana’a being still under Houthi control on that date (Héau, Stiernon, 2017).  

After the failed Geneva talks of June 2015 and following the encouragements 

of the UNSC, the Yemen government and a joint Houthi-General People’s Congress 

delegation accepted to take part of peace talks in Switzerland from 15th to 20th 

December 2015 (Jongberg, 2016). These talks resulted in the creation of a De-

escalation and Coordination Committee, confidence-building measures and an 

agreement on the implementation of the UNSC Resolution 2216 (Jongberg, 2016). 

However, on 2nd January 2016, the Saudi-led coalition declared it would no longer 
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respect the ceasefire that had been established at the beginning of the peace talks 

(Jongberg, 2016).  

It is noteworthy that, in April 2016, the coalition took a step forward in the 

fight against terrorism that President Hadi had mentioned in his call of 24th March 

2015. As a matter of fact, whereas a first battle opposing Hadi-loyal forces, the 

Southern Movement and the Hadhramaut Tribes Alliance (an armed group composed 

of several tribes from southern Yemen) to AQAP had occurred in the city of Mukalla 

in April 2015 and which had resulted in the victory of the terrorist group (Reuters, 

2015), the second Battle of Mukalla, on 24th and 25th April 2016, which opposed 

AQAP to the Saudi-led coalition, resulted in the defeat of the terrorist group (AFP, 

2016). This event demonstrated one of the first steps towards the fight against terrorism 

led by the Yemeni government and the Saudi-led coalition, which is a meaningful 

aspect of the Yemen conflict. A further illustration of this aspect could also be 

represented by the fight led by Yemen government forces and the Saudi-led coalition 

against ISIL and AQAP in Aden that started in October 2015, even though it resulted 

from 2017 in important tensions between actors backed by Saudi-Arabia on the one 

side and actors backed by the UAE on the other side (Héau, Stiernon, 2017).  

Figure 4. Territorial controls and influences in Yemen (Laub, Robinson, 2020) 
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It is in fact important to wage this fight against the growing terrorism presence 

because it favours interconfessional tensions and makes the conflict even harder to 

resolve. Yemen is indeed particularly affected by terrorism, especially concerning Al 

Qaeda, that entered Yemen during the 2000s. This led to the fusion of the Saudi and 

Yemeni branches of Al Qaeda and thus, to the creation of Al Qaeda in the Arab 

Peninsula (AQAP), which holds control of large areas in the south of the country (see 

Figure 4) (Clausen, 2017). This significant influence of the organisation in the country 

can be explained, among others, by the fact that AQAP presents itself as a protector of 

the Sunni communities, that are a majority in Yemen – even if Shia people also 

represent an important part of the population – and thus manages to gain the trust of 

some parts of the population (Rigoulet-Roze, 2016). In addition to this, the 

intervention of the Saudi-led coalition indirectly allowed AQAP, to some extent, to 

expand its influence across the country. Indeed, at the beginning of the Operation 

Decisive Storm, Yemeni army forces were sent to the west, giving AQAP the 

opportunity to seize important cities such as, inter alia, Mukalla in April 2015 

(Bayoumy, et alii, 2016). The necessity of waging a fight against terrorism in Yemen 

comes from the fact that AQAP is the branch of the organisation which is the most 

threatening on an international scale: the branch was, for instance, responsible of the 

Charlie Hebdo attacks that occurred in Paris in January 2015 (Clausen, 2017). 

Concerning Daesh, the organisation arrived in Yemen in 2014 and thus also constitutes 

a target of the fight against terrorism in Yemen but the organisation has encountered 

more difficulties in integrating into Yemen and thus, does not have as much influence 

as AQAP in the country (Héau, Stiernon, 2017).  

The date of 5th May 2016 marked the operationalisation of the United Nations 

Verification and Inspection Mechanism for Yemen (UNVIM), which consists of a 

mechanism that ensures compliance of the measures that were decided at the adoption 

of UNSC Resolution 2216, that is to say, essentially concerning the arms embargo and 

the access of commercial cargo to Yemen (UNVIM, s. d.).  

On 28th July 2016, whereas the Houthis and the former President Saleh and his 

political party, the GPC, have been enemies for years, an alliance between the two 

parties was formalised through the creation of the Supreme Political Council (SPC), a 

council composed of five members of each of the two parties and whose leadership 

would be rotative with a president and a deputy of each party (Al Jazeera, 2016). 
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Indeed, the Supreme Revolutionary Committee, that had been set up in February 2015, 

handed over its authority to SPC (Al Jazeera, 2016). The agreement that led to the 

creation of the SPC was signed on 28th July 2016 by Sadeq Abu Ras, GPC deputy, and 

Saleh Ali al-Sammad14, political chief of Ansar Allah (Al Jazeera, 2016). The purpose 

of the parties was to establish a sharing of power between them and to overthrow 

President Hadi (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). The SPC was thus meant to manage state 

affairs pursuant to the existing constitution (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). Moreover, the 

signatories declared that their motivation to reach this agreement was based on the fact 

the Saudi Arabian-led coalition continued to kill the Yemen people and to destroy the 

country (Al Jazeera, 2016). The spokesman of the then UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-

Moon, Farhan Haq, reacted by denouncing a “clear violation of the Yemeni 

constitution” (Al Jazeera, 2016). In early October 2016, the SPC designated Abdulaziz 

bin Habtoor, former governor of Aden, as the president of a new government, the 

“National Salvation Government” (Reuters, 2016). According to a statement of the 

Houthi spokesperson, Mohammed al Bukhaiti, this new government was meant to 

“strengthen the partnership in the country” and therefore included “parties from all the 

political spectrum” (CNN, 2016). The National Salvation Government has however 

not been recognised by the United Nations (CNN, 2016).  

On 25th August 2016, after a meeting in Jeddah gathering the GCC members, 

the then US Secretary of State John Kerry, the ministers of foreign affairs of the United 

Kingdom, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and the then UN Special Envoy 

for Yemen, Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed, Kerry declared the reaching of an agreement 

on a “renewed approach to negotiations” that would take into account both political 

and security aspects in order to establish a national unity government (Jongberg, 2016). 

The necessity of further highlighting security aspects in this renewed approach was 

essentially originating from the fact that the terrorist presence has been dangerously 

growing across the country, by taking advantage of its long-term instability (The Voice 

Of America, 2016). However, the agreement did not lead to any significant progress 

afterwards.  

In October 2016, the UN Special Envoy Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed, met 

separately the Yemen government, in Aden, and the Houthi rebels and the Saleh-

 
14 Al-Sammad was elected as the President of the SPC until his death in 2018 (Al Jazeera, 2016). 
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aligned forces, in Sana’a, to propose them a peace plan which included the incremental 

transfer of the prerogatives of the president towards a prime minister or a vice-

president, the creation of a national unity government, the gradual withdrawal of 

Houthi-Saleh forces from cities whose control was taken in 2014 and 2015 as well as 

measures to ensure this withdrawal, and the gradual establishment of presidential and 

legislative elections (Security Council Report, 2017). This proposed peace plan was 

rejected first by Saudi Arabia and President Hadi and then, by the Houthi rebels 

(Security Council Report, 2017).  

After President Hadi dismissed him for disloyalty in April 2017, the former 

governor of the Aden Governorate Aidarus al-Zoubaidi announced the creation, on 

11th May 2017, of the Southern Transitional Council (STC), a secessionist organisation 

that some may consider as the “third government of Yemen” (besides Hadi’s UN-

recognised government and the National Salvation Government) and that aspires to 

rule the territory which corresponds to the former People’s Democratic Republic of 

Yemen (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). Al-Zoubaidi thus became the President of the STC as 

well as the de facto President of the Southern Movement, the STC being a political 

branch of the Southern Movement (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). As a reaction, President 

Hadi denounced the newly-created STC as illegitimate (Al Jazeera, 2020). On 23rd  

December 2017, al-Zoubaidi organised the first parliamentary session of the Southern 

Transitional Assembly, an assembly composed of 303 members originating from every 

province of southern Yemen15 and whose aim was to set up a transitional government 

for South Yemen (Middle East Monitor, 2017). Al Zoubaidi also became leader of the 

Security Belt Force, a paramilitary force which forms the elite military wing of the 

STC and that is armed, funded and trained by the United Arab Emirates since the latter 

progressively reoriented their objectives in Yemen (Al Jazeera, 2019). Tensions 

between the separatists and Hadi’s government started to rise significantly on 21st 

January 2018, when the STC declared its intention to overthrow the government within 

a week unless Prime Minister bin Daghr and his cabinet were fired by President Hadi 

(Die Welt, 2018). The STC indeed accused the government of corruption, 

discrimination towards the Yemeni people from the south and of being responsible for 

the famine which was spreading over the country. Yet, the Yemeni government 

 
15 It is however important to note that there are smaller separatist groups in southern Yemen that do not 

share the same vision as the STC’s concerning the re-establishment of the South Yemen through the 

use of force (Al Jazeera, 2020).  
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responded with a ban of protests in Aden and a ban on armed groups to enter Aden 

(Mukhashaf, 2018). Consequently, a battle broke out in Aden on 28th January, 

opposing the STC on the one side and Hadi-loyal forces on the other, and during which 

the pro-STC forces managed to seize almost the whole city of Aden and surrounded 

the presidential palace (Al Jazeera, 2019).  

As shortly mentioned earlier, the interests of the United Arab Emirates 

progressively diverged from the ones that were initially shared within the Saudi 

Arabian-led coalition since 2017, when President Hadi decided to dismiss Aidarus al-

Zoubaidi in 2017 (Mukhashaf, Kalin, 2018). As a matter of fact, over the first two 

years of the Saudi-led intervention in Yemen, the United Arab Emirates managed to 

find a network of tribal militias in the south that were looking for foreign support to 

help them face the threats posed by the Houthi rebels and their allies on the one hand, 

and by terrorist groups such as Daesh and AQAP on the other hand (Heras, 2018). 

Throughout the operation that consisted of driving the Houthis out of Aden, the UAE 

and the tribal militias established a partnership which significantly contributed to the 

formation of the Security Belt Force (Heras, 2018). Although their interests concerning 

the fight against the Houthis and terrorism are perfectly convergent, the UAE and the 

militias of the south had one opposed interest. While the UAE had as an objective to 

protect Hadi’s government, the latter remained unpopular to the militias, all the more 

so as most of them are loyal to the STC (Heras, 2018). This may constitute one of the 

key reasons why the UAE progressively reoriented its objectives in Yemen, at the 

expense of the objectives that were initially defined by the Saudi-led coalition. The 

idea of the UAE was to develop good relationships with the south of the country in 

order to establish a sort of order comprising an important amount of southern tribes 

and to place these tribes under a common structure, the Security Belt Force, that would 

encourage them to work with the military of Abu Dhabi (Heras, 2018). It is also 

noteworthy that the UAE wages a fight, along with the USA, against AQAP in Yemen 

(Héau, Stiernon, 2017). Given the fact that AQAP is more present in the south of 

Yemen than in the north, it is important for the UAE to ensure a long-term influence 

in the region. The importance of this influence is obviously not only explained by the 

fight Abu Dhabi leads against terrorism, but also by the pursuing of its strategic 

interests in Yemen, in the Horn of Africa and in the Bab el-Mandab Strait (Bakeer, 

Cafiero, 2019). Furthermore, the position of Saudi Arabia concerning AQAP in Yemen 
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has been unclear. Some scholars affirm that Saudi Arabia might work with AQAP 

fighters in order to provide support to Hadi-loyal forces in their fight against the 

Houthis (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). This may also contribute to the increasing divergence 

of the interests of the UAE and Saudi Arabia in Yemen. In addition to this, another 

significant divergent interest is the relations that the two countries have with al-Islah, 

the islamist and unitarist party that represents the Muslim Brotherhood in Yemen: 

while Saudi Arabia provides weapons to the party, the UAE fights against it (Héau, 

Stiernon). These divergences therefore led to the emergence of tensions between the 

two countries. This was the case, inter alia, in August 2019, when the STC had taken 

control of Aden and Zinjibar and that the UAE was accused of having attacked the 

Yemeni armed forces, notably by means of airstrikes at bases of the Yemeni army 

(Middle East Monitor, 2019).  

