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Since early 2011, the different Arab uprisings, whether successful or not
in toppling the authoritarian regimes, have seemingly been undergoing
similar processes. Indeed, they all have apparently suffered from what is
described by many local and international actors and analysts as a kind of
hijacking. In most cases, revolutionary' street mobilization allegedly
initiated by a group that has been 1labeled or 1labeled itself the
“revolutionary youth” (shabab al-thawra) has been massively appropriated
(some claim, “stolen” or “confiscated”) by institutionalized actors,
particularly political parties that pre-existed the revolutionary processes

(first and foremost the Muslim Brothers) and also by the military.

This process of appropriation has undeniably diminished the scope of change
and increased control over the various outcomes of the mobilizations,

either political or symbolic, paving the way for much disenchantment. As a

Reference to the term “revolution” when mentioning the events of the “Arab
spring” of 2011 is the object of much debate among academics. While the purpose of
such discussion is understandable, and although I am aware that the permanence and
resilience of the authoritarian regimes in the region is a reality, I will
nevertheless use this label throughout this paper. First and foremost because the
actors involved in the uprisings label these as “thawra (revolution)”, and not for
instance as “intifada (uprising)”, and also because these processes have also
generated a “revolution” in the perception citizens from the Arab world, but also
analysts, have of this region. New questions, debates and objects have undoubtedly
emerged, amongst which the study of the links between “street mobilization and
political mobilization” which was precisely the subject of the Moulay Hicham
Foundation’s workshop in Morroco in September 2012, where this paper was first
presented. While using the label “revolution”, I am also careful to highlight the
fact that events currently unfolding are part of an ongoing and long term process.
In the Arab world as elsewhere, change cannot happen in a day and surely needs to
be “digested” before being fully understood by analysts and citizens alike. A time
may then come when researchers will need to review their vocabulary but it
probably is still a bit early to do so.




consequence, a huge gap has appeared between the enthusiastic slogans that
were chanted during the mobilization phase calling for a comprehensive
revolution, a civil government, freedom and equality, and what the
transition phase is actually delivering in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya and Yemen:
murky politics, endless debates, tensions and economic difficulties.
Elsewhere, when contestation was interrupted or successfully repressed,
concessions were made by the institutionalized opposition in Bahrain or
Jordan, then diluting demands for change; while in Syria, the pacific
nature of the uprising has been somehow challenged by its appropriation by

armed militias.

As a consequence, dominant perceptions state that over the course of 2011
and 2012, “street mobilizations” have been bypassed by pre-existing
institutions and actors. Many, in particular the “shabab” themselves have
lowered their expectations, expressed real disappointment or even felt
truly dispossessed. The impression of novelty of the revolutions has also
been put in jeopardy as the “shabab” somehow have proven unable to be in
the position of actually determining the political and social outcomes of
movements they had allegedly launched. It is not yet a new generation of
leaders that has in effect been able to become the new power-brokers, nor

necessarily the potential spoilers of the processes.

This has been particularly true in the face of the results of the various
ballots or referendums that were organized either in Egypt or in Tunisia
but also in Yemen. The ‘“shabab” have then appeared as rather marginal when
compared to the mass of voters; their allegedly preferred candidates or
positions have clearly been defeated. The general impression in the media
but also in a wide range of academic publications (that are generally
sympathetic with the mobilizations) is then that the revolutions have been
“stolen” and that a chilly “winter” of disillusionment is now following the
“Arab Spring”. A new pessimistic narrative has then become dominant and
annihilated the enthusiasm of early 2011, when most believed that Arab
authoritarianism had definitely failed. Since mid-2011, countless articles
or even books focusing on one or more case-studies have already been titled

“the stolen revolution®” or the “confiscated revolution®”, developing and

> Stephen Morgan, “Op-ed Libya. The stolen revolution”, Digital Journal, 5 July
2011: http://www.digitaljournal.com/article/308744



broadcasting this new approach to current events. As such, Arab revolutions
have seemingly disappeared in the face of reaction, of Islamism, of
violence or of “counter-revolution”, at times even apparently orchestrated
at the regional level, particularly by countries 1like Qatar and Saudi
Arabia®, or at the international level by the United States and European
countries seeking to control the new regimes through aid and neo-liberal

policies’.

Obviously such an impression of a “defeated” revolutionary youth is not
entirely illegitimate, and to a great extent quite relevant, but it
probably needs to be nuanced and analyzed more thoroughly. My paper will
try to do just this by looking at the ongoing Yemeni revolutionary process.
I will more specifically try to highlight the fact that the actors taking
part in the mobilizations are all part of a large spectrum that goes well
beyond the group that has been labeled the “shabab”. The “revolutionary
block” is as a consequence far from uniform. As such, the revolution, in
Yemen like elsewhere in the Arab world, is not the ‘“shabab’s” property or
their creation, exclusive of all groups, but the complex by-product of
previous mobilizations and of a specific context. I will also try to show
that it is rather artificial to think of the “shabab” as a wholly new
group, that emerged recently and that was alien to the political field

prior to 2011 and separate by essence from the opposition parties or

> pierre Puchot, La révolution confisquée. Enquéte sur La transition démocratique

en Tunisie, Paris : Sindbad, 2012.

