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If I have exhausted the justifi cations I have reached bedrock, 
and my spade is turned. Th en I am inclined to say: 

“Th is is simply what I do.”

Ludwig Wittgenstein, 
Philosophical Investigations, par. 217.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

President ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh S․ālih․ has been in power for over twenty-fi ve years, 
as the leader of North Yemen since 1978, and of unifi ed Yemen since its in-
ception in 1990. Yet in spite of the regime’s durability, the Weberian fantasy 
of a state that enjoys a monopoly on violence—legitimate or otherwise—is 
not remotely evident. Yemen, according to a 2003 report by Small Arms 
Survey, is one of the world’s “most heavily armed societies.”1 Th e state, 
moreover, is incapable of providing welfare, protection, or education to the 
population. Complaints are heard with incantation-like regularity all over 
Yemen about the absence of “security” (amān) and “stability” (istiqrār), the 
inability of the state to guarantee safe passage from one region to another, 
to put a stop to extralegal justice, and to disarm the citizenry. And to the 
extent that a sense of membership coherent and powerful enough to tie 
people’s political loyalties to the nation-state does exist, there is little evi-
dence that the incumbent regime is responsible for creating it.

Yet Yemen is not to be categorized with such countries as the former 
Yugoslavia or Rwanda, where violence has destroyed communities and 
shattered fragile political arrangements previously in existence. In an era 
when some nation-states are being challenged by ethnic confl ict and the 
fragmentation of previously unifi ed multinational political communities, 
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and others are undermined by transnational patterns of migration and 
capital accumulation, a never-before-united Yemen has emerged and has 
endured despite markedly weak institutional capacities and a peripheral 
location in the global political and economic order.2

Th is book analyzes the making of national attachments when state in-
stitutions are “weak”—incapable of controlling violence or distributing 
adequate goods and services within a demarcated territory. What makes 
a Yemeni a Yemeni in the context of the state’s fragilities, and why does Ye-
men hold together to the extent that it does? More generally, how does na-
tionalism operate, and how do claims of national belonging articulate with 
other experiences of solidarity? How important is national loyalty for po-
litical order anyway? Th e objectives of this book are to specify the mecha-
nisms by which national identifi cations are established in the absence of 
eff ective state institutions; to investigate how national affi  liations work in 
relation to two other forms of identifi cation (democratic and pious); 3 to 
examine the eff ects of weak state institutions on all three forms of solidar-
ity (national, democratic, and pious); and conversely, to assess the impact 
of these affi  liations on political order, on the modes of compliance, and on 
the practices of activism central to political life. Finally, I demonstrate how 
a theory of politics as performative adds value to political analyses.

Yemen is ideal for a scholarly analysis of the making of national attach-
ments and their relationship to political order for at least four reasons. 
First, unlike other recent instances of unifi cation such as Vietnam and 
Germany, before 1990 North and South Yemen had never been united in a 
single nation-state. In this sense, the Republic of Yemen is not an instance 
of “reunifi cation,” but a new experiment in nation-state formation. Or, 
put diff erently, although nationalist identifi cation with the state requires 
ongoing work in any context, in Yemen there were no prior political ar-
rangements that regulated membership in a territorially determinate as-
sociation of citizens who, as “a people,” could identify themselves with an 
existing common political authority.

Second, this nationalist experiment was accompanied by what analysts 
typically call “a transition to democracy,” or at least a substantial gesture 
in that direction. Openly contested elections for Parliament, a wide array 
of critical newspapers, and a plethora of political parties in the early 1990s 
made Yemen one of the only Middle Eastern countries to tolerate peace-
ful, adversarial politics. A brief civil war in 1994 altered these conditions 
of democratic possibility, however, transforming a democratic partnership 
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into an authoritarian, northern-dominated politics that continues to this 
day.4 However, the persistence in both north and south of vibrant political 
activism, often in the form of peaceful, quotidian activities of delibera-
tion and debate, makes apparent the mechanisms through which rulers 
and ruled navigate their political lives, raising important theoretical ques-
tions about the nature of democracy and the practices through which a 
democratic politics can be enacted in quasi-autocratic circumstances. Of 
particular note in this regard is the understanding I develop in chapter 3 
of Yemenis’ gatherings around qāt—a leafy stimulant chewed daily in the 
context of afternoon socializing. Th ese “qāt chews” provide the occasion 
for a broad range of discursive interaction among friends and acquain-
tances as well as strangers, including intensive discussions of manifestly 
political matters. In this way, Peripheral Visions shows how social science 
scholarship can benefi t theoretically and empirically from attending to 
democratic phenomena that exist outside of electoral and other formal 
organizational confi nes.

Th ird and relatedly, the ineff ectiveness of Yemen’s state institutions 
means that national solidarities—to the extent that they exist—tend not 
to be generated through institutions usually credited with inculcating na-
tional values, but through the ordinary activities undertaken by men and 
women in pursuit of their daily lives. Th e same can be said of democracy: in 
the absence of fair and free elections, democratic persons are nevertheless 
produced through quotidian practices of deliberation.5 Th ese acts are not 
embellishments of a democracy independently existing. Th ey are the thing 
itself.6 Contrary to the literature on civil society, I argue that the democratic 
nature of this deliberation is a function of the activity’s very form rather 
than of deliberation’s ultimate institutional eff ects (e.g., as a promoter of 
contested elections). Th e minipublic of the qāt chew operates concurrently 
with other minipublics (such as those associated with mosque sermons and 
lessons, newspapers, radio broadcasts or television) to produce lively com-
munities of argument, distinct modes of democratic being and acting in 
which participants often orient their addresses to and receive information 
as part of a broader public of anonymous citizens (Warner 2002). Th e ex-
ample of Yemen thus brings into stark relief how democracy and national 
solidarity can work as ongoing, performative practices, as ties that are pro-
duced and reproduced by a given population as a function of diff use points 
of shared reference (Brubaker and Cooper 2000). Not all performative 
practices produce either national consciousness or democratic persons, of 
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course. Th is book explores the questions of which ones are likely to do so 
and how we know when they do.

Fourth, by foregrounding Yemen’s experiment in national unity, Periph-
eral Visions uses the case to advance our understandings of identity forma-
tion more generally. Th e multiplicity of Yemeni identifi cations and their 
availability for political mobilization invite a detailed analysis of the con-
ceptual and empirical concerns to which the vast literature on “identity” 
refers. Th e Yemeni example presents a varied array of sub- and transna-
tional allegiances, operating sometimes compatibly with and sometimes in 
opposition to the regime. Loyalties to tribe and region, occupational caste 
distinctions, identifi cations with Shāfi ‘ī (Sunnī) or Zaydī (Yemeni Shī‘ī) 
denominations, migrant laborers’ exposure to the practices of piety in oil-
producing Gulf states, and family connections to Ethiopia, Eritrea, India, 
Indonesia, or Singapore complicate people’s experiences of Yemeni-ness. 
Both offi  cial and unoffi  cial declarations of Yemeni authenticity function 
ambiguously and simultaneously with local and transnational experiences 
of identifi cation.

As may already be obvious, my approach to the study of nationalism 
is to view the nation as a contingent category rather than as a substantial 
thing. Th e sociologist Rogers Brubaker has perhaps said it best: “Instead 
of focusing on nations as real groups, we should focus on nationhood and 
nationness, on ‘nation’ as practical category, institutionalized form, and 
contingent event. . . . To understand nationalism, we have to understand 
the practical uses of the category ‘nation,’ the ways it can come to structure 
perception, to inform thought and experience, to organize discourse and 
political action” (Brubaker 1996, 7). In this spirit, I want to do more than 
simply assert that the nation is not a biological or transhistorical fact, an 
assertion widely accepted in academic circles. I want to show how under-
standing “the nation” as a contingent category enriches our analyses of 
political life, and how neglecting to do so leads to error.

Scholars today tend not to agree on what a nation is or, consequently, 
on when (or where) nationalism fi rst emerged. Arguments about the 
origins of nationalism locate its genesis variously in “New World” Latin 
American independence movements and the exigencies of print capital-
ism (Anderson 1991), in the political and structural transformations as-
sociated with industrialization (Gellner 1983; Nairn 1996), in the eff ects 
of expanding communication and transportation networks (Deutsch 1953; 
Seton- Watson 1977; Hroch 1993), in the processes of state-formation (Kohn 
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1967; Weber 1978; Hobsbawm 1990; Mann 1993; Breuilly 1994; Marx 2003), 
in the changing notions of community initiated by France’s revolution-
ary actors (Sewell 2004), or in new international arrangements produced 
in the aftermath of World War II (Kelly and Kaplan 2001).7 Underlying 
these divergent views is a consensus about the nation form being distinctly 
modern in character—closely associated with the political, economic, and 
social transformations of recent times—but it is less well elaborated in the 
scholarship what this modernity implies for nationalism’s particularity as 
an ideology.8

I want to begin redressing that neglect by investigating the novelty of 
nationalism as Benedict Anderson (1991) and those inspired by his ideas 
perceive it. As I show below, Anderson helpfully specifi es what distin-
guishes nationalism from other forms of solidarity, although the Yemeni 
case also unsettles well-established Andersonian claims about what na-
tionalism entails and how it works. Following this theoretical interlude, I 
turn to an explanation of practices as performative. I then discuss briefl y 
the methods and source materials used in the book, as well as how sub-
sequent chapters are organized. I end by adumbrating Peripheral Visions’ 
key arguments.

theorizing nations and nationalisms: territorial 
sovereignty and multiple temporalities

Although there has been a myriad of work criticizing Anderson, and it is 
arguable that little more can or should be said, I have three reasons for 
bringing him into conversation with the case of Yemen. First, I want to make 
a methodological intervention into studies of nationalism by underscoring 
a neglected distinction in Anderson. In his discussion of how national citi-
zens are constituted, he diff erentiates discourses that are specifi cally na-
tionalist in content from other ways in which national imaginings happen 
independently of this rhetoric. Th is distinction has implications for how 
we identify the various mechanisms that have made nationalist imaginings 
plausible. Second, I want to highlight the qualities specifi c to “the nation,” 
a term that resembles concepts connoting older solidarities of kinship and 
shared piety but is not coterminous with them. Th e example of Yemen—
where a notion of Yaman is ancient, yet does not come to be understood 
in explicitly nationalist terms until the 1920s and 1930s—invites us to iden-
tify the “ingredients” of nationalism, the modern doctrines and practices 
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diff erentiating it from other forms of collective representation. Whereas 
some scholars use “nation” to mean any form of community—Walker Con-
nor (1972), for example, writing infl uentially of “nation-building” requiring 
“nation-destroying” where “nation” means any community in which other-
ing takes place—specifying more precisely what nationalism is permits us 
to understand its particular logics and implications for political identifi ca-
tions and state sovereignty. It allows us to be conceptually clear about when 
we are referring to nationalism and when we are studying other group af-
fi liations. Th e added value of identifying nationalism’s particularities as 
an ideology is often methodological as well as substantive, helping us to 
pinpoint when nationalism emerged in a particular place, preventing us 
from retrospectively misidentifying movements as “protonational” or from 
confl ating all communal imaginings with national ones. Th is exercise is less 
an eff ort to produce a rule-bound defi nition than to look historically at the 
nation form’s “family resemblances” (Wittgenstein 1958, par. 67), identify-
ing the overlapping and crisscrossing “network of similarities” among na-
tionalisms over time (ibid., par. 66).

Th ird and fi nally, this section foregrounds signifi cant problems with 
Anderson’s theory, revealing his indebtedness to a modernization story 
that conceives of nationalism as a complete linear progression from one 
master narrative of communal imagining to the next. As a consequence he 
neglects other processes of subject formation, ways in which people can 
and do experience their worlds through multiple and hybrid spatial, tempo-
ral, and political frameworks. In particular, nationalism and secularism do 
not necessitate each other, as some scholars beholden to Anderson suggest 
(e.g., Asad 1993, 2003; Taylor 2004; Agrama 2005). Th ese scholars mistake 
a historical connection between nationalism and secularism for a constitu-
tive one. Here I am not only arguing that the same person can be both na-
tionalist and devoutly pious, calling into question the purportedly intrinsic 
connection between secularism and nationalism. I am also contending that 
there are movements that can be correctly understood as both religious and 
nationalist despite the seeming theoretical contradictions such movements 
bring to the fore.9 Or to put it diff erently and perhaps less contentiously, the 
observable empirical overlap of pious and nationalist sensibilities requires 
us to theorize how the distinct notions of being and acting each imply can 
infl ect one another to produce novel political possibilities.10

Anderson’s Imagined Communities helpfully distinguishes between the 
content of nationalist discourses and the fact of people’s shared experi-
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ence in time, which allowed individuals living in disparate areas to imagine 
themselves as inhabiting a world in common with like-minded, anony-
mous others. Th is distinction has methodological implications Anderson 
does not discuss but that inform my own approach. It is possible, on the 
one hand, to think about the words and concepts that index “the nation”—
phrases such as “the people” or “my fellow Yemenis.” On the other hand, we 
can also analyze the various practices that exemplify and produce specifi c 
assemblages of fellow readers and listeners who, whatever the content of 
their discourses, nevertheless have come to share (or be perceived to share) 
the everyday experiences of others within a limited, territorially sovereign 
space. Maintaining the distinction between the rhetoric of nationalism and 
shared practices rooted in spatial contiguity helps expose the multiple ways 
in which actors can be “hailed” or “interpellated” (Althusser 1971), brought 
into being as a national community—at least some of the time.

Second, there are the “ingredients” that make nationalism diff erent from 
other forms of communal imagining. In the scholarly literature inspired 
by Anderson, nationalism is viewed historically as situated in specifi cally 
modern, abstract notions of “horizontal fraternity” and “homogeneous, 
empty time.”11 Other kinds of communities are also assuredly “imagined” 
by their members, but nationalist discourses posit a form of fellowship 
predicated specifi cally on the sovereignty of “a people” whose existence 
presupposes a worldly past and territorially bounded understandings of 
space (Anderson 1991, 11; Asad 2003, 193). Th e modern nation-state and 
the ideologies of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century nationalism are in 
this view fundamentally diff erent from their medieval antecedents, and 
nationalism is implicated historically in the processes of capitalism, state 
formation, and secularism.12 In Time, Labor, and Social Domination, a 
particularly insightful discussion of Marx’s analysis of value in capitalist 
society, Moishe Postone (1993) clarifi es how capitalism relates to modern 
conceptions of time. He diff erentiates between concrete time (e.g., the time 
it takes to cook pasta or say one’s prayers) and abstract time, the “uniform, 
continuous, homogeneous ‘empty’ time” that is “independent of events” 
(202). Concrete time can be linear or cyclical, sacred or profane; it refers 
to and is apprehended through “natural cycles and the periodicities of hu-
man life as well as particular tasks or processes” (201). Abstract time, by 
contrast, involves units that are universally commensurable, interchange-
able, constant, and invariable (202–9). Its roots can be discerned in the 
late Middle Ages, but the idea as such became hegemonic only with the 
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spread of the “commodity-determined” forms of social relations inherent 
to capitalism in the West.13

Th is modern notion of time was important for nationalism because it 
entailed a new sense of simultaneity, one that permitted people who were 
distant from one another to conceive of themselves as part of a shared 
world of concomitant events. Anderson famously writes that the nation 
is “imagined because the members of even the smallest nations will never 
know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet 
in the minds of each lives the image of their communion” (Anderson 1991, 
6). Of course, other practices—e.g., of piety, to name an example to be ex-
plored in detail later on—also require anonymous members to imagine the 
collectivity’s “communion” and to do so simultaneously. What makes na-
tionalism distinct is that this simultaneity, enabled initially by technologi-
cal innovations such as those related to print capitalism, the proliferation 
of personal clocks, and ultimately by railroad schedules,14 produced as-
semblages of people who could share a sense of clock-oriented, calendrical 
time within a boundary-oriented, limited, sovereign, self-governing space.

In this sense, it is arguably state institutions, with their increasing pow-
ers to record, educate, and police populations, that prove critical for the 
emergence of nationalist imaginings as such, not only because advances 
in communication associated with state formation enabled ideas to travel 
more quickly and widely but also because the content of nationalism tied 
state sovereignty to ideas of a territorially located, explicitly political com-
munity. Or to put it diff erently, nationalist ideology presumes a congruency 
between “the people” and state institutions.15 And images of the political 
community’s historical relationship to territorially delimited states in Eu-
rope and the Americas had consequences for later nationalist imaginings 
of time, space, and collectivity (even in places where state institutions re-
mained fragile and industrial capitalism less relevant). As Manu Goswami 
notes in reference to the state:

Th e consolidation of the inter-state system as a nation-state system, the 
generalization of the doctrine of self-determination, and the progressive 
naturalization of the tie between nation and state dynamically recon-
fi gured the discursive terrain. . . . Nationalisms had to confront either 
existing state structures and seek their transformation or aspire to their 
own sovereign national states. In either instance, the spatial correspon-
dence between a people, economy, culture, territory, and state consti-
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tuted the institutionalized ideal and horizon for legitimate collective 
struggle. (Goswami 1998, 614)

In contrast to classical theological communities, nationalism relates to 
the powerful organizing infl uences of “sovereignty” as a doctrine whose 
principles include “constitutional independence, non-intervention, terri-
torial integrity, and formal reciprocity” (Scott n.d., 3). Such principles are 
bound up, according to some authors, with ideas of the modern state as 
an “irreducibly singular and secular moral-legal entity,” one that is funda-
mentally diff erent from the universitas of Christendom or Islam (ibid.). As 
Talal Asad notes in reference to the Islamic umma, it is not “a total political 
society, limited and sovereign like other limited and sovereign nations in a 
secular (social) world. Th e ummat al-muslimīn [community of Muslims] 
is ideologically not ‘a society’ onto which state, economy, and religion can 
be mapped.” Unlike nation-state nationalisms or Arab nationalism’s no-
tion of al-umma al-‘arabiyya (often translated as the pan-Arab nation), 
the Islamic umma “can and eventually should embrace all of humanity” 
(Asad 2003, 199).