On 24th November 2017, it was found out that the missile debris from the 

attacks on Saudi Arabia (notably including the ones of 4th November 2017), which 

were analysed by the Yemen Panel of Experts of the United Nations, shared the same 

characteristics, design and dimensions as Iranian-designed and manufactured missiles 

(Security Council Report, 2018). Besides the fact that fighters from the Islamic 

Revolutionary Guard Corps and from Hezbollah were found within the fighters of Houthi 

forces, this finding may have confirmed the doubts of the coalition concerning the likely 

support of the Houthis by Iran (Jones, 2019). All the more so as the next year, on 10th 

August 2018, the Yemen Panel of Experts received information concerning the fact 

that Houthi rebels do receive financial support from Iran by means of donation of fuel 

(Security Council Report, 2018). Moreover, the experts found out that unmanned aerial 

vehicles also showed characteristics similar to the ones known to be produced in Iran 

(Security Council Report, 2018).16 As the interference of Iran in its neighbourhood 

represents one of the main reasons why Saudi Arabia took part of the conflict 

(Jongberg, 2016), these findings probably made Saudi Arabia even more determined 

to continue to intervene in Yemen in order to counter the threat posed by the Houthi 

rebels.  

 
16 Yet, even though Tehran did confirm its political support for the Houthi rebels, notably when 

Ayatollah Ali Khamenei invited the Houthi spokesperson, Mohammed Abdul-Salam on 13th August 

2019, Tehran has always denied its military backing of the rebels (France 24, AFP, 2019).  
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The former Yemen president Ali Abdallah Saleh was murdered on 4th 

December 2017 by Houthi rebels during a battle in Sana’a (Behravesh, 2017). The 

rebels accused him of betrayal after the former president declared the end of its alliance 

with the Houthi rebels as well as its openness for peace negotiations towards the Saudi-

led coalition, called Yemen people to retake its capital and after they discovered that 

Saleh had been secretly in contact with Riyadh and Abu Dhabi (Behravesh, 2017).  

It is also essential to cite some significant events that occurred in the city of 

Hodeidah, which represents a major stake in the conflict, the port of Hodeidah enabling 

the import of the majority its food, medicinal products and fuel. The Battle of 

Hodeidah that occurred from 13th June 2018 was reported as one of the most important 

battle led by the Saudi-led coalition since the beginning of its intervention in Yemen 

(Al Jazeera, 2018). It was launched after the expiry of the deadline set by Abu Dhabi 

and which consisted of the withdrawal of the Houthis from the port of Hodeidah so the 

Saudi-led coalition can retake control of it (Al Jazeera, 2018). The operation, called 

“Operation Golden Victory”, was headed by Saudi Arabia and the UAE and aimed to 

retake the port of Hodeidah and in turn, to deprive the Houthis of their supply of funds 

and weapons in order to force them to negotiate (Al Jazeera, 2018). The United Nations 

reacted notably by warning the parties that 250 000 people may “lose everything – 

even their lives” during the assault and by recalling the importance concerning the fact 

that Yemen ports should remain open in order to avoid a worsening of the ongoing 

humanitarian disaster, the port being vital for the Yemeni people (Security Council 

Report, 2018). The UN Special Envoy of the Secretary-General for Yemen, Martin 

Griffiths, also reiterated its efforts to have the Houthis hand over the control of the port 

to the UN (Security Council Report, 2018). No significant progress was made until 

December 2018.  

One should also mention the attempt of the UAE, on 30th April 2018, to seize 

control of Socotra Island, a Yemeni island located south of Yemen, in the Arabian Sea 

(Middle East Monitor, 2018). As a matter of fact, the Yemeni government reported 

that the UAE deployed troops without previous coordination with the government and 

took control of both the airport and the port of the island (Middle East Monitor, 2018). 

Abu Dhabi however denied the accusations, asserting it only acted in the frame of the 

Saudi-led intervention (Middle East Monitor, 2018).  
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On 10th August 2018, having shown evidence of the implication of Iran in the 

conflict, the Yemen Panel of Experts of the United Nations expressed its belief in the 

potential of Iran for contributing to the research of a peaceful solution for Yemen 

(Security Council Report, 2018). Iran had indeed taken part, along with European 

countries, in an attempt to negotiate a ceasefire during the period of Ramadan (Security 

Council Report, 2018).  

On 13th December 2018, the international pressure put on the parties of the 

conflict and the meetings that took place from 6th December 2018 led them to reach 

the Stockholm agreement, which was signed in Sweden  under the auspices of the UN 

Special Envoy of the Secretary-General for Yemen Martin Griffiths and endorsed by 

the UNSC through the Resolution 2451 (United Nations Security Council (a), 2018). 

It was the first agreement between the Yemen government of Hadi and the Houthi 

rebels since the beginning of the Saudi-led intervention in Yemen (Lackner, 2020). 

The agreement was mainly constituted with three key points: “an agreement on the 

city and the ports of Hodeidah, Salif and Ras Issa; an executive mechanism on 

activating the prisoner exchange agreement; and a statement of understanding on 

Taïz” (United Nations Security Council (b), 2018, p. 2). Following this agreement, the 

exchange of prisoners which consisted of exchanging 16 000 prisoners did not occur. 

However, a few hundreds of prisoners were exchanged but through tribal mediation 

and outside the scope of the United Nations (Lackner, 2020). Concerning Hodeidah, 

although the ceasefire was violated several times, the agreement still allowed to reduce 

violence in the city, and the “United Nations Mission to support the Hodeidah 

Agreement” (UNMHA) deployed observers in key places of the governorate (Lackner, 

2020). Indeed, the main guidelines of the UNMHA, which started in January 2019, 

were: the overseeing of the ceasefire in the Hoheidah governorate and of the 

redeployment of Houthi forces from Hodeidah, Saleef and Ras Issa and the mining of 

operations both essentially ensured by a Redeployment Coordination Committee 

(RCC); the cooperation with the parties so that the security of the city of Hodeidah and 

the ports of Hodeidah, Salif and Ras Issa is assured by local security forces; and the 

assistance of the parties in the implementation of the Stockholm agreement (United 

Nations Security Council (b), 2018). However, the withdrawal of the Houthi forces 

from the ports of Hodeidah, Salif and Ras Issa was not respected (Lackner, 2020). 

Finally, concerning the section of the agreement that related to Taïz and which 
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consisted of the formation of a joint committee, composed of representatives from the 

belligerent parties and from the civil society, responsible for addressing the situation 

of the city, one can affirm that this section of the agreement failed (Lackner, 2020).   

July 2019 marked the progressive withdrawal of an important part of the UAE 

forces from the intervention in Yemen. This partial withdrawal can be explained first, 

by the concern of Abu Dhabi concerning the deterioration of the US-Iran relations 

which could lead the UAE to become the theatre of their conflict, and second, by the 

effects of the criticism that emerged concerning US arms sales to Arab states that in 

turn used the US arms by violating US and international law (Bakeer, Cafiero, 2019). 

It should however be outlined that even if the UAE is considerably less present in 

Yemen, it is still determined to maintain its influence in the country, not only through 

the fight it leads against AQAP, but also through its proxies (Bakeer, Cafiero, 2019). 

Indeed, it is to be recalled that 90 000 UAE-trained fighters or allied Yemeni fighters 

remain present on the Yemeni territory and will remain funded and provided in 

weaponry by Abu Dhabi (Bakeer, Cafiero, 2019).  

On 5th November 2019, Saudi Arabia brokered the Riyadh agreement, which 

consisted of a power sharing between the STC and the Yemeni government and set up 

the integration of some members of the STC in the government and the return of the 

latter in the city of Aden (UN News, 2019). Its main purpose was to end the “power 

struggle over the control of the South that risked further fragmenting Yemen” (The 

Embassy of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 2019, p. 1). The signing of the agreement 

occurred in the presence of King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, Prince Mohammed 

bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, Yemeni President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi, Prince 

Mohammed bin Zayed Al Nahyan and the president of the STC, Aidarus Al-Zoubaidi 

(The Embassy of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 2019). This agreement resulted from 

the indirect talks that were mediated by Saudi Arabia in Jeddah following the 

escalation of tensions between the STC and the Yemen government forces (The 

Embassy of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 2019). 
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III. Hypotheses presentation 

In attempting to answer the research question, that is “To what extent does the 

proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia in Yemen affect the resolution of this conflict, 

between 25th March 2015 and 5th November 2019?”, two hypotheses have been put 

forward. Both of them derive from a theoretical approach of conflicts that was 

developed in 1969 by Johan Galtung, an important founder of the field of conflict 

resolution. Galtung’s model of conflict 

consists of a triangle whose vertices are 

named “behaviour”, “attitude” and 

“contradiction” (see Figure 5). These are 

all key features of any conflict, whether 

it be symmetric or asymmetric, or in 

other words, whether the belligerent 

actors be “equals” or not17 (Galtung, 

1969). The notion of “behaviour” belongs to the manifest level of the conflict, that is 

to say, that it includes observable elements, while the elements included in both the 

notions of “contradiction” and “attitude” are non-observable (Galtung, 1969). The 

approach that is proposed by Galtung implies considering the conflict as a dynamic 

process within which the three previously-mentioned elements are constantly 

influencing each other (Galtung, 1969).   

The notion of “behaviour” refers to how the parties act and thus, impact the 

evolution of the conflict (Galtung, 1969). By way of illustration, examples of 

behaviours may be cooperation, coercion, conciliative or hostile actions. Galtung 

(1969) considers that, in order to resolve a conflict, several dynamic changes are to 

take place. The first dynamic change consists of a de-escalation of conflict behaviour 

(Galtung, 1969). As the purpose of this study is to understand to what extent the proxy 

war waged by Saudi Arabia in Yemen affects, or does not affect, the resolution of the 

Yemen conflict, our analysis should focus on whether or not the proxy war waged by 

Saudi Arabia hinders the de-escalation of the conflict behaviour. Therefore, this 

 
17 The so-called “equal” actors refer to actors of the same type, that is to say, two states in conflict with 

each other, for example. By contrast, “unequal” actors refer to actors of different types, some being 

described as “topdogs” and others, “underdogs” (Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016). An example of unequal 

actors could be a government in conflict with a group or rebels, such as the officially recognised Yemeni 

government on the one side and the Houthis on the other side.  

Figure 5. Galtung's model of conflict (Galtung, 1969) 
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dynamic change constitutes the dependent variable of the first hypothesis, which is 

formulated as follows:   

 

 

“The proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia in Yemen hinders  

the de-escalation of the conflict behaviour.” 

 

 

The independent variable in this hypothesis remains – as it was the case in the 

research question – “the proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia in Yemen”, since the 

purpose of the hypothesis analysis will be to demonstrate to what extent this first 

hypothesis does, or does not, answer the research question. Furthermore, it is worth 

noting that the use of the verb “to affect” in the research question was purposefully 

chosen because of its neutral connotation. However, the verb “to hinder”, used in the 

two hypotheses, has a negative connotation. Indeed, given the fact that Saudi Arabia 

wages a war inside an already-existing conflict, it seems relevant to hypothesize that 

this might not contribute to the resolution of that conflict. The choice of using this verb 

remains however quite subjective but it is important to note that in any case, the 

hypotheses will in fine be either validated or invalidated, at least to some extent, 

throughout their analyses.  

The notion of “attitude” mentioned in Galtung’s conflict triangle refers to “the 

parties’ perceptions and misperceptions of each other and of themselves” and includes 

emotive, cognitive and conative aspects (Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016, p. 12). Stereotype 

is a common phenomenon in violent conflicts, for instance. The perceptions of each 

parties are often biased by their emotions, such as fear or anger (Ramsbotham, et alii, 

2016). According to Galtung’s theoretical approach of conflicts, the second dynamic 

change that needs to occur for a conflict to be resolved is a change in the attitudes of 

the parties (Galtung, 1969). Therefore, this dynamic change is encompassed within 

the dependent variable of the second hypothesis.  

The last notion that appears in Galtung’s conflict triangle is the notion of 

“contradiction”, which is defined as “the underlying conflict situation, which includes 

the actual or perceived ‘incompatibility of goals’ between the conflict parties 
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generated by […] a ‘mis-match between social values and social structure’” 

(Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016, p. 12). More precisely, in an asymmetric conflict such as 

the Yemen war, the contradiction includes “the parties, their relationship and the 

conflict of interests inherent in the relationship” (Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016, p. 12). 

As according to Galtung, the last dynamic change that is required for a conflict to be 

resolved is “a transformation of the relationships or clashing interests that shape the 

core of the conflict structure” (Galtung, 1969), it is also encompassed within the 

dependent variable of the second hypothesis.  

Indeed, the notions of “attitude” and “contradiction” are quite close to each 

other because they both relate to the positions defended by each party within the 

conflict, whether it concerns its perception of the other parties (including the 

perception of itself), its interests, that may clash with the interests of the other parties, 

or its relationships with the other parties of the conflict. For this reason, the two last 

dynamic changes required to resolve a conflict – that is to say, “the change in the 

attitudes of the parties” and “the transformation of the relationships between the 

parties or of the clashing interests that are the core of the conflict structure” – are 

solicited to form the dependent variable of the second hypothesis. In this hypothesis, 

the two elements are thus encompassed under a single phrase: “the change in the 

positions of the parties within the conflict”. This results in the formulation of the 

following hypothesis:  

 

 

“The proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia in Yemen hinders  

the change in the positions of the parties within the conflict.” 