* Articulate examples of such a narrative are for example to be found in Naoufel
Brahimi E1 Mili, Le printemps arabe : une manipulation ?, Paris: Max Milo, 2012.
The author of this book focuses particularly on the roles of al-Jazeera station
and of Qatar, which according to the author acted as the “spin doctors” of the
“revolutions of the Arab Spring” branding the latter as “popular uprisings” while
they were no more than coups. Another expert active in French security oriented
businesses, Claude Moniquet (on his activities and background, see Thomas
Deltombe, “ ‘Armer les esprits’, le business des “experts” a la télévision
francaise » in Didier Bigo, Laurent Bonelli and Thomas Deltombe (eds.), Au nom du

11 septembre. Les démocraties a L’épreuve de L’anti-terrorisme, Paris : La
Découverte, 2008, pp. 302-319.) published the pessimistic, Printemps arabe,
printemps pourri, Paris : Encre d’Orient, 2012. He develops a similar approach

stating that the Islamists have “stolen” the popular processes. Such literature
has also spawned in English and Arabic. See, John R. Bradley, After the Arab
Spring. How Islamists Hijacked the Middle East Revolts, New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2012 or Egyptian intellectual Murad Wahba’s analysis. See in particular
al-Ahaly, 28 August, 2012: “Al-Ikhwan gadu al-thawra al-madhada wa hawalu al-rabif
ila kharif”.

> Joseph Massad, “The ‘Arab Spring’ and other American seasons”, Al-Jazeera
English, 29 August 2012.
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2012/08/201282972539153865.html



previous movements of contestation. It is also only partial to see them as
having been manipulated or hijacked by the traditional actors and parties,
in particular in Yemen the tribes and the Islah party (an umbrella party

which is also the local branch of the Muslim Brothers).

Revolution in Yemen: what has been achieved?

In order to tackle the issue of the allegedly “stolen” revolution of Yemen,
it is probably necessary to summarize what has happened in the country
since February 2011. Yemen surely ranks among the least well understood
countries of the region, including among the Arab public. The Yemeni
revolutionary process often ends up being completely ignored in many
publications or articles dealing with political developments in the
contemporary Arab world. It is always surprising to hear how many
stereotypes regarding the tribes, circulation of small arms, kidnappings,
gat chewing or Bin Ladin’s ancestry keep being repeated again and again
without ever being questioned seriously®. Yemen is somehow in the blind-
spot of much analysis: either appearing as too complex or as too specific,
or just as unworthy of any interest because of its peripheral character and
its near absence of any natural resources. The international as well as
regional obsession with al-Qaida also likely plays an instrumental role in
focusing all attention on security issues, consequently masking all other
political and social dynamics. Compared to Egypt, Tunisia and Syria, Yemen
has in the context of the “Arab Spring” received very little media coverage
and is often even forgotten in accounts of the various events of the 2011
revolutionary uprisings. It 1is even not rare to witness academic
discussions completely neglecting the fact that something tremendously
significant is happening in this country and that this process can also

help one understand more global trends.

In Yemen, the pre-2011 situation was marked by a clear deterioration of the
political situation which doubled with a severe economic crisis. At the
time, the political equilibrium that had helped maintain, since the early
1970s, a certain form of stability was already in a bad shape. It had

somehow been lost in the mid-2000s. This political equilibrium had,

® Khaled al-Khaled, « Les biais de la médiatisation internationale du Yémen » in
Laurent Bonnefoy, Franck Mermier and Marine Poirier (eds.) Yémen. Le tournant
révolutionnaire, Paris: Karthala/CEFAS, 2012, pp. 37-40.



especially during the 1990s, appeared as rather functional: many political
forces had participated in government, a comparatively free press was
blooming and levels of political violence and repression were relatively
low’. By the mid to late 2000s, Ali Abdallah Salih (in power since 1978)
was confronted to a range of crises. A vast number of social groups were
expressing discontent and articulating grievances. Relations between the
center of power, Sanaa region from which Salih and most military, political
and economic elites originated, and 1its various peripheries were

particularly tense®.

First of all, a war in the North in the region of Saada which since 2004
was opposing the so-called “Huthis”, a Zaydi revivalist movement defending
Shia identity, to the national army and its tribal allies was far from
resolved and involving more and more actors®. The “Huthis” were controlling

large parts of Saada governorate and beyond.

Second, since 2007, the reactivation of the Southern secessionist movement,
which had apparently been defeated during the 1994 war, was highlighting
the growing incapacity of the Salih regime to actually represent and take
into account the demands of the various regions and to deal with grievances
through non-repressive means. The secessionist option was growing
increasingly popular in former South Yemen and feeding the construction of

a distinct southern identity.

Third, over all the country, armed Islamist rebel movements more or less
directly linked to al-Qaida had been since 2008 increasingly targeting the

Yemeni security forces and Western interests'. The tacit non-aggression

” Francois Burgat, « Le Yémen aprés le 11 septembre 2001 : entre construction de
1°’Etat et rétrécissement du champ politique. » Critique 1internationale, n°32,
2006, pp. 11-21.

Stephen Day, Regionalism and Rebellion 1in Yemen. A Troubled National Union,
Cambridge : Cambridge University Press, 2012, 368 p. and Franck Mermier, “Le
movement sudiste” in Laurent Bonnefoy, Franck Mermier and Marine Poirier (eds.)
Yémen. Le tournant révolutionnaire, Paris: Karthala/CEFAS, 2012, pp. 41-66.

° For background on the « Huthi » crisis and Zaydi revivalism, see: Laurent
Bonnefoy, « La guerre de Sa‘da : des singularités yéménites a 1’agenda
international. » Critique internationale, n°48, 2010, pp. 137-159 ; James Robin
King, “Zaydi revival in a hostile republic: Competing identities, loyalties and
visions of state in Republican Yemen”, Arabica, vol. 59, n°3-4, 2012, pp. 404-445;
and Gabriele Vom Bruck, “Regimes of Piety Revisited: Zaydi Political Moralities in
Republican Yemen”, Die Welt des Islams, vol. 50, n°2, 2010, pp. 185-223.

