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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background  

The Yemen civil war is currently in its fifth year, but tensions within the 

country have existed for many years. The conflict in Yemen has been labelled as 

the worst humanitarian crisis in the world by the United Nations (UN) and is 

categorized as a man-made phenomenon. According to the UN, 80% of the 

population of Yemen need humanitarian assistance, with 2/3 of its population 

considered to be food insecure while 1/3 of its population is suffering from extreme 

levels of hunger and most districts in Yemen at risk of famine. As the conditions in 

Yemen continue to deteriorate, the world’s largest cholera outbreak occurred in 

Yemen in 2017 with a reported one million infected.1 

Prior to the conflict itself, Yemen has been among the poorest countries in 

the Arab Peninsula. However, that is contradictory considering the natural 

resources that Yemen possess, such as minerals and oil, and its strategical location 

of being adjacent to the Red Sea.2 Yemen has a large natural reserve of natural 

gasses and minerals, with over 490 billion cubic meters as of 2010. These minerals 

include the likes of silver, gold, zinc, cobalt and nickel.   

The conflict in Yemen is a result of a civil war between the Houthi, with the 

help of Former President Saleh, and the Yemen government that is represented by 

                                                 
1 UNOCHA. “Yemen.” Humanitarian Needs Overview 2019, 2019. 

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/2019_Yemen_HNO_FINAL.pdf. 
2 Sophy Owuor, “What Are The Major Natural Resources Of Yemen?” WorldAtlas, 

February 19, 2019. https://www.worldatlas.com/articles/what-are-the-major-natural-resources-of-

yemen.html. 
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the internationally recognized President Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi. The conflict 

began due to the failure of political transition after the Arab Spring incident which 

led to political turnover of various governments of countries in Arab. However, the 

issue becomes complicated due to the involvement of third-party countries with 

varying interest. The two biggest countries that conduct an intervention in Yemen 

are Saudi Arabia and Iran.  

Saudi Arabia’s involvement is by leading a coalition comprised of nine 

North African and Middle Eastern country with the likes of United Arab Emirates 

(UAE), Sudan, Bahrain, Kuwait, Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, Saudi Arabia and 

Senegal as its members. The coalition claim that its intervention in Yemen is on the 

basis of a “humanitarian intervention”, as it gained international support from the 

likes of UK, United States (U.S.), France etc. However, the U.S. provide the most 

support, as the U.S. provide military training, military supplies and other forms of 

military assistance.  

The coalition’s involvement is a direct response of the request made by the 

Yemen President Hadi, who is pro-Saudi. The coalition provides military assistance 

such as supplies, training and active military participation. While Iran is involved 

in this war as a direct opposition to Saudi Arabia and its coalition, as Iran fully 

supports the Houthi insurgency.3 However, the kind of support that it provides 

remains unclear as official statement from the Iran government stressed that the 

assistance it provides is limited to consultations. While reports have indicated that 

                                                 
3 Irem Askar Karakir, “Ongoing Conflict in Yemen: A Proxy War?” Turkish Journal of 

TESAM Academy, no. 5 (2018): 121–49. https://dergipark.org.tr/en/download/article-file/528413. 
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Iran provide direct military assistance to the Houthi rebels. Nonetheless, both the 

UN and Saudi Arabia have accused Iran of providing military assistance to the 

Houthis.4  

According to Robert Meade Chilstrom in his report “Humanitarian 

Intervention under contemporary international law: a policy-oriented approach”, 

humanitarian intervention is defined as the use of military means by one or more 

states in another state’s territory for the purpose of ensuring the international 

standard of human rights is adequately fulfilled.5 The legality of humanitarian 

intervention still remains highly controversial with no consensus from the 

international community. In Ian Hurd’s article titled “Is Humanitarian Intervention 

Legal? The Rule of Law in an Incoherent World” humanitarian intervention is 

considered illegal due to its contradiction to the UN Charter of Article 2(4) which 

prohibits member states to use force against any state. However, Ian Hurd presents 

three arguments for the legality of humanitarian intervention. One of the arguments 

presented is that humanitarian intervention is complementary to the concept of 

sovereignty, with sovereignty conditional only when the government is respecting 

the obligation to protect its own people.6  However, in the case of the conflict in 