Nationalism, in this view, is not only joined to the histories of capitalism 
and state formation but is also connected to the project of secularism. But 
what exactly does this latter relationship entail? For Asad, the imagined 
community implied in nationalism diff ers from the ancient notion of the 
Islamic community (umma) in ways that further identify the specifi city of 
nationalism as a discourse, and in many ways this contrast is helpful. In 
terms of temporality, for example, classical Islamic chronicles articulating 
the idea of the umma derive from h․adīth accounts (records of the sayings 
and doings of the Prophet) on which the Sunna is based,16 and they express 
the political and theological confl icts among the faithful as seen through an 
explicitly Qur’ānic worldview (Asad 2003, 197). Islamic chronicles do not 
claim to “have a history” in the way that nationalist accounts of “the nation” 
do (ibid., 197). Th e theological view of the term umma also presupposes 
notions of space, collectivity, and personhood that diff er from those in a 
nationalist episteme. Asad echoes Anderson’s take on these abstractions:

Th e Islamic umma in the classical theological view is thus not an imag-
ined community on a par with the Arab nation waiting to be politically 
unifi ed but a theologically defi ned space enabling Muslims to practice 
the disciplines of dīn [conventionally translated as religion] in the world. 
Of course the word umma does also have the sense of “a people”—and 
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“a community”—in the Qur’ān. But the members of every community 
imagine it to have a particular character, and relate to one another by 
virtue of it. Th e crucial point therefore is not that it is imagined but that 
what is imagined predicates distinctive modes of being and acting. Th e 
Islamic umma presupposes individuals who are self-governing but not 
autonomous. Th e sharī‘a, a system of practical reason morally binding on 
each faithful individual, exists independently of him or her. (2003, 197)

Not all nationalist ideologies presuppose autonomous individuals, as fas-
cist versions of nationalism remind us, and surely many citizens experi-
ence secular law as existing “independently of him or her.” But the contrast 
between the national community and the Islamic umma does highlight the 
distinct manner in which each operates—under a diff erent logic of spatio-
temporal boundedness.

Th e distinctions Asad notes between the national community and the 
umma thus suggest an elective affi  nity between secularism and the proper-
ties that make a movement identifi ably nationalist.17 As I shall show below, 
however, this should not be taken to imply, as it does for Anderson and 
his adherents, a linear shift from theological imaginings to national ones. 
Nor should it mean, as it often does, that there is a necessary relationship 
between nationalism and secularism.

To summarize thus far: the “national community,” as opposed to other 
forms of communal imagining, implies a recognizably distinct understand-
ing of time as abstract and uniform; of space as territorial, sovereign, and 
circumscribed by both the reach of state institutions and by the formalities 
of international recognition; and of political personhood as premised on 
notions of a “people”—which is sovereign by virtue of a horizontal cama-
raderie that is fundamentally political, humanly fashioned, and, at least 
in theory, protected by law. Even when discourses do not explicitly refer 
to nationalist ideas, people unknown to one another can come to share 
knowledge about events, actors, and places in ways that allow them to 
imagine themselves as members of discrete homogeneous collectivities, 
existing in calendrical clock time within a spatially demarcated territory. 
To put it diff erently, it is possible for assemblages of people to be created 
and organized independently of the content of nationalist discourses, but 
in ways that reinforce nationalism’s ideological premises. Th ese insights 
bear directly on the widespread portability of nationalism, or what Ander-
son calls its “modularity”—its availability “for pirating by widely diff erent, 
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and sometimes unexpected, hands” (Anderson 1991, 67). Some scholars 
charge Anderson with misunderstanding the specifi city of anticolonial 
movements by insisting on nationalism’s modularity, but in doing so these 
critics misread or disregard the most promising part of the argument.18 
Nationalism is a highly particular ideology with identifi able frames of ref-
erence that are recognizable and transposable, even under conditions dra-
matically diff erent from those under which nationalism originated.

Yet bringing the Yemeni example to the fore allows us not only to deepen 
this analysis but also exposes the limitations of an approach too reliant on 
Anderson or other secularization theses. For Anderson fails to appreciate 
how radically modular nationalism has turned out to be, so that the rela-
tions among the components he and others took for analytical necessities 
now appear to have the form of historical contingencies. It is in these terms 
that Yemen spotlights the possibility, and indeed the empirical appearance, 
of nonsecular nationalisms. Th e aim here, taking up the third point in this 
section, is to specify more precisely what is involved in the constitution of 
contemporary nationalisms, as the condition for an adequate understand-
ing of the ongoing processes of political subject formation.

For example, it might be tempting to see the reign of Imām Yah․yā (1904–
48), arguably the fi rst modern state-builder of North Yemen, as gradually 
enabling a transition from a theologically based notion of community to a 
national one, and early opposition to the Imām was often framed in lan-
guage accusing him of acting like a king at the head of a state (dawla). But 
this reading of a transition from one kind of community to another misleads 
in the Yemeni case, and it forecloses theorizing more generally about how 
competing understandings of time, space, community, and personhood 
might coexist within the heterogeneous contexts of modern nation-states.

A view that posits a comprehensive, fully realized succession from clas-
sical theology to a specifi cally secular nationalism fails to recognize more 
heterogeneous forms of collective imagining. Th e offi  cially sponsored re-
gime newspaper al-Īmān (1926–57), published in North Yemen, exemplifi es 
how theological and national visions coalesced in offi  cial representations 
of new state institutions. In particular, the paper routinely listed new state 
activities, such as governmental appointments and the establishment of 
public works projects, but it also reported the state’s application of Islamic 
h․udūd punishments for a variety of crimes (including theft, murder, adul-
tery, and alcohol consumption).19 What made this paper “national,” at least 
in part, was its geographical coverage of events and people in the context 
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of state practices. In the application of h․udūd, for example, the newspaper 
advertised the extent of the state’s power by chronicling punishments not 
only in the capital of S․an‘ā’ but in the Tihāma region by the Red Sea, in the 
northern highlands, in Lower Yemen’s city of Ta‘izz, and even in Qa‘t․aba 
on the border of the Aden Protectorate (Willis 2007, 51). To the extent that 
these punishments were in fact being carried out on behalf of a state whose 
executive reach was becoming increasingly tenable, the newspaper both 
specifi es and produces the national community—and it produces the com-
munity through its specifi cation. It does the latter by both presuming an 
audience with a common knowledge of territory and generating a reader-
ship that acquired that knowledge by consuming the news. In other words, 
the state’s institutional practices and the fact that they were reported by 
an offi  cial newspaper helped to create a distinct assemblage of fellow read-
ers who understood the paper’s references and could imagine the state’s 
activities as part of a growing world to which readers belonged. Th is world 
was both national and theological, combining the new activities of the 
state with the state’s enforcement of an explicitly Islamic moral order. Al-
though it is unclear whether readers actually experienced multiple time 
orientations or “temporalities” in reading the newspaper, an analysis of the 
newspaper’s content does tell us that reforms in territorial administration 
associated with state building were working to produce new notions of 
space, generating territories with legally specifi ed jurisdictions that were 
conceptually and perhaps organizationally increasingly homogeneous. It 
also tells us that such understandings of space operated in tandem with 
theological justifi cations for state punishment, which themselves presup-
posed the possibility of sacred and clock-oriented time coexisting.

Th e national and the theological also coincided in the international 
arena. On the one hand, the North’s Imām Yah․yā and his ministers were 
gradually integrating Yemen into an international order through interna-
tional agreements, which entailed accepting North Yemen’s status as one 
nation-state among others. On the other, the Imām was also attempting 
to affi  rm Yemen’s position, and arguably the position of the Zaydī (Shī‘ī) 
denomination (madhhab), in the community of Muslim and Arab coun-
tries. In a letter to his emissary in Cairo in 1928, Imām Yah․yā stressed his 
authority over Muslims everywhere:

Further it is recognized and well-known that the Mohammedans, in ac-
cordance with the provisions of God’s book, are all brethren, and there-
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fore it is of importance to us here to be able to know everything about 
the welfare of our brethren the Mohammedans in distant countries and 
we therefore order you to carry out the exhortations above referred to, 
and in addition to appeal to them to contribute what is due from them 
to the descendants of the Prophet, prayers be upon him, as a duty and 
as a sign of their loyalty and devotion to us owing to our lineage—such 
an assistance to us from the Mohammedans has been ordained by God 
himself, who prescribed the “Zakāt” from the income of all Moslems.20

But in practice Imām Yah․yā focused on migrants living abroad, authoriz-
ing his emissary to collect the zakāt taxes on the grounds that the imām 
was the spiritual leader of Yemenis—inhabitants of both the North and 
the South—and the protector of their families. Such appeals were not al-
ways successful in getting people to give up income, but they laid bare the 
ways in which claims to a Yemeni people were conjoining with norms of 
moral propriety to reinforce simultaneously both a national and a pious 
notion of citizenship. Although it is true that a sharī‘a politics based on re-
ligious denominational (madhhab) categories gradually shifted to make a 
nation-state politics more prominent, novel conceptions of citizenship did 
not entail the total eclipse of pious ideas or practices. Nor did it mean, in 
North Yemen’s case, the simple relegation of religion to the private sphere, 
as secularizing projects generally imply (although it did tend to mean that 
in the South). Th e point is that these and subsequent changes cannot be 
described as stages in the linear development of a fully realized secular 
sensibility, but rather enabled new combinations both rhetorically and in-
stitutionally of piety and national collectivity.21

Th e Yemeni example underscores the problems with a theory of na-
tionalism that posits a complete shift, as if homogeneous empty time pro-
ceeded from messianic time as “pure succession.”22 Confl ating nationalist, 
modernist formulations of time with an analysis of how time actually gets 
reconceived, such theories thereby participate in the linear narration of 
history they seek to interrogate. An Andersonian formulation of national 
identity also suggests a comprehensive transformation from familial, kin-
based persons to autonomous individuals. Th ose inspired by Anderson 
sometimes go further, presuming that a national subject is necessarily a 
liberal one (see Asad 2003; Agrama 2005). But assertions of horizontal fra-
ternity do not in themselves imply, nor do political developments suggest, 
that nationalism necessarily presumes autonomous, liberal individuals. 
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Moreover, although distinctions between nation and umma are instruc-
tive, the latter concept should not be seen as synechdochic with or analo-
gous to piety in general. Th ere are forms of piety in Yemen and elsewhere 
that cohere more easily with national logics than the notion of an Islamic 
umma does. Ministries of religious aff airs (or sometimes, of religious guid-
ance) across the Middle East, for example, speak not to the entire umma 
but to the country -specifi c Muslim citizen, a form of address that inspires 
denunciations by some Islamic organizations.23 And certain ideas of piety, 
as we shall see in later chapters, have become conceivable only within a 
nationalizing project.

To put my argument in schematic terms: (1) Anderson helps us under-
stand what makes the “nation form” distinctive. What distinguishes nation-
alism from other forms of collective belonging is the way in which national 
solidarities imply a specifi c relation to space and time, one that is inextrica-
bly tied to modern notions of sovereignty—invested in a people and realized 
(ideally) through common state institutions. (2) But Anderson and scholars 
inspired by him fail to distinguish adequately between this generic aspect of 
nationalism and its historical dimension, which is to say that they overgen-
eralize the historical connection in the West between the idea of the nation 
and the project of secularism in particular. Some historians have pointed out 
that even in the West this historical connection may not be as neat empiri-
cally as Anderson tends to suggest.24 Th e ideas of time, space, sovereignty, 
personhood, and collectivity implied by nationalism as a secular project 
could outlive or become modular even when secularism proved less totaliz-
ing than it was in some Western liberal countries. (3) By overgeneralizing the 
relationship between secularism and nationalism, scholars miss certain criti-
cal implications of their own work. Discourses, whether they concern piety 
or national solidarity, evolve. And because identities are fl uid and contextual, 
human beings can and do experience their lives in terms of multiple tem-
poralities or time frames. Th us, nationalism often develops in tandem with 
other ideologies or master narratives, and sometimes combines with them. 
Many theorists of nationalism, not simply Anderson, exaggerate the primacy 
of nationalist imaginings, as if once indulged, they are all-consuming.

the performative politics of words and other deeds
By emphasizing the nation as a historically contingent category, Periph-
eral Visions specifi es the “work” particular discourses do—how the use 
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of words, the understanding of abstract concepts, and the enactment of 
every day practices produce specifi c logics and generate observable po-
litical eff ects. References throughout this book to the “work” performed 
by discourses are meant to refer both to their observable political eff ects, 
when evident (especially in the ethnographic sections), and to their spe-
cifi c logics, when a more analytic approach is called for. Th ese logics do 
not imply that scholars can know what actors’ intentions are; rather, the 
term “logics” denotes how words and concepts make sense in specifi c 
contexts; their intelligibility comes from the ways in which language and 
institutions are embedded in a social world of iterative actions and perfor-
mative practices.

Th is focus on performative practices requires some elaboration. Prac-
tices are actions or deeds that are repeated over time; they are learned, 
reproduced, and subjected to risk through social interaction.25 Practices 
are also, in the sense I use the term, unique to human beings. Like actions 
(as opposed to “behaviors”), they involve “freedom, choice, and respon-
sibility, meaning and sense, conventions, norms, and rules” (Pitkin 1993, 
242). Th ey may be self-consciously executed, but they need not be. Th ey 
tend to be intelligible to others in context-dependent ways. Practices are 
ultimately “dual,” composed both of what “the outside observer can see 
and of the actors’ understandings of what they are doing” (Pitkin 1993, 
261; also discussed in Wedeen 2002). As this book argues, the importance 
of everyday practices to nationalism (as well as to other kinds of political 
imaginings) does not reside simply in the meanings they signify to their 
practitioners, but also in the ways in which they constitute the self through 
his or her performance as an explicitly national (or, in chapter 3, demo-
cratic) person in the absence of a strong state or an institutionalized, pro-
cedural democracy.

Th e word “performative” was initially invoked by J. L. Austin to de-
scribe particular kinds of speech acts in which the utterance is the act it-
self: “I promise” or “I protest” or “I bet” are examples of performatives.26 
Derrida’s use of “performativity” to refer to an “iterable practice” (1988) has 
been adopted by subsequent theorists to articulate a theory of self forma-
tion in which the iterative character of speech and bodily activities con-
stitute individuals as specifi c kinds of social beings or “subjects.” Th rough 
the repeated performance of practices, in this view, the person’s desires, 
understandings, and bodily comportment come to acquire a particular, 
recognizable form (Butler 1993, 1997; Mahmood 2005, 162–63; see also 



16 / introduc tion

Bourdieu 1991).27 Peripheral Visions takes from this literature an apprecia-
tion for the ways in which the category of the national citizen, for example, 
is actualized through the performance of norms associated with national-
ism. Nationalist actions, in this light, may be understood as performatives 
because they enact that which they name, a national self or “subject.”28

Th e concept of “performativity” as I am using it here needs to be distin-
guished from other genealogies of performance in anthropology.29 Perfor-
matives refer to a structural logic, while performance refers to an event.30 
Some events or performances have this structural logic—the act that 
brings into being the very thing invoked—while others do not. Analyzing 
this logic in any particular situation requires specifying issues of context. 
Th us, although many theories of performativity do not operate in socio-
logical terms, there is nothing about such arguments that precludes think-
ing contextually.31 In the Yemeni case, for example, a poet who declares 
himself as a proud Yemeni thereby helps constitute himself as one, just as 
a politician who addresses an audience of the “Yemeni people” summons 
that assemblage into being through the declaration.32 As we shall see, some 
performatives are explicit enunciations, while others are actions indexing 
a particular concept (such as nationalism, democracy, or piety, to name 
relevant examples for this book). I can act patriotically, thereby constitut-
ing myself as a patriot without overtly calling myself a patriot, for instance. 
Th e same can be said for concepts as diverse as bravery, bachelorhood, 
piety, and so forth.