10 Gregory Johnsen, The Last Refuge: Yemen, al-Qaeda and America’s War 1in Arabia,
New York: W. Norton, 2012, 352 p.



pact that had existed during most of the 1990s and right after September
11, 2001 between most “jihadis” and the Yemeni government had been
progressively breached due to internal developments inside the Islamist
realm but also because of the government’s repression. On the field, the
“war on terror” in Yemen was quickly evolving into a guerilla war opposing
a fragmented rebellion to under-trained soldiers. The conflict let entire
regions, particularly in former South Yemen, slip into a dangerous spiral
of violence, putting tens of thousands of civilians on the road and
allowing weekly, if not at times daily, American drone strikes'. “Jihadi”
operations against military barracks, targeted assassinations of officers
or tribal leaders and the near absence of attacks against random civilian
targets symbolized the militants’ tactical move and its supposed will to
preserve a certain legitimacy among local populations. In this context,

rebel propaganda was surely more effective than governmental communication.

Fourth, an institutional and political crisis that saw the opposition
parties united around the Liga al-mushtarak or “Joint Meeting Parties
(IJMP)™” become increasingly uncompromising throughout the 2000s, was
leading the way to a deadlock®™. Elections we being consistently postponed
and tensions were building within elite groups. These parallel, and at
times overlapping, «crises turned Yemen into a theatre of constant
mobilization well before 2011, creating what Stacey Philbrick-Yadav calls

“antecedents of the revolution”*.

However, in a regional context marked by the euphoria of the “Arab Spring”,
the Yemeni uprising in February 2011 started at a surprisingly slow pace.
Everyone recognized that the country was ripe but traditional political

actors, and particularly the IMP (comprising of al-Islah, the Socialist

™ |aurent Bonnefoy, « Violence in Contemporary Yemen: State, Society and Salafis.”

The Muslim World , vol. 101, n°2, pp. 324-346.

2 Michelle Browers, “Origins and architects of Yemen’s Joint Meeting Parties”,
International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, vol. 39, n°4, 2007, pp. 565-586
and Marine Poirier, “Performing Political Domination in Yemen. Narratives and
Practices of Power in the General People's Congress.” The Muslim World, vol. 101,
n°2, 2011, pp. 202-227.

3 April Longley-Alley, “The Rules of the Game: Unpacking Patronage Politics in
Yemen”, The Middle East Journal, vol. 64, n°3, 2010, pp. 385-409; and Sarah
Phillips, Yemen and the Politics of Permanent Crisis, London: Routledge Adelphi
Series, 2011, 112 p.

* Stacey Philbrick-Yadav, “Antecedents of the Revolution: Intersectoral Networks
and Post-Partisanship in Yemen”, Studies 1in Ethnicity and Nationalism, vol. 11,
n°3, pp. 550-563.



party and four other more marginal parties) were somehow reluctant to move
too quickly. The IJIMP did organize a few demonstrations but in early
February 2011, its leaders accepted the offer for dialogue of President
Salih in exchange for a few constitutional concessions. Opposition parties
withdrew from the streets for some time and the main figures of the IMP
were somehow paralyzed fearing either repression or the loss of certain
institutional advantages they had gained in the “golden era” of the 1990s.
In the meantime, the regime continued to have a number of assets. The
obsession with security shared by the West and Yemen’s regional partners,
in particular Saudi Arabia, advocated a kind of status-quo. It took months
of popular mobilization for these governments to accept and technically
support a mediation process between the Salih regime and the IJMP
representatives. International actors seemed to fear that if the
revolutionaries would succeed in pushing Salih out of office, chaos would
follow and al-Qaida would strengthen its position. As a consequence, a
number of guarantees concerning the scope of change to come (or more
precisely of what could not change!) were secured, amongst which the fact
most of the Yemeni interlocutors in the fight against al-Qaida in the
Arabian Peninsula would remain in office. Internally, the resources of
Salih were not absent either, in part because his clan controlled the
security apparatus and still had tremendous financial assets. Such a
complex situation encouraged some analysts early on in the revolutionary
process to list the reasons “why Yemen won’t fall®”.
Despite the JIMP’s attitude, a protest movement emerged and gradually gained
momentum in the course of February 2011. Students and recent graduates of
major cities mobilized through SMS, via online social networks. They
appeared to be at the forefront and generally expressed a kind of distrust
towards political parties, including the JMP. Sit-in (i‘tisam) protests
were launched with activists promising to remain on the streets until Salih
would leave office. They stressed the pacific nature of their movement as
well as its nation-wide scope and claimed to be inspired by experiences in

Tunisia and Egypt. Hundreds of tents appeared at symbolically important

¥ vVictoria Clarke, « Why Yemen Won’t Fall », The New York Times, February 4th,

2011.



spaces in the cities' and quickly transformed the movement into a lively
political festival. The activists proved to be very creative. They
developed new means of communicating; chanted innovative slogans, used art,
music, theatre and poetry as means of mobilizing and managed to start
bridging the existing gaps between various political groups, new and old,
traditional and urban. Much like in Tunisia and Egypt, the simplicity and
radical character of the slogan “irhal (leave)” also made it very
effective. Growing numbers were rallying, including women and families,
particularly after Friday prayers when marches (masirat) were organized
which were each time constructed as the new climax of the revolution. Many
in the population then expressed sympathy for the movement but its full
potential had yet to develop. IJMP leaders remained in the second line.

In Taiz, the country’s third largest city, the explosion of a grenade in
the middle of a demonstration and then, in Sanaa, the attack against
students camping outside the wuniversity in 1late February, encouraged
institutionalized political actors to shift their positions and start
overtly supporting the “revolutionary youth” as it started to call itself.
Things accelerated: tribal figures, particularly linked to the powerful al-
Ahmar clan which had strong 1links both to the Islah party and to the
regime, and the opposition, representatives of the various rebel groups,
either from the South or “Huthis”, as well as some members of the ruling
party aligned with the pacific but uncompromising “revolutionary youth”
demanding the immediate departure of President Salih.