 

 

The dependent variables of the two introduced hypotheses were not arbitrarily 

chosen. Indeed, throughout this research, the notion of “conflict resolution” is 

considered as “implying that the deep-rooted sources of conflict are addressed and 

transformed” (Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016, p. 34), because conflict resolution process 

aims at “transforming actually or potentially violent conflict into peaceful (non-

violent) processes of social and political change” (Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016, p. 36). 
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In other terms, this transformation allows to make the conflict behaviour no longer 

violent, the attitudes of the main protagonists no longer hostile, and to change the 

structure of the conflict (or the contradiction), which leads back to the elements which 

are encompassed by the dependent variables of the first and the second hypothesis 

(Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016).  
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IV. Hypotheses analyses 

 

a. Hypothesis 1: The proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia in Yemen hinders the 

de-escalation of the conflict behaviour.  

The processes of escalation and de-escalation of conflict behaviour are specific 

to each conflict. However, Oliver Ramsbotham, Tom Woodhouse and Hugh Miall 

(2016), the authors of the book “Contemporary Conflict Resolution”, managed to 

develop a conflict escalation 

and de-escalation model (see 

Figure 6). The model divides 

any given conflict into nine 

different steps. The phases 

“Difference”, “Contradiction”, 

“Polarisation”, “Violence” and 

“War” together correspond to 

the process of conflict 

escalation, while “Ceasefire”, “Agreement”, “Normalisation” and “Reconciliation” 

refer to the process of conflict de-escalation (Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016).  

It is clear that when Saudi Arabia intervened in Yemen in March 2015 after 

President Hadi’s call for instant support, notably through the application of the Chapter 

VII of the United Nations Charter, the conflict had already reached the step of “war”. 

The concept of “war” can be described as “a large-scale, armed conflict between at 

least two human groups, whether they are tribes, cities, communities, political 

movements, states, empires, alliances or international organisations” (Tertrais, 2014). 

One can thus easily apply this definition to the situation in Yemen in March 2015: a 

large-scale, armed conflict between on the one hand the Yemeni government, Saudi 

Arabia and its coalition, and on the other hand, the Houthi rebels (probably supported 

by Iran).18 As the “war” phase is part of the escalation part of the model, it can be 

concluded that the starting point of the study period, referring to the launching of the 

first Saudi Arabian-led intervention in the night of 25th to 26th March 2015, belongs to 

 
18 These parties are the main belligerents of the conflict, but other actors are also to take into account, 

such as Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant – 

Yemen Province (ISIL-YP).  

Figure 6. Conflict escalation and de-escalation model 

(Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016)  
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the escalation process of the conflict behaviour. Thus, the analysis of the first 

hypothesis will focus on the extent to which the proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia in 

Yemen prevents, or does not prevent, the conflict from reaching the second part of the 

model, that is, the de-escalation process of its behaviour, considering that, as 

theoretically asserted, this de-escalation process leads in fine to the resolution of the 

conflict.  

It should be recalled that conflict resolution implies that the behaviour of the 

given conflict becomes no longer violent (see section III). Therefore, Ramsbotham, 

Woodhouse and Miall (2016), authors of the book “Contemporary Conflict 

Resolution”, make use of the concept of “peacekeeping”. According to them, 

peacekeeping, mostly occurring with the consent of the parties, refers to “the 

interposition of international armed forces to separate the armed forces of the 

belligerents” but is also “often now associated with civil tasks such as monitoring, 

policing and supporting humanitarian intervention” (Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016, p. 

35). Thus, they state that peacekeeping allows to “lower the level of destructive 

behaviour” of a conflict (Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016, p. 35).  Because no international 

armed forces were interposed to separate the armed forces of the belligerents during 

the study period, the second meaning of “peacekeeping” – that is to say, the fact it is 

often associated with actions consisting of monitoring, policing and supporting 

humanitarian intervention – is the only one that will be solicited throughout this 

analysis. The analysis of the first hypothesis will thus also include a focus on how the 

proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia hinders, or does not hinder, the proper running of a 

peacekeeping process or of similar actions consisting of monitoring, policing and 

supporting humanitarian intervention.  

Put concisely, the following analysis will be centred on how the proxy war 

waged by Saudi Arabia in Yemen prevents the conflict from reaching the de-escalation 

of its behaviour, which is essentially possible through the establishment of a 

peacekeeping process. This analysis will be based on a review of the actions 

undertaken by Saudi Arabia or by its coalition and on the analysis of the effects – 

favourable or unfavourable – of these actions on the conflict behaviour. It seems 

obvious that the review of the actions undertaken by Saudi Arabia or by its coalition 

will not be exhaustive but will rather gather the actions whose effects on the conflict 

behaviour were the most significant ones.  
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i. Actions undertaken by Saudi Arabia and its coalition whose effects are 

favourable for the de-escalation of the conflict behaviour  

In early April 2015, the idea of “humanitarian pauses” was presented to the UN 

Security Council by Russia (Security Council Report, 2018). These humanitarian 

pauses were introduced as aiming to make the evacuations of foreign nationals and the 

provision of humanitarian aid easier. A few days later, Saudi Arabia and the 

Government of Yemen decided to set up a five-day humanitarian pause, implying the 

suspension of all military operations, which includes the military operations of the 

other parties such as the Houthis’ too (Security Council, 2015). A first five-day 

ceasefire took place in mid-May after which the fighting began anew (La Libre, 2015). 

In July of the same year, the United Nations called for another five-day humanitarian 

pause but the call has been in vain. On 26th July, the Saudi-led coalition itself had 

announced another five-day ceasefire but following this, the leader of the Houthi 

movement, Abdulmalik al-Houthi, declared on Twitter that he would not give Saudi 

Arabia the opportunity to gather more fighters (La Libre, 2015). Be that as it may, 

what is to take into account is the fact that the Saudi Arabian-led coalition did take the 

initiative to call for several ceasefires. In this respect, one observes that the initiative 

of the Saudi-led coalition to call for ceasefires could have worked in favour of a 

de-escalation of the conflict behaviour (although this does not mean that the initiative 

actually did so). As a matter of fact, in the model that was presented in Figure 6, the 

first step of the process of conflict de-escalation is the “ceasefire” step.  

On 6th October 2015, the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant’s Yemen Branch 

(ISIL-YP) organised four coordinated suicide bombings in Aden, targeting the Yemeni 

government and the Saudi-led coalition, and another bombing occurred in the Houthi 

controlled capital Sana’a, targeting Houthis (Mukhashaf, 2015). These suicide 

bombings were the first known direct attacks on the Yemeni government and the 

Saudi-led coalition which was launched by the Islamic State, that is why from then on, 

the Saudi-led coalition started to intensify its fight against terrorism, whether it be 

against Daesh or against other terrorist groups such as Al-Qaeda in the Arabian 

Peninsula (AQAP) (Mukhashaf, 2015). Given the commonly-known worsening 

effects of terrorist groups on conflicts, one may consider the fight of the Saudi-led 

coalition against terrorism in Yemen as an act that contributes, to some extent, to lessen 

the violence in the conflict. The effects of the Saudi fight against terrorism are thus 
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similar to the one of peacekeeping process which, according to Ramsbotham, 

Woodhouse and Miall, “lower the level of destructive behaviour” (Ramsbotham, et 

alii, 2016, p. 35). Furthermore, contributing to reduce terrorism presence in the country 

may lead to a better environment for the implementation of humanitarian intervention, 

which is an important part of the peacekeeping process. In a certain way, the effects of 

this fight against terrorism can thus be considered as favourable for the de-escalation 

of the conflict behaviour. This statement should however be qualified. Indeed, when 

the coalition manages to win a battle, this implies that it takes control of the area in 

which the battle occurred, which may be perceived as threatening from the Houthi 

point of view. It is thus noteworthy that some elements inherent in the fight against 

terrorism in Yemen led by the coalition do not contribute to the de-escalation of the 

conflict behaviour. Furthermore, some scholars affirm that Saudi Arabia is so 

determined to fight against the Houthis that it might cooperate with AQAP fighters in 

order to reach its objective, making the latter even more important than the fight 

against terrorism, a major destabilising issue for Yemen (Héau, Stiernon, 2017).  

In the context of the growing presence of Daesh and Al-Qaeda in Yemen, the 

Ministers of Foreign Affairs of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) members, the 

United Kingdom, the United States and the UN Special Envoy, Ismail Ould Cheikh 

Ahmed, met in Jeddah on 25th August 2016 (Security Council Report, 2018). The 

meeting resulted in the reaching of an agreement on a renewed UN-led approach to 

negotiations between the warring parties, in which the political and security aspects 

were further highlighted, notably through new security measures aiming at preventing 

terrorist groups from taking further advantage of Yemen’s instability (The Voice Of 

America, 2016). One may construe the participation of Saudi Arabia and its allies of 

the coalition (or at least, the ones that were present at the meeting) not only as an 

evidence of their willingness to reduce terrorism in Yemen, but also as a proof that 

they are open to negotiations, which constitutes an essential element for a potential 

de-escalation of the conflict behaviour, the negotiations being a pre-requisite for the 

reaching of the “agreement” step of the model of Figure 6.  

It is also worth mentioning the event that occurred on 28th January 2018. In 

Aden, whereas separatists were demonstrating against the government of Hadi and 

more precisely, against the government under Prime Minister Ahmed bin Daghr whom 

they accused of corruption, of mismanagement and of being linked to the al-Islah 
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movement, the governmental forces were deployed in most of Aden’s districts in order 

to intervene (Mukhashaf, Kalin, 2018). The intervention of Hadi-loyal forces led to an 

escalation of violence and the separatist forces of the Southern Transitional Council 

(STC) managed to seize the seat of the government on 29th January. Prime Minister 

Ahmed bin Daghr denounced the separatists’ actions as a coup and called the Saudi-

led coalition for military support (Mukhashaf, Kalin, 2018). The coalition did not 

immediately answer the call of the prime minister but intervened a few days later as a 

mediator, notably by calling for an immediate ceasefire and by asking the legal 

government to reconsider the requests of the STC (Mukhashaf, Kalin, 2018). In this 

case, although the coalition was called for military support by Prime Minister bin 

Daghr, it did not militarily intervene, but rather played a mediator role in order to ease 

the tensions between separatists and the Yemen government. This mediator role played 

by the coalition as well as the call for a ceasefire were both actions that were 

particularly favourable for the de-escalation of the conflict behaviour: first, because 

by playing a role of mediator, the Saudi-led coalition sought to avoid a worsening of 

the tensions between two important actors of the conflict, thus avoiding an increase of 

destructive behaviour in the conflict; and second, because the “ceasefire”, encouraged 

by the coalition, is a step inherent in the de-escalation process of the conflict behaviour 

(see Figure 6).  

Although the two countries were both members of the same coalition, since 

2017 and the beginning of tensions in Aden, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 

Emirates started to develop divergent interests.19 Indeed, the former has always been 

defending the objectives of the coalition, that is to say, mainly the backing of the 

Yemen government of Hadi in the fight against the Houthis, whereas the latter had 

been increasingly suspected of being supportive of the separatist movement in 

southern Yemen20 (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). Therefore, it should be outlined that, as the 

research question is based on the effects of the proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia in 

Yemen and as the Abu Dhabi seems not to share the same interests of the Saudi-led 

 
19 These divergent interests even pushed Abu Dhabi to progressively withdraw its forces from Yemen 

in July 2019 (Bakeer, Cafiero, 2019). 
20 As developed in section I.c.iii., the relationships between separatists and the Yemeni government are 

characterised with tensions since President Hadi decided to dismiss the Aden governor Aidarus al-

Zoubaidi in 2017 (Mukhashaf, Kalin, 2018). This dismissal led in fact to the creation of the Southern 

Transitional Council (STC) with Aidarus al-Zoubaidi as a president (Mukhashaf, Kalin, 2018).  
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coalition any more, the actions undertaken by the United Arab Emirates from 2017 

onwards will no longer be considered throughout the analysis of this first hypothesis.  

Following the beginning of the Saudi-led intervention in Yemen in March 

2015, the hydrocarbon production and the exports of Yemen have been interrupted, 

which in turn significantly harmed the Yemeni economy (ACAPS, 2020). In addition 

to this, a key-feature of the Yemen economy is the fact that it heavily depends on 

imports, which have been disrupted since the beginning of the conflict, and that it lacks 

diversity (ACAPS, 2020). Therefore, Saudi Arabia started in March 2018 to provide 

financial help to the Yemen government by making a deposit of $2 billion (ACAPS, 

2020). The deposit allowed, inter alia, the Yemeni riyal to offset downward pressures 

and enabled the import of basic food commodities (ACAPS, 2020). Moreover, the 

deposit also allowed the Central Bank of Yemen (CBY)-Aden, along with Yemeni 

food importers and other economic actors of the country, to implement a new financial 

mechanism allowing Yemeni food importers to apply to banks in order to get funds 

from the Saudi deposit (ACAPS, 2020). In October 2018, December 2018 and January 

2019, Saudi Arabia provided additional financial support as well as logistical support. 

