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Intro
Despite being one of the most conflict-ridden places in the world, the average person hardly even knows where Yemen is. This is unfortunate as it is the centre of conflicts that people should know about. Yemen’s has been subject to a number of civil wars during its brief united history, the latest having started in 2014. Layered on top of that civil war is a war with its powerful neighbor and foe, Saudi Arabia. Since its creation as a unified country the smaller and much less wealthy Yemen has had to deal with repeated border wars with Saudi Arabia. In fact, Yemen’s history in the Middle East shows that it has had to deal with foreigners quite often, dating back to British interest in the area in the 1800s for its strategic location on the route to India. Similarly, when South Yemen was created in 1967 it was closely aligned with the Soviet Union who also valued its geopolitical significance but left it to languish after the breakup of the Soviet Union in 1991.  Likewise, North Yemen had intricate dealings with Egypt, another country that left it in the dirt. Yemen, a majority Shia country, though not near Iran, has also been heavily influenced by the political and religious battles between Shia Iran and Sunni Saudi Arabia. Its internal stability has been rocked by a rebel movement, the Houthis, potentially tied to Iran and opposed to Saudi Arabai. Therefore, Yemen’s current horrible situation – civil war combined with a war with Saudi Arabia and its resulting humanitarian crisis – is a reflection of the combination of internal and external factors that have, over a long period of time, caused a continuing pattern of an unstable country that is caught in the crosshairs between two powerful and religiously opposed foreign powers in the region – Saudi Arabia and Iran. 

Sub-topic 1: Overview of current issue 
Currently, Yemen is mired in a deadly struggle, both internally and externally. Yemen’s most recent Civil War is a product of long-simmering tensions between various factions in the country – a country that had only been united since 1990. The former south and the former north had not gotten along since unification in 1990. A rebel group called the Houthis, made up of Zaydi Muslims, attacked the capital city of Sana, in 2014 after moving south in protest over reduced fuel subsidies.  On and off they accepted the president’s word to make reforms, but then eventually pushed him out 
. Even as the civil war grew, Saudi Arabia declared war on Yemen.  This war began in 2015 under the leadership of newly ensconced Saudi defence minister Mohamed bin Salman, Crown Prince and son of the current Saudi king.  It was begun as a reprisal against the new Yemeni government under control of the Houthis. Zaydis are Shia while Saudis are Sunni Muslims. The Yemeni president had asked for the Saudis to intervene during the crisis in the capital involving the Houthis. The Saudis also felt they should intervene because they felt the Houthis were under control of Iran, their regional Shia enemy 
The two wars combined have resulted in a severe humanitarian crisis. The war on Yemen is said to have provoked one of the world’s worst humanitarian crises. Yemen was poor to begin with, but with the Saudi blockade (after Nov. 2017) and bombing campaign, people began starving in what has been called a man-made famine. There is also a cholera epidemic. It is estimated that over 16 000 civilians have died as of March 2019 
.  In international affairs, US President Trump and Saudi ruler Bin Salman share a vision of ridding the Middle East of Iranian power, catching Yemen in the middle. The closeness of the relationship between Saudi Arabia and the United States as they plan to reshape the Middle East, especially in an anti-Iran way, is coming into sharper view now. The Yemen War is widely seen as a proxy war in which the Saudis under Mohamad bin Salman are trying to eliminate Iranian influence, in this case through the Shia Houthi rebels (the targets of Saudi bombs)
. There seems to be evidence that the Houthis are being armed and funded by Iran. In 2017 Reuters quoted Nic Jenzen-Jones, head of Armament Research Services, which purports to track Iranian sales to Yemen: 
‘“We have seen some more success in sea-based transfers over the last few months and I suspect the general uptick in the frequency of Iranian arms that we are documenting is partially a result of more successful deliveries by sea.”’ 