The day of March 18, 2011 was a turning point. Pro-regime snipers posted on
rooftops above the sit-in in front of Sanaa University fired at the crowd
of demonstrators leaving more than fifty dead. This bloody day illustrated
how hard-line the regime could be but also backfired instantly as it
involved new defections: especially that of certain high-ranking army
officers, including Ali Muhsin, comrade of Ali Abdalllah Salih since their
childhoods and a highly controversial figure. His profile as a military
officer accused of crimes during the Saada war, and as one of the numerous
beneficiaries of diesel trafficking among elites (a profitable enterprise

that consisted of taking advantage of Yemeni government subsidies to export

* Tahrir Square (Maydan al-Tahrir) in Sanaa, in reaction to events in Cairo, had
in the first days of February 2011 been preempted by supporters of Salih which set
their own tents.



barrels of cheap fuel to the Horn of Africa'’) did not favor the full
support of many of the activists who remained suspicious of his move. On
Change Square some banners 1listing names of prominent corrupt regime
figures continued displaying pictures of Ali Muhsin, while some activists
blacked-out his face on anti-regime posters, acknowledging his new pro-
revolution stance. Ali Muhsin’s standing and that of some prominent tribal
leaders along the protesters and the protection they offered against
government repression were central in preserving the peaceful nature of the
uprising. It was clearly the alliance between street mobilizations and
institutionalized actors in the guise of the military, the tribes and

political parties that shaped the revolutionary process.

The consequent weakening of the Salih regime led to the intervention of
Saudi Arabia and the Gulf countries. The nature of the Yemeni popular
uprising and its slogans calling for democratic change obviously made the
autocratic monarchies uneasy while at the same time their rulers were
acknowledging that the revolutionary process had reached a point of no
return in the country. Whatever the circumstances, Salih would be unable to
continue ruling and to insure stability. The Gulf Co-operation Council
engaged in a mediation in April 2011 and proposed an initiative to ensure a
peaceful political transition. After a number of twists and turns,
including in June the bombing of the presidential mosque in which Salih was
severely wounded along with other top decision makers who all fled to Saudi
Arabia for treatment, the Yemeni president accepted to sign the Gulf
brokered deal in November 2011 with the JIMP representatives (and the GCC
Secretary general Abdulatif al-Zayani). A unity government was immediately
formed with an independent figure originating from the South, Muhammad
Basindwa, at its head. Salih left power to vice-President Abderabuh Mansur
Hadi while he and his family were granted immunity by the Parliament and
remained in the country. Ever since his formal election as president for an
interim period of two years in February 2012, Hadi has expressed a clear
will to pursue reform, but without yet being able to actually transform the
fundamental equilibriums of the political system, nor of the security

forces. A national dialogue has been engaged and allies of Salih,

Y peter Salisbury, “Yemen’s Economy: 0il, Imports and Elites”, Chatham House MENA

Paper, October 2011:
http://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/default/files/1011pp_yemeneconomy.pdf
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particularly his eldest son, Ahmad, and nephews, although still in the
capacity to preserve a share of their power are progressively threatened of
being marginalized. Hadi has seized various opportunities to sack a number
of close aids of Salih. The restructuring of the military, which the United
States rightly sees as a priority, is however at the source of possible
coup attempts. In late July 2012, clashes erupted outside the ministry of
Interior between soldiers allegedly under the order of Ahmad Salih and
armed forces loyal to the new president. In retaliation, Hadi created his
own security agency (the Presidential Protection Forces), adding yet
another layer to an already complex system of organizations. Although the
situation remains tense with a high number of groups expressing discontent,
some even boycotting the national dialogue agenda which is part of the Gulf
brokered deal, and despite the fact the process is likely to be slow,
progress is tangible. Although continuity between the Salih and post-Salih
eras is obvious, a revolutionary process has effectively been launched by a
popular uprising with still unknown consequences. Analysts and VYemeni
people are only likely to be able to assess its achievements in the 1long

run.

Revolutionary practices

In Yemen, as elsewhere in the region, the revolutionary uprising has
favored the emergence of a series of interesting political practices. The
novelty of some of these is a reality even though, as I will suggest later
on in the paper, the narrative suggesting that the revolution structured
itself mainly, if not at times exclusively, around these new practices
surely needs to be nuanced.

It is clear that any attempt to analyze the sociological profile of the
Yemeni protesters can only be partial. The revolutionary process is
evidently cross-category and this is what makes it in a way irresistible.
Still, it 1is quite undeniable that the category of the so-called
“revolutionary youth” has played since early 2011 an instrumental role for
a series of reasons.

First of all, the “shabab” have triggered new revolutionary practices
because of the presence en masse of young men and women during the whole

time of the uprising and well into 2012, even after Salih had left office.
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This age group, already over-represented in Yemen where almost 75% of the
population is under 30, surely was at the forefront of the peaceful
uprising. Beyond this objective age group effect, the “shabab” further
developed as a socially constructed category. They managed to initiate a
number of practices, the most interesting being the pacific sit-ins on
Change Square (Sahat al-taghiyir) in Sanaa and elsewhere in the country. A
very limited number of activists, some being public figures, others
anonymous, but who all shared a similar (mostly liberal) profile should be
given credit for deciding at a specific moment to occupy the streets. Alaa
Jarban, Mayzar al-Junayd and Jamil Subay‘ were among this vanguard. To a
certain extent, by doing this, they subsequently managed to shape the
revolutionary process and some of its slogans (which were also clearly
influenced by what was unfolding in Tunisia and Egypt and what the pan-Arab
media were broadcasting). These few young women and men’s move and the
specific repertoire of contention they favored was a first step among many
others. These individuals were undeniably at the core of the “revolutionary
youth” and a source of inspiration for a much larger dynamic and public.
The figure of the “shabab” in Yemen further played an instrumental role
because they were the most visible group and also the most photogenic, then
being granted responsibility for the revolutionary process. Slogans and
flags painted on faces and bodies, joyful veiled women demonstrating,
children dancing and singing caught on camera by Yemeni and international
journalists were meant to visually symbolize the spirit of the revolution.
As a result, the popular uprising itself has generally been labeled the
“pacific and popular youth revolution (al-thawra al-shababiyya al-sha‘biyya
al-silmiyya) . The term “shabab” then became a kind of buzzword with many
actors claiming to be part of the youth or to represent it.. including ones
that had long ago gone through their mid-life crisis! The “shabab” category
was quickly characterized in the minds of many experts and foreign
journalists not only by the age of its members, by the fact many of them