As a matter of fact, the Saudi Development and Reconstruction Program for Yemen 

(SDRPY), a Saudi program whose purpose is to “to help all governorates in Yemen 

improve their standards of living, increase job opportunities, and encourage 

sustainable peace within a secure and stable environment” (SDRPY, s. d.), offered 

$180 million fuel for electricity grant (ACAPS, 2020). Yet, it should be mentioned 

that the program was stopped by Riyadh six months later, when the latter denounced 

a handling of the grant by the Yemeni government (ACAPS, 2020). Despite this, Saudi 

Arabia made another deposit of $200 million to CBY-Aden in November 2018, 

following a significant crash of the Yemeni riyal in October 2018 (ACAPS, 2020). 

The financial and logistical support provided by Saudi Arabia to the UN-recognised 

government of Yemen contributed to significantly reduce the risks of an economic 

collapse in Yemen (ACAPS, 2020). Although this financial and logistical support does 

not constitute a humanitarian intervention or any other similar elements that could be 

part of any peacekeeping process, this support was essential for maintaining a 

minimum of economic stability in the country. Indeed, without this financing, it was 

estimated that the Yemeni riyal could lose nearly half its value in only six months, 

causing the doubling of food prices and thus, worsening the already severe food 
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insecurity (ACAPS, 2020). The country would thus end up depending even more on 

humanitarian aid, on the support of its regional neighbours and coping mechanisms 

based on informal taxation or criminality (ACAPS, 2020). In a way, one can thus 

affirm that the Saudi financial and logistic support towards Yemen indirectly 

contributed to reduce some severe economic consequences of the conflict and thus 

notably allowing to avoid an extreme worsening of food insecurity. Given the fact that 

combating food insecurity represents one of the objectives of humanitarian 

interventions (the ones of the World Food Programme, for example), one can affirm 

that the financial support of Saudi Arabia supported humanitarian interventions, to 

some extent, or at least, that it followed the same logic of supporting the Yemeni 

people in the food insecurity they have been facing.21 As Ramsbotham, Woodhouse 

and Miall define peacekeeping as “often now associated with civil tasks such as 

monitoring and policing and supporting humanitarian intervention” (Ramsbotham, et 

alii, 2016, p. 35), one can affirm the financial and logistical Saudi support is akin to 

the “supporting humanitarian intervention” cited in the writings of the authors. 

Therefore, the financial and logistical support of Saudi Arabia may have favoured a 

logic of de-escalation of the conflict behaviour.  

The Stockholm agreement was signed in Sweden on 13th December 2018 by 

the Yemen government and the Houthis, under the auspices of Martin Griffiths, UN 

Special Envoy of the Secretary-General for Yemen. As previously developed, the 

agreement basically consisted of “an agreement on the city and the ports of Hodeidah, 

Salif and Ras Issa; an executive mechanism on activating the prisoner exchange 

agreement; and a statement of understanding on Taïz” (United Nations Security 

Council (b), 2018, p. 2). This demonstrates once more the Saudi-led coalition’s, or 

more precisely in this case, the Yemen government’s openness to negotiations, all the 

more so that this time, the negotiations did result in the reaching of an agreement, 

which was by the way the first agreement that both parties reached together since the 

beginning of the Saudi-led intervention (Lackner, 2020). Moreover, the agreement 

allowed a reduction of violence in the city of Hodeidah and allowed the United Nations 

to launch the start of the “United Nations Mission to support the Hodeidah Agreement” 

(UNMHA), a mission launched in January 2019 and which essentially aimed at 

 
21 However, as the financial and logistical support provided by Saudi Arabia was delivered to the UN-

recognised government, only the Yemeni people located in areas under the control of the UN-recognised 

Yemeni government could benefit from the Saudi support (ACAPS, 2020).  



41 

 

ensuring the implementation of the Stockholm agreement (United Nations Security 

Council (b), 2018). Above all, the signing of this agreement embodied the “agreement” 

step that is part of the “escalation” phase of the model presented in Figure 6, even if in 

the end, the implementation of the agreement failed in many respects (Lackner, 2020). 

Due to this failure, this statement is to qualify: although the signing of the agreement 

constitutes an action favourable for the de-escalation of the conflict behaviour, the 

impact it had on the conflict behaviour was weak and the ceasefire that was imposed 

in Hodeidah has been more and more frequently violated by both parties (Lackner, 

2020) 

Last but not least, the Riyadh agreement that was reached on 5th November 

2019 probably represents the most important contribution of Saudi Arabia and its 

coalition to the potential resolution of the Yemen conflict. As mentioned in previous 

sections, the Riyadh agreement is a power-sharing agreement between the Southern 

Transitional Council (STC) and the Yemeni government and which sets up the 

integration of some members of the STC in the government and the return of the latter 

in the city of Aden (UN News, 2019). Because this agreement – that was brokered by 

Saudi Arabia – had the potential to significantly stabilise the situation in the south of 

Yemen, it should be acknowledged that this action did contribute to push forward the 

conflict towards a de-escalation of its behaviour, or at least to some extent, the step 

“agreement” being part of the de-escalation phase of the model presented in Figure 6.  

 

ii. Actions undertaken by Saudi Arabia and its coalition whose effects are 

unfavourable for the de-escalation of the conflict behaviour  

Although the intervention of the Saudi-led coalition in Yemen was a response 

to President Hadi’s call for support that was justified by an implementation of Chapter 

VII of the UN Charter, one may suggest that some of the actions taken in the frame of 

that intervention did not always contribute to any de-escalation of the conflict 

behaviour. If one keeps in mind the conflict escalation and de-escalation model of 

Figure 6, as the intervention of the Saudi-led coalition in Yemen as a whole mostly 

consists of violent military actions, it does not direct the evolution of the conflict 

towards the de-escalations phases but rather towards the escalation phase.  
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Let us now turn to a more precise analysis of different events inherent in the 

Saudi-led intervention in Yemen.  

On 30th March 2015, a few days after the starting of the Operation Decisive 

Storm, a Saudi airstrike hit a refugee camp in the district of Haradh, which killed at 

least 40 people and wounded around 200 (Mukhashaf, Aboudi, 2015). According to 

the definition that was previously cited, “peacekeeping” may be associated with “civil 

tasks such as monitoring and policing and supporting humanitarian intervention” 

(Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016, p. 35). Therefore, it can be said that the Saudi-led military 

action that occurred in the refugee camp at Haradh hindered the smooth running of a 

humanitarian operation and thus, a peacekeeping-related element.  

From 15th to 20th December 2015, political talks took place in Switzerland 

between the Yemen government and a joint Houthi-General People’s Congress 

delegation, after the Houthis accepted the UNSC Resolution 2216 (United Nations 

Security Council (b), 2015) – basically consisting of a call for a comprehensive 

ceasefire and of the establishment of an arms embargo on the Houthi forces – as a basis 

for the negotiations (Jongberg, 2016). Yet nevertheless, on 2nd January 2016, the Saudi 

Arabian-led coalition declared that it decided to end the cessation of hostilities that 

had started at the beginning of the December talks (Jongberg, 2016). In this case, it is 

clear that the decision taken by the Saudi-led coalition did hinder the de-escalation of 

the conflict behaviour. Indeed, on the conflict escalation and de-escalation model 

presented in Figure 6, the “ceasefire step” is the step that follows the one of “war”, 

thus leading towards a logic of de-escalation of the conflict behaviour (Ramsbotham, 

et alii, 2016). The decision of ending the ceasefire was thus clearly opposed to this 

logic of de-escalation of the conflict behaviour. All the more so because the political 

talks that were held in late December had led to the creation of a De-escalation and 

Coordination Committee, several confidence-building measures as well as an 

agreement relating to the implementation of UNSC Resolution 2216 (Jongberg, 2016). 

By ending the ceasefire, the Saudi-led coalition thus also wiped out the significant 

progress that had been made during the last talks.  

On 6th March 2016, a secret meeting was held, gathering both Houthis and 

Saudis and aiming at attempting to end the war (Almasmari, Alkhshali, 2016). The 

meeting resulted in a ceasefire on the Yemeni-Saudi border as well as in an exchange 



43 

 

of prisoners. Yet ten days later, on 16th March 2016, the Yemeni Defense Ministry 

reported that three airstrikes killed more than a hundred civilians and injured dozens 

in and near the Khamees Market in the city of Mustaba’a, in northern Yemen 

(Almasmari, Alkhshali, 2016). The attack, described as one of the deadliest incidents 

since the beginning of the conflict, happened not even one month after a similar 

incident on a market in Sana’a, on 27th February (Almasmari, Alkhshali, 2016)). As 

on the one hand, the weapons used during the Khamees Market attacks were actually 

precision-guided MK 84 supplied by the United States (Elbagir, et alii, 2018), a 

country that officially supports the Yemen government (U.S. Department of State, 

2019), and as on the other hand, the targets were located in a Houthi-controlled area, 

it is very likely that the airstrikes were launched by the Saudi-led coalition (Almasmari, 

Alkhshali, 2016). Once again, whereas hopes for fruitful peace negotiations were 

emerging, the Saudi-led coalition decided to ruin all the efforts that both camps were 

making by opening fire again on the enemy camp. This attitude adopted by the Saudi-

led coalition was clearly unfavourable for the de-escalation of the conflict behaviour.  

Following the firing of a Houthi ballistic missile at Riyadh on 4th November 

2017, the Saudi-led coalition decided to response by intensifying the sea, land and air 

blockade that it had imposed on Yemen since 2015 (Security Council Report, 2018). 

The decision of the coalition to intensify its blockade was particularly criticised by the 

United Nations Security Council that issued warnings concerning the famine which 

was about to affect millions of people if no lifting of the blockade was made (Security 

Council Report, 2018). Although the coalition reconsidered its decision and began to 

partially reopen sea, air and land ports from 13th November  thanks to the criticisms of 

the United Nations (ACAPS, 2017), this demonstrated that the decisions taken by the 

coalition do sometimes stand in the way of humanitarian interventions and 

consequently, of peacekeeping-related elements.   

On 19th April 2018, Saleh Ali al-Sammad was killed by an airstrike launched 

by the Saudi-led coalition in the al-Buraihi area of the Hodeidah province (BBC, 

2018). Al-Sammad was an important Houthi political figure: he was the chairman of 

the Supreme Political Council since its creation in 2016, and was the most senior 

Houthi official that has been killed since the beginning of the intervention of the Saudi-

led coalition in Yemen (BBC, 2018). As a reaction, the leader of the Houthi movement, 

Abdulmalik al-Houthi, declared that his death would not remain “unanswered” (BBC, 
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2018). Given the violence of this action, one can affirm that the killing of al-Sammad 

by the Saudi-led coalition contributed to exacerbate tensions, which tends to disfavour 

the de-escalation of the conflict behaviour. 

It seems obvious that probably all the airstrikes and other attacks launched by 

the Saudi-led coalition in the frame of the Yemen conflict are favourable for the 

escalation of the conflict behaviour because they can be considered as part of the “war” 

stage, on the model presented in Figure 6.22 As their airstrikes have been estimated in 

thousands23, it is needless to mention that each of them will not be cited here. However, 

some attacks are worth to be mentioned for their especially damaging impact on the 

peacekeeping process. By way of illustration, one can cite the Saudi-led coalition 

airstrike on a cholera treatment centre in Abs on 11th June 2018 (Martins, 2018). This 

airstrike damaged humanitarian facilities, thus directly hindering a humanitarian 

intervention.  

Whereas the Saudi-led forces had been preparing it for months, the offensive 

against the port of Hodeidah was launched on 13th June 2018 (Security Council Report, 

2018). This assault occurred whereas the United Nations had expressed its concerns 

about the fact that the port of Hodeidah is a key point for the entry of humanitarian aid 

and food and that consequently, the assault would affect their delivery (Security 

Council Report, 2018). Indeed, Hodeidah enables the importation of 80% to 90% of 

its food, medicinal products and fuel (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). It is worth bearing in 

mind that even then, the Yemen crisis was already considered as the world largest 

humanitarian crisis (UN News, 2018). In addition, the cholera epidemic that emerged 

in October 2016 makes the need of preserving the proper functioning of all the Yemen 

ports even more important (UN News, 2018). Thus, although the Special Envoy of the 

Secretary-General for Yemen, Martin Griffiths, had warned the Yemen government 

and the Saudi-led coalition that “an attack on Hodeidah would take peace off the table 

in a single stroke” (Human Rights Watch, 2018), the attack was still launched, thus 

impacting the supplying of humanitarian aid and food and running counter to a logic 

of de-escalation of the conflict behaviour.  