Yemen’s current struggles, both internal and external, have contributed to the instability of the region and threaten to expand into wider war.
Yemen’s current double bind – civil war plus external war - is a consequence of longstanding internal instability exacerbated by external involvements of selfish foreign powers. As will be seen throughout the essay, Yemen has long been caught in the middle between different foreign powers. Currently those powers are Saudi Arabia and Iran. The involvement of the United States reflects both continuity and change. It is a change in the sense that the previous US administration under Obama did not have a close relationship with Saudi Arabia. The Trump White House, through Trump’s son-in-law, Jared Kushner, is trying to build a closer relationship with Saudi Arabia because they both want to eliminate the regional power of their common enemy, Iran 
. It is also a continuity in the sense that Arab animosity toward Iran goes back to the dominance of the Safavid Empire during the 1500s as will be seen in the essay
. Add CS
Sub-topic 2: Long-term Background roots 1 (external)
Looking back ino the history of the Middle East, it is easy to see that the area that now comprises Yemen was attractive to powerful foreigners including the Persians and the British. The Safavid Empire of the 1500s was a time when the Shia Persian Empire came to dominate the mostly Sunni Middle East. The Shia Safavid dynasty broke from the dominant Sunni power of the time, the Ottoman Empire, in 1501 after the Ottomans outlawed Shia Islam
. The Safavid Empire became a major world power, enriched by east-west trade and patronage of the arts. Its government and Shia religion completely overlapped
. British imperialism in the 19th century, especially around the Suez Canal, brought foreign influence to Yemen. Britain had actually come to control Aden in 1839. Britain used the Suez route (through the isthmus to the Red Sea) before there was a Suez Canal – which is why it annexed Aden (on the Red Sea coast) in 1839 in order to have more trade, and protect the territory around the trade route to India
. Thirty years later, the Suez Canal, linking the Mediterranean and the Red Sea in order to shorten the trade route with India, opened in 1869. This brought more attention to the Red Sea area, including Yemen. Both the British and the Ottomans expanded out from the centres of their territories, thus border issues ensued which were eventually determined by non-Yemenis. Even as tribes showed some allegiance to Britain, they didn’t like a lot of the modern policies of Aden, including the presence of a lot of foreigners
. The Safavid Empire’s rise partly explains the historical roots of the religious (and therefore political) divide between Sunnis (today represented by Saudi Arabia in this case) and Shia (today represented by the Iranians who are appear to be helping the Houthi rebels in their war against Saudi Arabia). This is a long-term causal factor in the current war. Similarly, British influence in the region dates back to the 19th century and is another example of an outside power using the region for its own good. Therefore, there is a continuity in the pattern of foreign intervention in Yemen for countries’ selfish interests. Yemen’s susceptibility to foreign influence has a been a defining factor in the region’s history for over 500 years.
Sub-topic 3: Long-term Background roots 2 (internal and external)
Add TS. Zaydi Islam had been strong in the north of Yemen for centuries. Zaydi Islam dates back to the 800s CE, and is named after Zayd ibn ʿAlī. Zaydi Islam is a branch of the Shia sect
. A Zaydi line of imams was founded in northern Yemen lasting up until 1962. Zaydi Muslims currently make up approximately 45 per cent of Yemen’s population. Historically Zaydis and other Muslims have gotten along fine in Yemen
. The north’s unstable imamate was heavily influenced by a spate of foreign governments, creating instability. Between World War One and Two Imam Yahya sought Italian support because he was in border conflicts with both Britain and Saudi
.  Later, the north formed a military treaty with Egypt and Saudi Arabia in 1958 that resulted in the creation of the United Arab States – a loose combination of Yemen plus the United Arab Republic (UAR), Egyptian president Nasser’s creation of a federation between Egypt and Syria
.  Furthermore, later there was a civil war with South Yemen, with Egypt backing al-Sallal’s forces in which Egypt sent 20 000 to 70 000 troops to fight against the royalists who didn’t want Yemen to become a republic
.  Royalists were armed by Saudi Arabia who had as its fighters mostly tribal Zaydis who disliked Egyptian involvement
.  Meanwhile, the republic was recognized by the UN in 1962, but Nasser wouldn’t fully pull out of Yemen despite losing heavily until 1967 when he was otherwise occupied fighting Israel during the Six-Day War
. In terms of contributing to today’s crisis, Yemen’s religious continuity has an effect in that the Houthi Rebels (those opposed to Saudi Arabia and supposedly supported by Iran) are Zaydi Muslims. Zaydi Islam is a minority sect but is and has long been very strong in the north, meaning that there have been persistent divisions within Yemen contributing to its internal weakness. These in turn have left it vulnerable to external powers such as Saudi Arabia and its current war. Similarly, the pattern of foreign involvement in the north once again highlights the vulnerability of Yemen to the whims of foreign governments. Nasser’s experiments with the northern imamate reveals a foreign power’s interest in Yemen for its own – at the time politically expedient reasons, culminating in the abandonment of Yemen once again. Saudi Arabia’s interest in today’s Yemen follows this same pattern. The pattern of Yemen’s vulnerability to foreigners continues to cause instability and crises. 
Sub-topic 4: Medium-term Background roots 3 (external) (note – very long paragraph)
Even more recently in its history Yemeni people had been heavily influenced by self-serving foreign powers such as the Soviet Union and Iran. From independence on there was foreign influence on South Yemen, in the form of the USSR. Britain handed over its South Yemen territory to the National Liberation Front in 1967 and the People’s Republic of South Yemen was proclaimed. Eventually it became a Marxist country closely aligned with the Soviet Union
.  The Soviet influence on South Yemen was self-serving, both for geo-political and military reasons as seen through these quotes from an admittedly biased 1981 CIA intelligence assessment titled “The USSR and the Yemens: Moscow’s Foothold on the Arabian Peninsula.”
 : 