Emphasizing practices as “performative” relates to my treatment of is-
sues of “identity” throughout this book. Rather than think of identities as 
antecedent facts about people that help determine their actions, I follow 
Hannah Arendt in understanding identities as what results from public 
speech and action; through public words and deeds, actors “make their ap-
pearance” in the world (Arendt 1958, 179; also discussed in Markell 2003, 
13). As Patchen Markell notes, “one important consequence of this is that 
identity, for Arendt, is not something over which agents themselves have 
control. Because we do not act in isolation but interact with others, who we 
become through action is not [simply] up to us; instead, it is the outcome 
of many intersecting and unpredictable sequences of action and response, 
such that ‘nobody is the author or producer of his own life story’ ” (Markell 
2003, 13; Arendt 1958, 184). By emphasizing the “performative” aspects of 
identity formation, I show not only that nationalism is actualized in na-
tionalist practices but also that national persons themselves are formed by 
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the speech and bodily acts associated with nationalism. Similarly, to take 
another example, it is not simply that democratic virtues cause or are real-
ized in particular kinds of democratic acts but also that democratic per-
sons are themselves constituted through the doing of democratic deeds.33

Th is approach to practices does not imply that nationalist persons be-
lieve in nationalism or that people acting democratically are necessarily 
committed to democracy. If, in interpreting actions in this way, I privilege 
intelligibility over deep-seated meanings, I do so for the following reason: 
Intelligibility does not presuppose grasping an inner essence or getting 
into the heads of informants understood as captive minds of a system, but 
rather is centered on the ways in which people attempt to make appar-
ent, observable sense of their worlds—to themselves and to each other—in 
emotional and cognitive terms. In stark contrast to grasping an inner es-
sence, this conceptualization of meaning requires us to discover what in 
fact we know (that children are saluting a fl ag or ballots are being checked 
and counted, for example) and what we need to know (what work this fl ag 
salute or ballot tallying is doing in the context in which it is happening). 
Such an inquiry then prompts us to ask questions about the conditions 
under which specifi c material and semiotic activities emerge, the contexts 
in which they fi nd public expression, the consequences they have in the 
world, and the irregularities they generate in the process of reproduction. 
By focusing on the logics of a discourse and its political eff ects in material 
practices, we can specify how ideas relate to institutions; how group iden-
tities are summoned into existence; and how publics—national, delibera-
tive, pious, and transnational—get made.

methods, sources, and chapter organization
Recent research in political science has championed the use of “multi- or 
mixed methods,” advocating the combination of sundry quantitative meth-
ods with “narrative” ones.34 Peripheral Visions also employs multiple meth-
ods, but all of them are recognizably interpretivist in orientation.35 I adopt 
a practice-oriented approach to language and other symbolic systems, 
while blending participant observation techniques with careful readings of 
texts. In preparing the book, I have conducted more than eighteen months 
of fi eldwork throughout Yemen, from 1998 to 2004. Th is has entailed in-
depth ethnographic work as well as open-ended interviews with ordinary 
men and women from diverse regions and class backgrounds, including 
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politicians from various political parties.36 Ethnographic work tends to 
imply an enmeshment in the social, semiotic world under investigation. 
I participated in the daily life of Yemenis through ordinary conversations 
and interaction, by observing and sometimes taking part in activities (in-
cluding social gatherings, regime-run electoral events, and protests), ex-
amining gossip, jokes, and other informal speech acts, and recording this 
data in fi eld notes. Open-ended interviews lasted between one and four 
hours. I approached people through what social scientists call “snowball 
sampling,” whereby initial contacts generate new ones.

Th e processes of national belonging this project examines include the 
development of a “historical consciousness”—the purportedly collec-
tive memories, national myths, and Qur’ānic references in which under-
standings of Yemeni-ness come to the fore; the political procedures of 
unifi cation; narratives and ongoing observation of regime coercion and 
co-optation; and phenomena associated with “globalization” (e.g., the end 
of the cold war, neoliberal economic reforms, and new patterns of migra-
tion). Source materials therefore include cassette tapes of Friday mosque 
sermons, regional poetry and songs, intellectuals’ conferences and social 
gatherings, historical narratives of Yemen’s ancient origins, newspapers, 
biographies of political fi gures, political iconography, offi  cial spectacles, 
maps, published data on migratory patterns, and nongovernmental orga-
nization (NGO) surveys. Th ese materials off er perspectives that have al-
lowed me to understand the importance of both everyday practices and 
extraordinary events, not only for establishing group solidarities of various 
kinds but also for occasioning acts of deliberative democracy in the ab-
sence of contested elections. Almost all conversations were in Arabic and 
all of the translations are my own unless otherwise specifi ed.37

Th e book is organized into fi ve chapters. Each chapter can be read as 
a discrete essay or as part of a sustained, cumulative set of arguments. 
Chapter 1 explains the dynamics of national belonging in the making. 
Combining historical synthesis with some ethnography and interviews, 
the chapter considers the imaginative status of Yemen historically and the 
conditions under which actual unifi cation took place, the role of radio and 
poetry in the 1950s, and the ways in which even a fragile state can instill in 
its citizenry intermittent attachments to a national community. Chapter 2 
is primarily ethnographic, discussing three exemplary events in Yemen to 
dramatize the relationship between state power and the experience of citi-
zenship in the aftermath of national unifi cation in 1990. It demonstrates 
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how national belonging may actually be shared in the breach of state 
 authority—in the moments when large numbers of citizens, unknown to 
each other, long for its protection. Chapter 3 operates as a hinge chapter, 
exploring more fully a proposition introduced in chapter 2, that in fragile 
authoritarian states (with weak capacities to generate national loyalty) op-
portunities for widespread political activism and critical, public discussion 
may be enhanced. It too is ethnographic, using the example of quotidian 
qāt chews to show how everyday practices of political contestation outside 
electoral channels confound aspects of both minimalist conceptions of de-
mocracy as contested elections and a Habermasian story about the ori-
gins of and conditions for public spheres. Th e chapter demonstrates how 
specifi c performative practices can create distinctly democratic publics, 
some but not all of which can also be understood as national ones. Chapter 
4 focuses on the recent battles between the regime and the organization 
Believing Youth (Shabāb al-Mu’minīn) to advance our understandings of 
identity formation more generally. Using newspaper reports, religious and 
political pamphlets, open-ended interviews, and some ethnographic work 
(outside the immediate confl ict zone), I look at the evolving Islamic “dis-
cursive tradition”38—the changing ways in which adherents relate to and 
are constituted through their engagement with sacred texts. By examining 
how this tradition articulates with the history of contemporary nation-
states and the changing forms of nationalist movements themselves, this 
chapter exposes certain problems with prevailing classifi cations and ex-
planations while attending to local debates about scriptural interpretation, 
national solidarity, party politics, and the permissibility of rebellion. Chap-
ter 5 situates contemporary pious solidarities in terms of broader histori-
cal, political, and economic processes, while also using the Yemeni case 
to refi ne our general theorizations about both the reasons for the Islamic 
revival and the forms of circulation through which it works.

the main arguments
Studying political identity formation yields the following interrelated 
propositions about nationalism. First, there is no necessary connection 
between idioms of national solidarity and the likelihood of political stabil-
ity, as such national imaginings can be used to challenge existing regimes 
as well as to naturalize them. Second, national solidarities are rarely as 
all- encompassing as students of nationalism presume; they can happen 
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episodically, be conveyed anonymously, and solidify suddenly, only to col-
lapse once again in apathy or discord. Th ird, in the absence of a robust 
network of state institutions, traumatic political events and the public dis-
cussions they inspire can produce conditions in which a putative “nation” 
of citizens takes shape in the form of a demand for a state capable of pro-
tecting them.

Public sphere activities facilitate nation-ness to the extent that they 
create specifi c assemblages of fellow participants who have come to share 
the everyday experience of communicating with others within the limited, 
territorially sovereign space of the nation-state. But the content of these 
discussions does not necessarily presume a national identity or use vo-
cabulary suggestive of one. Th e Yemeni example shows too that the public 
addressed in quotidian social gatherings can be both broader and more 
indeterminate, or narrower and more specifi cally local, than a national 
one. Th us, the signifi cance of these public interactions also resides in their 
profoundly political character, in the ways in which they make possible an 
addressing of others in terms that connect actors’ diverse and contentious 
interests to a common venture (see Pitkin 1993, 216; Arendt 1958, 52). In 
this light, I contrast entrenched minimalist formulations of “democracy” 
as contested elections with civic participation and the formation of “public 
spheres,” arguing that the latter must be understood as activities of demo-
cratic expression in their own right. In shifting attention away from the 
formal dimensions of electoral competition to the substance of participa-
tory politics, this study explores how public sphere practices occasion the 
performance of an explicitly democratic “subjectivity” (or presentation of 
self )—one that relishes deliberation—without producing specifi cally lib-
eral debates or forms of personhood. Th ese deliberative practices, as they 
reveal themselves in Yemen, have arisen under conditions fundamentally 
diff erent from the ones that Habermas (1996) and others have identifi ed 
as seminal to the Western European experience. Analyzing the example of 
Yemen is thus an exercise in theory building. It requires us to question not 
only what we mean by democracy but also to consider anew the factors 
conducive to the cultivation of democratic practices, even in the absence 
of a democratic regime.

By foregrounding Yemen’s experiment in national unity and attending 
to the everyday practices of deliberative contestation, this book also pro-
vides the context needed to investigate how contemporary expressions of 
piety operate in relation to nationalist imaginings. For anthropologists, my 



introduc tion / 21

fi ndings suggest that nationalism and piety can and do coalesce in ways 
that not only demand decoupling nationalism from secularism39 but also 
necessitate unsettling assertions about the historical relationship between 
“neoliberal” reforms and the proliferation of piety movements. For politi-
cal scientists, my arguments require abandoning the assumption that pious 
solidarities are deleterious for nationalist ones or pose strict alternatives to 
them. Such claims may be missing how weak states can benefi t from the 
assumption of welfare services by charitable organizations.40 By consid-
ering what sermons and pamphlets say, moreover, this book grounds an 
under standing of current pious movements in the political-ethical dilem-
mas of the present.

As is perhaps obvious, the title of the book plays on the dual meaning of 
“peripheral visions.” On the one hand, the term “peripheral” means located 
in or constituting an outer boundary or periphery. Yemen is in many ways 
a peripheral country in the current global confi guration, one of the poorest 
countries in the world, and a country geographically situated on the outer 
boundary of the Arabian Peninsula. In this sense, “peripheral visions” re-
fers to perspectives off ered by those residing at the economic, political, 
and geographic margins. On the other hand, “peripheral vision” refers to 
the activity of perceiving near the outer edges of the fi eld of vision, of see-
ing out of the corner of one’s eye. In this sense, the book invites its readers 
to see in unconventional ways, to question comfortable assumptions, and 
to catch a glimpse of nationalism and democracy not as linear, perhaps 
even teleological, processes to which individuals subscribe, but as a series 
of ongoing practices that people enact.
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c h a p t e r  o n e

I M A G I N I N G  U N I T Y

On the eve of unifi cation in 1990, what is now the Republic of Yemen con-
sisted of two distinct polities with diff erent histories, ideological under-
pinnings, and loyalty claims. Th is chapter considers the imaginative status 
of a unifi ed Yemen historically and explores the conditions that made unity 
conceivable and practical. In what ways did a sense of Yemeni-ness pre-
cede political unifi cation? Where did ideas about Yemen as a nation come 
from? If Yemeni nationalism is a constructed phenomenon, as much of 
the scholarship on nationalism would presume, then constructed out of 
what? And how do ideas about Yemeni-ness articulate with other claims to 
solidarity, ones based on piety, neighborhood, or Arab ethnicity, to name 
just a few?

My goal in this chapter is twofold: to relate a brief history of the cir-
cumstances under which the existence of a unifi ed nation-state became 
possible, and to intervene in key theoretical debates about the nature of 
nationalism and the social, historical, and political processes associated 
with it. Part 1 begins with a historical analysis. It not only identifi es some of 
the changing meanings of Yaman but also specifi es the background condi-
tions under which two respective “geographies of rule” (Willis 2004) came 
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to exist in the two independent nation-states established in the 1960s. 
Part 2 examines the multiple meanings of Yaman current in the period 
when nationalist ideas came to the fore. It highlights the critical role of 
communications technology, as well as that of preexisting cultural forms, 
especially poetry, in expressing and disseminating the idioms of national, 
aff ective connection (both Yemeni and pan-Arab) in the 1950s and 1960s. 
Part 3 discusses the circumstances precipitating formal unifi cation in 
1990. It illustrates how strategic interests are constructed through a semi-
otic world in which national unifi cation could already be seen as desirable 
and commonsensical.

As I suggested in the introduction, the historical situation character-
izing the recent development of nationalism in Yemen is in many ways 
unlike the one in which the idea of the “nation” originated. In particular, 
this history has transpired under conditions in which state institutions 
proved incapable of inculcating national values. Yet even in places such as 
Yemen where robust state institutions were absent, the idea of the “nation 
form” (Balibar 1991) proved remarkably portable, and like others around 
the world, Yemenis came gradually to imagine themselves as a people, 
located in a territorially determinate space with seemingly like-minded, 
anonymous others.1 Th e Yemeni example nevertheless also makes clear 
that nationalist imaginings do not necessarily proceed in a linear way or 
in complete succession from older (e.g., sacred or familial) conceptions of 
belonging.

In this chapter, I demonstrate how understandings of the nation fi nd 
expression in and overlap with other solidarities; how they get gener-
ated through textual practices and social interaction; and how confl icts 
about specifi c imagined worlds become provisionally settled through the 
combined eff ects of violence, elite “pacts,” and the iteration of ordinary 
activities.

part one: 
historic al background

Scholars of Yemen tend to emphasize the ways in which the modern space 
of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Ottoman and imamate control 
in the North, and British colonial administration in the South, were prod-
ucts of innovative organizational and technical capacities for managing 
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populations, ones that also introduced new legal, moral, and social cat-
egories of rule.2 Th ese scholars reaffi  rm Michel Foucault’s understanding 
of modern power as generative, as having the capacity to produce particu-
lar kinds of “subjects,” or selves.3 In this view the law, to take one promi-
nent example, plays a central role in constituting the subject as citizen by 
specifying what counts as citizenship. Similarly, the law creates wives and 
husbands by defi ning who can be married and who cannot. According to 
Foucault, the traditional liberal understanding of the individual seeking 
representation before the law, as a subject who literally comes prior to and 
is the author of the law, is misguided. Citizens do not make the laws; laws, 
in part by codifying the legal categories of belonging, make citizens. Th e 
importance of classifi catory practices is also underscored in Foucault’s 
well-known discussion of the appearance of marginal or “perverted” sexu-
alities and their scientifi c categorization into specifi c types in the West. It 
was not that the activities to which these classifi cations referred had not 
existed before, but that their categorization brought them into being in a 
new way, one that marked a shift in the understanding of sexuality from an 
unconnected series of acts to the expression of a deeply rooted identity.4 
Th at identity derived from the ways in which such classifi cations were in-
voked, institutionalized, and internalized. When Foucault discusses how 
“power constitutes the subject,” he is referring to the ways in which, in our 
case, the modern nationalist emerged as a particular type of person. In 
Ian Hacking’s summary, new categories of people generate “new ways for 
people to be” (Hacking 1986).

In the following, I do not contend that the reach of the British colo-
nial administration in the South (1839–1967) was as extensive as a strict 
Foucauldian account might imply. Nor was the Ottoman occupation of 
the North (1872–1918) a fully coherent or all-encompassing project. In 
fact, Ottoman occupation over parts of North Yemen coexisted with local 
imamate rule over other parts, and under Imām Yah․yā’s rule (1904–48) 
Ottoman control gradually ceded territory and jurisdictional authority to 
him, even before the Ottomans’ formal withdrawal in 1918. What I want 
to demonstrate here is how political circumstances in all three regimes, 
British colonial, Ottoman, and imamic, drew upon prior, conventional 
understandings while also generating new categories of collectivity and 
subjectivity. Th ese categories, both old and new, combined with every-
day practices of cross-border communication to make possible novel and 
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confl icting conceptions of Yaman, ones that authorized competing yet ex-
plicitly national political imperatives. Th e changing meanings of Yaman 
and Yamanī, as we shall see, were infl ected by historical circumstances, 
including the modes of classifi cation associated with British colonial and 
Ottoman rule in the South and North, respectively, the concomitant dy-
namics of early state formation in the North’s ruling imamate, the emer-
gence of borders, and the introduction of nationalist ideas in the 1920s 
and 1930s.

In considering the historical conditions that made unifi cation of North 
and South thinkable, it is worth noting that the term Yemen (Yaman) is 
considerably older than identifi able aspirations for a single nation-state 
or the emergence of the two separate Yemens in the 1960s, which is to say 
that the idea of Yemen as a single political entity preceded the establish-
ment of two independent nation-states in the 1960s, or formal unifi cation 
in 1990.5 Important historical antecedents to Yemen’s twentieth-century 
“imagined unities” include repeated invocations of the term Yaman in the 
h․adīth (Traditions of the Prophet) to indicate the territory south of Mecca, 
and the centuries-old identifi cation of various local literatures and prac-
tices as explicitly Yamanī (Dresch 2000).6 In the mid-seventeenth century, 
the Qāsimī dynasty controlled much of the territory associated with the 
current Republic of Yemen, and nationalists could retrospectively point to 
that history to demonstrate Yemen’s coherence. So too could they  highlight 
the fact that there was no formal border between North and South until 
1905 (although there were and continue to be geographical markers, such 
as mountain passes—the naqīl yislah․ or the naqīl sumāra—that separate 
northern highlands from southern lowlands).