 
22 This statement can be discussed, notably if one looks into the attacks launched by the coalition against 

groups that are internationally recognised as terrorist groups, such as AQAP or Daesh.  
23 By way of indication, it was estimated that the Saudi-led coalition launched 5676 airstrikes between 

January and June 2017 (Protection Cluster Yemen, 2017).  
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The Yemen Panel of Experts of the United Nations declared on 10th August 

2018 that it was still getting evidence of violations of international humanitarian law 

and international human rights law by every parties of the conflict, meaning also from 

the Saudi-led coalition (Security Council Report, 2018). Already in 2015, 251 

incidents had been reported as potentially breaching international humanitarian law 

(Isbister, 2017). Among the breaches committed by the Saudi-led coalition, there is 

the bombing of civilian people. Indeed, by way of illustration, the Yemen Panel of 

Experts of the United Nations reported on 2017 that, on three occasions, the Saudi-led 

coalition intentionally targeted civilians who were fleeing bombardments (Himmiche, 

2017). Furthermore, Human Rights Watch accused the United Arab Emirates or UAE-

backed Yemeni forces of torture, notably in secret prisons located in the south of the 

country (Human Rights Watch, 2017). The Saudi-led coalition was also accused by 

Human Rights Watch of using antipersonnel mines in residential areas (Knights, 

2016). The United Nations also accuse the coalition of killing and maiming children 

(General Assembly Security Council, 2017). Furthermore, the Saudi Arabian-led 

coalition is also suspected of intentionally targeting civil equipment and 

infrastructures, such as agricultural or industrial infrastructures, with the aim of 

causing suffering to the Yemeni people and indirectly influencing the Houthi rebels 

and their allies or to undermine the production capacity of Yemen (Héau, Stiernon, 

2017).  Breaching international humanitarian law and international human rights law, 

which are both central within humanitarian interventions, is clearly an action that 

hinders the proper running of a peacekeeping process, which is unfavourable for the 

de-escalation of the conflict behaviour.  

 In October 2018, the Yemeni mercenaries of the al-Fateh Brigade were sent by 

the coalition at the Saudi border, in the town of Najran, in order to fight the Houthi 

rebels located in that area (Middle East Eye, 2019). In August 2019, the mercenaries 

were called to march in Jabara Valley, an area under Houthi control. The coalition 

assured them that they would be backed up by Salafi fighters (Middle East Eye, 2019). 

Yet, when Houthi rebels suddenly attacked the Yemeni mercenaries, leading the latter 

to try to withdraw, no fighters were present to protect them and the mercenaries ended 

up besieged by the Houthi rebels for four days without any help from Saudi Arabia or 

the coalition (Middle East Eye, 2019). This story of a Yemeni mercenary, whose name 

was kept secret for his security, demonstrates the absence of care of the coalition 
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concerning its Yemeni fighters. Consequently, it is very likely that, due to this absence 

of care, the legitimacy of Saudi Arabia and its coalition declines in the eyes of the 

Yemeni people that were still considering the Yemeni government as legitimate. 

Thereupon, the intervention of the Saudi-led coalition may not produce any favourable 

effects for the de-escalation of the conflict behaviour, but rather creates tensions within 

its own camp, between itself and the Yemeni fighters who fight in its name, which 

tends to develop desire for revenge among the former fighters. By the way, the former 

Yemeni mercenary who told his story declared: “I call on all Yemeni fighters in the 

Saudi borders to return to their homes and let the Houthis advance on Saudi Arabia 

and take revenge for the deaths of our fellow fighters” (Middle East Eye, 2019).  

 

iii. Results of the first hypothesis analysis 

This first hypothesis was tested through the analysis of actions undertaken by 

Saudi Arabia and its coalition whose effects were either significantly favourable or 

significantly unfavourable for the de-escalation of the Yemen conflict behaviour. In 

order to carry out this analysis, two criteria were solicited. The first one was the 

inclination of the given action to lead to one of the first steps inherent in the de-

escalation part of the model presented in Figure 6: the “ceasefire” and the “agreement” 

steps 24 (Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016). As, according to Ramsbotham, Woodhouse and 

Miall (2016), peacekeeping allows to lower the level of destructive behaviour, the 

second criterion used in the analysis of this first hypothesis was the inclination of the 

studied action to favour or disfavour the proper running of peacekeeping-related 

elements, such as the monitoring, the policing and the supporting of humanitarian 

interventions.  

On the basis of these two criteria, the studied actions of Saudi Arabia and its 

coalition were divided into two categories. The first one covers the actions whose 

effects were favourable for the de-escalation of the conflict behaviour and the second 

one, the actions whose effects were unfavourable for the de-escalation of the conflict 

behaviour. If one draws upon the amount of actions that have been classified in each 

 
24 The steps of “normalisation” and “reconciliation” inherent in the de-escalation part of the model (see 

Figure 6) were not solicited throughout this analysis because they require the reaching of the previous 

step, the “agreement” step, which was only reached on 5th November 2019, at the end of the study 

period.  
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category, it seems that the category covering the actions undertaken by Saudi Arabia 

and its coalition whose effects are unfavourable for the de-escalation of the conflict 

behaviour is more important. Yet, in order to exercise scientific objectivity, the breadth 

of each action also needs to be taken into account. Therefore, one can conclude that 

the first hypothesis is partially validated. Most actions undertaken by Saudi Arabia 

and its coalition have indeed unfavourable effects for the de-escalation of the conflict 

behaviour, essentially because of the violent nature of these actions, the violations of 

ceasefires, the lack of care concerning humanitarian needs, humanitarian facilities and 

even humanitarian law, the lack of care of the Yemeni people who fight under the 

orders of the coalition and the lack of care of the Yemeni people (the key objective of 

Saudi Arabia being above all the fight against the Houthi rebels). In other words, the 

proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia in Yemen partially hinders the de-escalation 

of the conflict behaviour, that is, one of the three dynamic change that is required in 

order to resolve the conflict.  

This statement, however, should be qualified. As previously demonstrated, 

some of the studied actions had significantly favourable effects for the de-escalation 

of the conflict behaviour. Indeed, Saudi Arabia and its coalition have respected and 

sometimes even, called for ceasefires. During the confrontations between separatists 

and Hadi-loyal forces that started on 28th January 2018 in Aden, the Saudi-led coalition 

managed not to militarily intervene and to play a role of mediator in order to ease the 

tensions. In addition to this, the important financial and logistical support that Saudi 

Arabia has been giving to the UN-recognised Yemen government from March 2018 to 

November 2018 allowed to reduce the impact of the economic consequences of the 

conflict, particularly concerning the worsening of food insecurity. Moreover, the fight 

against terrorism waged by Saudi Arabia and its coalition may be perceived by some 

as an element that contributes to lessen the violence of the conflict, even though it 

seems sometimes unclear if Saudi Arabia is really determined to fight against the 

Yemeni branch of AQAP or not. Furthermore, it has to be recognised that Saudi Arabia 

and its coalition showed their openness to negotiations several times, when they 

accepted to take part of political talks or other important meetings to negotiate with 

the Houthis. Their openness to negotiations and thus, to a potential de-escalation of 

the conflict behaviour (negotiations being impliedly a requisite step to reach the 

“agreement step” of the model of Figure 6), was confirmed at the reaching of the 
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Stockholm agreement on 13th December 2018 and then, at the reaching of the Riyadh 

agreement on 5th November 2019, that was even brokered by Saudi Arabia. 

 

 

b. Hypothesis 2: The proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia in Yemen hinders  

the change in the positions of the parties within the conflict.  

Before engaging in the testing of the second hypothesis, it is necessary to 

ensure that all the elements inherent in the hypothesis are clearly defined. Indeed, as 

the analysis will focus on the positions of the parties within the conflict, one needs to 

identify these parties. Moreover, since the phrase “the change in the positions of the 

parties”, used in the hypothesis, relates to both the notion of “attitude” of Galtung’s 

conflict triangle (see Figure 5), defined as “the parties’ perceptions and 

misperceptions of each other and of themselves” (Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016, p. 12), 

and to the notion of “contradiction” of Galtung’s conflict triangle, defined as “the 

parties, their relationship and the conflict of interests inherent in the relationship” 

(Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016, p. 12), the following subsection will consist of a 

presentation of the parties, their interests in the frame of the Yemen conflict, the 

relationships between the parties and the perception they have of themselves and of 

the other parties (the relationships and the perception of the parties depending on their 

interests). The presentation of the interests of the parties within the conflict will 

notably contribute to identify the conflict of interests that shape the core of the conflict 

structure. This will be undertaken in the second subsection of this hypothesis analysis. 

This way, all the components of the notions of “attitude” and “contradiction” – that 

are encompassed in the terms “positions of the parties within the conflict” in the 

hypothesis – will be clearly identified (see section III). Lastly, the third subsection will 

aim to validate or invalidate the second hypothesis by means of the elements of 

analysis of the previous subsections, in order to understand whether or not the proxy 

war waged by Saudi Arabia in Yemen hinders the two last dynamic change that are 

required in order to resolve the conflict.   
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i. The parties of the conflict and their interests  

 It should be outlined that the presentation of the parties and their interests that 

follows encompasses the main parties that were involved in the Yemen conflict 

between the 25th March 2015 and the 5th November 2019. Moreover, it is important to 

note that this presentation of the parties and their interests also implies the presentation 

of the relationships they may have between them and the perception each party has of 

itself and of other parties, these relationships and these perceptions depending on the 

interests of the parties. At last, one can observe that all of the mentioned parties have 

not played roles of equal significance throughout the conflict, but the inclusion of each 

of them in the analysis is essential in order to ensure an optimal understanding of the 

positions defended by each party.  

 

▪ The UN-recognised Yemeni government  

Between 25th March 2015 and 5th November 2019, the UN-recognised Yemeni 

government was under the presidency of Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi, even though he 

fled from Aden to Saudi Arabia in the course of March 2015, leaving Sana’a under 

Houthi control (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). The main interest of the Yemen government 

within the conflict is to protect Yemen and its people and to recover the control of the 

country by eradicating the Houthi threat as well as terrorism, as it was expressed in the 

letter of President Hadi to its allies (The National Staff, 2015). Concerning the tensions 

with the separatists of southern Yemen, one can affirm that the interests of Hadi’s 

government is to preserve a unified Yemen and to continue to benefit from the 

resources of southern Yemen, such as oil resources among others (Héau, Stiernon, 

2017). In order to defend these interests, the government may end up making 

concessions, as it already did when President Hadi signed the Riyadh agreement on 5th 

November 2019, in which the Yemen government accepted to share power with the 

STC by integrating STC members in the government (UN News, 2019). This 

agreement indeed allowed to ease the tensions between the Yemen government and 

the separatists of the south.  

Even if the former President of Yemen, Ali Abdallah Saleh, was not holding 

the position of president any more during the study period, it seems that he – and the 

supporters of the former regime –  still played an important role in the Yemen conflict. 
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As a matter of fact, since President Saleh and its party, the General People’s Congress 

(GPC), were forced out of power on 25th February 2012 during the Yemen Arab 

Spring, the thirst of power of the former regime remained (Burgat, 2018). By the way, 

as previously mentioned, the successor of President Saleh, Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi, 

was Saleh’s vice-president and a significant part of the new government, such as the 

staff responsible for security forces and for the military, was composed with relatives 

of Saleh (Al Raisi, 2018). This demonstrates that, in spite of the protests that occurred 

in the frame of the Arab Spring, the former regime never truly accepted to leave power. 

This perfunctory transition contributed to the re-emergence or the worsening of 

opposition movements, such as the Houthi insurgency (Al Raisi, 2018). In addition to 

this, it seems that the governmental repression that took place under Saleh’s presidency 

as well as violent actions of the military towards the Yemeni people contributed on the 

one hand to harm the legitimacy of the Yemen government and on the other hand, to 

justify the reproaches of the Houthis towards the Yemen government, which in turn 

increased the legitimacy of the rebels among the population (Al Raisi, 2018).  

Yet, the role played by former President Saleh within the conflict took a whole 

new direction from September 2014. Indeed, when the Houthis took Sana’a, Saleh was 

suspected of helping the rebels, whereas his relations with the rebels had been 

particularly conflictual (Al Raisi, 2018). This rapprochement then materialised when 

on 28th July 2016, Saleh and his party created along with Ansar Allah the Supreme 

Political Council, aiming at overthrowing President Hadi and sharing power between 

the two signatories (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). The relations between Saleh and the 

Houthis however significantly decreased later on, since the Houthis accused Saleh of 

betrayal and assassinated him in early December 2017, after he declared the end of his 

alliance with the rebels, expressed its openness to negotiate with the Saudi-led 

coalition and told the Yemeni people to retake Sana’a (Behravesh, 2017). Moreover, 

the former president was suspected of having maintained contacts with the UAE and 

Saudi Arabia (Behravesh, 2017).   