The Soviets are likely to devote more attention to the Arabian Peninsula in the years ahead as they seek to counter increased US military activity and ensure their own access to the region’s oil. 

Moscow almost certainly calculates that its indispensable security assistance will overshadow its economic stinginess. 

The Soviets probably hope that the extension of Soviet influence in the Yemens will lead other Arab states, particularly the conservatives led by Saudi Arabia, to seek some accommodation with the USSR, especially if the United States is perceived to be unreliable or indecisive.

The Soviets hoped to use Yemen to their benefit. Similarly, events in nearby Iran had major effects on Yemen. The Iranian Revolution in 1979 changed the power dynamics in the Middle East with the rise of a new Shia player. In 1979 the western-influenced Shah’s regime was toppled by a religious uprising led by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomayni. Reza Shah Pahlavi’s dynasty went back to 1921, when the British supported a coup against the Qajar dynasty. His son, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, took over after his father refused to support Britain during WWII. The Shah tried to reform the economy and eventually disallowed other political parties, relying on a notoriously harsh secret service. He was criticized for being too pro-western and too secular (looking back to the Persian Empire in a nationalist, not religious way). This in particular annoyed some Shia Muslims whose main leader, Ayatolla Ruhollah Khomayni, took on the leadership against the Shah. The leading Shia cleric was Khomayni, who had been forced into exile by the Shah previously for his opposition. Protests against the Shah began in 1977. Eventually they escalated into government-declared martial law and then a general strike. All of this culminated in protests in Tehran that may have had as many as nine million people present.  The Shah fled Iran in Jan. 1979. Khomayni returned and became supreme leader of the now Republic of Iran. He eventually centralized his rule over a theocratic government run by the Shia clerics. Tensions with the US rose after the attack on the US embassy in Nov. 1979 resulted in Iranian students taking 52 Americans hostage for 444 days. Less than a year later, the Iran-Iraq war established that the two countries were mortal enemies
. In the early 1990s during the first Persian Gulf War, Yemen sided with Iraq, contrary to the wishes of powerful neighbour Saudi Arabia. From 1990 to 1991 the Persian Gulf War raged in the Middle East following Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait. The US formed close ties with the Saudis at this time as Kuwait was between Iraq’s southern border and Saudi Arabia. King Fahd got the top Saudi cleric’s approval for US troops to defend Islam’s holiest sites. Some 230 000 US troops used Saudi Arabia as a base to force Iraqi troops out of Kuwait
. The ever-closer ties between the Saudis and Americans meant bad news for now-united Yemen as it chose to support Iraq. In reaction, the Saudis sent one million Yemeni foreign workers back and stopped supporting Yemen
. Ever since the Iranian Revolution of 1979, Yemen has had to choose between allegiance to its fellow Shia power or to Sunni Saudi Arabia.  

