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Y 

emen’s Iran-backed 
Houthi rebels moved to 
consolidate their grip on 
Sana’a after forces loyal 
to the group killed for-

mer President Ali Abdullah Saleh.
Media reports from Yemen said 

the Houthis were rounding up 
or placing under house arrest of-
ficials from Saleh’s General Peo-
ple’s Congress (GPC) party. Dozens 
of Saleh’s loyalists, including his 
nephew and the head of his party, 
have reportedly been killed during 
Houthi raids.

Under the guise of cracking 
down on corruption, the rebels 
have seized the assets of many GPC 
members.

Media watchdog Reporters With-
out Borders said the Houthis de-
tained more than 40 media staff.

“This hostage-taking is typical 
of the climate of hostility in Yemen 
towards journalists, who are often 
targeted in this conflict,” said Alex-
andra El Khazen, head of Report-
ers Without Borders’ Middle East 
desk.

Among those detained were 
workers at the pro-GPC television 
station Yemen Today, which has 
resumed broadcasting but from 
Cairo rather Sana’a. Yemen Today 
called on Yemenis to revolt against 
the Houthis.

The rebels in Sana’a dispersed 
a demonstration by women de-
manding the body of Saleh for his 
funeral. It was not clear where the 
Houthis, who have confirmed they 
still hold Saleh’s body, intend to 
bury the former president.

Yemenis on social media said 
they were using alternative sys-
tems to bypass a block on Facebook 
and Twitter apparently imposed by 
the Houthis.

Many Yemenis have been stay-
ing indoors and stocking up on 
basic goods as clashes between the 
rebels and Saleh’s loyalists occa-
sionally flare up. The International 
Committee of the Red Cross said 
more than 230 people have been 
killed in the fighting between the 
former allies since early December. 
The Houthis staged a mass cere-
mony to honour militants killed in 
fights with Saleh’s loyalists.

Saleh, who was killed on De-
cember 4 by rebels in Sana’a, had 

formed an alliance of convenience 
with the Houthis after they seized 
control of the capital in September 
2014.

The two sides, which had previ-
ously been enemies, joined forces 
to topple the internationally recog-
nised government led by President 

Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi, who has 
been backed by a Saudi-led coali-
tion since March 2015.

Saudi Arabia called for a Yemen 
free of “militias supported by Iran” 
and the Hadi government ordered 
its troops to advance to Sana’a. 
Pro-government troops reportedly 

drove the Houthis from the Red 
Sea town of Khokha.

The fallout between Saleh’s loy-
alists and the Houthis could mean 
the rebels will be weaker.

“The Houthis have lost their 
popular and political cover. This 
is a natural result of their betrayal 
and their terror crimes against 
your leaders. They (Houthis) will 
lose in the (war) fronts after they 
lost their popular cover,” tweeted 
Faika al-Sayed Ba-Alawi, a leading 
member of the GPC.

“The brutality in which Saleh 
was executed created huge sym-
pathy for his family and for the 
GPC even in areas like Taiz that his 
forces bombed for [more than two-
and-a-half] years,” tweeted Nadwa 
Dawsari, a non-resident senior fel-
low at the Project on Middle East 
Democracy (POMED).

To impose their will, the Houthis 
are likely to resort to more brutal-
ity.

“Houthis are going to rule Sana’a 
using fear. They are going to use 
that fear with the tribes,” Osamah 
al-Rawhani, from the think-tank 
Sana’a Centre, told Al Jazeera.

Saleh’s death may have made 
the chances of reaching a resolu-
tion to the conflict more difficult 
as he was viewed as a figure able to 
strike a compromise deal.

“Without his deal-making 
skills, the civil war he helped to 
spark and the devastating hu-
manitarian crisis it caused are only  
likely to get worse,” Peter Salis-
bury, a senior consulting fellow at 
Chatham House, wrote on the BBC 
website.

“With Saleh dead and his al-
lied forces apparently crumbling 
in the face of a Houthi onslaught, 
the future of Yemen’s conflict looks 
grim.”

Adam Baron, a visiting fellow at 
the European Council for Foreign 
Relations, predicted more violence 
to engulf Yemen.

“The latest events only seem 
to portend a deepening cycle of 
violence, one that pushes any de-
escalation — let alone peace — even 
further away,” he told the website 
justsecurity.org.

Houthi rebels tighten grip on 
Sana’a after Saleh’s assassination
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— March 21, 1942: Born to a 
North Yemen family linked to 
the powerful Hashid tribal con-
federation.
— 1962: Joins the army. Takes 
part in the coup that replaces the 
Zaidi imamate with an Arab na-
tionalist republic.
— 1978: Following the assas-
sination of President Ahmad 
al-Ghashmi, Saleh is elected 
president of North Yemen by a 
constituent assembly.
— 1990: Steers the country to re-
unification with the communist 
south, becoming president of a 
unified Yemen.
— 1991: Angered Gulf Arab allies 
by staying close to Saddam Hus-
sein during the Iraqi occupation 
of Kuwait.
— 1994: Swept to victory when 
southerners tried to secede from 
Yemen and drew closer to Saudi 
Arabia.
— 2001: Began cooperating with 
US authorities after the 9/11 at-
tacks.
— 2004-10: Fought six wars 
against northern Houthi rebels, 
who, like Saleh, belong to the 
Zaidi Shia Muslim minority.
— 2011: Popular calls for him to 
step down in January; injured in 
an attack in June.
— 2012: Stepped down  
February 27 after months of 
demonstrations against his 33-
year rule. Despite being forced 
to leave office under a Gulf-bro-
kered transition plan, Saleh was 
given immunity in the deal and 
remained a powerful political 
player
— 2014: Allies with the Houthis 
— his former enemies — who in 
September seized Sana’a and 
moved to control other cities
— 2015: Fearing the Houthis are 
a proxy for its arch-foe Iran, a 
Saudi-led coalition began a mili-
tary campaign to support the in-
ternationally recognised Yemeni 
government.
— 2017: End of the alliance be-
tween Saleh and Houthi rebels, 
who claim on December 4 that 
the ex-president had been killed.