 

▪ “Ansar Allah” or “the Houthi movement” 

The Houthi movement originates from a theological Zaydi movement in the 

northwest of the country called “the Believing Youth”, which was created in the early 
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90s by Hussein Badreddin al-Houthi (Al Batati, 2015). Initially, the objectives of the 

movement consisted of denouncing the corruption of the Yemen government and its 

discrimination towards Zaydi people on the religious, cultural and socio-economic 

levels, of reviving Zaydism25 and of protecting the latter from the Sunni influence of 

Saudi Arabia and from the American influence. As a matter of fact, the American 

influence particularly increased from 2001, following the attacks of 11th September, 

when the then President of Yemen Ali Abdallah Saleh aligned Yemen with the position 

the United States (Burgat, 2006). In addition to this, the movement also defined itself 

as anti-Israel and anti-Zionist (Burgat, 2006). Due to internal tensions, the movement 

had split into two groups, one preaching for a more broad-minded approach of 

Zaydism and the other, adopting a more traditional approach of Zaydism (Al Batati, 

2015). Al-Houthi became the leader is the first group, which was called Ansar Allah. 

Following the alliance with the United States, the movement started to oppose the 

Yemen government and on 18th June 2004, when the movement first took up arms 

against Saleh’s government in Sa’dah, al-Houthi was killed (Al Batati, 2015). The 

name “Houthi movement” was thus assigned to the movement following the death of 

its founder (Al Batati, 2015).  

Since 6th February 2015, the Houthis have demonstrated their interest in taking 

part in the political affairs of the country, notably in their attempt to establish a 

“Revolutionary Committee” and a “Revolutionary Council” (see section II.c.ii.) (Al 

Raisi, 2018). This willingness to get involved in the Yemeni political affairs is 

probably motivated notably by the willingness of the rebels to stop the government to 

assign to relatives of President Hadi regions of southern Yemen whose grounds are 

rich in hydrocarbons on the one hand, and by the willingness to change the electoral 

system that was discriminating the Zaydi people and representing them as a minority 

in their own native region on the other hand (Al Raisi, 2018). Moreover, it should be 

outlined that the Zaydi religion, that the Houthis defend, advocates that the legitimate 

power must be defended by the use of force or that it must be conquered by force and 

through insurgency (Al Raisi, 2018). Lastly, as their ultimate goal is the reviving of 

Zaydism, they have conflictual relationships with Sunnis in general (Al Raisi, 2018).  

 
25 As a reminder, before becoming the Yemen Arab Republic in 1962, North Yemen was a Zaydi 

imamate for more than a thousand years (Al Raisi, 2018).  
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▪ Saudi Arabia and the coalition it leads 

As a reminder, Saudi Arabia started to intervene in Yemen, with the coalition 

it leads, in the night from 25th to 26th March 2015, after President Hadi called its allies 

of the Arab world for help on 24th March 2015 (The National staff, 2015). From then 

on, the official objective of Saudi Arabia and its coalition has been to reinstate 

President Hadi, who fled to Aden and then to Saudi Arabia in 2015, after being forced 

from power by the Houthi rebels (Billion, 2018).  

Given the proximity of the Yemen conflict, one of the most significant interests 

of Saudi Arabia within the conflict is to make sure that the revolutionary movement 

does not spread across the peninsula (Billion, 2018). All the more so that the area of 

Najran is officially part of the Saudi territory since 1934, when King Abdelaziz ben 

Saoud had promised the people of Najran would always keep their freedom of religion 

(Al-Iryani, 2020). However, the King’s promise was broken and several Shia groups 

in Najran were persecuted. This led to the emergence of a feeling of solidarity towards 

the Houthis in the frame of the war the latter wage against Saudi Arabia at the Saudi-

Yemeni border (Al-Iryani, 2020). Therefore, Saudi Arabia considers its need to 

intervene in Yemen as part of its domestic affairs (Al Raisi, 2018).  

It is worth to add that Saudi Arabia tends to favour division within Yemen in 

order to keep the country dependent on Riyadh and in order to make sure it does not 

become a too important threat for the security of the Saudi Kingdom (Al Raisi, 2018). 

Thus, Saudi Arabia manipulates the existing fractures in Yemen, such as the tribal 

divisions, to ensure the country continue to depend on Riyadh and thus, that it allows 

a strong Saudi influence on its territory (Burgat, 2018). This was observable, inter alia, 

in 1994, when Saudi Arabia financially supported the separatists of the south in their 

attempt to secede (Al Raisi, 2018). It should be specified that some scholars agree to 

affirm that even if Saudi Arabia tends to favour the fractures in the country, Saudi 

Arabia does not want the division of the conflict because it is not sure whether the 

regime of the two newly-created Yemens would be favourable for the maintaining of 

Saudi influence in the region (Burgat, 2018).  

The Saudi willingness to grow its influence in Yemen can also be explained by 

the strategic position of the latter in the region. As a matter of fact, the establishment 

of a significant Saudi influence in Yemen could allow the Kingdom to have direct 
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access to the Indian Ocean without crossing the Strait of Hormuz (Al-Iryani, 2020). 

Indeed, the Strait of Hormuz is essential for the Saudi exports and is located in the 

direct neighbourhood of Iran, the most important rival of the Saudi Kingdom in the 

region. Therefore, a direct access to the Indian Ocean would allow Saudi Arabia to 

facilitate its exports, notably concerning crude oil (Billion, 2018). Preserving its 

influence on strategic points such as Bab el-Mandab Strait, the port of Aden and the 

Horn of Africa, located in front of Yemen, also allows Saudi Arabia to ensure the 

protection of its positions of leader of the Sunni Arab world and of regional power 

(Billion, 2018). All the more so as Riyadh believes that Tehran’s strategy is to gain 

control in the Arabian Peninsula, the Horn of Africa and the Red Sea (Al Raisi, 2018). 

Besides this, Saudi Arabia perceives the Iranian backing of the Houthis in Yemen as 

part of “Iran’s expansionism” (Billion, 2018). Thus, it can be affirmed that one of the 

main interests of Saudi Arabia in Yemen is to counter the Iranian influence by fighting 

against the party which is supported by Tehran (the Houthi rebels) or, in other terms, 

by waging a proxy war against Iran in Yemen. Finally, some scholars assume that the 

Hadhramaut Governorate, whose soils are rich in hydrocarbons, may contribute to the 

motivation of Saudi Arabia to grow its influence in the country (Al Raisi, 2018).  

 

▪ The United Arab Emirates (UAE) 

Since the interests of the United Arab Emirates started to diverge from the ones 

of the Saudi-led coalition in 2017, the country can be considered as a party, that is to 

say, a different party from the coalition to which it belongs since March 2015. Indeed, 

although Abu Dhabi still shares common interests with the Saudi-led coalition, it 

increasingly supported the separatists of southern Yemen (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). The 

interests of the UAE to maintain its influence in the south can be explained, among 

others, by the fact that this influence is important for the fight against AQAP, whose 

presence is essentially concentred in the south of the country, that the UAE wages 

along with the United States (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). However, the willingness of the 

UAE to preserve a long-term influence in the country can also be explained by the 

geostrategic advantages inherent in the geographical position of Yemen in the region 

(Bakeer, Cafiero, 2019). As a matter of fact, Abu Dhabi aspires to establish maritime 

points of support in the Hadhramaut Governorate, on the island of Socotra, and on the 
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shores of the Red Sea (Lavergne, 2018). The ambitions of the UAE indeed consist of 

creating a direct access to the Indian Ocean (thus avoiding the Strait of Hormuz, 

located in the direct neighbourhood of Iran); becoming a regional power by growing 

the UAE’s control on the sea routes that link Europe to the Far East; and growing its 

influence in the Horn of Africa, located in front of Yemen, in the hope of becoming a 

key actor in the development of this region (Lavergne, 2018).  

 

▪ The separatists, the Southern Movement and the Southern Transitional 

Council (STC)  

The Southern Transitional Council is a secessionist organisation, aspiring to 

rule the south of the country and which was created on 11th May 2017 by the former 

governor of Aden Governorate Aidarus al-Zoubaidi, after he was dismissed by 

President Hadi in April 2017 (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). It is the political branch of the 

Southern Movement, also called “al-Hirak”, which consists of a coalition of groups 

created in 2007 and which is in favour of a secession from the northern part of the 

country (Human Rights Watch, 2009). The Security Belt Force is the elite military 

wing of the STC and is reportedly trained, armed and funded by the UAE (Al Jazeera, 

2019).  

The STC being a secessionist organisation, its main interests in the Yemen 

conflict are based on the re-establishment of the independent South Yemen since it 

aspires to rule the territory which corresponds to the former People’s Democratic 

Republic of Yemen (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). The separatists indeed blame the Yemen 

government for corruption, discrimination towards the Yemeni people from the south 

and for being responsible for the famine in the country (Mukhashaf, 2018). 

Tensions between the STC and the Yemen government significantly arose on 

21st January 2018, when the STC expressed its willingness to overthrow the 

government that was headed by Prime Minister bin Daghr (Die Welt, 2018). After this 

declaration, the STC warned President Hadi by demanding him to fire the whole Bin 

Daghr cabinet within a week (Die Welt, 2018). As President Hadi did not fulfil the 

STC’s demands, a battle broke out in Aden from 28th January 2018 (Die Welt, 2018).  

It should be mentioned that, although the UAE has excellent relationships with 

the STC, they still have divergent interests on at least one point: whereas the UAE has 
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the objective to protect Hadi’s government, the latter remains unpopular to the 

separatist militias, all the more so as most of them are loyal to the STC (Heras, 2018).  

It is however important to note that separatism was already present before the 

creation of the Southern Movement and the STC. This is notably observable through 

the violent contestations that arose in 1994 and that led to a civil war, during which 

the separatists of the south were already demanding the restoring of the Zaydi state 

that had been in place from the year 898 A.D. until 1962 (Al Raisi, 2018). 

 

▪ Iran 

Even though Iran has long denied its support for the Houthi rebels in Yemen, the 

Yemen Panel of Experts of the United Nations discovered that several weapons used 

by the Houthis shared the same characteristics, design and dimensions as Iranian-

designed and manufactured ones, which leads to believe that Iran does back the rebels 

(Security Council Report, 2018). In addition to this, fighters from the Islamic 

Revolutionary Guard Corps (from the unit of the Quds Force26) and from Hezbollah – 

a Shia political and military movement that is pro-Iranian but based in Beirut – were 

found within the fighters of Houthi forces (Jones, 2019). It was reported that, according 

to a confidential report issued by United Nations experts that was sent to the UNSC, 

Iran has been arming the Houthi rebels since 2009 (Le Figaro, 2015). More 

particularly, Iran increased its aid towards the Houthis in 2016 when Saudi Arabia et 

the UAE were getting increasingly involved in the Yemen conflict (Jones, 2019). 

Indeed, according to a paper if the Center for Strategic & International Studies (CSIS), 

Iran provided the rebels notably with “anti-tank guided missiles, sea minces, aerial 

drones, 122-milimeter Katyusha rockets, Misagh-2-man-portable air defense systems 

(MANPADS), RDX high explosives, ballistic missiles, unmanned explosive boats, 

radar systems, and mining equipment” (Jones, 2019, p. 8). Yet, even though Tehran 

did confirm its political support for the Houthi rebels notably when Ayatollah Ali 

Khamenei invited the Houthi spokesperson, Mohammed Abdul-Salam, on 13th August 

2019, Tehran has always denied its military backing of the rebels (France 24, AFP, 

2019).  

 
26 The Quds Force is a unit of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps whose main purpose is to carry 

out unconventional warfare and military intelligence operations (McChrystal, 2019).  
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 The main interests of Iran within the Yemen conflict are on the one side, to 

preserve – or even increase – its influence in the country, notably because of the 

strategic position of Yemen, located on the shores of the Red Sea and of Bab al-

Mandab where about 5 millions of oil barrels pass daily (Jones, 2019). On the other 

side, Iran seeks to weaken Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, the two most 

involved members of the Saudi-led coalition, that are also two important rivals of Iran 

seeking to harm Iran’s influence (Jones, 2019). As a matter of fact, while Iran 

represents the leader of the Shia world, Saudi Arabia, as the leader of the Sunni world, 

wants to counter the Iranian influence in the Arab world in order to protect its 

hegemony in the region (Jones, 2019). But the presence of Iran within the Yemen 

conflict can also be explained by the fact that the geopolitical advantages inherent in 

the position of Yemen in the region, which could allow Tehran to extent its influence 

in the Indian Ocean and in the Mediterranean Sea, in the scenario within which Yemen 

would distance itself from Saudi Arabia and the UAE and set up an Islamic regime (Al 

Raisi, 2018).  

