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Introduction 

The title of this year’s BRISMES annual conference “Revolution and Revolt – Understanding 

the forms and causes of change” grasps quite clearly the gist of this paper: to understand why 

and how change happens in Yemen. Since time and space are limited, I want to focus on the 

political level and seek for reasons of changes in Yemen’s incumbent regime. My argument is 

twofold: Firstly, I want to argue that there have been indications that the inner circle of 

Political Relevant Elites (PRE) around Ali Abdullah Saleh was changing already before the 

2011 uprisings.  

 

Secondly, despite the ouster of Saleh and the presidential elections on February 21
st
, I want to 

suggest that the Arab Spring has only speeded up the changes initiated in the early 2000s. 

Moreover, the positions were bolstered in- and outside the inner circle of PRE. Hence, the 

fundamental change we might expect in the aftermath of the ouster of Saleh will probably not 

happen, since its momentum was lost before. Instead, the network that Saleh had established 

over the decades of his rule seems to endure despite his official departure from the 

presidential stage. 

 

PRE and their Role in the Regime’s Resilience 

In order to understand the reasons for the changes in Saleh’s regime prior to the Arab Spring 

uprisings, we need to understand the mechanisms for the resilience of his rule first. The 

framework of Political Relevant Elites (PRE) helps doing so. It analyses the level of influence 

of different actors on the basis of a model of three concentric circles. These are grouped 

around the ruler and identify the degree of influence of the individual actors. My research 

shows the Yemeni regime is divided into the three circles as follows. 

 

The first group, or inner circle around the former president Saleh has consisted predominantly 

of immediate members of his family, such as his son Ahmad, and his long-time companion, 



 2 

the military general Ali Muhsin. These actors have had an immediate influence on strategic 

issues and the decision-making process in the country, and have occupied the most important 

positions in the country. 

 

The following, intermediate circle has been predominantly comprised of the tribal 

confederations Hashid and Bakil, the country’s two largest political parties General People’s 

Congress (GPC) and Islah, and the powerful al-Ahmar family. They have not been directly 

involved in important decision-making processes, yet they have had a considerable influence 

on them. 

 

The last circle gathers actors, who have not directly influenced policy-making, but who can be 

considered as having had an indirect impact on the regime and its politics. These are the 

northern Houthi rebels, the southern al-Hiraak movement, and the oppositional coalition Joint 

Meeting Parties (JMP).  

 

Saleh has used seemingly democratic means such as the parliament with representatives of the 

country’s different parties and the 2006 elections in order to legitimate his power. Yet, despite 

quite capable people in the cabinet, the power did not necessarily lie with the people in the top 

executive and representative positions of the government, but rather with those of the PRE’s 

inner circle. 

 

Over the time of Saleh’s thirty-three years rule, new, emerging elites, who are usually 

responsible for reforms, were characterised by being the children or in-laws of the president. 

Thus, to be born into the ‘right’ family or chosen to become part of it was the criterion to 

participate in this circle of PRE, and not foreign education, particular expertise or experience 

for a position. This meant that generational change in this inner circle of political influence 

has been rather a reproduction and perpetuation of the regime. Members of the Saleh-family 

and close relatives held crucial military positions and owned important businesses. Both the 

military and the business sector were closely connected to the president. Thus military and 

business leaders did not hold independent positions within the analysis of  the inner circle, as 

in other countries.  

 

President Saleh’s neo-patrimonial way of ruling Yemen enabled him to co-opt the various 

groups in the country. The key positions were safely held by family members, which 
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allowed him to time also adopt a political party system with lections and thus a democratic 

façade. The former constitute the inner circle, whilst the limited power of the actors with 

the latter system makes them part of the second circle. This type of rule has provided a 

fertile ground for elites to foster their position. Yet, it has excluded large parts of the 

population not only from taking part in the country’s political affairs, but also from its 

economic wealth and benefits.  

 

The PRE and their Role in the Regime’s Breakdown 

The weaknesses of the dependence upon the neo-patrimonial inner circle of PRE were 

revealed when the popular unrest of the Arab Spring reached Yemen in early 2011. 

Growing tensions were enforced with the beginning of the protests and became apparent 

with the defection of several popular regime figures, most famously General Ali Muhsin. 

Having been a close companion of Saleh since he gained power in 1978, Muhsin has faced 

a barely hidden rivalry with Saleh’s son Ahmad, who should be installed as his father’s 

heir. Several battles during the civil war with the Houthis in Yemen’s northern provinces 

(2004-2010) were reported to actually be violent confrontations between the two regime 

figures.  

 

Saleh intensified his efforts to install his son Ahmad as his heir over the last decade and 

affronted not only Ali Muhsin, but also his right hand and arguably most powerful man, the 

late Sheikh Abdullah al-Ahmar (d. 2007). The latter’s sons took over the different positions 

of his father, and Hamid al-Ahmar openly criticised Saleh during the last presidential 

elections 2006. In this sense, it is not surprising that the Arab Spring protests enjoyed the 

support of influential opposition members, such as Sadiq and Hamid al-Ahmar who are 

also senior members of the Islah party. 

 

Muhsin’s defection in March 2011 was first major split in Yemen’s inner circle, followed 

by the fierce fighting between the two rival families Saleh – namely the then-time 

president and his sons and nephews who hold key military positions – and the al-Ahmar 

brothers with their supporters. A temporary end only arose with the attack on the 

presidential palace in early June 2011, during which Saleh was severely injured. 

 

The Persistence of the System 
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Despite the split between Saleh’s family, the defected army units around Ali Muhsin, and the 

tribal elites of Hashid supporting the al-Ahmar brothers, the balance of power still seem to 

work in favour of Ali Abdullah Saleh. Three times, he successfully circumvented to sign an 

agreement, brokered by the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) that would have implemented 

his resignation from power. Saleh eventually signed this GCC-deal last November under the 

concession that he and his family get immunity from prosecution. Furthermore, it allows the 

Saleh family to participate in politics in the future. In addition to that, his clan remains 

entrenched in the security and military institutions. Moreover, Saleh continues to be the head 

the GPC, the ruling party that will also provide the next president, Abd Raboo Mansour Hadi. 

One illustration of Saleh’s confidence was when he ordered Hadi to appoint a new prime 

minister and form a new government. An act, he technically did not have the authority for any 

more, since signing the Gulf agreement.  

 

Conclusion 

The framework of PRE shows that Saleh managed to sustain his rule through building a close-

nit network of supporters before the Arab spring. Yet, Saleh was provoking change in the 

make-up of this network by narrowing down influence and benefits to his own family. In 

doing so, he pushed former companions to the edge of the inner circle. 

 

Saleh had lost support before the uprisings due to the increasing limitation of access to power 

and benefits to his own family, and excluding former companions. The latter were the first to 

change sides and back the protests in 2011, thus showing the signs of already existing inter-

regime tensions more openly. However, the instable political situation might eventually have 

strengthened the Saleh clan. The GCC deal leaves him and his family free to participate in 

politics in the future. Saleh’s relatives proved to be capable of holding on their positions in 

politics and the military and security apparatus. At the same time, they revealed the weakness 

of the various groups opposed to Saleh’s rule that were not able to turn the balance of power 

in their favour.  

 

While the president Saleh is ousted, Saleh’s inner circle of PRE persists, which potentially 

allows him to exert indirect influence on Yemen’s politics in the near future. 