Yemen, the use of humanitarian intervention by the coalition contradicts the 

                                                 
4 “Iran Admits Supporting Houthis in Yemen for the First Time.” Middle East Monitor, 

October 3, 2019. https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20191003-iran-admits-supporting-houthis-

in-yemen-for-the-first-time/. 
5 Robert Meade Chilstrom, “Humanitarian Intervention Under Contemporary International 

Law: A Policy-Oriented Approach.” Yale Studies in World Order, no.1 (1974) 
6 Ian Hurd, “Is Humanitarian Intervention Legal? The Rule of Law in an Incoherent World” 

Ethics & International Affairs 25, no.3 (2011) 



 

4 

 

definition of the concept, and is merely claimed to legitimize its involvement in 

Yemen.  

The political alliance of Iran and Houthis stem from a shared ideological 

and religious background. As the two follow Shia Islam but have sectarian 

differences. Houthis follow Shia Zaydis, restricted to Yemen only, while Iran 

follow the Twelver doctrine. While there is difference between the two beliefs, Iran 

heavily influences the Houthi group. This can be seen after the Iranian revolution 

in 1979 in which the Iranian Embassy invited Yemeni men to visit and study the 

Iranian revolution experience. Among these men were Hussein al-Houthi, the 

founder of the Houthi group. The group’s ideology and structure would reflect that 

of the Iranian Revolution model and used slogans from the Iranian revolution such 

as ‘Death to America’ and ‘Death to Israel’. The group’s opposition to Sunni Islam 

also furthered their ties with Iran.7  

Currently, the condition in Yemen is that of a humanitarian catastrophe. As 

reported by the Washington Post, it is estimated there are as many as 95,000 people, 

including tens of thousands of civilians, that have been killed by violence since the 

war began.8 Violence has escalated even further since Houthi forces have seized the 

capital city, Sana’a in 2015 with further actions to take over the southern region of 

Yemen. Efforts of conducting “humanitarian intervention” by the Saudi-led 

coalition have also come under question by the international community. The 

                                                 
7 Maysaa Shuja, “Iran and Houthis: Between political alliances and sectarian tensions.” 

OpenDemocracy, June 15, 2017. https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/north-africa-west-asia/iran-

and-houthis-between-political-alliances-and-sectaria/. 
8 “World Report 2019: Rights Trends in Yemen.” Human Rights Watch, January 17, 2019. 

https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/country-chapters/yemen. 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/north-africa-west-asia/iran-and-houthis-between-political-alliances-and-sectaria/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/north-africa-west-asia/iran-and-houthis-between-political-alliances-and-sectaria/
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legitimacy of its use of humanitarian intervention has been deemed out of order. As 

it is reported by the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 

Rights (OHCHR) that as of November 2018, there have been over 6,000 civilians 

killed and 10,000 left wounded as a result of the armed conflict, with a majority 

conducted by Saudi Arabia-led coalition airstrikes. However, both sides have 

conducted egregious acts of human rights violation, the Houthi forces, in particular, 

have used war crime tactics such as torture and taking hostages. While both sides 

are not opposed to harass, threaten and rape innocent civilians.9 

However, the Saudi-led coalition faces a growing internal threat as Saudi 

Arabia and United Arab Emirates (UAE) alliance have come under some fire. Since 

then, minor issues within the Saudi-UAE alliance have resulted into larger 

fragmentation. Being that both Saudi-UAE are the two most politically and 

militarily dominant countries in the region, thus the success of the coalition hinges 

in the collaborative partnership between the two. The UAE’s support of the 

southern separatist movement that opposes President Hadi and subsequently the 

restoration of Yemen, has only increased the tension with Saudi Arabia. The murder 

of journalist Jamal Khashoggi – who’s murder is thought to be caused by Saudi 

Prince Muhammad bin Salman - has put the Saudi-UAE alliance under pressure.10 

Nonetheless, the Saudi-led coalition have maintained their “humanitarian 

intervention” in Yemen.  