Yemen’s history has contributed to its severe situation today by way of its pattern of foreign involvement. Even after the decline of foreign powers in the region such as the Ottoman Empire and the Safavid Empire, parts of Yemen still fell under foreign influence, first by the British and then the Soviet Union (need to include Iran). This repetitive pattern came to a turning point in 1979 after the Iranian Revolution established a strong Shia powerbase in the Middle East. Though Yemen was now independent, it would later be caught in the middle between the Shia Iranians (in the form of their support for the Houthi rebels) and the Sunni Saudis who began a war against the Houthi rebels as they gathered strength in Yemen in 2014. Similarly, the foreign involvement of the Soviet Union in South Yemen was self-serving as it didn’t provide large amounts of economic assistance, just military training, equipment and advice to serve its own strategic interests. By the time of the Gulf War, Yemen’s decision not to support the aggrieved Saudi Arabia had serious ramifications. Transition to unification in 1990 had gone as planned and its popularity was not that high due to serious economic conditions resulting from the loss of income of Yemeni workers in Saudi Arabia. The new state was thus quite weak and vulnerable to renewed civil war
. Yemen would not be where it is today – caught in a civil war and in a power struggle between Iran and Saudi Arabia – if it weren’t for the neglect of the Soviet Union and the influence of the Iranian Revolution and subsequent Gulf War. 
Sub-topic 4: Medium-term Background roots 3 (internal but with external influences)