In short, nationalist movements beginning in the 1920s and 1930s, as 
well as the poetry, songs, and stories they fostered, drew on, but also in-
vested novel political signifi cance in, specifi c background conditions. Un-
der colonial, Ottoman, and imamic rule, people and texts had circulated 
interregionally as a result of the exigencies of trade and labor. Contact had 
been facilitated by the travels of scholars and workers, the circulation of 
goods via camel and beginning in the 1950s through trucking links, and the 
dissemination of newspapers, literature, and legal writings. By the 1950s, 
Aden, in particular, became a gateway for inhabitants in both territories 
to gain access not only to one another but to regional and global sources 
of information (Douglas 1987; Messick 1993, 30; see also Carapico 1998, 
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especially 23–26; Dresch 2000, 74). Key fi gures in what was to become 
the socialist People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen (PDRY) in the South 
after independence from British colonial rule in 1967 originated from the 
North, and politicians in the North’s Yemen Arab Republic (YAR), estab-
lished in 1962, hailed from the South. Complementing this circulation of 
people and goods were existing understandings of a place called Yaman, 

Map 1.1: Map covering the area from Oxus to Sumatra and from the Nile Valley to the coast of 
Burma, produced by Henricus Langren to depict the travels of the explorer Jan Huyghen van 
Linschoten (1596). Inspired by Giacomo Gastaldi, credited with producing the fi rst modern 
map of Arabia, this illustration situates Arabia in the broader worlds of the Indian Ocean and 
Horn of Africa. Among geographers of the ancient world, Arabia was conventionally divided 
into three main zones: the region bordering the Indian Ocean (including the relatively fertile 
area of modern Yemen) denoted as Arabia Felix (or happy Arabia), the Arabia Deserta (desert 
interior), and Arabia Petraea (the zone controlled from Petra in modern-day Jordan). Copied 
from G. R. Tibbetts, Arabia in Early Maps: A Bibliography of Maps Covering the Peninsula of 
Arabia Printed in Western Europe from the Invention of Printing to the Year 1751 (Cambridge: 
Falcon-Oleander, 1978), 55.



imagining unit y / 27

a word indexing a territory that, in the context of nationalist discourses, 
could be made the object of attachment for an imagined people.

Notions of Yemen as a single political entity notwithstanding, likewise 
in train were processes leading to the formal creation in the 1960s of two 
separate and independent nation-states. Given the presence of nationalist 
discourses advocating the establishment of a single Yemen by the 1930s 
and the historical ambiguities over jurisdiction, which might have made 
several small states viable, the founding of two nation-states requires some 
explanation in its own right. Unifi cation in the 1990s cannot be  understood 

Map 1.2: Map of the Kingdom of Yemen in Arabia Felix (1716). Illustrated to portray the 
explorer Jean de La Roque’s travels, Guillaume de L’Isle’s map shows jurisdictional divisions 
among areas controlled by the sharīf of Medina, the sharīf of Mecca, the kingdom of Yemen, 
the kingdom of Muscat, and the kingdom of Fartach. Note that Yemen here covers the entire 
southern part of the Arabian Peninsula, with the exception of the kingdom of Fartach. Copied 
from Tibbetts (1978, 135). Local geographers of Yemen provided rich descriptions of life and 
climatic conditions, but they did not tend to draw maps.
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without exploring the conditions that made two states realizable in the 
1960s. And this earlier history also underscores some of the key theoreti-
cal claims of the book: that the nation is a contingent category rather than 
a substantial thing; that its conceptual portability as a structuring idiom 
for political imaginings in the twentieth century is tied to notions, if not 
the actual fact, of territorial sovereignty; that the nation form’s distinc-
tiveness has to do with the particular visions of community, time, space, 
and personhood that nationalism as an ideology brought to the fore; that 
nationalism often combined with other understandings of solidarity and 
subjectivity to produce hybrid experiences of political belonging; and that 
the eff ects of offi  cial classifi cations, colonial or otherwise, were to presup-
pose and thereby summon into existence new groups, opening up novel 

Map 1.3: Map of the Arabian Peninsula by Herman Moll (1712). Note here how the peninsula 
is understood as a whole and not in terms of nation-state distinctions. Copied from Tibbetts 
(1978, 130).
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possibilities for political being and action, even under conditions of weak 
internal control.

Colonial Classifi cations: British Rule in the South

In the South, the British constructed a colonial administration along a 
familiar pattern: British authorities separated Aden from its hinterland, 
self-consciously adopting diff erent modes of rule based on the categorical 
distinction between “city” and “tribes” (Willis 2004, 120).7 In 1850, Aden 
was declared a free port, with the explicit aim of increasing trade and 
strengthening a new commercial class that, according to the statements of 
British administrators, would provide the basis for a British-friendly civil 
society (Willis 2004, 121). Th e Aden Act of 1864, in turn, created a court 
system inspired by Indian legal procedures, restricting religious law to is-
sues of inheritance and personal status. Th e eff ect of these measures in 
Aden, as elsewhere in the empire, was to grant “religion” a public existence 
as a private phenomenon. “Religion,” while produced by and subject to 
repeated administrative interventions, was a legal category that relegated 
piety to private life (Asad 2003, 230–31).

If Aden was the locus of new legal frameworks and new conceptions 
of what the law could and should do, colonial policy in the South’s hinter-
land had the stated objective of protecting Aden from disorder and was 
therefore not subject to the same legal or secularization measures.8 Th e 
British constructed elaborate fortifi cations and policed immigration from 
the hinterland into Aden. British colonial administrators also sought to 
preserve what they identifi ed as political practices specifi c to the hinter-
land by promoting policies termed “nonintervention” and “indirect rule” 
there.9 Th e paradox of such policies, however, is that although they aimed 
ostensibly at protecting traditional ways of social and political life, they 
also produced new forms of community, new political interests on the 
part of local elites and their constituencies, and a new body of knowl-
edge around the social category of the “tribe.” Th is colonial discourse took 
shape and evolved in relation to local realities and social actors, of course, 
but it also helped to transform them, organizing, at least formally, existing 
social and political relationships into a system that was comprehensible 
and legible to colonial rulers.

In other words, the self-understandings of colonial offi  cials generated 
the need for new modes of intervention and forms of knowledge. Th ese in 
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turn had the unintended consequence of posing novel challenges to co-
lonial administration on the ground. For example, in an eff ort to secure 
the hinterland, the British identifi ed nine tribes, sometimes termed “can-
tons”: the ‘Abdalī, ‘Aqrabī, ‘Alawī, Amīrī, ‘Awlaqī, Fad․lī, H․ awshabī, S․ubayh․ī, 
and Yāfi ‘ī, thereby collapsing other forms of association into this dominant 
classifi catory grid (Gavin 1975; Willis 2004). Inhabitants’ own practices of 
belonging, however, rarely conformed neatly to the categories under which 
they were offi  cially grouped, and in many instances the use of the terms 
“tribe” or “chief” obscured the political realities it was intended to illumi-
nate (Gavin 1975, 201). In particular, the word “tribe” was used to indicate 
a political or administrative unity that often did not exist.10 British reliance 
on local leaders also led to complications because local leaders—created 
by the British or empowered by them—had a tenuous allegiance to the 
colonial project and were often less capable of ensuring stability than co-
lonial offi  cials had assumed. Rival leaders in the hinterland made alliances 
with the Ottomans or with the imām against the British. In short, colo-
nially constructed “tribes” did not turn out to be cohesive units with stable 
leaderships (Willis 2004). Nevertheless, activities such as the geographical 
survey of 1891–92 and the subsequent Anglo-Turkish Boundary Commis-
sion of 1902–05 located inhabitants in a particular geographical landscape, 
helping to shape the contours of postcolonial rule. Colonial domination 
was also to produce felicitous conditions for the emergence of an explicitly 
national liberation struggle beginning between 1920 and 1940, one that 
derived inspiration from other nationalist movements in British, French, 
Dutch, and Belgian territories.

British colonialism’s eff ects were thus mixed. On the one hand, Foucaul-
dian scholars or others who focus primarily on colonial discourses are likely 
to exaggerate the success of colonial “hegemony,” mistaking the stated claims 
or “will to power” of colonial rulers with colonialism’s actual consequences. 
But this would be a mistake, and Yemen is no anomaly in this respect. Th e 
Yemeni case dramatizes a form of colonial rule apparent in much of Africa 
as well (see Herbst 2000), one in which administrative eff orts to map terri-
tory proved particularly important in establishing a security grid to protect 
commercial interests, without requiring expensive formal systems of admin-
istration. Nevertheless, and pace scholars who contend that colonialism’s 
eff ects were minimal, in Yemen the creation of classifi catory systems that 
divided port town from countryside, the determination of what counted as a 
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relevant “tribe,” the empowerment of some local leaders and the diminution 
of the authority of others, the promulgation of legal codes that relegated 
religion to the private domain, and ultimately the formation of boundaries 
between a north and a south were to have a lasting, if not all-determining, 
impact on postcolonial politics, helping both to shape the form that nation-
alist imaginings took and to defi ne the nature of political struggle.

Th e Copresence of Ottomans and the Imamate in the North

Th e North’s specifi c “geography of rule” is best exemplifi ed by the copres-
ence of Ottoman rule with the institution of the imamate. North Yemen 
was primarily a land of peasant sharecroppers and independent farmers 
and herders in which tribute collection coexisted with modes of commu-
nal production. It was characterized by a diff erent ordering logic than the 
South, one in which the Ottoman Turks vied for territory and jurisdiction 
with Zaydī rulers of the local imamate. Spiritual and temporal authority 
were justifi ed, despite theological diff erences, in terms of each party’s de-
fense of the sharī‘a (Messick 1993, 50; Willis 2004).11

Th e Ottomans occupied North Yemen twice, fi rst when they absorbed 
parts of the North in the sixteenth century only to be driven out in the 
seventeenth by a particularly powerful dynasty, the Qāsimīs; second when 
troops belonging to Muh․ammad ‘Alī Pāshā, the Ottoman governor of 
Egypt, acquired the southern highland province of Ta‘izz in Yemen in 1837. 
According to the historian Khaled Fahmy (1997), Muh․ammad ‘Alī Pāshā’s 
conquests bespoke his own ambitions to reconfi gure the Ottoman order 
from the province of Cairo.12 Th is was not a “proto-nationalist” project to 
build a territorially bounded nation-state of Egypt, but an eff ort to expand 
imperial authority (Mitchell 2002b, 180).13 In the context of an ensuing 
great power rivalry between the British and the Ottomans provoked in 
part by Muh․ammad ‘Alī’s independent initiatives and British responses 
to them, the Ottomans took S․an‘ā’, the capital city of present-day Yemen, 
and created an administration whose coexistence with local rulers of the 
imamate lasted until the empire’s demise in 1918.

During the course of their rule, the Ottomans established small, regu-
lar military detachments in towns and constructed barracks, a move that 
would later inspire Yemenis to shift from quartering soldiers in homes to 
housing a professional army in dedicated facilities (Messick 1993, 248; see 
also Zabāra 1956, vol. 3, 13; Nājī 1976; al-‘Inān 1983, 8–18). Th is second 



32 / chapter one

Ottoman occupation also introduced document registration, which had 
the eff ect of creating a state archiving system for legal documents such 
as wills and land deeds (Messick 1998, 48). Th e Ottomans set up a local 
bureaucracy staff ed by inhabitants of northern Yemen, and many judges 
and administrators spoke Turkish. Th e Ottomans were also able to co-opt 
local notables in Lower Yemen (the southern part of North Yemen), but 
they had diffi  culty subduing the populations northwards.

Th e partial conquest of North Yemen by the Ottomans from 1872 to 1918 
did bear some resemblance to British imperial policies in the South, allow-
ing us to consider the connections between colonial orders and competing 
notions of Yemeni-ness over time: Ottoman bureaucrats and intellectuals 
stressed the cultural inferiority of the local population and depicted the 
conquest as a civilizing mission that would ultimately enable locals to be 
assimilated into the empire as citizens (Kühn 2002, 192). As in British and 
French colonial cases, visions of assimilation were also counteracted by 
narratives emphasizing North Yemen’s status as a colony, the inhabitants 
of which were not meant to be integrated but simply ruled (Kühn 2003, 
5). And competing understandings about the local population revolved 
largely around ideas of governance similar to those employed by the Brit-
ish, presupposing that a conquered population could be ruled eff ectively 
if “accurate” knowledge about their “culture” could be ascertained (ibid.). 
In the case of the Ottomans, this knowledge relied critically on a denomi-
national distinction between Zaydīs/Shī‘īs and Shāfi ‘īs/Sunnīs. On the one 
hand, this distinction obscured important ways in which the Zaydī imam-
ate had already been redefi ned in Sunnī terms in the eighteenth century by 
the exceptionally infl uential jurist al-Shawkānī (Haykel 2003; al-Shawkānī 
2000).14 On the other, Ottoman claims to rule nevertheless did tend to be 
stronger in regions designated as Sunnī/Shāfi ‘ī in Lower Yemen, as evi-
denced by the relative success of Ottoman eff orts to impose institutions 
in those areas, collecting zakāt (Islamic taxes) and establishing religious 
schools.

Despite similarities between British colonial rule and Ottoman occupa-
tion, there were also key divergences. First, Ottoman rulers and intellectu-
als understood Yemenis explicitly as Muslims and made appeals to rule 
on the basis of a purportedly shared connection to Islam, which commit-
ted adherents (at least in principle) to common practices of moral propri-
ety. Second, Ottoman rule competed with the growing strength of Imām 
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Yah․yā, to be discussed below, and was hobbled by the empire’s troubles 
elsewhere. Th erefore, many of the modernizing ambitions of the Ottoman 
administration remained unfulfi lled: plans for cadastral surveys, censuses, 
and other strategies to organize the population frequently were not carried 
through, and an agreement in 1911 with the Ottomans gave Imām Yah․yā 
signifi cant autonomy over key parts of North Yemen.15 Given that the British 
colonial project in the South was a minor enterprise in comparison to Brit-
ish eff orts in other places, Ottoman colonial rule in the North seems to have 
been even more superfi cial. With the empire’s growing weakness, Otto man 
rulers often seemed less interested in maintaining a durable administration 
than in acquiring quick wealth through extortionist tax- gathering methods 
(Farah 2002, 212). And although there were some attempts to instill a sense 
of “Ottomanism” in members of the learned elite, Yemenis trained by Otto-
man Turks were not expected to make the administrative rounds in the rest 
of the empire, in part because Yemenis were understood to be particularly 
backward. In this the Ottoman project as implemented in Yemen diff ered 
from the way it was organized elsewhere (Kühn 2003).

Coincident with Ottoman rule was the imamate. Th e imāms of North 
Yemen, like other leaders in the Middle East historically, ruled in the name 
of Islam. In addition to being a free adult, sound in mind and body, pi-
ous, and generous, the imām also had to be both a mujāhid, a warrior in 
the name of religion, and a mujtahid, a skillful, scholarly interpreter of 
Islamic law (sharī‘a) (Willis 2004, 128; Messick 1993, 38; Wenner 1967, 31). 
In theory, a learned man became the imām through his summons to alle-
giance (da‘wa) and his willingness to rise against illegitimate rule (khurūj) 
(Haykel 2003). In actuality, this meant that an imām’s authority was fre-
quently contested and precarious, for in both principle and practice there 
could be and were many claimants to the imamate. Oaths of allegiance 
could be withdrawn as well as given, and the very nature of the imām’s 
moral authority presupposed a land of disorder or impiety in need of  being 
“returned to the domain of obedience” (h․az․īrat al-t․ā‘a) (Willis 2004). Th at 
return generally necessitated the presence of an imām or his troops.16 As 
Messick argues, the space of the old imamic administration “was, in part, 
created through the movements of the imām and his armies through the 
countryside” (Messick 1993, 248). Th e local existence of this administra-
tion was constituted by the presence of offi  cials who made their daily 
rounds in the markets and streets, by the extension of his person through 
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his sons occupying provincial posts, and by the circulation of texts bearing 
his seal (ibid.). Th ese practices of offi  cialdom helped actualize imamic rule 
by making the imām’s person and the signs of his bureaucratic and coer-
cive power visible to the population.