                                                 
9 Ibid.  
10 Charles W. Dunne, “A Crumbling Saudi-Emirati Alliance in Yemen May Change U.S. 

Gulf Policy.” LobeLog, September 10, 2019. https://lobelog.com/a-crumbling-saudi-emirati-

alliance-in-yemen-may-change-u-s-gulf-policy/. 
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Not only has there been regional intervention but there has also been 

international interference in this issue. Countries such as the US, United Kingdom 

(UK) and France are culpable to the acts of violence in Yemen. This is due to their 

continued support of Saudi Arabia-led coalition, where they provide ammunitions 

and other military assistance. The United States is among the most frequent 

benefactor to the coalition with air fuel supplies, intelligence information and other 

tactical military support. While the UK provides support through military training 

and weaponries to members of the coalition.11  

Intergovernmental Organizations (IGOs) such as the UN have also 

responded to the issue in Yemen through the deployment of peacekeeping forces, 

mediation and arranging agreements between the two active parties. The UN 

Security Council (UNSC) has provided resolutions such as 2216, in 2015, that state 

a travel ban on individuals that obstruct any humanitarian assistance in Yemen. 

Also, in 2016, UNSC put forth resolution 2452 which authorized a six-month period 

to form a committee to monitor a cease-fire agreement, which is no longer in 

affect.12 The European Parliament has called for the suspension of arms sale to 

Saudi Arabia among European Union (EU) members.13  

The regional organization within the Middle East, such as the League of 

Arab States (LAS) and the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), has not remained 

silent regarding the issue in Yemen. To fully understand where these two regional 

organizations side in this conflict we must look to the organizational structure and 

                                                 
11 Human Rights Watch op. cit.  
12 Jeremy M. Sharp, “Yemen: Civil War and Regional Intervention.” Congressional 

Research Service Report 43, no. 9 (2019). https://fas.org/sgp/crs/mideast/R43960.pdf. 
13 Ibid.  
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membership of each organization. LAS comprises of 22 countries from around 

North Africa, Horn of Africa and Arabia, and out of the 22 countries Iran is not 

among its members. While the GCC is comprised of six Middle Eastern countries 

which are Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, UAE, Qatar, Bahrain and Oman, all of which are 

members of the Saudi Arabia-coalition except Oman, the organization itself is 

spearheaded by Saudi Arabia. Hence, it is reasonable to say there is a general bias 

from Saudi Arabia.  

In recent years, these two organizations have both publicly commented on 

the situation in Yemen and have called for the quick resolution to the issue. Early 

this year in the LAS-EU Summit, the secretary-general of the Arab League 

challenged the involvement of both Turkey and Iran in the conflict in Yemen while 

also underlining the importance of territorial integrity of the region as opposed to 

military means to end conflict in Yemen.14 The GCC played a key role in the 

democratic upheaval in Yemen that resulted from the Arab Spring, in which the 

GCC brokered the political transition of Yemen’s longstanding President Saleh and 

was succeeded by Mansur Hadi. However, this political change culminated to the 

civil war between Houthi and President Hadi’s government. In late 2018, the chief 

of GCC publicly announced the desire to restart peace talks in Yemen but there has 

been no further development into these peace talks.15  

                                                 
14 Kaitlin Lavinder, “EU & Arab Leaders Meet in First-Ever Summit, Deepening 

Cooperation.” South EU Summit, February 28, 2019. https://www.southeusummit.com/europe/eu-

arab-leaders-meet-in-first-ever-summit-deepening-cooperation/. 
15 Hussein Mahmoud Elkabany, “GCC Chief Hopes for Restart of Yemen Peace Talks.” 