19,y

were “unemployed graduates or by its capacity to use modern tools of

¥ Elizabeth Leahy Madsen, “The effects of a very young age structure in Yemen.

Country case study”, Population action international, 2010:
http //populationaction.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/12/Yemen_CCS.pdf

On this category, see Montserrat Emperador Badimon, “Unemployed Moroccan
University Graduates and Strategies for ‘Apolitical’ Mobilization”, in Joel
Beinin, Frédéric Vairel (ed.), Social Movements, Mobilization and Contestation 1in
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communication (the internet, Facebook, cell phones, etc.) but also and most
prominently by its allegedly 1liberal political agenda. The very few
individuals who were initially at the forefront and shaped the movement
through the innovative practices 1listed above started to symbolically
monopolize the whole of the process. The dominant narrative then stated
that the “shabab” could only be liberal, secular and advocate western style
democracy. As such the Arab revolutions were necessarily at their image and
the return of Islamists to the forefront that occurred in the weeks and
months after the first demonstrations could only be understood as an
unintended consequence, or to put it clearly as a “hijacking”. Many
Westerners but also liberal or Leftist Arab intellectuals and politicians
saw the “Arab Spring” slip into what they described as an “Islamist autumn”

or “winter”.

Very interestingly, mobilization in Yemen not only 1let the “shabab”
category emerge but it also fostered a regional rebalancing that somehow
moves out of the opposition between North and South that has structured
Yemeni politics for decades. This symbolic rebalancing put to the core of
debates a third party identity. While most attention focused on what was
happening in Sanaa, Taiz actually played a central role and became a
nationwide reference for the revolutionaries. The slogan "We are all
Taizis" was repeatedly chanted during demonstrations, including in Sanaa,
as a sign of solidarity®®. It is indeed in this city that much of the
repression concentrated. A young Taizi, Mazin al-Badhiji, was on February
18, 2011 among the first martyrs of the revolution®’. Facebook pages were
created to celebrate his memory and a ceremony marked the first anniversary
of his death, while three individuals were in June 2012 accused of having

killed him and threatened of being sentenced to death by a Taizi tribunal.

the Middle East and North Africa, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011, pp.
217-236.

*® vincent Planel, “Le réveil des piémonts. Taez et la révolution yéménite” in
Laurent Bonnefoy, Franck Mermier and Marine Poirier (eds.) Yémen. Le tournant
révolutionnaire, Paris: Karthala/CEFAS, 2012, pp. 125-142.

> Muhammad al-‘Alwani killed in Aden on February 16, 2011 was rightly branded as

the first martyr of the “youth revolution”, particularly among Southern
secessionist circles. However, the agenda of the demonstrators in Aden was quite
specific as they were, according to Muhammad al-‘Alwani’s father, demonstrating
not only for the fall of the regime but most of all for independence of the South.
Mareb Press, August 16, 2011:
http://marebpress.net/news_details.php?lng=arabic&sid=35982
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In late May 2011, the local sit-in on Freedom Square (Sahat al-huriya) in
Taiz was destroyed by bulldozers, shelled and set on fire by pro-Salih
militias. The event thereby gained national significance in the eyes of the
revolutionaries who understood the move as a way of maintaining the
domination of the tribal highlands around Sanaa on Yemen’s other regions.
The symbolic regional rebalancing produced by the revolution was encouraged
by the protesters’ slogans calling for a civilian and democratic regime
because Taiz embodies a third party political identity, between the
highlands of the North identified with tribalism and the South still
identified with the socialist experience of the 1970s and 1980s. Taizis,
many of whom serve as civil servants or are active merchants, have over the
course of the 20" century been considered as the central actors of the
modernization process and thus too became symbols of the revolution. It was
in Taiz that an active campaign encouraging disarmament of civilians was
launched in mid-2012*2. In December 2011, it is from this very same city
that the Life march (masirat al-haya) left for Sanaa, 250 km away, drawing
together thousands of men and women eager to defend the spirit of the
revolution and to preserve its pacific nature. The reference to Gandhi’s
Salt march in 1930 was explicit. Upon arriving in Sanaa, participants to
the March were confronted to pro-Salih groups but also to police forces who
by then were supposedly under the commandment of the new unity government.
Such a development was indicative of the continuing gap between the centre
of power and Sanaa’s peripheries, but also between the leadership of the
JMP, which was by now a prominent force in government and the
uncompromising revolutionaries, including the “shabab”.

It is telling that among the major figures that have emerged since early
2011, many of them are originally from Taiz, first and foremost a young
woman, born in 1979, Tawakkul Karman, who in October 2011 received the
Nobel Peace Prize. Her profile is very instructive: a member of al-Islah
party, she would easily qualify as an Islamist and has long been active in
Human rights associations in Sanaa where she grew up. Prior to 2011, she
had organized a number of weekly demonstrations demanding freedom for
journalists and had been very active in the mobilization in 2008 of the

Ja‘ashin group, villagers who had been expelled from their lands and houses

22 https://www.facebook.com/Wealltaiz.Net

14



by the 1local tribal sheikh, deemed to be the “preferred poet” of Ali
Abdallah Salih.