Th ere were several claimants to the imamate when the Ottomans ar-
rived in S․an‘ā’ in 1872, but by 1904 Imām Yah․yā had successfully assumed 
the mantle, gradually gaining control of large swaths of territory in the 
North under a power-sharing arrangement with Ottoman offi  cials.17 Imām 
Yah․yā’s initial claims to rule blended expressions of Islamic piety with what 
might retrospectively be termed “proto-national” sentiments. But these 
statements diff er signifi cantly from later nationalist rhetoric in illuminat-
ing ways. Consider, for example, Imām Yah․yā’s reply to a mission of reli-
gious scholars from Mecca sent by the Ottomans to mediate in 1906–07:

Th e land of Yemen was in the hands of our ancestors, the most noble 
family [i.e., the Prophet’s kin], from the third century [of Islam] to the 
present, and never has there not been a claimant to that right, whether 
ruling all Yemen or part of it, as is known from the chronicles of Yemen. 
Th ere were constant battles between our ancestors and those who op-
posed them, thus opposing the wish of the people (ahl) of Yemen to be 
ruled by their lords and the sons of their Prophet, may God be pleased 
with them. . . . Th ey have no desire save to order the right and extirpate 
what is loathsome and reprehensible, to establish the sharī‘a, set straight 
he who strays, and advise the ignorant. (al-Wāsi‘ī 1991, 304–5; also cited 
in Dresch 2000, 6; from al-Wāsi‘ī, 1928 edition, 213)

Th e anthropologist Paul Dresch notes that “the ordering of what is right” 
is part of the Zaydī discursive tradition.18 Th e invocation of dates “from the 
third century to the present” could be interpreted as both modern and dy-
nastic; as a literary convention, such fi gures of speech were fi rst employed 
by Yah․yā’s father in an attempt to elide territorial control with morally 
authoritative rule (Dresch 2000, 7). And the invocation of the Prophet’s 
kin suggests a genealogical connectedness, one that was particularly im-
portant to the imamate’s justifi cations for rule. To my mind, and in this 
light, it is Imām Yah․yā’s use of the word ahl, rather than the nationalist 
sha‘b, that is revealing. Th e former can mean people or a native popula-
tion, but its etymological connotations index family, kin, or adherents of 
a group. Sha‘b, by contrast, also means “people,” but its modern conno-
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tations are explicitly national or racial, or both. Th e notion of a specifi c 
people bound together by a common history is adumbrated here, but the 
nationalist idea of rights-bearing subjects enjoying popular sovereignty 
within a specifi ed, bounded, internationally recognized space emerges 
more consistently only in the 1920s and 1930s. At that time, the phrase 
“people of Yemen” came to signal the attempt to override old madhhab or 
denominational categories distinguishing Zaydīs and Shāfi ‘īs and to ques-
tion the moral right of the Prophet’s descendants, in particular, to rule.19 
Th e use of the phrase in this later period also refl ects a growing awareness 
among Yemeni intellectuals in both North and South of the rise of Arab 
nationalist movements in Syria and Iraq (Messick 1993, 52, 278; see also 
al-Wāsi‘ī [1927–28] 1991, 243–44).20

Th e institution of the imamate—both the local Qāsimī dynasty’s rule 
over most of modern-day Yemen in the seventeenth century and the early 
eff orts at state building by Imām Yah․yā in the fi rst two decades of the 
 twentieth—diff ers from later expressions of territorial nationalism in criti-
cally instructive ways. Th e rulers of North Yemen tended to exercise what 
Peter Sahlins calls, in the early-modern European context, “jurisdictional 
sovereignty.”21 Jurisdictional sovereignty implies fi rst and foremost a per-
sonal relationship of allegiance between the ruler and his subjects.22 Simi-
lar to early-modern Europe, relations between rulers and ruled in North 
Yemen under the imamate were defi ned through, and reaffi  rmed in, the 
oaths of loyalty sworn by individuals and groups to the leader. Jurisdic-
tional sovereignty also entailed a mode of management that gave prece-
dence to jurisdiction over territory. Sovereignty, in this light, implied the 
exercise of authority over military aff airs, taxation, religious policies, and 
commerce in ways that anticipate modern states. But the domains subject 
to central jurisdiction often failed to coincide with what would otherwise 
seem to be the territorial boundaries of the dynasty. Jurisdictional sover-
eignty also meant that rulers acquired and ceded areas of control in the 
form of villages or trade routes as a result of wars and treaties, without 
being overly concerned with specifying territorial boundaries.

Mapping the Border

In the early twentieth century, with two empires and an imamate ruling 
over the territories comprising what is now the Republic of Yemen, the cir-
cumstances favoring jurisdictional sovereignty began to change. Internal 
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political struggles throughout the area, diffi  cult to manage in part because 
of ambiguities over jurisdiction in both North and South, led the British 
to insist in 1905 on demarcating the boundary, a practice colonizers were 
pursuing in East Asia and Africa as well. Judging from colonial documents, 
it was precisely anxieties about disorder in the hinterland and the urgency 
of protecting Aden’s port that prompted the British to establish an Anglo-
Turkish commission to draw a border.

Th e diplomatic process of constructing that boundary laid bare serious 
disagreements between the British Home Offi  ce and the Indian imperial 
government (the latter formally administering Aden and the hinterland) 
and between British and Ottoman negotiators.23 Only following military 
skirmishes, a contentious cadastral survey, and protracted diplomatic ne-
gotiations among London, Aden, Delhi, and Istanbul was an agreement 
reached.24 Th is procès-verbale of 1905, ratifi ed at the Anglo-Turkish con-

Map 1.4: Map of Arabia, ca. 1903, on the eve of the Ottoman-British partition. Copied from 
Kamal Salibi, A History of Arabia (Delmar, N.Y.: Caravan Books, 1980), 186.
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vention of 1914, marked the culmination of British eff orts to secure the 
Aden port by preventing surrounding populations from being subjected to 
either the Ottomans or the local rulers of the North (Little 1968, 14).

Th e border of 1905 was thus a political construct of the colonial era, its 
demarcation a product of diplomatic wrangling and military conquest. But 
it connected populations to territory in ways that also helped make both 
a North and a South Yemen increasingly thinkable. Th ere was nothing 
given or obvious about this arrangement of North and South, of course. 
In times to come many Yemeni nationalists would see the delimiting line 
as an aberration, an artifi cial boundary that severed natural or historical 
connections among a coherent people. Yet this is surely a retrospective 
view, and other historical conditions might well have involved one Yemen 
or several territorial units instead of the two. Borders are by defi nition 
artifi cial, artifacts of historical events, power relationships, and political 
considerations.

It may be tempting to interpret the confl icts that emerged over demar-
cating the boundary, including Ottoman claims to “the whole of Southern 
Arabia,”25 as implying that Yaman already was a coherent political entity or 
enjoyed the imaginative status of nationhood before the interwar period. 
But although the term Yaman existed, there was no notion of a Yemeni 
citizenry, and legal texts continued to specify affi  liation in madhhab, or 
denominational categories, of Zaydī or Shāfi ‘ī membership, rather than 
in a legislated code invoking Yemenis as “a people.” In the North, both 
the Otto mans and Imām Yah․yā had expansionist designs on parts of what 
came to be the southern People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen at inde-
pendence. Imām Yah․yā even made claims to a “Greater Yemen” (al-Yaman 
al-kubrā),26 as did the offi  cial newspapers he supported. Even so, these ap-
peals were not generally expressed in terms of nationalist idioms. More-
over, as a practical matter, and following several attempts to intervene in 
the British Protectorates, Imām Yah․yā ended up abandoning whatever 
hopes he had of conquering the British-held South in favor of consoli-
dating his holdings in the North, transforming areas over which he had 
periodic jurisdiction into territories subject to state authority. Th e treaty 
of S․an‘ā’ in 1934 formalized an agreement between the British and Imām 
Yah․yā to establish an administrative frontier, one adhering to the 1905 bor-
der between North and South. Notably, though, even this treaty simply 
recognized what it  described as the “status quo,” while leaving the fi nal 
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status of the boundary to be negotiated at a later date. Even with the cre-
ation of the two separate, independent states in the 1960s, despite the bor-
der as defi ned in 1905 and formalized in 1934, some boundaries remained 
undemarcated. By the 1960s, however, borders were being contested in a 
way that jurisdictional sovereignty per se did not occasion, so that now 
the lack of clear boundaries had come to signal an explicit preoccupation 
with competing territorial claims, framed in terms of a unifi ed people who 
belonged to a land and were represented by its rulers.

Conclusion

In summary, the diffi  culties of imposing an Ottoman or British colonial 
project onto the territories that were to become in the 1960s the Ye-
men Arab Republic (YAR) and People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen 
(PDRY), respectively, suggest the problems with a strict Foucauldian ap-
proach, not so much because Foucault’s own narrative is tied to European 
historical forms (although that may be true), but because those inspired 
by him tend to confuse the stated or projected aspirations of imperial rul-
ers with the actual eff ects of empire. Imperial power was not as saturating 
as theorists of colonialism tend to claim.27 To recognize the limitations of 
colonialism is not to argue that there were no consequences, however. In 
both North and South, diff erent regimes emerged partly in response to 
perceived problems of disorder in the nineteenth century. In the South, 
colonial administrators diagnosed the problems of dissension as specifi -
cally “tribal.” In the North, disorder tended to be portrayed by the imam-
ate (and by the Ottomans) less as a battle between tribes and the state 
and more as a struggle over moral propriety (Willis 2004). Indeed, many 
of the skirmishes between the imām and his subjects took place in the 
agricultural, non-tribally identifi ed parts of Lower Yemen. (In chapter 4 
I will return to the notion of “tribe”—a much used [and abused] term in 
Middle Eastern studies.)

For now, the key point is that the organization, classifi cation, and man-
agement of territory diff ered markedly in the imamate-controlled North 
and the British-administered South, as well as from the ways in which 
space was understood when borders were fi xed or claimed on the basis 
of an appeal to the nation-state.28 In the colonially administered South, 
the production of space ultimately made possible a territorially grounded 
understanding of the nation-state, one that facilitated at least two diff erent 
visions of an explicitly national economy and “culture”: the fi rst vision was 
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confi ned to the British-imposed borders that after independence became 
the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen;29 the second vision was of the 
more expansionist “Greater Yemen” (al-Yaman al-kubrā). Arguably, too, 
in the North Imām Yah․yā’s state-building eff orts and territorial conquests 
generated the terms for a North Yemen nation-state. But offi  cial rhetoric 
in the imamate never abandoned claims to a Greater Yemen either, and 
these claims, as we shall see, were taken up by self-identifi ed nationalists, 
some of whom enjoyed state patronage, while others opposed the imām’s 
regime, seeking a diff erent moral ground for rule.

part t wo:
performing nationalism

Intellectuals and the Production of Nationalist Ideas

As in most other examples of nationalism, state-sponsored intellectuals 
in Yemen played a key role in asserting the continuous presence of a Ye-
meni nation, as well as in off ering divergent understandings of what Ye-
men meant.30 Imām Yah․yā established a “history commission” in 1937 to 
sponsor scholarly studies, making Yemen a coherent object of historical 
inquiry and analysis. Th ese studies tended to privilege the succession of 
imāms from “the third century [of Islam] to the present” (Dresch 2000, 
50), imposing in their historical accounts a single overview on what was 
otherwise a set of fragmented, often distinctly regional accounts (Messick 
1993, 122–24).31 Th e chronicler ‘Abd al-Wāsi‘ ibn Yah․yā al-Wāsi‘ī’s 1927–28 
Tārīkh al-Yaman (History of Yemen) is instructive here. At times, the lan-
guage denoting “Greater Yaman” is clear. In the context of discussing the 
population of Yemen, for example, the author assures his reader that he 
has consulted experts—foreigners and learned men from H․ ad․ramawt—to 
estimate the number of people in “all of Yemen, its east, west, north, and 
south” (jamī‘ al-Yaman mashāriqihā wa maghāribihā wa shamālihā wa 
janūbihā).32 At other times, the language is more ambiguous, as, for ex-
ample, in the phrase the “land of Yaman” (ard․ al-Yaman),33 which could 
designate both North and South but could also mean simply North Yemen. 
North Yemen is at other times explicitly identifi ed: “all of the centers of 
Yaman where there were Turks” (jamī‘ marākiz al-Yaman allatī f īhā al-
Atrāk)34 names the areas occupied by the Ottomans. “Lower Yemen” (al-
Yaman al-asfal or asfal al-Yaman) refers to the southern parts of North 
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Yemen but could also include parts of the South.35 Explicit invocations of 
the South tend to name specifi c areas, such as Aden and H․ ad․ramawt.36 Al-
Wāsi‘ī’s book is nevertheless a “history of Yaman,” and its inclusion of areas 
of the South in its various discussions presupposes a “Greater Yemen,” as 
do the words used to qualify the North’s distinctly Ottoman history and 
Aden’s British occupation.

Not surprisingly, Yemeni nationalist narratives from the late 1920s 
onward come to follow conventional primordialist or perennialist views 
of history, depicting the Yemeni nation as an ancient civilization whose 
members settled in the fertile southwest part of Arabia several millennia 
ago. Th e historic kingdoms of Ma‘īn, Saba’, and H․ imyar are part of a linear 
genealogy linking contemporary Yemenis to a putative South Arabian an-
cestry (al-Wāsi‘ī 1928, 1991; see also Halliday 1997).37 Étienne Balibar notes 
that such understandings of the nation entail “believing that the genera-
tions which succeed one another over centuries on a reasonably stable ter-
ritory, under a reasonably univocal designation, have handed down to each 
other an invariant substance.” Members of a nation are the “culmination of 
that process,” which appears both inevitable and predestined (Balibar 1991, 
86). Ronald Suny, borrowing from Ernest Gellner, refers to this position as 
the “Sleeping Beauty” view, according to which nations wake up and attain 
consciousness of their preexisting, naturally shared language, culture, his-
tory, and destiny (Suny 1993, 3). Like most nationalist discourses, Yemeni 
ones stress the people’s antiquity, their continuous occupation of a territory 
coincident with unifi ed Yemen, and the sacrifi ces that “the people” (or par-
ticular heroic fi gures) have made in the eff ort to achieve national unity.

Yet not all intellectuals endorsed such coherence. Or, rather, what 
counted as Yaman or “national” remained an openly contested matter 
throughout the period under consideration here. Ah․mad Fad․l ‘Abdalī of 
Lah․j in the South, a notable from a leading sultanate family, wrote a history 
both presenting himself as Yemeni and repudiating the idea of Yemen as 
a single entity (Dresch 2000, 50).38 In H․ ad․ramawt, new forms of historical 
writing privileged a distinctively H․ ad․ramī collective identity, one already 
foregrounded in the H․ ad․ramī moralizing narratives of the nineteenth cen-
tury. In both H․ ad․ramī historical writing and fi ctional tales, Java and Singa-
pore fi gure more prominently than North Yemen, which is marginal when 
invoked at all.39 Th e Aden Association advocated a policy of self-rule for 
Aden, adopting the slogan “Aden for the Adenis” to underscore the exclu-
sion of outsiders (often referred to as “Yemenis”) from political decision 
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making in the colony. In addition to historical chronicles in which Yemen 
became an object encoded in calendrical, abstract time, newspapers began 
to emerge, putting forth unifi ed, if varying, conceptions of what Yemen 
meant.40 For example, Fatāt al-jazīra (Youth of the Peninsula), a news-
paper that began publication in 1940, understood “South Arabia” to mean 
Yemen as a culturally cohesive entity, but its writers, who came from the 
South, tended to view the North as both particularly authentic and prob-
lematically backward.41 In the offi  cial northern newspaper al-Īmān, some-
times the term Yaman referred to both North and South Yemen, whereas 
at other times Yaman connoted the North.42

Th ese historical chronicles and newspapers demonstrate both the mul-
tiple signifi cations of Yaman and the ways in which nationalist discourses 
coincided with pious ones. Th ey also register the gradually expanding (al-
beit imperfect) reach of state institutions. But they did more than merely 
exemplify a nationalist imaginary. Th ey also helped to produce one by 
constituting an audience that, through the shared practice of reading, was 
beginning to have the experience of knowing about and participating in a 
common political project. Leading reformers worked to promote educa-
tion, with one such reformer, Muh․ammad Luqmān, establishing the fi rst 
Arab secondary school in Aden as early as the 1930s; he also sent students 
to Baghdad and Cairo for further study, many of whom returned bearing 
ideas of Yemeni and Arab nationalism.43 Other educational movements 
linked literate Yemenis to one another, promoting the informal dissemi-
nation of books such as T․abā’i‘ al-istibdād (Th e nature of oppression), by 
the Islamic reformer ‘Abd al-Rah․mān al-Kawākibī, which some present-
day Yemeni intellectuals liken in importance to Rousseau’s works for the 
French Revolution (Dresch 2000, 55; Douglas 1987, 32–33). Th e routine 
movement of intellectuals between North and South entailed the exchange 
of ideas on both Arab and Yemeni nationalisms,44 even as the British mil-
itary base in Aden contributed to the same development by drawing in 
workers from throughout the region during World War II. Th ese workers 
also forged connections to disparate parts of Yemen, establishing village 
associations linking Aden with “Lower Yemen” in the North and with Yāfi ‘ 
and H․ ad․ramawt in the South.

Th e prevalence of historical chronicles, the existence of newspapers, the 
travel of intellectuals and workers, and the reach of state institutions are 
critical aspects in the proliferation and dissemination of nationalist ideas 
and practices. But it is easy to overstate their importance, in  particular as 
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regards the effi  cacy (as opposed to the ideal) of state institutions or the im-
pact of intellectuals. As the Yemeni example shows, and as I suspect is true 
more generally in non-Western contexts, other forms of cultural produc-
tion were doing the work that key institutions (e.g., schools) did in Europe 
and the Americas. Illiteracy rates were extremely high in the 1940s and 
1950s in Yemen, and what primary schools did exist privileged Qur’ānic 
training over nationalist ideology. Even today, an estimated 50 percent of 
men and 70 percent of women are unable to read. Although inhabitants of 
Aden have historically had greater access to education than most of their 
urban counterparts in the North or other southerners from the hinter-
lands, even there the numbers of readers remained small. Compounding 
the problem of literacy was the limited distribution of newspapers and 
books. One former nationalist leader remembers that when he was a stu-
dent in Ta‘izz in the 1950s, probably the most politically vibrant town in 
North Yemen at the time, there were no bookstores or places to buy news-
papers. Th e fi rst bookstore in Ta‘izz opened, to the best of his recollec-
tion, only in 1960–61.45 Moreover, although the Ottomans had introduced 
newspapers into Yemen at the end of the nineteenth century and the fi rst 
printing press in S․an‘ā’ went into use in 1872, this remained the only press 
in the capital until 1970, when a gift bestowed on the government by the 
Chinese in 1963 was fi nally made operational (al-Mutawakkil 1983, 18). We 
thus have to look additionally at other media in order to grasp how under-
standings of national commonality happened.