Anadolu Ajansı. Accessed September 16, 2019. https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/gcc-chief-

hopes-for-restart-of-yemen-peace-talks/1301642. 
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The countries within Middle East uphold tradition and culture highly, and 

thus one of the main objectives of forming a regional organization was to preserve 

what is considered the Arab culture and tradition while also deterring Western 

influence. The formation of LAS, undoubtably the largest regional organization in 

Middle East, was in part an attempt to retaliate against the European Mandate 

System.16 Yet the Middle East is often dubbed as “the region without regionalism” 

due to its weak regionalism, there lies no political or social cohesion within the area. 

There is also a lack of regional cooperation between the countries in Middle East. 

Matters worsen after the Arab Spring resulted in political upheaval across the 

region, such as in Syria, Yemen and Libya, which have severely weakened the 

political stability of the state resulting in even less regional cooperation.17 

Nonetheless, the lack of strong regionalism in a region that faces considerable 

political and military or economic crises has resulted in limited region-building. 

LAS have received the blunt of the criticism due to their inability to play a central 

role in resolving crisis in the region.18 LAS have not been able to stop the military 

intervention from both Iran and Saudi-led coalition in Yemen either.  

1.2 Research Question 

In accordance to the previously states points, this research asks the following 

research questions:  

1. What are the dynamics of the Yemen conflict? 

                                                 
16 Marco Pinfari. “Regional Organizations in the Middle East.” Oxford Handbooks Online, 

2016. https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199935307.013.86. 
17 Ayesgul Sever, “Regionalism Revisited in the Post-Arab Spring Middle East” LSE 

IDEAS Strategic Update. (2019) 
18 Maro Pinfari, “Regional Organizations in the Middle East” 
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2.  What are the political agenda of main actors in the Yemen conflict? 

3. What are the responses of the League of Arab States towards the crisis in 

Yemen?  

1.3 Research Objectives 

The objective of this research is to identify the dynamics of the conflict in 

Yemen while also identifying the political agenda behind the involvement of the 

major actors in this case and whether the intervention that is conducted furthers the 

humanitarian crisis within the country.  This research paper also seeks to highlight 

the contributions conducted by LAS in resolving the conflict in Yemen. All in order 

to find and understand the reasons behind the conflict that has occurred in Yemen 

that can impact the stability of Yemen and the Arab region. 

1.4 Research Contributions  

The result of this research proposal will provide an insight to the 

humanitarian crisis that plagues the people of Yemen while also providing an in-

depth analysis of the civil war, while underlining its complexity. This research is 

significant to the International Relations major as the topic discusses current 

international issues such as humanitarian issues that include famine and innocent 

casualties, while also including international actors such as IGOs. The aim of this 

research paper is to refine the public knowledge on international affairs that exist 

outside the public knowledge. In addition, this topic will enhance the field of social 

science, especially in international relations as it pertains to global issues. Thus, it 

is believed that this research will be beneficial both to scholars of social studies and 

the general public.  
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1.5 Structure of Writing 

The first chapter, which is the introduction, provides a general overview of the 

main topic of the thesis, which includes the background of the thesis topic, the 

research question, what the objectives are for this research, and provide the purpose 

of this thesis. 

The second chapter, which is the theoretical framework, explains further the 

theory of international relations and concepts that are used to analyze the dynamics 

of the conflict in Yemen. This chapter also gathers and summarizes peer-reviewed 

research in relation to the conflict, especially in the concept of intervention and 

political interest within the Arab region.  

The third chapter, which is the methodology, establishes an in-depth 

explanation on the research approach, research method and means of data collection 

that is used in gathering the necessary data for the research. In addition, this chapter 

presents the data analysis method that is used in analyzing the collected data with 

the purpose of answering the research question.  

The fourth chapter, which is the analysis, provides the analysis of the topic 

which is the dynamics of the conflict in Yemen that is presented as the highlight of 

the thesis. This chapter analyzes and presents all the data collected regarding the 

topic at hand methodically in relation to the theory and concepts of international 

relations used. The outcome of the analysis is used to answer the research question 

within this thesis.  

The fifth chapter, which is the conclusion, provides the synopsis of the analysis 

in chapter four and concludes what had been analyzed.  