By early 2012, the fact Prime Minister Muhammad Basindwa and new president
Abderabu Mansur Hadi originated from southern governorates was intended as
a clear sign of benevolence of the “new regime” towards Southerners
claiming to be discriminated against. Such a move was meant to symbolize
the quest for a new political equilibrium more respectful of the
peripheries. However, it did not receive much appraisal from most leaders
of the Southern movement. They continued to call for the boycott of most
initiatives: the election of Hadi but also the national dialogue process

launched afterwards.

Among the innovations of the Yemeni revolution, the most notable of course,
is its pacifism. In a society that is often described as heavily armed
(some claiming that 60 million weapons are in circulation - a figure that
is likely to be inflated) this is no small achievement. It is remarkable
how this peaceful option, including in the face of repression, has been
maintained over time and has been adopted by other social or political
groups that once used violence against the state. On Change Square in Sanaa
or Freedom Square in Taiz convergences in vocabulary (“democracy”, “civil
State”, “Change”), objectives and method emerged among groups that in the
past were ignoring one another, or even fighting each other. Such is the
case for instance between some young independent activists and men of the
tribes or the supporters of the “Huthi” rebellion and even so-called jihadi
militants. The very fact these groups dialogue or debate with one another
is an important feature, that, despite evident difficulties, prevents one

from being completely pessimistic about the future outcomes of the process.

Counter-revolutionary processes

Despite the dynamism of the revolution, it is clear that the “shabab’s”
slogans and practices, as defined by a some of their leaders in interviews,
blogs, on Twitter or Facebook have not necessarily prevailed. Their calls
for a new democratic regime that parts from tribalism and rejects control
by the military have seemingly been forgotten along the way. Their

rejection of the Salih clan’s immunity from prosecution has to a large
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extent been ignored by the main power-brokers, either 1local or
international. All these disappointments explain the persistence of sit-ins
in Sanaa and elsewhere (although at a smaller scale than at the climax of
the mobilization in March, April and May 2011) more than a year after the
signature of the GCC negotiated deal. For many of the “shabab”, the
revolution was far from over. Men and women were still camping on the
streets to show their rejection of any type of compromise with the “o0ld”
regime.

Furthermore, Hadi’s election in February 2012 could hardly be seen as the
result of a democratic process since he was the only candidate. His profile
also breached many principles since he was originally a military and the
direct product of the Salih regime that had co-opted him as vice-president
in 1994 following his siding with the unity government against Southern
secessionists. As such, he was loathed by many of those sympathizing with
the Southern movement.

Attempts by pro-Salih activists to break-down the revolutionary movement,
either through repression or even “dirty tricks” (it is for instance likely
that elements within the security apparatus manipulated jihadi groups in
2011 in order to let them play the bogeyman, confirming the impression that
the fall of Salih would bring chaos) are evident and were in no way
surprising. Beyond these, counter-revolutionary tactics also developed
within the fragmented opposition. Institutionalized actors appear to have
deliberately marginalized the various incarnations of the “shabab”, most
particularly its more liberal, and most uncompromising, wing. The numerous
organizations or coalitions representing them 1like al-Tahaluf al-madani
Lil-thawra al-shababiya indeed appear to have directly been excluded from
the decision making arena. The reactionary dynamics became evident from
April 2011 onwards and to a certain extent justified the feeling that the
“shabab” (or to be more precise, some of them) had actually been sidelined
by other components of the opposition. Innovative practices that had become
symbolic of a new revolutionary era were soon being threatened.

Over the course of weeks of mobilization, members of al-Islah party (but
also people who sympathized with the socially conservative approach of the
Muslim Brothers) had without much doubt become the driving force of the
revolution. Through what they 1labeled al-Munasaqiyya (The Coordination)

coalition, activists close to al-Islah became the principle organizers of
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life on the sit-ins: they had a preponderant role in managing the
mobilization. Their great numbers ended up imposing +this political
movement’s own agenda and methods, largely at the expense of what the
“shabab” leaders perceived as the essence of “their” revolution:
“individualism®, ‘“gender equality”, “exchange”, “tolerance”, etc. The
Islahis’ capacity to mobilize important segments of a population (whose
majority was without much doubt conservative and willing to enforce Islamic
norms) was made possible by various networks of mosques, charity
associations, schools and universities linked to the Muslim Brothers since
the 1960s. Al-Islah party benefited from its involvement in traditional and
modern civil society organizations, even prior to the official
establishment of the party in 1990. The relation between al-Islah elites
and tribal sheikhs also helped restructure the peaceful uprising. On Change
Square in Sanaa, a clear sign of the shift within the revolutionary realm
became the shrinking space granted to women: gender separation during the
demonstrations was gradually imposed by the organizing committee in which
Muslim Brothers were over-represented. Some female activists who were
opposing gender separation or known for their liberal stance were even
beaten up. Such was the case of famous poet and activist, Huda al-Attas.

In the spring of 2011, fighting between tribal militias linked to the al-
Ahmar clan (whose father, Abdallah - deceased in 2007, had been the founder
of al-Islah, jad served as paramount chief of the Hashid tribal
confederation and as speaker of parliament) supportive of the revolution
and forces loyal to Ali Abdallah Salih in Sanaa also apparently
marginalized the “shabab”. This confrontation indicated how much the latter
could no longer be considered the driving force when things got murky and
violent. Such was also the case in Taiz with tribal leader Hamud al-
Mikhlafi who by defending the sit-ins of Freedom Square against government
repression, fostered much counter-violence, formally jeopardizing locally
the pacific option.