Popular Expressions of Nationalism(s): Radio and Poetry

In many ways, it was radio that functioned to disseminate ideas about both 
Arab and Yemeni nationalisms the way “print” purportedly did in Western 
Europe in an earlier period.46 Radio cultivated in people living in dispa-
rate geographical spaces the sense that others were listening to the same 
broadcasts, acquiring the same information, and experiencing similar af-
fective connections. Just as print languages for Creole American popula-
tions and in Western Europe allowed for “unifi ed fi elds of exchange and 
communication below Latin and above the spoken vernaculars,” radio gave 
modern standard Arabic what Anderson describes in the Creole American 
context as a “new fi xity, which in the long run helped to build that image 
of antiquity so central to the subjective idea of the nation” and “created 
languages-of-power” that were closer to some dialects and farther from 
others (Anderson 1991, 44, 45).
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In the Middle East, as in Creole America, the language community be-
ing addressed was more expansive than the individual nation-states that 
emerged. S․awt al-‘Arab (Voice of the Arabs) began broadcasting on July 4, 
1953, in an explicit attempt to manufacture a pan-Arab public, one whose 
political consciousness and emotional aff ect were directed, at least ide-
ally, toward struggling for national liberation from colonial rule, redis-
tributing wealth through land reform, and creating the conditions for 
Arab unity. Voice of the Arabs and the already established Radio Cairo 
were the two most infl uential services; they were probably the most ef-
fective means of communicating with and cultivating supporters of Egyp-
tian president Jamāl ‘Abd al-Nās․ir (Gamal Abdel Nasser) in other Arab 
countries prior to the 1967 war.47 Th ey also worked to portray (and per-
haps to sustain) multiple national commitments. Radio Cairo supported 
pan-Arab dissent against the British, for example, routinely referring in 
the 1950s and 1960s to local Yemeni notables at odds with the British as 
“mujāhidīn” dedicated to the cause of pan-Arab “revolution.” In keeping 
with Nās․ir’s stated goals of combating reaction and imperialism, Egyp-
tian radio also permitted Muh․ammad al-Zubayrī, a leader of the Yemeni 
Union (al-Ittih․ād al-Yamanī, 1952–62), to broadcast a program calling for 
political reforms in Yemen. Th e existence of the newly founded National 
Liberation Front (NLF), which was eventually to take over South Yemen, 
could be announced on North Yemen’s own Radio S․an‘ā’ in 1963 (Lackner 
1985, 37–38).48 North Yemen’s national broadcasts after the 1962 revolu-
tion were rife with Yemeni national and pan-Arab vocabulary; they also 
combined the theological with the national, including a ten-minute, twice-
daily Barnāmaj Fatāwā (Fatwa program) (Messick 1996, 311). Th is blend of 
the national and theological transformed both. While not eliminating the 
immediate, face-to-face relationship in which Islamic judges (qād․īs) and 
supplicants secured “the authoritative transmission of knowledge,” radio 
did provide a way of delivering fatwa messages by broadcasting them to an 
abstract, distant mass audience, the “characteristic citizenry of a nation-
state” (ibid., 320).

Th e ultimate failure of Arab nationalism to produce a permanent 
counter movement to more provincial nationalisms had something to do 
with the historical context of its emergence, in which the circumscribed na-
tion-state had already become the worldwide idiom for political s olidarity.49 
Th e  colonial demarcation of boundaries also helped inscribe the specifi c 
contours of nation-state nationalisms, establishing the discursive  and 
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 institutional basis for local political resistance in the form of nationalist 
independence movements, beginning in the mid-1930s with the Free Ye-
meni Movement in the North and with the development of various political 
movements in Aden in the 1950s.50 Members of the various organizations 
associated with the Free Yemeni Movement initially called for political 
transformations in the North exclusively, but after the defeat of an uprising 
against the imamate in 1948, leaders who escaped to Aden came to advocate 
union with the “occupied South” and to include “all Yemenis,” not just those 
from the imām’s domains, in their calls for political change. As the promi-
nent Free Yemeni nationalist al-Zubayrī stated on Radio Cairo in the 1950s, 
“When we began to draft the constitution of the society, we had the com-
mon feeling that we all belonged to one homeland. We paid no attention to 
the political barriers which separated our countries.”51 What is remarkable 
about the Yemeni case, as some of these movements dramatize, is that colo-
nial borders could be challenged by an imagined community that extended 
beyond the territorial arrangements of North and South—off ering up the 
possibility of a nationalism located conceptually in between the grand reach 
of Arabism and the particularistic visions of the two Yemens.52

Radio represented one way in which Yemenis experienced themselves 
as part of a wider Arab world—both because of Arab nationalist program-
ming and because people throughout the Arab world were sharing the ex-
perience, or could imagine themselves as simultaneously listening to the 
same programs with anonymous others. Yet, for many, a crucial means 
through which explicitly Yemeni nationalist commitments could be imag-
ined was poetry. Poetry, as Steven C. Caton writes, has the status of a “key 
cultural event,” a part of the region’s “central political, social, and religious 
institutions” (1990, 4–5), and as nationalist idioms gained currency po-
etry played an important role in generalizing a sense of national possibility 
without obliterating regional distinctions. Poetry’s content could be ex-
pressive of visions of Yemeni unity, but it was also important to national-
ism because of poetry’s increasing circulation—fi rst by word of mouth, 
informal performances, and radio broadcasts, and then in the 1970s and 
1980s through audiocassettes. Th ese modes of communication created an 
audience that could imagine specifi c references—whether to a family, a 
political event, or a mountain—as part of a growing spatiotemporal world 
to which the listener also belonged. According to a group of northern 
Yemeni nationalists,53 it was through poetry specifi cally in the 1950s that 
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they fi rst learned to think of the nation (al-wat․an), of “Greater Yemen,” 
and of Yemenis “as a people” (sha‘b). Many of these men were children at 
the time, attending local kuttābs (Qur’ānic schools), and the imām’s poets 
would travel through the villages reciting zawāmil—a form of oral poetry. 
In this way, poetry provided local villagers with ways to imagine the nation 
that were independent of printed forms and available even before radio 
emerged as a new communications technology. Poetry’s role in making 
nationalist ideas accessible to a largely unlettered population qualifi es the 
emphasis on material and technological advances that Anderson, Deutsch, 
and others ascribe to the nation. Poetry, at least initially, was face to face 
and oral; it involved travelers moving on foot on unpaved roads, and yet it 
nevertheless was the genre through which national ideas became familiar 
to a generation who self-identifi ed as nationalists.

By the 1960s nationalists benefi ted from the prevalence of transistor 
radios, so even written poetry could be broadcast to broader audiences, 
becoming a pervasive medium for establishing the commonality of and 
interpreting political events. A case in point is the work of the preeminent 
poet al-Baraddūnī, which aired on the radio and whose verses were subse-
quently recited by villagers to one another. Th e following poem, inspired 
by the North’s 1962 revolution, when the imamate was eliminated and the 
military established a self-described “republican” order to take its place, is 
a typical example:54

Th e homeland will never surrender or submit.
Spirit in revolt, she fi lls her breast with pure air.
See how she lifts her head and moves forward,
Trampling with disdain these foolish idols. . . .

What is North? And what the South?
Two hearts whose joy and pain are joined
Were united by hate and suff ering,
By history and by God.
Shamsān will soon meet its brother Nuqum.

A precise instance of the shared knowledge assumed and exploited by the 
poet in cultivating this national imaginary is the invocation of Shamsān 
and Nuqum in the closing line, which are mountains on the outskirts of 
Aden and S․an‘ā’, respectively.
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Oral poetry did not even require a radio, however, and it continued to 
be a potent means of expressing political concerns after these technologies 
had arrived in the countryside. In the following example “Binā” refers to a 
valley in Yemen, “red” is meant to be understood as “bloody,” and the “we” 
who “left” refers to men from the countryside who had gone to S․an‘ā’ to 
organize politically or had fl ed to Aden:55

Oh Binā, how have you been since we left?
    And you, alone, facing the shots.
Tell them, oh Binā, that we left but will return.
    And we shall ignite the revolution—red and relentless.

Many poems work as exchanges, clever ripostes between two poets reg-
istering divergent views about political life. Poems are rhetorical appeals, 
tailored variously to persuade audiences of religious elites, peasants, the 
urban bourgeoisie, or self-identifi ed tribesmen to support an established 
policy or to protest against it.56 In the context of the North’s 1962 “revolu-
tion” against the imamate and the South’s independence movement against 
British colonial rule in 1967, these poems could operate as a recruitment 
technique, as a way to affi  rm and invigorate anticolonial political loyal-
ties by calling for material and emotional support, as well as for actual 
participation (Caton 1990; interviews, July 2001). Th e idea of Yemen is evi-
dent in this poetry, even while local identifi cations or contested political 
positions often fi gure more prominently than the notion of a unifi ed na-
tion—whether Yemeni or Arab. Th e civil wars that wracked North Yemen 
from 1962 to 1970 pitted colonial and “royalist” forces supported by Saudi 
Arabia against “republicans” and revolutionaries buttressed by Egyptian 
military manpower and arms. Political fault lines found expression in po-
etic exchanges, as in the following village poem. (Mount al-T․iyāl is in the 
eastern area of the country known as Khawlān. H․ asan and al-Badr refer to 
royalists.)

Th e First Poet:57

Mount al-T․iyāl called and every proud Yemeni declared his response:
“We will never become republican even if we are banished from the 
earth forever.”

Even if yesterday returns today or the sun rises from Aden.
Even if the earth lights on fi re or the sky rains bullets.
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Th e Reply:
What will the Sharp do? Or the M1, with the helicopter, and the 
fi ghter jet?
Nājī . . . Tell H․ asan and Badr that silver has become brass58 and we 

shall not become royalist even if we are banished from the 
earth forever.

Among the noteworthy features of this poem, I want to draw attention here 
to two. First is the way in which the poem indicates that general political 
battles are waged on local, intimate levels. Th e audiences for this poem, as 
well as countless others like it, are Yemenis from a distinct geographical 
area, participants who know the references to places and the personalities 
of a particular regional, historically specifi c moment. Second, this regional 
familiarity is complicated by another imaginary, one that sees Yemen as 
more encompassing, extending perhaps to Aden. And Yemenis in both 
North and South became familiar with versions of this poem because it 
circulated widely.

Poems of this kind also routinely hint at another important qualifi cation 
about nationalist discourses. Nationalist discourses imply that in times of 
crisis the collective vulnerability of this entire community overrides pa-
rochial, sectional, or more intimate organizations of solidarity such as 
the family (Calhoun 1997, 39). Yet, in actuality national identifi cations are 
more complex and perhaps less dramatic than this demand for collectivity 
presumes. Loyalties among Yemenis diff er among distinct social groups, 
and national identity is evoked contextually, often serving local interests. 
Moreover, adopting national identities (even during times of crisis in which 
passions may be pronounced) does not necessarily require abandoning lo-
cal ones. As we shall see, Yemeni nationalists often espoused and continue 
to create new, more encompassing identifi cations without abandoning 
their local interests, their divergent political allegiances (as royalists, re-
publicans, and socialists), or their sense of place.59

Over the decades separating independence in the 1960s and unifi cation 
in 1990, poetry continued to do important political work. As an avenue for 
self-expression, poetry focused on issues construed as “national,” as well as 
on local or regional concerns (the resolution of confl ict between the war-
ring “tribes” of H․ āshid and Bakīl in the northern highlands, for example), 
on love (ghazal poetry), or on the problems of corruption in the regimes 
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of North and South. Th ere were poets who saw themselves as advising 
leaders,60 and others who recorded audiocassettes castigating them (Caton 
1990; Miller 2007). Poetry remained important because the exchange and 
circulation of cassettes allowed poets and audiences formally separated by 
the borders of two often clashing nation-states to communicate with one 
another (Miller 2007). Arguably, poems also increasingly narrated a specifi -
cally historical, worldly past (without necessarily abandoning other notions 
of time), and regional histories were often linked to national spatial imagi-
naries, ones that put forth an understanding of Yemen extending across the 
offi  cial boundaries of North and South. Poetry constituted a background 
circumstance, one of the felicitous conditions that made a unifi ed Yemen 
thinkable, especially for those whose access to formal media was limited. 
At the same time poetry worked as a performative, summoning into being 
nationalists by evincing the commonalities that could create them.

In short, narrowly drawn institutional histories of unifi cation fail to cap-
ture the often subtle forces at work in making a unifi ed territorial nation-
state of Yemen conceivable in the fi rst place. As we have seen, intellectuals’ 
chronicles, radio broadcasts, and poetry were more or less informal but 
important modes of political expression. Poetry, in particular, was a wide-
spread popular medium, celebrating instances of local valor and ancestral 
prowess, while also revealing a cartographic imaginary that transcended 
the boundaries of North and South (Miller 2007, 388–89). More gener-
ally, discourses that put forth an image of unifi ed Yemen not only refl ected 
transformations in political understandings already under way; they also 
helped to produce or constitute national “subjects.” By “producing national 
subjects,” I mean that discourses about Yemen disseminated the content of 
a specifi cally national imaginary and also created the various assemblages 
of individuals who could increasingly conceive of themselves as sharing 
the same experiences with unknown others. Innovations in technology, 
such as the proliferation of trucks and transistor radios, as well as the in-
creasing (albeit often exaggerated) institutional capacities of both the Brit-
ish colonial authorities and the imamate are part of the story. As we have 
seen, these technologies were combined with preexisting cultural forms 
to generate and spread multiple and sometimes contradictory notions of 
a nation called Yaman. External events also played a role, including the 
rise of Saudi Arabia in the 1920s and its border war with North Yemen in 
1934, the emergence of the Palestine question in the 1940s, and the Egyp-
tian revolution of 1952.61 Yemenis often disagreed on what territory  Yaman 
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included or whether other regional areas such as H․ ad․ramawt were a stron-
ger locus for collective solidarity than Yemen, yet the more critical factor 
is that people increasingly fought out those diff erences on grounds that 
presupposed the concept of “the nation.”

part three:
formal unific ation

An emphasis on categories and their circulation is not meant to imply that 
institutions do not matter. Rather, I suggest that we think of the relationship 
between discourses on nationalism and institutions (such as political par-
ties, labor unions, nationalist organizations, media outlets, the imamate’s 
growing state apparatus, and the British colonial administration) in ways 
that might be termed “dialectical.” By “dialectical” I mean a relationship in 
which discourses and institutions—or more generally, the terms on either 
side of a divide often coded as “material” versus “ideational”—do more than 
merely infl uence each other. Discourses and institutions are defi ned and 
generated in reference to each other, and yet can come into confl ict, both 
conceptually in their meanings and causally in the world, so that the only 
way of handling such material is by considering their analytic synthesis—
that is, by maintaining an overview that includes each without stifl ing the 
confl ict or denying their logical incompatibilities (see Wedeen 2002).62 Or 
to put it somewhat diff erently: to think dialectically about discourses and 
institutions is to be sensitive to the ways in which they are reciprocally de-
termining, that is, mutually implicated in the changes that each undergoes 
through time. Apprehending theoretically how discursive and institutional 
factors are dialectically related to one another allows us to develop an em-
pirically rich, more accurate description of political reality and action.

A dialectical approach also suggests that conventional formulations, in 
which “political entrepreneurs” or elites use nationalist rhetoric as a way 
of manipulating constituencies, mislead in important ways.63 Th e conven-
tional view assumes that elites (or states) exist outside of the historical and 
ideological conditions that produce and aff ect ordinary citizens (or “soci-
ety”).64 It is undoubtedly true that the process of determining a standard 
or offi  cial national narrative in conditions of fl ux generally requires eff orts 
to achieve discursive coherence. Achieving this coherence often entails 
portraying the present within an authoritative framework that includes 
positive assessments of past events and actors (Asad 1993). But elites are 
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also part of their societies, so that such authority is a collaborative eff ort 
between narrators and audiences who are coformed by the discourses they 
produce and consume.

In the following, I want to explore how the events precipitating the cre-
ation of unifi ed Yemen in 1990—despite their obviously contingent char-
acter, and over and above considerations of political expediency—were 
linked to the histories of nationalist thought and practice outlined above. 
Persistent calls for the national integration of North and South in the after-
math of independence in the 1960s, constitutionally mandated appeals for 
unifi cation, and failed unity agreements were inspired and made possible 
by this earlier history. Th ey were fueled as well by the problem of central-
ized state control within the two Yemens. Th e aims of this section are thus 
twofold: to describe the precipitating reasons for formal unifi cation in a 
context in which nationalist categories organized and continue to suff use 
political processes and institutional relationships; and to discuss some of 
the practical problems and political eff ects of unifi cation.

Th e Background to Unifi cation: Enduring Confl ict

Why did unifi cation in 1990 happen? Much of the answer to this question 
turns on the fact that the two independent nation-states inaugurated in the 
1960s were able neither to unify their respective populations nor to compel 
citizens to submit to their respective normative orders. Although available 
idioms of national belonging to a unifi ed Yemen provided the conditions 
of possibility for unifi cation, unity must also be understood against the 
backdrop of continuing political instability within each country and the 
ways in which leaders attempted to handle it. In keeping with a dialecti-
cal understanding of politics, however, this very instability should itself be 
seen as a product of the organizational eff orts and political discourses that 
made alternative imaginings of national solidarity so persistent.