Even after the Gulf War, Saudi Arabia and Iran loomed large in Yemen’s history, particularly in their influences on internal Yemeni politics. Unification of the two Yemens was not highly successful, quickly resulting in a civil war in 1994. Shortly after coming together, north and south fought. For many, it was not a surprise given the problems before it. One reason for unity had been to face Saudi Arabia together as northern and southern populations combined were more than all of Saudi Arabia
.  Saleh had held in power in the north since 1978. Meanwhile, Ali Salem al-Baidh held power in the south, which was deteriorating because of the end of Soviet funding – he was supposed to be Saleh’s deputy in the unified government. The first election inside united Yemen showed that the south voted for Marxist parties so old divisions remained. Baidh left the capital of unified Yemen and went south to his home region. Saleh was very unhappy about this and it got violent when he sent troops after Baidh
; civil war resulted. Internal Yemeni politics have been highly influenced by relations with foreign powers resulting in instability. Another internal event that shows the effect of foreign powers if the issue of the Houthi rebel movement. Houthis and Zaydis are not the same. Zaydi is a religion. Houthi is more of a political movement founded by Zaydis. According to this interpretation, the Houthis were founded as a political/religious group possibly by Yemeni President Saleh who was hoping to use them against Saudi Arabia as a result of various border disputes in the 1990s
. Later, Imam Hussein Badreddin al-Houthi wanted to radicalize the Houthis by turning to Iran for ideology and support. After Saleh signed a border agreement with Saudi Arabia in 2000 he didn’t need them anymore.  They wouldn’t go down easily and he never pushed them to the brink through a series of ceasefires. They took part in the uprising against Yemeni President Saleh in 2011. As a possible gift for their support they were given a northern province
. This was not a country built on a foundation of stability. Yemen’s internal instability can be seen through its most recent but not first civil war. The civil war only four years after unification contributed to further weakening of the young country and made it even more vulnerable to foreign intervention and manipulation as would later come with the events of the 2000s. Also, part of the cause of today’s Yemeni crisis is the Houthi rebellion. In tracing the roots of the Houthis it can be seen that they were possibly created to be a pawn in a political game. Eventually their relations with a foreign power – in this case Iran – caused the same thing to happen to Yemen as with other foreign involvements; it became victimized.  As can be seen, Yemen’s history has painted it into a corner between Saudi Arabia and Iran. 
Sub-topic 5: Short-term Background roots (external)
External forces and events continued to influence Yemen’s politics into the 1990s and 2000s. The attack on the World Trade Centre 2001 had serious effects on Yemen. After the Sept. 11, 2001 destruction of the World Trade Centre in New York, President Saleh of Yemen tried to express his support for the US, but many in Yemen were Islamists or nationalists and didn’t like his cozying up to the US. Many of these were former mujahedeen in Afghanistan who had fled to Yemen after the defeat of the USSR there in 1992, the Soviets having invaded in 1980.  Many of these fighters had come to Afghanistan from the Middle East, including the notorious Osama Bin Laden from Saudi Arabia, to defeat the Soviets whom they saw as atheist foreigners invading a Muslim country. Ironically, they received support from the American Central Intelligence Agency to help bring down the US’s cold war enemy, the USSR
.   A decade later, another external event, the Arab Spring 2011 protests, brought out anti-government feelings in Yemen. The Arab spring was a protest movement that began in December 2010 in Tunisia. It spread from there to other Arab states including, most notably, Egypt. It was also felt in Yemen where anti-government protests that contributed to the unpopularity of President Saleh, especially after he repressed these protests, began in January, 2011
. Protestors called for democracy. President Saleh committed to some reforms, including not running again, but it didn’t satisfy the protestors. They wanted him out of office, especially as security forces started using a heavier hand against protestors. It got so heavy that some army commanders joined with the opposition. Yet, Saleh just would not go. Troops came from the regions into the capital. This left a vacuum in the regions that militants began to fill. Finally, this contributed to fracturing and calls for the end of the unified Yemen
. Once again, foreign influences had a major effect on Yemen.  This was seen through the return of the mujahedeen from Afghanistan following the 2001 attack on the World Trade Centre and the 2011 Arab Spring. Though the World Trade Centre collapse had nothing to do with Yemen, its ripple effects were felt and caused Yemen to weaken internally further. It is ironic because the mujahedeen who were expressing these anti-government feelings were foreign fighters. Once again, Yemen was subject to eh influence of foreigners. Additionally, the foreign influence of the Arab Spring brought instability to Yemen. Civil war resulted when President Saleh could no longer hold the country together in the face of protests and thus other forces (namely the Houthis) gained power. Yemen’s current unstable situation is direct result of external forces such as the terrorist attack on the United States and the Arab Spring. 
Add Concluding Paragraph

From its deep past to present day, Yemen has been subject to foreign influences that have caused it to weaken, become vulnerable, and in today’s case – to become a pawn of geo-political significance resulting in one of the worst humanitarian crises on the planet. The story of foreign involvement started with the Persian Safavid Empire in the 1500s, moving on to the British in the 1800s, and the Soviets and Egyptians in more recent times. However, it has been the competing interests of the Sunni Saudis and the Shia Iranians that have had the biggest effect on today’s crisis. With the advent of the Republic of Iran in 1979 came the wedge issue that divided the Middle East – whom to side with. Whether in the Gulf War of 1990-1991 or the attack on the World Trade Centre in 2001, Yemen had to choose sides. Meanwhile, its internal politics became unstable – despite a tenuous unification. No matter which side it chose, Yemen would be the victim. Add Lesson learned
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