The political process that was launched in the framework of the GCC
mediation further excluded “shabab” organizations that had been created
since February 2011. The mediation consequently let the ruling GPC party
discuss with the IJMP. Street politics were clearly being sidelined by
institutionalized actors, deemed more “serious” and “responsible”. One

reason for that was linked to the fragmentation of the “shabab”: dozens of
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associations, forums, assemblies had been created, some representative and
enormously active, others only gathering a bunch of individuals; while a
third type was directly associated to existing political parties - the
socialists, Nasserists, Huthis, 1Islahis, etc. Consequently, existing
parties were 1in the capacity to mobilize their own networks and to
encourage participation, then becoming the real force behind the uprising.
Parties or more informal political associations rented buses to allow
activists and sympathizers to reach Change Square, they took care of
security matters or transported wounded demonstrators to nearby hospitals
(particularly in Sanaa, the Science and Technology University hospital
funded by individuals close to al-Islah and located in the same quarter as
Change Square). Through their media outlets, in particular Suhayl
television funded by Hamid al-Ahmar, son of Abdallah al-Ahmar and al-Islah
member of Yemeni parliament, they built the revolutionary narrative.

Since they had been erected as the two conflicting parties by the GCC
mediation, the 1leaders of the GPC and JMP elites ended up sharing
portfolios in the national unity government that was assembled in November
2011. These two forces, were seeing their legitimacy contested by some of
the “shabab” but nevertheless managed to remain the main power-brokers,
formally excluding the new emerging political actors.

All these processes could be seen as counter-revolutionary in the sense
that they limited the scope of change and were, to a certain extent, making
the “shabab” irrelevant. Individuals and groups who had been prominent
actors of the institutionalized political scene prior to 2011 were directly
benefiting from a process they had apparently initially rejected. In the
end, these complex developments explained why many actors and analysts were

buying into the new narrative of the “hijacked revolution”?.

The “shabab” and activist continuums

A more nuanced approach however acknowledges that after all the “shabab”
and institutionalized political actors, or so to say traditional ones, were
not that separate. Political parties, in particular al-Islah had a
significant mobilization capacity through NGOs, schools and mosques, and

among their sympathizers, many were young. These individuals had every

2 http://marebpress.net/articles.php?id=12488&1lng=arabic
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right of being considered a significant segment of the “shabab”. Such was
also the case of various tribal groups, including ones that had attempted
to formalize in a party-like form like the National Solidarity Council
(Majlis al-tadhamun al-Watani) created by Husayn al-Ahmar in the late
2000s. No clear cut categories existed among supporters of the revolution.
While the leadership of the JMP, and of al-Islah in particular, may have
been cautious or reluctant in the beginning to actually challenge the Salih
regime, a new generation of activists and party members had developed a
different approach, critical of the party structures while at the same time
being party insiders and being active in civil society organisations®. An
example of this trend 1is surely Tawakkul Karman, the Nobel peace prize
winner, a member of the consultative council (majlis al-shura) of al-Islah
and one of the most prominent faces of the Yemeni revolutionary process
both inside and outside of the country. During the uprising she repeatedly
criticized al-Islah’s 1leadership and its tactics, remaining ambiguous
whether she really remained affiliated to the party or not. She for
instance advocated Salih’s prosecution (including through the International
criminal court) despite her own party had in Parliament voted in favor of
his immunity. The fact Karman emerged as a prominent public figure back-
lashed. Many of the “shabab” asserted they purposely rejected any “cult of
personality” and accused Karman of being too individualistic and of taking
on her own some initiatives in the name of the revolutionaries. Such was
the case in July 2011 when she announced the composition of a transitional
council despite the opposition of some of its alleged members.
Nevertheless, none of Karman’s opponents could disagree with the fact she,
like many of the “shabab” with an allegedly Islamist profile, had played a
prominent role during the whole of the process and that she remained a
role-model for many of the country’s youth.

Furthermore, pre-existing networks and past mobilizations were necessary
resources used by all the revolutionaries. The “shabab” did not emerge out
of the blue but fed on previous experiences and gained momentum with the
support of a large continuum of actors that were more institutionalized
than one would 1like +to think. They echoed grievances and forms of

mobilization that had already been formulated by the political parties

2 Stacey Philbrick-Yadav, “Tawakkul Karman as Cause and Effect”, MERIP Online,
October 2011, http://www.merip.org/mero/merol02111
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during the 2006 presidential election or through various conflicts or
rebellions: in Saada, in the South but also through al-Qaeda related
militancy.

These conflicts, however different in scope and in form, all expressed the
same defiance towards the central state. They all were symptomatic of
difficult relations between the center of power and its peripheries and
gave the opportunity to formalize opposition to the government and build
the narrative of a Salih regime that was working in favor of other
interests than those of Yemeni citizens.

Nabil Subay, a liberal independent journalist and respected figure of the
“shabab”, acknowledged how much the allegedly new practices of the
revolutionaries owed much to the Southern movement that had developed in
2007. On the popular protest movement of the South, he claims that “it
started from the very beginning as an explicitly pacific movement. It was
quite certainly the most durable contestation movement to use this specific
type of action, not only in Yemen but also in the Middle East. This pacific
standard can now be seen as a forerunner of the “Arab Spring”. Despite
being poorly covered by the media outside of Yemen, the methods of
contestation as well as the demands of the protestors have shaped much of
Yemeni contestation®.”

Debate during the 2006 presidential election had focused on issues of
corruption and poverty and had been surprisingly harsh and direct. Unlike
in Tunisia, Syria, Libya, Bahrain and to some extent Egypt, red lines had
been crossed in public debate well before 2011. Faysal Bin Shamlan, the
sole candidate of the opposition, chosen by the JIMP, had then found support
beyond the members of the six participating parties®. A true popular
dynamic had then emerged. Slogans of 2011 were surely reminiscent of those
that had been chanted five years before.