(The Arab Weekly and news 
agencies)
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Emboldened. A Houthi rebel raises a gun after the death of 
Yemen’s former President Ali Abdullah Saleh in Sana’a, on 
December 4.                                                             (Reuters)

Reporters Without 
Borders reported that 
the Houthis have 
detained more than 
40 media staff.

Viewpoint

T 

he death of former 
Yemeni President Ali 
Abdullah Saleh dem-
onstrates a lot about 
the nature of the coun-
try’s civil war. Saleh 

was killed by Houthi rebels, with 
whom he had previously been al-
lied and against whom he publicly 
turned two days before.

Saleh, who died at the age of 
75, was considered a wily politi-
cian, adept at manipulating rivals. 
An oft-quoted, though likely 
misattributed remark of his held 
that governing Yemen was like 
“dancing on the heads of snakes.” 
Much wry comment ensued after 
the pictures of his corpse began 
circulating, to the effect that one 
of the snakes whose head he had 
trampled had bitten Saleh back.

There is a little truth to this. 
The civil war is, in part, Saleh’s 
creation. After he was forced from 
power after decades, Saleh allied 
with the Houthis to oppose the 
country’s internationally recog-

nised government and was an 
important figure in arranging the 

rebels’ capture of Sana’a in 2014.

The Saudi-led intervention in 
Yemen and the widening of the 
country’s civil war followed that 
rebellion. Saleh’s involvement 
in capturing and retaining the 
capital for the Houthis lengthened 
the war, in which the rebels have 
faced an international air cam-
paign and technological asymme-
try. The war created an extensive 
humanitarian crisis.

Saleh was not an uncomplicated 
ally to the Houthis, even in revolt. 
“Saleh’s shifting of alliances is a 
political strategy that enabled him 
to stay in power for almost four 
decades. However, it also led to 
his demise,” said Noha Abouelda-
hab, a visiting fellow at the Brook-
ings Institution’s Doha Centre.

Thinking he could manipulate 
everyone led to political problems 
for the former president. “Saleh’s 
mistake was that he miscalculated 
the reaction of the Houthis when 
he declared his (re)-alliance with 
the Saudis,” Aboueldahab said.

Saleh’s political gamesmanship 
strained the relationship between 
his allies and the Houthis. “The 
tensions between Saleh and the 

Houthis had been growing for 
quite some time. They did not 
happen overnight,” Aboueldahab 
said. “Saleh misread these ten-
sions and thought that he could 
rely on the support of the Saudis 
to stay on top of the political game 
in Yemen.”

Saleh declared his opposition 
to the Houthis on television on 
December 2. This led to clashes 
in Sana’a. “Given that the Saudis 
are not ‘on the ground’ in Yemen, 
Saleh and his loyalists were left to 
their own defences to fend off the 
Houthis, and they were ultimately 
unsuccessful,” said Aboueldahab.

Saleh was killed shortly after his 
public break with the Houthis. A 
final political gamble had proven 
that he had no more luck.

When Saleh’s death was con-
firmed, much was said about his 
generation’s significance. Pictures 
of Saleh at the height of his power 
circulated, including group shots 
of Saleh and other Middle East 
leaders, such as Iraq’s Saddam 
Hussein and Libya’s Muammar 
Qaddafi. His death, it was said, 
marked the end of an era.

Onlookers would be forgiven for 
thinking this a positive develop-
ment, believing that it is good 
when dictators die and their 
attempts at retaining or regaining 
power fail.

Aboueldahab is less optimistic 
and does not endorse the generali-
sation. “Saleh does not represent 
the ‘last’ of a generation of Arab 
dictators,” she said. “[Syrian Presi-
dent] Bashar Assad is still very 
much in power, for example.”

The superficial positivity of a 
dictator’s demise cannot disguise 
something less positive. Rather 
than beginning a process of de-
mocratisation and the overthrow 
of tyranny, the “Arab spring” may 
have prompted the opposite. 
Thus, the overthrow of the old 
men who defined Arab tyranny 
may mean less than thought.

In Yemen, Saleh’s death tells of 
a violent, chaotic conflict far from 
resolution. Across the Middle East 
more widely, the death of an old 
tyrant means little for a region in 
which many suffer under oppres-
sion orchestrated by younger 
faces.

Saleh’s downfall is hardly the end of an era

James Snell

Thinking he could 
manipulate 
everyone led to 
political problems 
for the former 
president.

is a British journalist.
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