 

▪ “Al-Islah” or “the Yemeni Congregation for Reform” 

Al-Islah is an islamist, nationalist and unitarist party thar was created in 1990 

and that represents the Muslim Brotherhood in Yemen (Al Raisi, 2018). Al-Islah 

considers parliamentary democracy as compatible with Islam, unless it leads to a 

secular Western type society (Al Raisi, 2018). On 27th April 1993, the first elections 

since the unification of the two Yemens took place and al-Islah won the second place 

(after the GPC), in terms of number of seats in the Parliament27, which resulted in the 

designation of Sheikh Abdallah Hussein al-Ahmar, the leader of al-Islah, as the 

President of the Parliament and in the designation of six ministers from al-Islah at the 

government, that contained 30 ministers in total (Al Raisi, 2018). In 1994, during the 

first tensions that occurred in the unified Yemen, whereas it has been the opposition 

party during all his presidency, al-Islah became an ally of President Saleh and its party 

(Al Raisi, 2018). However, al-Islah was implied in the revolution of 2011 that resulted 

in the fall of Saleh’s government (Al Raisi, 2018).  

 
27 Al-Islah obtained 62 seats out of 301 (Al Raisi, 2018).  
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It is interesting to mention that, even if al-Islah withdrew from the Yemen 

conflict in October 2017, some of members its members took part of the Saudi-led 

coalition (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). However, while Saudi Arabia provides weapons to 

al-Islah, the UAE fights against it (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). Abu Dhabi indeed perceives 

al-Islah as a terrorist organisation since October 2015 (Cher-Leparrain, 2017).  

 

▪ The Yemen branch of Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and 

Ansar al-Sharia 

Al Qaeda arrived in Yemen during the 2000s, after which its Saudi branch and 

its Yemeni branch merged and formed Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) in 

January 2009 (Clausen, 2017). Today, AQAP is only present in Yemen and more 

particularly in the areas that correspond to former South Yemen (see Figure 4). 

Basically, AQAP describes itself as opposed to the Western influence in the Arabian 

Peninsula (Clausen, 2017). The successful expansion of AQAP across Yemen can be 

explained notably by the fact the organisation presents itself as a defender of Sunnism, 

thus managing to appeal several Sunni communities, that are a majority in the country 

(Rigoulet-Roze, 2016). Moreover, the organisation took advantage of the instability of 

the country caused by political unrest to significantly grow its influence in the region 

(Billion, 2018). It seems relevant to also mention the fact that President Saleh is 

suspected of having negotiated with Al-Qaeda members in 2005 in order to have the 

organisation help Saleh’s government to fight against their enemies, which may have 

contributed the expansion of Al-Qaeda in the region (Rigoulet-Roze, 2016). Finally, 

the numerous collateral damage caused by the American fight against terrorism in 

Yemen have led to a delegitimation of the American presence in the country, to the 

benefit of Al-Qaeda (Burgat, 2018). Within the Yemen conflict, AQAP considers the 

Zaydis as heretics and therefore, wants to eradicate Zaydism by eliminating all its 

followers, thus including the Houthis (Billion, 2018). 

Ansar al-Sharia should also be mentioned, since it is an affiliate of AQAP 

which was created in 2011 and which is composed of jihadist militias that focus more 

on the objective of gaining more and more power in Yemen than waging attacks 

against Western countries (Rigoulet-Roze, 2016).   
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▪ “The Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant – Yemen Province (ISIL-YP)” 

or “Daesh – Yemen Branch (Daesh-YB)” 

  Daesh-YB is a terrorist and Salafist organisation that arrived in Yemen in late 

2014 and which describes itself as hostile towards Shias (Seznec, 2015). However, the 

terrorist organisation did not assert itself as successfully as did AQAP (Héau, Stiernon, 

2017). In March 2015, the organisation started its campaign with suicide attacks in 

Shia mosques and in Sana’a (Seznec, 2015). Since then, ISIL-YP committed other 

attacks but essentially targeted the Houthis, security forces and the UN-recognised 

Yemen government (Al Raisi, 2018). Consequently, it can be assumed that the main 

interests of Daesh in Yemen concern the eradication of Shiism and of the Western 

influence in Yemen (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). Furthermore, it should be outlined that 

within the Yemen conflict, AQAP and Daesh compete against each other (Héau, 

Stiernon, 2017).  

 

▪ The Western countries 

 Among the European countries that are likely to contribute to arm the Saudi-

led coalition in Yemen, one can mention France and the United Kingdom, that have 

sold their weapons to Saudi Arabia and its allies and have provided them with 

intelligence support (Bazzi, 2019). Besides the UK and France, Germany has also sold 

weapons to Saudi Arabia for three years, between 2015 and 2017 after which the 

German Chancellor, Angela Merkel, had declared its concerns regarding the use of 

German weapons in Yemen and stopped their exports of weapons towards Saudi 

Arabia (Von Hein, Conrad, 2018). However, new arms contracts with Saudi Arabia 

were signed in 2018 (Von Hein, Conrad, 2018). Furthermore, since March 2015, 

several bombs and components of bombs originating from Italy were also sold to Saudi 

Arabia and used by the Saudi-led coalition in Yemen (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). Finally, 

it should be mentioned that Wallonia, the southern region of Belgium, is also suspected 

of having sold light weapons, munitions and Belgian technologies to Saudi Arabia, 

which in turn made use of them within the operations it leads in Yemen (RTBF, 2019). 

For most of the European countries, even if Saudi Arabia remains a strategic ally in 

the Gulf region, the interests they find through the sales of weapons to Saudi Arabia 

or to its allies of the coalition are essentially of economic nature (Héau, Stiernon, 
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2017). It is however worth noting that on 25th February 2016 and later on 13th 

September 2017, the European Parliament had already adopted a non-binding 

resolution in order to ask for the imposition of a European embargo on the exports of 

arms towards Saudi Arabia, as a reaction of the violation of the international 

humanitarian law committed by the Saudi-led coalition (European Parliament, 2017). 

The call of the European Parliament was however vain, the arms exports depending 

on the exclusive competence of the Member States (Héau, Stiernon, 2017).  

Concerning the United States, since the beginning of the Saudi-led intervention 

in Yemen in March 2015, Washington has given full support to the coalition (Bazzi, 

2019). Indeed, the United States has been providing the Saudi-led coalition with 

weapons (Saudi Arabia is the largest weapons buyer of the USA), training of the Royal 

Saudi Air Force, intelligence support and support in the protection of the Saudi-

Yemeni border (Bazzi, 2019). Moreover, the United States is also present in Yemen 

because the fight it started against the terrorist groups in 2002, after forming an alliance 

with the then President Saleh (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). The American concerns about 

the Yemen conflict can be explained notably because of the fact that Washington wants 

to preserve its influence or the influence of one of its most important allies of the 

region, Saudi Arabia, because of the strategic position of Yemen in the region (Billion, 

2018). As a matter of fact, Yemen is located in front of the Horn of Africa, in which 

the American presence is significant, and at the entrance of the Red Sea through which 

constitutes a maritime route essential for the international maritime trade (Billion, 

2018). Moreover, the relations between the USA and Iran have been deteriorating 

significantly since Donald Trump became President and more precisely, since Donald 

Trump decided the withdrawal of the United States from the Iran nuclear deal on 8th 

May 2018. Therefore, supporting the Saudi-led coalition in its fight against the Iran-

backed Houthi rebels may thus represent an opportunity for Washington to harm Iran’s 

influence.  

 

▪ Other parties 

It is important to note that the population of Yemen is made up of a myriad of 

tribes. More precisely, it was estimated that the Yemen population includes 75 major 

tribes that form several confederations (Rigoulet-Roze, 2016). The major tribes are in 
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turn subdivided into tribes, which are also subdivided into clans (Rigoulet-Roze, 

2016). All these tribes and clans do not always defend the same interests. This was 

particularly observable in the areas of former South Yemen before it gained its 

independence in 1967: because of political and social tensions between the tribes of 

the south, they were not able to form a single entity and therefore, the region was 

composed of many small states (Al Raisi, 2018). In today’s Yemen, tribes may still 

have divergent interests, which significantly contributes to the instability of the 

country. For example, in southern Yemen, some tribes may be secessionist and 

favourable for the influence of the STC, whereas other tribes may be secessionist but 

unfavourable for the influence of the STC that they sometimes consider as too reliant 

on Abu Dhabi (Al Raisi, 2018). Furthermore, it seems relevant to outline the fact that 

former President Saleh belonged to the Hashed tribal confederation, which 

demonstrates the imbrication of the tribes inside the Yemeni state apparatus (Rigoulet-

Roze, 2016). The al-Islah party was, by the way, also long headed by a member of this 

tribal confederation, Sheikh Abdallah Hussein al-Ahmar (Rigoulet-Roze, 2016).  

It seems however relevant to mention that the Yemeni people can also be 

considered as a single party of the conflict because there are common interests that 

most of them may share. One can cite as an illustration the irredentism of the Yemenis 

concerning the former Yemeni territories located in the desert of Rub al-Khali, which 

were taken by Saudi Arabia in 1934 (Al-Iryani, 2020). In 2000, the new boundary 

delineation was endorsed by an agreement with Saudi Arabia, which was signed by 

the then President of Yemen, Ali Abdallah Saleh (Al-Iryani, 2020).  

At the other end of the Asian continent, another party that should be mentioned 

among the parties of the Yemen conflict is North Korea, which notably sold Scud 

missiles to the Houthi rebels in Yemen (Ramani, 2015). The relations between North 

Korea and Yemen originates from the communist past of former South Yemen (see 

section II.c.i.) and North Korea under the Soviet influence, during which South Yemen 

would not establish any diplomatic relations with South Korea (Ramani, 2015). During 

the civil war of 1994, North Korea had also backed former South Yemen in its 

secession attempt (Ramani, 2015). Today, the willingness of North Korea to include 

the Houthis among its partners may not only be due to its need for foreign capital, but 

it may also be a response to the increasing security cooperation of South Korea with 

Saudi Arabia (Ramani, 2015). Given the historical tensions with South Korea, North 
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Korea tends to be favourable to the support of actors that counter the influence of 

Seoul’s allies, such as the Houthi rebels. This support towards the Houthi rebels 

seemed all the more important for Pyongyang as the United States – whose relations 

with North Korea particularly deteriorated since Donald Trump’s presidency – started 

to provide full support to the Saudi-led coalition when the latter launched its first 

operation against the Houthis in March 2015 (Bazzi, 2019).  

 

ii. The proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia in Yemen and the positions of 

the parties within the conflict 

The previous presentation of the parties of the conflict, their interests, their 

relationships and their perceptions (of themselves and of other parties) allowed us to 

define all the elements inherent in the attitude of the parties and some of the elements 

inherent in the contradiction of the conflict.28 Given the fact that the testing of the 

second hypothesis aims at understanding whether or not the proxy war waged by Saudi 

Arabia in Yemen hinders, first, “the change in the attitudes of the parties”, and second, 

“the transformation of the relationships between the parties or of the clashing interests 

that shape the core of the conflict structure”29, one needs now to identify these clashing 

interests, that is to say, the last element inherent in the contradiction of the conflict 

that was not yet identified.  

The presentation of the interests of the parties allows to compare the interests 

of each party and to find the clashing interests that reside among the parties. It is 

important to outline that the dynamic change that is based on the contradiction of the 

conflict and that is required to resolve the given conflict mentions the phrase “the 

clashing interests that shape the core of the conflict” (see section III). Therefore, what 

should be first defined is which clashing interests are the ones that shape the core of 

the conflict.  

 
28 The elements of the attitudes of the parties and of the contradiction of the conflict were developed 

through the presentation of Galtung’s conflict triangle in section III.  
29 As a reminder, “the change in the attitudes of the parties” and “the transformation of the relationships 

between the parties or of the clashing interests that shape the core of the conflict” are the two last 

dynamic changes (besides the “de-escalation of the conflict behaviour”) that are required in order to 

resolve the conflict (see section III).  
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Given the fact that the conflict in Yemen did not start with the intervention of 

the Saudi-led coalition in March 2015, it seems obvious that the clashing interests that 

shape the core of the Yemen conflict are not the ones that oppose Saudi Arabia to Iran. 