Interestingly, the election of Abderabu Mansur Hadi to the presidency in
February 2012 found significant support among the seemingly uncompromising
“shabab”. The blunt criticism of the GCC deal by most of their

representative organizations did not prevent their base from participating

> Nabil Subay, « Un peuple en quéte de convergence : la révolution yéménite face 2

un pays fragmenté » in Laurent Bonnefoy, Franck Mermier and Marine Poirier (eds.)
Yémen. Le tournant révolutionnaire, Paris: Karthala/CEFAS, 2012, p. 152.

% Marine Poirier, « ‘Yémen nouveau, Futur meilleur ’ ? Retour sur 1’élection
présidentielle de 2006 », Chroniques yéménites, n°15, 2008, pp. 129-159.
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to the ballot and to the celebrations following Salih’s departure. As
stated earlier, Hadi was without doubt a man of compromise and a product of
the regime since he was since 1994 vice-president, a prominent military and
a leader of the ruling GPC. His election then surely fell short of
satisfying the demands of the revolutionaries who wished to topple the
regime and establish a civilian government. Nevertheless, Hadi’s arrival to
power in 2012 came as a relief, and even led to a certain enthusiasm.
Participation to the ballot was surprisingly high, reaching an official
60%. Most actors and analysts initially believed that holding an election
on such short notice would be impossible. In fact, violence during the
ballot was only marginal and calls for boycott by Southerners and “Huthi”
militants had less effect than expected. Tenants of the old regime but also
supporters of the revolution (including a number of prominent power-brokers
like tribal sheikh and businessman Hamid al-Ahmar whose will to take
benefit from their political gains at such an early stage could well have
spoiled the entire system) all appeared for a short moment to be willing to
play according to the new rules provided none of them would lose face:
Salih would leave office in a constitutional manner, Hadi would gain a new
legitimacy and the revolutionaries would see their prime objective
satisfied. The surprising enthusiasm during the election highlighted the
fact that the revolutionaries themselves were willing to make concessions.
Through their participation, much 1like in Tunisia and Egypt, they then
acknowledged that the revolution was a long process and needed intermediate
steps.

While “shabab” organizations appeared as uncompromising, the base of the
revolutionaries to a certain extent lacked full coherence: many criticized
the GCC transition deal but participated during the election and celebrated
Salih’s end of office. Many claimed to directly reject political parties
but participated in the demonstrations they organized. As such, many of
those participating in the sit-ins were both inside and outside of these
newly created platforms or groups, but also inside and outside the pre-
existing political parties. They had frequently been socialized or even
politicized by networks and structures deemed close to the parties or to
certain centralized tribal structures. Before and during the revolution,
they had participated in campaigns of «civil society organizations

affiliated to various parties or tribal figures, benefited from financial
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support or services from such actors. Most within the activist continuum
and within the “shabab” were multi-positioned, and did not have a clear cut
strategy and could only then develop a mostly pragmatist approach to
events.

The resilience of the pre-existing political parties, including of the GPC
of which Hadi, like Salih, remains a member, are also indicative of such a
continuum of activism. The alleged dynamism of the “shabab” did not pave
the way to the creation of any significant political party that could serve
as an alternative. Pre-existing structures were still at the forefront and
managed to adapt to the evolving circumstances. New parties, like the
Justice and Construction Organization (Tanzim al-adala wal-bina)
established by former GPC member, Muhammad Ali Abu Luhum, were not able to
really impose their agenda despite an apparently favorable context and
despite the fact many of these claimed to build on the “shabab’s”
experience®’. Salafis, 1like Taizi cleric Aqil al-Maqtari®®, who were
increasingly leaving behind their allegedly apolitical strategy and
entering politics were unlikely to see their new political movements bloom
overnight like the Hizb al-Nur in Egypt who, after having been created six
months before, gained in December 2011 more than 25% of the ballots.

Salafis in Yemen remained fragmented along mainly regional lines.

In conclusion, taking into account these dynamics surely helps to develop a
nuanced and contextualized interpretation of the issues at stake in Yemen
but also in the wider Arab world. They highlight the existence of a
continuum of contestation that does not oppose the “shabab” to other pre-
existing and institutionalized political movements but incorporates this
constructed category into a wider framework.

Asking whether the “shabab al-thawra” have lost 1in the face of
institutionalized politics then only appears as a rhetorical question. Both
types of actors are part of various loose networks of mobilization. These

actors overlap and in the end complete one another. It is the conjunction

*’ see interview of Muhammad Ali Abu Luhum, BBC Arabic, 15 February, 2012:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c0q2R82P420

¥ Laurent Bonnefoy, Salafism in Yemen. Transnationalism and Religious Identity,
London/New York: Hurst & Co./Columbia University Press.
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of their forces that gave the revolutionary process its shape and its
force. The professionalization of contestation has surely been an asset.

Such an approach to current dynamics illustrates just how much the
revolutionary process in Yemen is much more diverse than many, including
the actors themselves, initially thought and that it cannot be limited to
the seemingly liberal slogans that were received with enthusiasm by the
West. Current dynamics are a reminder of the diversity of the Yemeni
society, its dominant social conservatism, the importance of the religious
norm or of tribal affiliations which are more and more articulated to new
practices but not forgotten. As such, the category of the “shabab”, often
overlapping with other existing groups, although they enhanced the
visibility of the uprising, can by no means be considered to own the
revolution. Like other social and political groups who all took risks and
mobilized for change, they only own a share of it and will continue in the
coming months and years to be a significant movement, provided they manage

to unify and clarify their platform.
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