Th e revolution in the North of September 26, 1962, brought an end to 
the imamate and ushered in an Egyptian-trained military government. 
But the following years were wracked by civil war in the newly founded 
Yemen Arab Republic. Forces loyal to the imamate found support from 
the monarchies of Saudi Arabia and Jordan, while the “republican” offi  -
cers who staged the coup were bolstered by Egyptian supplies and military 
personnel. Egyptian troops, numbering in the tens of thousands, occupied 
areas of the North from the early days of the revolution until 1967, when 
their defeat in the Arab-Israeli war forced an Egyptian withdrawal. Th e 
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royalist “siege of S․an‘ā’ ” followed, a seventy-day battle that in subsequent 
narrations has taken on epic proportions. Th ough royalists remained ac-
tive in some parts of northern Yemen until 1970, the war was eff ectively 
won by the  republican side when the capital was ceded to republican 
control three years earlier. Th e “national reconciliation” eff ected between 
some supporters of the imamate and republicans actually registered the 
triumph of more conservative forces within the republican camp. But tur-
moil did not end with reconciliation. Th e YAR was embroiled in two wars 
with South Yemen (in 1972 and 1979) and endured two dramatic presi-
dential assassinations that were fi lled with plot twists. Th e fi rst involved 
the populist military offi  cer, President Ibrāhīm al-H․ amdī, whose body was 
discovered along with the corpses of his brother and two unnamed French 
women (widely believed to be prostitutes) in 1977. His successor, Ah․mad 
al-Ghashmī (suspected of being implicated in al-H․ amdī’s death), died six 
months later when an envoy from Aden exploded a briefcase in his offi  ce.

‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh S․ālih․, an army offi  cer and confederate of al-Ghashmī, 
came to power in 1978 following this second assassination. He has con-
structed a regime based on alliances among self-identifi ed tribal and mili-
tary personnel. Th e North under his direction has pursued a free market 
economy and has avoided far-reaching social reforms. S․ālih․ is one of the 
world’s longest ruling leaders. But his regime has not been able to exercise 
sovereignty over the entire territory of the nation-state, and as we shall see 
in the following chapters, the divide-and-rule policies he has adopted as an 
alternative have themselves created spaces of disorder that may, paradoxi-
cally, help enable his rule.

Th e South was also bedeviled by violence and chronic instability. Th e 
British withdrawal on November 29, 1967, left Aden to a divided leader ship. 
From 1966 to 1967, the Front for the Liberation of Occupied South Yemen 
(FLOSY), an Egyptian-backed coalition of nationalists in South Yemen, 
looked for a time as if it might establish itself as the successor to the Brit-
ish, but, as it happened, it was the rival and more radical, leftist National 
Liberation Front, another anticolonial movement also initially supported 
by Egypt, that took over in November 1967.65 Splits within the NLF, how-
ever, prompted a “corrective movement” in June 1968 and the exile of the 
then-president Qah․t․ān al-Sha‘bī to Egypt. Further power struggles ensued, 
leading to the execution by fi ring squad of the Maoist- inspired President 
Sālim Rubayyi‘ ‘Alī (“Sālmayn”) in 1978. Unresolved issues within the rul-
ing Yemeni Socialist Party in the South forced the retirement “for health 
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reasons” of Sālmayn’s successor, the Marxist-Leninist fi gure ‘Abd al-Fattāh․ 
Ismā‘īl, in 1980, and culminated in the notorious ah․dāth yanāyir, or “Janu-
ary events,” of 1986. Th e latter began when ‘Abd al-Fattāh․ returned from 
exile. His successor, ‘Alī Nās․ir Muh․ammad, instructed his bodyguards to 
open fi re on ‘Abd al-Fattāh․’s faction in politburo headquarters on January 
13. Th e bloody coup d’état that followed was of civil-war proportions; at 
least fi ve thousand people were killed in the thirteen days of violence.66

In other words, in both Yemens, political divisiveness, exemplifi ed by 
the North’s civil war (1962–70) and by the South’s January events of 1986, 
compromised whatever loyalty might have existed for either fl edgling 
nation -state. Such confl icts were themselves linked to aspirations for unity 
between the two Yemens: northerners (primarily from Lower Yemen) 
came to the South and occupied government posts while also fi ghting to 
overthrow the North’s regime; southerners were exiled to the North as 
the anticolonial movement in the South took on a Marxist-Leninist cast. 
One key source of disagreement among leaders in the South was over the 
level of commitment to and strategies for promoting unity. Some placed 
a premium on supporting resistance movements in the North, while oth-
ers were willing to fi nd some accommodation with the YAR leadership. 
Some claimed that unifi cation could only proceed once the North had 
abandoned its “feudal” or “capitalist” ways, while a minority argued that 
the South’s small population and history of colonial rule explained why it 
had yet to establish a viable system of socialism, and therefore unity should 
take precedence over social struggle (Halliday 1990, 100). Th ose within the 
PDRY leadership who were originally from the North or who were from 
areas bordering the North tended to favor a more militant strategy than 
leaders from the South (99).67

Support for the National Democratic Front (NDF, or al-Jabha al-
Wat․aniyya al-Dimuqrāt․iyya) proved to be a case in point, linking aspira-
tions for unity with the imperative for far-reaching social transformation. 
A primarily peasant-based force headed by pro-unity progressives from 
the North, some of whom had escaped to the South and directed military 
operations from PDRY territory, the NDF gained widespread, if clandes-
tine, backing among sharecroppers in Lower Yemen and workers and stu-
dents in the southern uplands of Aden’s hinterland. It was no accident that 
under the PDRY’s northern leader, ‘Abd al-Fattāh․ Ismā‘īl, the NDF enjoyed 
considerable assistance. Th is fi nancial and political aid, in turn, ended up 
encouraging the border war of 1979, which required the diplomatic inter-
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vention of neighboring states. Th e Kuwait Pact, the product of this media-
tion, reiterated the two countries’ commitment to unify.

It was in this context of tumult in and between both Yemens that a na-
tional “dialogue” concerning unity commenced in 1981, bringing to an end 
a year later the fi ghting in the North between government forces and the 
Yemeni Socialist Party-backed NDF. High-profi le visits between the lead-
ers of the two Yemens followed, but the energetic push for unity only came 
after the January events of 1986, when members of the politburo who won 
the war in the South began to make arguments for “political pluralism” 
(ta‘addudiyya siyāsiyya) in the context, fi rst, of facilitating more open de-
bates within the party and, second, as a condition for successful unifi ca-
tion with the North. In a memorandum submitted to the Yemeni Socialist 
Party’s Central Committee in 1989, YSP politburo member Jār Allāh ‘Umar 
(a northerner who ended up living in the South for seventeen years) put in 
writing some of the views suggestive of the strategic interests involved in 
promoting unifi cation at that particular historical moment: Th e early en-
thusiasm for socialism had devolved into preoccupations with bureaucracy. 
And “religious groups have, within a decade and a half, been transformed 
into a major power center exercising extensive political and ideological in-
fl uence and undertaking active propaganda work, while in the past they had 
neither existence nor even any historic roots in the area” (‘Umar 1989, 14). 
‘Umar had been head of the NDF (often directing activities from Aden), and 
as a northerner he had always championed unifi cation. He had also been a 
student of the famous nationalist poet, al-Baraddūnī, and like others in the 
guerrilla movement could recite poetic longings for Aden on cue. But re-
calling the January events, ‘Umar claimed that his plea for “pluralism” in the 
aftermath of the bloodletting was also an attempt “to save the party from 
itself,” while promoting the unity he held dear. Rescuing the party would 
entail a Yemeni version of “glasnost,” as ‘Umar was to put it later, borrowing 
the term for the Soviet experiment in political liberalization, so that “party 
members could air their grievances in public rather than plot secretly.”68 
Party reform would also provide a way to reconnect with citizens, many 
of whom had been disgusted by the January killings. As one witness to the 
events, a teenager and aspiring YSP youth leader at the time, recalled, “Th e 
smell of corpses in the streets was awful. And they were bulldozing bodies 
into makeshift graves. I gave up on the party then.”69

In retrospect, one might trace the beginnings of formal unifi cation 
to YSP secretary general ‘Alī Sālim al-Bīd․’s visit to the YAR in 1987. Th is 
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 meeting, according to al-Bīd․, served to surmount “the obstacles that 
were set up in the period after the events of the January 13th conspiracy,” 
when the vanquished leader ‘Alī Nās․ir and his supporters had fl ed north 
to  establish a base in the YAR from which to foment rebellion against 
the PDRY’s regime in the South.70 Al-Bīd․ made clear that no rapproche-
ment with his former comrades was possible, but that there was interest 
in resuming conversations about unifi cation. Th e visit, and the statements 
espousing unifi cation, did not immediately yield concrete plans. But sub-
sequent meetings between delegates from each country, and considerable 
urgings for immediate unifi cation by some, eventuated in the merger of 
May 22, 1990. Earlier, in November 1989, in the same month that the Berlin 
wall fell, the North’s ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh S․ālih․ and the South’s ‘Alī Sālim al-Bīd․ 
announced in Aden that a draft unity agreement dating back to 1981 would 
be the subject of a referendum in 1990. No referendum was actually held, 
however, and the entire process sped forward; unifi cation was announced 
abruptly six months later.

Th e YSP’s precarious hold on power was a key precipitating reason for 
unifi cation in 1990. Indeed, it has been argued that the rulers of the South 
might otherwise have lost power completely (Dresch 2000, 182). Th ere 
were, however, options other than unifi cation available to the Yemeni So-
cialist Party. Politburo members might have made the party more open 
or even allowed for multiparty competition rather than unify with the 
North. But they chose unifi cation. Why? Some argue that South Yemen’s 
economic troubles played a key role in the move toward union. With the 
demise of the Eastern bloc, there was simply “nowhere to turn” (Dresch 
1995, 33) other than toward unity. But oil exploration had yielded results, 
the South had belonged to the IMF and had sought advice from the World 
Bank in the past, and it was possible that further liberalization measures 
would have enhanced the country’s fi scal options in ways that union did 
not. From the point of view of YSP leaders who participated in negotia-
tions, however, it was the end of Soviet support to the PDRY in the late 
1980s and the internal problems within the YSP that had left the southern 
regime particularly vulnerable. Th e discovery of oil on the border between 
North and South (between Ma’rib and Shabwa), rather than represent-
ing an opportunity, made some leaders in the South worry that the North 
would attempt an invasion while the YSP was weak.71

In the more decentralized Yemen Arab Republic in the North, President 
‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh S․ālih․ may also have had good strategic reasons to promote 
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the merger in 1990. Th e regime was encountering general resistance to its 
rule in the northeast, and it could be argued that unifi cation off ered a way 
both to distract attention from eff orts to squelch protests there and to se-
cure the help of the more disciplined southern army. Relations with Saudi 
Arabia, moreover, were especially tense, and S․ālih․ might have hoped to use 
unifi cation to fortify his regional power. It was also in the northern regime’s 
interests to eliminate the historically contentious rivalries with the sup-
porters of the NDF. Th e NDF could be (and was) permanently defanged as 
part of the agreement between the leaders of the two nation-states.

Th ese identifi able political interests are nevertheless inextricable from 
a semiotic world in which expressions of (if not actual beliefs in) national 
commitment were authoritatively grounded in visions of and even concrete 
plans for a unifi ed Yemen. Th e call for unity had long been an identifi able 
feature of the PDRY’s foreign policy. And offi  cial state and party documents 
continued to reiterate those commitments in language that came to describe 
the two Yemeni states as “halves” (shat․rayn) of a single Yemeni nation or 
homeland (wat․an).72 So too did the YAR’s leadership emphasize unity. As 
early as 1970, in the aftermath of the civil war, Article 6 of the YAR’s consti-
tution states that “Yemeni unity is a legitimate right of all sons of natural Ye-
men, and it is their shared duty to attain it by legitimate means.”73 In short, 
the concept of national unity did not cause unifi cation to happen, but it did 
help structure offi  cial as well as informal ideas about the political future. 
Institutions, in turn, such as political parties, insurgent organizations, and 
offi  cial state bodies, were not only inspired by but also shaped the contours 
of nationalist thinking. As a result of the mutual implication of ideas and 
institutions, unity became thinkable. Historical circumstances and clever 
strategizing made it practical.

Th e Social Construction of Interest

In other words, unifi cation cannot be understood without considering the 
ongoing context of specifi c organizational dynamics and nationalist catego-
ries of thought, ones that promoted the idea of Yemen as a unifi ed territory 
and committed various organizations, particularly within the YSP, to the 
realization of that unity. Or to put it diff erently, ongoing strategic concerns 
operate under broader meaning-making conditions, which help determine 
what counts as a strategy or concern. Realpolitik may be analytically dis-
tinct from the ideologies of nationalism and socialism, but strategic actions 
undertaken by organizations operate dialectically with ideology, generating 
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what gets understood as natural, taken-for-granted, desirable, and possible. 
Th e YSP had already spent considerable resources the party could ill aff ord 
supporting the NDF’s civil war in the North in the late 1970s, with the stated 
hope of creating a unifi ed Yemen on its own terms. In the aftermath of the 
January bloodbath in 1986, unifi cation under conditions of political plural-
ism made historical, strategic sense for party members, raising the possibil-
ity of relativizing the party’s position in order to preserve its existence.74

Th e interplay of political interests and semiotic circumstances makes 
attempts to isolate instrumental (or purportedly “material”) motives from 
identity-derived or identity-aspirational (“ideational”) ones as problematic as 
the dichotomy between institutions and discourses (Somers 1994, 627–28).75 
Or to put it diff erently, interests are no less historical or “constructed” than 
are nationalist ideas, and they are constructed in a critical sense in tandem 
with ideas. What counts as an interest will be mediated through the worlds 
of meaning making within which people act—in this case, circumstances that 
allowed Yemenis to take the unit of the nation-state increasingly for granted.

Nevertheless, such an approach does not really tell us why northern 
and southern politicians opted for such a quick unifi cation process. Many 
YSP members claim to have had a more cautious image of unity, one that 
would proceed as a series of transitional (intiqāliyya) phases, in prefer-
ence to the hasty unifi cation that actually transpired.76 Th ere are reasons to 
believe as well that northerners within the YSP were particularly eager for 
unifi cation and may have unwittingly or deliberately misled their southern 
counterparts by glossing over what seem in retrospect to be obvious prob-
lems.77 General Secretary al-Bīd․ and others in the YSP also acknowledged 
feeling pressure from ordinary citizens; they claimed that once unifi ca-
tion became a real possibility, events were driven by the momentum of Ye-
menis whose expectations were for a comprehensive and rapid unifi cation. 
Citizen enthusiasm may be exaggerated, however. Certainly not all citizens 
were supportive of unifi cation, despite widespread nationalist narratives 
to the contrary. Th ere is evidence from the North’s eastern province of 
Ma’rib, for example, that leaders there were wary; exiled southerners in the 
North did not want a YSP-led government; and many northerners consid-
ered the socialist party members of the South apostates (kuff ār).78

Th e point here is not to provide a detailed history—there are a number 
of fi ne books on the history of the Yemens, as references in the previous 
sections attest.79 Rather, my aim is to suggest why unifi cation took place 
and why it happened in the way it did, and to relate this empirical question 
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to our theoretical concerns with nationalism. In doing so, I am arguing 
that Yemen’s novel experiment in unifi cation was a blend of immediate 
political exigencies and the authoritative (but not undisputed) political 
narratives of nationalism. Unity was not the only available outcome; but it 
was a conceivable resolution predicated on a plausible, iterative vision of 
a specifi cally national collectivity—implied in previous plans, understood 
through policies (of both confl ict and negotiation), and articulated in for-
mulations of Yemeni political personhood in both North and South.

No more in Yemen than anywhere else are people born nationalists, and 
generating and sustaining nationalist principles always requires on going 
work. As we have seen, this work was done by various organizations (such 
as the short-lived Free Yemeni Movement or the PDRY-supported guer-
rilla movement in the North, the NDF), but also through the eff orts of 
historians who generated chronologies of a territorially specifi c Yemeni 
history, relating an ancient Arabian past to the promise of Greater Yemen. 
Nationalist work was also performed, as the previous section noted, by 
poets and by radio broadcasts, oral forms of transmission that made aff ec-
tive connections to Yemen comprehensible to unlettered audiences. But 
such nationalist discourses were complicated by contending views of what 
the nation was, by Arab nationalist aspirations keyed to larger territorial 
imaginaries, and by local commitments to place. Moreover, although for-
mal unifi cation could not have happened if elites, at the very least, had not 
been able to imagine a unifi ed Yemen, such imaginings did not suffi  ce to 
accomplish it. Analyzing how nationalist sentiments are generated thus 
requires taking into account how the affi  rmative eff orts of elites represent 
an intervention into, even a variation on, aspects of popular discourse such 
as poetry that were already vibrant.

Unifi cation and War

Not surprisingly, the mechanics of unifi cation in Yemen were more dif-
fi cult than the convergence of discourses on a common national identity 
might suggest. Diff erences over how political power would be shared be-
tween the North’s ruling General People’s Congress (GPC) and the South’s 
Yemeni Socialist Party (YSP) and over the content of the constitution 
quickly overwhelmed consensual projections of a unifi ed Yemen. One of 
the major confl icts in the aftermath of unifi cation took the form of heated 
debates about the role sharī‘a was to play in formal political life: the consti-
tutional referendum of 1991 made sharī‘a a source, rather than the source 
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of legislation, much to the dissatisfaction of Islamic activists. Th e YSP’s 
defeat in the civil war in 1994, to be discussed below, prompted revisions 
to the constitution, which then declared Islamic law to be the exclusive 
source of legislation.