As a matter of fact, the initial conflict first opposed the Yemen government to the 

Houthi rebels, as it was the case in July 2014 during the Amran Battle, which is 

considered as the first event that happened in the frame of the Yemen conflict (that 

was still an intrastate conflict) (OCHA Yemen, 2014). In fact, as previously 

mentioned, the first time the Houthi rebels took up arms against the Yemen 

government occurred on 18th June 2004 in Sa’dah (Al Batati, 2015). However, the 

tensions between the separatists of the south and the Yemen government also plays a 

significant role since the beginning of the Yemen conflict, and even prior to it. As a 

matter of fact, shortly after the unification of the two Yemens of 1990, violent 

contestations already took place, waged by the separatists against the government 

(Héau, Stiernon, 2017). Afterwards, these contestations even led to a civil war. Since 

these oppositions – between the Yemen government and the Houthi rebels on the one 

hand, and between the Yemen government and the separatists, on the other – were 

constant from the beginning of the conflict until the end of the study period, it seems 

relevant to consider that the Yemen government, the Houthi rebels and the separatists 

constitute the parties that are at the source of the conflict. Therefore, the clashing 

interests that will be developed here are the ones that reside among the interests of 

these three parties.  

An important part of the conflicts of interests that shape the core of the conflict 

structure is thus inherent in the relationships between the Yemen government and the 

Houthi rebels. These conflicts of interests are based on the fact that the rebels accuse 

the Yemen government of corruption, of marginalising their region of origin (located 

in the northwest) on the religious, cultural and socio-economic levels (Héau, Stiernon, 

2017). Because the Houthis’ main interest is the reviving of Zaydism in Yemen and 

its protection, they consider the Sunni (and above all, Salafist) and the Western 

influences in Yemen as threats. Therefore, they reproach the Yemen government for 

its increasingly close ties with the United States since 2001 and for having called Sunni 

countries for help on 24th March 2015 (Héau, Stiernon, 2017). Moreover, the Houthi 

rebels attempt to establish a government and get it internationally-recognised (as it is 

the case of the current “National Salvation Government”) (Al Raisi, 2018). By getting 
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involved in Yemeni political affairs, they also attempt to change the electoral system 

that used to discriminate the Zaydi people by representing them as a minority within 

their own native region (Al Raisi, 2018). These political ambitions are obviously not 

welcomed by the Yemen government, all the more so as Zaydism advocates that what 

the Zaydis consider as the legitimate power must be defended or conquered by force 

or insurgency (Al Raisi, 2018).  

Another significant part of the conflicts of interests that shape the core of the 

conflict structure is inherent in the relationships between the Yemen government and 

the separatists from the south (whether they are members of the STC or not). These 

clashing interests are based on the fact that, since the unification of 1990, the 

separatists used to reproach the Yemen government for exploiting the oil reserves and 

wealth resources of southern Yemen, for discriminating the people of southern Yemen 

by seizing private lands of the south and attributing these lands to people that are 

affiliated with the government, for forcing to retire thousands of civil and military 

employees and for being responsible for the famine that severely affects the whole 

country (Human Rights Watch, 2009). In addition to this, the separatists also accuse 

the Yemen government of corruption, nepotism, and electoral fraud (Human Rights 

Watch, 2009). More precisely, in January 2018, the separatists demonstrated against 

the Yemen government under Prime Minister Ahmed bin Daghr, who was, according 

to the separatists, responsible for corruption, mismanagement and for being linked to 

the al-Islah party, which the separatists consider as terrorist (Mukhashaf, Kalin, 2018).  

Since all the elements that constitute the attitude of the parties and the 

contradiction of the conflict are henceforth clearly defined, the following step will 

consist of analysing to what extent the proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia in Yemen 

hinders the two last dynamic changes30 that are required to resolve the conflict. Yet, at 

this stage of the analysis, a theoretical aspect still needs to be developed. As previously 

explained, the Yemen conflict is an asymmetric conflict, that is to say that this conflict 

“implies the opposition of dissimilar parties” (Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016, p. 27). It 

should be added that, more precisely, the Yemen conflict is “qualitatively 

asymmetric”, because the parties involved in this conflict “differ in type” 

(Ramsbotham, et alii, p. 27): in the case of the Yemen conflict, the conflict opposes a 

 
30 This refers to “the change in the attitudes of the parties” and “the transformation of the relationships 

between the parties or of the clashing interests that shape the core of the conflict structure”.  
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state actor, the Yemen government, to a nonstate actor, the Houthi rebels or the 

separatists. Moreover, among the “dissimilar parties” (or “unequal parties”) who 

“differ in type”, in an asymmetric conflict, one can identify a topdog and an underdog, 

the former being in some way superior to the latter (Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016). In our 

case, the Yemen government can be considered as the topdog and the Houthi rebels 

and the separatists, as the underdogs, the superiority of the Yemen government being 

linked to the advantages inherent in its international recognition and in the power it 

acquired before the Houthis took Sana’a in January 2015.  

Thereupon, Ramsbotham, Woodhouse and Miall bring an additional element 

of reflexion to their theoretical approach: according to them, the only way to resolve 

an asymmetric conflict is to change “the structure of roles and relationships of the 

parties” (Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016, p. 27). In other terms, the two dynamic changes 

that are required to resolve a conflict – “the change in the attitudes of the parties” and 

““the transformation of the relationships between the parties or of the clashing interests 

that shape the core of the conflict structure” – need to occur in the frame of a “change 

of the structure of roles and relationship of the parties” (Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016, p. 

27). This change actually implies a change in the attitudes of the conflict, a 

transformation of the relationships between the top dog and the underdogs and a 

transformation of the clashing interests that shape the core of the conflict structure, 

since, as explained by Ramsbotham, Woodhouse and Miall, the change in the structure 

of roles and relationships “can never be in the interests of the top dog” (Ramsbotham, 

et alii, 2016, p. 27). In the case of the Yemen conflict, this implies that to resolve it, 

the Yemen government must make concessions and reconsider its relationships with 

the Houthis and the separatists.  

Having brought these theoretical precisions to the analysis, the testing of the 

second hypothesis will now focus on whether or not, the proxy war waged by Saudi 

Arabia in Yemen hinders the change in the structure of roles and relationships of the 

parties (that are, as previously developed, the Yemen government, the Houthi rebels 

and the separatists).  

In order to analyse the actions undertaken by Saudi Arabia that may have 

hindered – or encouraged – the change in the structure of roles and relationships, the 

factual review that was developed in section II. c. is of great usefulness. Indeed, if one 
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goes over the events that may have hindered or encouraged the change in the structure 

of relationships and roles in the conflict, one of these events seems particularly 

relevant. Indeed, the Riyadh agreement was brokered by Saudi Arabia and consisted 

of a power sharing between the STC and the Yemeni government and set up the 

integration of some members of the STC in the government and the return of the latter 

in the city of Aden (UN News, 2019). As the agreement includes a power sharing, it 

is obvious that the attitudes and the relationships between the Yemen government and 

the separatists of the STC has been significantly transformed, as did the conflicts of 

interests inherent in these relationships. One can thus conclude that Saudi Arabia did 

encourage a change in the structure of roles and relationships between the Yemen 

government and the separatists.  

However, concerning the Yemen government and the Houthi rebels, no events 

covered by the factual review seems to have significantly encouraged any change in 

the structure of roles and relationships. This can be explained by having a look at the 

interests of Saudi Arabia in the Yemen conflict. As a matter of fact, the most important 

interest of the Saudi Kingdom in Yemen is to counter the Iranian influence, that Saudi 

Arabia considers as a huge threat, essentially because Iran’s influence is at the Saudi 

border (hence the proxy war that the Kingdom wages in the country). By the way, this 

interest is so important that Saudi Arabia prioritises it at the expense of its other 

interests, such as the fight against terrorism. Indeed, Saudi Arabia is increasingly 

suspected of working with AQAP in its fight against the Houthis. Moreover, although 

Saudi Arabia considers the Muslim Brotherhood as a terrorist group, Saudi Arabia 

started, inter alia, to provide weapons to al-Islah, who represents the Muslim 

Brotherhood in Yemen. Thus, concerning the Houthi rebels, Saudi Arabia does not 

encourage any change in the structure of the relationships and roles with the Yemen 

government. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



66 

 

iii. Results of the second hypothesis analysis 

To conclude the testing of the second hypothesis, one can affirm that the proxy 

war waged by Saudi Arabia in Yemen partially hinders the change in the 

structure of roles and relationships between the parties that are at the core of the 

conflict (which implies a change in the positions of these parties), because the proxy 

war waged by Saudi Arabia does hinder this change between the Yemen government 

and the Houthi rebels, but does not hinder – and even encourages – this change 

between the Yemen government and the separatists (or at least, the separatists of the 

STC). Consequently, the second hypothesis is partially validated.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



67 

 

V. Conclusion 

The conceptual approach that was adopted in this study consisted of studying 

the intervention of Saudi Arabia in Yemen as occurring in the frame of the proxy war 

it wages against Iran. This approach constituted an important theoretical tool for the 

formulation of the research question: “To what extent does the proxy war waged by 

Saudi Arabia in Yemen affect the resolution of this conflict, between 25th March 2015 

and 5th November 2019?”.  

In order to attempt to answer this question, two hypotheses were formulated on 

the basis of the model of “conflict triangle” that was developed by Johan Galtung in 

1969. Briefly explained, this model implies that in order to resolve a conflict, three 

dynamic changes must happen: first, the de-escalation of the conflict behaviour, 

second, the change in the attitudes of the parties, and third, the transformation of the 

relationship between the parties and of the clashing interests that shape the core of the 

conflict (Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016). Therefore, the first hypothesis consisted of 

verifying if the proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia in Yemen hinders the de-escalation 

of the conflict behaviour. The testing of this hypothesis also solicited other theoretical 

elements that were complementary to the model of Galtung, such as the “conflict 

escalation and de-escalation model” (Ramsbotham, et alii, 2016). Then, the second 

hypothesis consisted of verifying if the proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia hinders the 

change in the positions of the parties within the conflict, which implies the two last 

dynamic change that must happen in order to resolve the Yemen conflict. The testing 

of this hypothesis also solicited other theoretical elements that were complementary to 

Galtung’s theory. These elements notably allowed us to realise that what needed to be 

verified throughout this second analysis was if the proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia 

in Yemen hinders the change in the structure of the roles and relationships between 

the parties that are at the core of the Yemen conflict, that is to say, the Yemen 

government, the Houthi rebels and the separatists (whether they are favourable to the 

STC or not).  

In fine, in order to answer the research question, one can conclude that the 

proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia in Yemen partially hinders the de-escalation of the 

conflict behaviour, and that it also partially hinders the change in the structure of the 

roles and relationships between the parties that are at the core of the Yemen conflict 
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(the terms “change in the structure of the roles and relationships between the parties 

that are at the core of the conflict” implying the “change of in the positions of these 

parties within the conflict”). Thus, according to the results of the testing of the two 

hypotheses, one can affirm that the proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia in Yemen 

affect the resolution of the conflict, between 25th March 2015 and 5th November 

2019. Indeed, it partially hinders the de-escalation of the conflict behaviour and 

partially hinders the change in the structure of the roles and relationships between the 

parties that are at the core of the conflict.  

The criticisms that one may make concerning this study is the fact that, given 

the fact that the concept of proxy war defined the approach adopted, this study may be 

mainly restricted to a realist approach, at the expense of other elements that are 

important in the Yemen conflict. A constructivist approach, for instance, could allow 

to take into account many aspects that are linked with the numerous fractures of 

Yemen. As a matter of fact, the analyses of the confessional, tribal and historical 

fractures of Yemen, that are also at the core of the conflict, could be complementary 

to this study.  

Lastly, it seems that the COVID-19 pandemic that broke out in the course of 

2020 may have led the parties, such as Saudi Arabia, to review their interests in the 

Yemen conflict. Therefore, the future analyses dealing with this subject may bring 

even more understanding elements of the effects of the proxy war waged by Saudi 

Arabia in Yemen.  
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Résumé du mémoire :  

 
The recent awareness campaigns concerning the arms sales to Saudi Arabia 

launched in several countries have placed in the spotlight the violations of international 
humanitarian law and international human rights law committed by the parties involved 
in the Yemen conflict. Consequently, given the major operations that Saudi Arabia and 
the Saudi-led coalition have carried out in Yemen since March 2015, it seems relevant 
to take a closer look at the effects of their intervention on the resolution of the Yemen 
conflict.  

 
Therefore, the objective of this master thesis is to understand whether or not the 

proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia in Yemen produces effects on the resolution of the 
Yemen conflict and, as the case may be, to what extent this proxy war waged by Saudi 
Arabia affects the resolution of this conflict. More precisely, the study will focus on a 
study period which starts from 25th March 2015 to 5th November 2019. Thus, the 
analysis that will be carried out will aim to answer the following research question: “To 
what extent does the proxy war waged by Saudi Arabia in Yemen affect the 
resolution of this conflict, between 25th March 2015 and 5th November 2019?”. 
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