On the institutional plane, unifi cation entailed the merger of two ideo-
logically and structurally distinct political systems whose respective leader-
ships had historically been at odds. For the South, the state had been the 
addressee for people’s moral and material grievances. During the twenty-
odd years of its existence, the regime had pursued ambitious initiatives for 
eradicating illiteracy, encouraging women’s education in particular, and de-
veloping cooperative farms. In contrast to the North, where local nonstate 
development projects often competed with fl edgling state institutions as 
mechanisms for channeling resources, the South’s government structure 
was organized on the basis of the Soviet model, with the familiar party 
central committee and the smaller, more powerful politburo ruling within 
it. A Marxist-Leninist reform program demanded not only the redistribu-
tion of property and ambitious land reform programs but also thorough-
going secularization, including social policies that prohibited polygamy 
and also promoted less modest dress codes than those in the North. Like 
secularizing projects in other contexts, the South’s attempts did more than 
simply relegate religion to the private domain. Th ese eff orts also helped to 
reconfi gure how the category of religion was to be understood, deployed, 
and institutionalized (Mahmood 2005; Asad 2003). Secularism in South 
Yemen was thus a political project reliant not simply on legal codes but on 
everyday practices and new regulatory institutions.

In contrast to the Marxist PDRY, the North’s YAR was not committed 
to state building or secularization in the same way as the PDRY. Th is does 
not mean that the North was unchanging or static, however. Th e public 
sector in the YAR grew markedly in the late 1970s and 1980s, fueled by aid 
and labor remittance income. In terms of secularization too, as the anthro-
pologist Brinkley Messick (1993) documents, a sharī‘a politics was gradu-
ally relativized by the introduction of new authoritative texts such as the 
legislated code. Th e project of secularization was nevertheless much more 
far-reaching and ambitious in the South, where an overtly anticlerical re-
gime compelled religious organizations to operate clandestinely, if at all.

It is tempting to argue that the diff erences between North and South 
caused the problems of unifi cation, but such a view, although partially true, 
would be too facile. As Sheila Carapico (1993, 1998, 2006), Paul Dresch 
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(2000), and others have pointed out, there were also important similarities 
in the ways that the regimes in North and South ruled. Both North and 
South depended heavily on aid and loans, and in the 1970s the South’s ma-
jor donors diff ered surprisingly little from the North’s, despite the PDRY’s 
Soviet support.80 Moreover, both North and South by the mid-1970s had 
come to depend on labor and entrepreneurial remittances, although the 
South absorbed remittance wealth for state expenditure more effi  ciently 
than did the North (Dresch 2000, 134). Politically, too, both North and 
South shared underlying similarities, operating as dictatorships in which 
alternation in offi  ce was achieved only through violence. Although the 
South’s mechanisms of social control were more totalizing—directed to-
ward building state institutions to provide goods and services in return for 
some compliance—the inner workings of the regimes in both North and 
South tended to be shielded from public view. In other words, although 
Yemenis contrast the PDRY’s “law and order” (al-niz․ām wa al-qānūn) with 
the North’s predisposition for “chaos” or “anarchy” (fawd․ā), the two re-
gimes both took advantage of extrajudicial forms of military control and 
special security courts, relying on security forces trained in Iraq and East 
Germany, in particular, to monitor and control their citizens (Carapico 
1998, 39).

Moreover, the question of diff erences between North and South is no 
more (or less) critical than other forms of diff erence within North and 
South. Among the residents of the Tihāma in North Yemen, who gener-
ally trace their genealogical roots to Ethiopia, dress codes and norms of 
gendered propriety (to invoke two ways in which similarity and diff erence 
are signifi ed) looked a lot like those otherwise typical of parts of the South. 
Zaydī men in the North tended to wear the thawb (or white robe), but the 
conventional dress for many male Shāfi ‘īs in the North, like their south-
ern counterparts, was the fūt․a, or sarong-like wrap. Many people in the 
North’s Lower Yemen and in the Tihāma region identifi ed politically with 
the South’s YSP, while expropriated property owners from the South often 
moved to the North. And Islamic movements, like those in evidence dur-
ing this period more generally in the region, were making headway in both 
countries (despite the PDRY’s eff orts to forestall them). In other words, 
just as there was no necessary connection between the regional diff erences 
of North and South and the diffi  culties of unifi cation, nor was there any 
necessary relationship between regional similarities and the likelihood of 
successful unity. Authors who argue that political unity correlates with the 



60 / chapter one

greater homogeneity of some populations than others (e.g., Tilly 1990) may 
be reinterpreting historical events from the retrospective success of in-
stitutionalized nationhood. What counts as a politically salient diff erence 
changes over time, sometimes quite precipitously.

Celebrated as the realization of a natural, ancient unity, in fact the uni-
fi cation of 1990, in which S․ālih․ retained the presidency and al-Bīd․ became 
vice president, required reinforcement in the form of a violent two-month 
civil war in 1994. Th ere were multiple reasons for the war. Power struggles 
between the two ruling parties combined with perduring ideological dis-
agreements. Socialist leaders claimed that their people were being assas-
sinated by Islamic activists and S․ālih․’s security forces. Th e ruling party and 
Islamic activists argued that the killings of YSP personnel were a result of 
historical confl icts within the party itself. In the 1993 parliamentary elec-
tions, moreover, the YSP gained few seats in the North and lost some in 
the South, winning only fi fty-six out of 301 overall. YSP demands for an 
equal share of administrative appointments were therefore feeble. Falling 
aid receipts, depressed oil prices, and the related plummeting of hard cur-
rency reserves also forced the riyal downward in the early 1990s, and these 
economic conditions may have also intensifi ed “the zero-sum reasoning” 
that led to war (Carapico 2006, 195). Th e Gulf ’s monarchies operated be-
hind the scenes, encouraging southern separatist aspirations with secret 
payments. Personal animosities between S․ālih․ and al-Bīd․ were also at an 
all-time high. Al-Bīd․ accused S․ālih․ of placing cameras in his home; S․ālih․ 
worried that al-Bīd․’s trip to the United States was motivated by reasons 
other than the stated medical ones.81 As early as March 1992 there were 
troop movements by forces loyal to the North. By the end of 1993, S․ālih․ had 
redeployed key army units in patterns that would considerably favor the 
North. A video of a meeting held in Jordan between YSP and GPC leaders 
in February 1994 showed the two leaders shaking hands.82 Fighting began 
shortly thereafter on April 27, 1994, in the northern region of ‘Amrān, and 
the North’s army subsequently conquered Aden, plundering the city’s pub-
lic infrastructure and destroying the fi les of the former PDRY ministries. 
Later the central banks, airlines, and other companies were merged, priva-
tizing previously public enterprises at an accelerated rate. Th e northern 
army even blew up Aden’s beer factory, an act whose symbolic importance 
was not lost on secular southerners.

Many YSP fi gures, labeled “secessionists” (infi s․āliyyīn) by newly vic-
torious northerners, fl ed into exile;83 others left politics altogether, while 
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still others attempted to work for democratic reforms in the context of 
the North’s predominance. In particular, despite the political eclipse of the 
YSP as a formidable political party, clashes between northern military and 
security forces, on the one hand, and the YSP’s local constituencies, on the 
other, persist to this day in some areas. Residents of al-Dāli‘, 150 kilometers 
north of Aden on the border with the North have staged periodic protests 
throughout the unifi cation period, forming in 2000 a popular commit-
tee (lajna sha‘biyya) to counteract overweening northern control. Similar 
committees were formed in other southern governorates, despite strong 
objections from the regime, which denounced the committees as “separat-
ist” (infi s․ālī) and “socialist” (ishtirākī). By the end of 2001 these committees 
merged into the Forum of the Sons of the South (multaqā abnā’ al-janūb). 
Members of the Forum included almost a dozen members of parliament 
and several high-ranking military offi  cers and former ministers. Th e Fo-
rum expressed grievances common to many citizens of the former PDRY 
governorates, where structural adjustment measures enacted in 1995 (to 
be discussed in chapter 5) caused some Yemenis to lose civil service jobs. 
Accustomed to subsidies and to a state that was, at least in principle, com-
mitted to (if not in fact up to the task of ) delivering goods and services, 
many southerners depicted themselves as particularly disadvantaged by 
northern rule. Moreover, inhabitants complained that the South’s oil and 
gas resources were being pilfered by northerners, with little benefi t accru-
ing to local residents. As politicians, members of the Forum also protested 
threats to their own positions, and even the vice president of Yemen, ‘Abd 
Rabbih Mans․ūr Hādī, a southern military offi  cer who was an important 
backer of the North during the civil war, purportedly supported the de-
mands of the Forum.

Th e critical point, however, is that even though these grievances indicated 
divisions between North and South, such demands are also made among 
northerners in disadvantaged parts of the North. More important still, by 
and large the demands made on behalf of the Forum assumed unifi cation 
as an established fact. In other words, in the context of ongoing tensions 
between southerners and northerners, unifi cation, however incomplete 
and tenuous, has nevertheless become a primary if not incontestable basis 
on which appeals to the regime are made. Although calls for an end to the 
regime and even for outright secession were voiced during demonstrations 
and sit-ins in September 2007, organized initially by military and police 
pensioners’ syndicates, the demand of most of the demonstrators was for 
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the full reinstatement of personnel compelled to retire after the 1994 war, 
which is to say the reincorporation of police and army personnel into the 
apparatus of the unifi ed nation-state.84

In response to enduring political pressure from southern elites and or-
dinary citizens, the regime has made some concessions and attempted to 
purchase the loyalty of politicians. President S․ālih․ has established several 
development projects in the South, off ered bribes to would-be opponents, 
and replaced some key northern fi gures in government with southerners 
(substituting the northern prime minister ‘Abd al-Karīm al-Iryānī with 
the South’s Bā Jammāl, for instance). At the same time, however, S․ālih․ has 
proved adept at playing southern politicians against one another, for ex-
ample, in bringing former YSP leader Sālim S․ālih․ back from exile to dilute 
the vice president’s support. Moreover, the South’s signifi cantly smaller 
population and the regime’s ready use of security and military forces to 
quell resistance in areas of protest (albeit not always successfully) keep 
the region at a disadvantage. Whereas unifi cation has paradoxically politi-
cized the South’s residents to identify as southerners, the ability of an en-
trenched regime to maneuver politically by co-opting key politicians and 
weakening rivals—combined with the heavy reliance on security and mili-
tary forces—may make the North-South confl ict less dangerous now to the 
regime’s dominance than it was in the immediate aftermath of unifi cation. 
Th e events of September 2007 nevertheless suggest that even now political 
discontent can be expressed in terms of division, of the threat by regime 
opponents to attempt to undo unifi cation. Whether opponents have the 
power to make good on the threats is a question, and there remains evi-
dence to suggest that even opposition to the results of unifi cation tends 
to further consolidate the reality of unity. Th is is a point we shall explore 
more fully in subsequent chapters.

Th e North-South divide waxes and wanes, and violence continues to 
punctuate political life in Yemen. Yet all the while, the norms and practices 
of national unifi cation are also continuously being created and carried dif-
fusely by ordinary citizens in their informal everyday activities, quite apart 
from the judgment actors may hold at one or another moment of crisis 
about national unity as such. An anecdote nicely illustrates the point, and 
it may be assumed that equivalent scenes take place with some regular-
ity: During a taxi ride I shared with strangers in 2000, heading from the 
former southern capital Aden to S․an‘ā’, the capital of unifi ed Yemen, two 
men in the front seat of the vehicle used the occasion of a brief rest stop 
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to slip out of their southern attire and don the thawb, or white robe typi-
cal of the North. Passengers in the back seat giggled aloud at the public 
switch in costume. Teasing the men for opportunistically cross-dressing 
as northerners once they had left the South, one man said, “So now you 
are Zaydīs, eh? You have no more use for the South.” Th e example of the 
two cross-dressers suggests a desire for “passing”—indeed a felt pressure 
to blend in—at the same time that it shows how such desires become the 
source of shared parody and an invitation to reiterate a consensual under-
standing of distinctions rather than to eff ect assimilation. Th e consensu-
ally understood distinction and the resistance to conformity both operate 
to reproduce the discursive and institutional eff ects of unifi cation, albeit 
ambivalently.

Concluding Remarks

Recent scholars of nationalism have devoted a great deal of attention to 
practices expressive of claims to national community. Examples include 
pledging allegiance to the fl ag and classifying data for the census (Ander-
son 1991; Foucault 1991), enforcing citizenship laws and inculcating a sense 
of shared history through schools (Eley and Suny 1996), drawing maps 
(Sahlins 1991; Anderson 1991; Goswami 2004), using archaeological data 
to assert common origins (Abu El-Haj 2001), appealing to an abstract sov-
ereign people in preparing for and waging war, and portraying styles of fur-
niture, dress, dance, and food as explicitly national (Handler 1988). Taken 
as a whole, the scholarship (primarily outside of political science) makes a 
persuasive case for viewing national solidarities, like other forms of local 
or regional attachment, as the product of the ongoing activities of political 
and intellectual elites in combination and interaction with the acephalous 
transmission of identifi cations through people’s ordinary activities.

As of yet, however, little research has been done to move beyond the 
assertion of a relationship between the representation and constitution 
of national citizens. Th e connection between offi  cial categories and their 
“reception” or assessment by ordinary citizens is seldom demonstrated in 
detail, leaving many important questions in this regard to be addressed, a 
selection of which will arise in the following chapters. Part of the problem 
has to do with the ambiguity in the notion of constituting selves or “sub-
jects.” Does the process involved in constituting subjects mean creating 
(legal, offi  cial, civic, or folk) categories? Or does constituting subjects re-
fer to citizens’ heartfelt identifi cations? What is the connection between, 
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say, a state classifi cation and any individual’s substantive experience of 
belonging? Such questions are often diffi  cult to answer in historical ac-
counts, which tend to privilege written documents and therefore the dis-
cursive artifacts of intellectuals and offi  cials. Yet, as I have pointed out in 
this chapter, elites who write nationalist tracts or are represented in them 
do not somehow exist outside of the conditions that have enabled their 
emergence as elites. Rather, elites and ordinary citizens are coformed in a 
discursive context, in which the language and symbols involved are con-
tinually being both absorbed and created anew. Whether a particular dis-
course is believable, or even intended to produce emotional commitment 
or political conviction, is another matter, however.

In this chapter, I have suggested two interrelated senses in which we 
might think about constituting selves. First, there is the way in which na-
tionalist discourses work to constitute the individual through his or her 
performance as an explicitly national person. Here the emphasis is on in-
dividuals and their performative abilities—the ways in which they enact 
(self-consciously or unconsciously, fervently or mildly) their roles as citi-
zens, patriots, or simply members of a nation-state collectivity who can 
imagine themselves existing simultaneously with anonymous like-minded 
others, speaking, reading, and listening to similar discourses, the content 
of which may or may not be specifi cally national. Second, nationalists, 
by invoking groups, help summon them into being. Here the emphasis 
is on categories of groupness and their potential performative qualities. 
In this view, a group’s existence (e.g., the existence of Yemenis) is depen-
dent on, and inseparable from, the category’s invocations and institutional 
entrenchments. Th e political effi  cacy of a category resides in the ways in 
which its repetition helps bring into being the reality it ostensibly only 
describes.

Nationalist rhetoric has achieved its recognizable, distinct attributes 
through iterations around the world. But appeals to “the nation” as the 
source of sovereignty in the post-colonial world have not been replicable 
without important reconceptualizations in the context of colonial libera-
tion movements and their discrepant experiences of secularism, piety, 
capitalism, and state formation (Chatterjee 1993; Goswami 1998, 2004). In 
Yemen, as we have seen, the existence of “the nation” was made possible 
somewhere between the 1920s and the 1940s as a result of a complex of 
developments, including changes in the imamate’s administration in the 
North and because of the global circulation of anticolonial, modernizing 
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ideas of “national” liberation. Innovations in technology not only provided 
a means to disseminate ideas of national solidarity but also created the as-
semblage of readers and listeners who, through their discursive routines, 
could imagine others having similar experiences simultaneously across 
space and over time. Th e eff ects of technological advances, moreover, were 
augmented and at times even supplanted in importance by local semiotic 
practices such as poetry. It was through these mechanisms and experi-
ences that the nation became thinkable as a practical proposition, and in 
the context of Yemen so did the idea of unifi cation. Proposed in language 
that initially rendered the idea of a unifi ed Yemen plausible, institutional 
changes surrounding formal unifi cation made a unifi ed Yemen increas-
ingly unavoidable: even resistance to the eff ects of unifi cation has come 
to foster a subjectivity or presentation of self as Yamanī, which operates 
along with other presentations of self, for example, as pious or leftist or 
rural. It is in the aftermath of the 1994 war that we can witness anew the 
discursive, practical, and organizational dynamics that comprise Yemen’s 
experiment in nation-state formation, an experiment that fosters not only 
new civic institutions but also such laments as this one from a poet in 
Lower (North) Yemen:

Th is is me and my name is Yamānī
I declare, and my history is my testimony (bayānī),
Th e nation and the union are all that I need
I don’t want to be marginalized.
I’m against extremism and selfi sh ones (al-anānī).
Loving Yemen is my fi rst and second priority
And whoever leaves me or neglects me does not represent me.

Th is poem, declaimed after the civil war, exemplifi es an understanding of 
Yemen that is much less infl ected with regional references than earlier po-
etry tended to be. At the very moment when the union was most in dan-
ger of falling apart, this poet, a declared opponent of ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh S․ālih․, 
nevertheless reasserted his commitment to the idea of a unifi ed Yemeni 
nation, whose task is to be present in order to “represent” him. Political 
diff erences between North and South are subsumed here under the as-
sumption of unity, which also makes the regime subject to (even if not able 
to fulfi ll) distinctly “national” responsibilities.

On the whole, then, the creation of a united Yemeni nation-state has 
had contradictory eff ects on the possibilities for substantive experiences 
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of national belonging. On the one hand, the communication of offi  cial 
rhetoric and the blending of previously distinctive northern and southern 
everyday practices (such as dress codes and moral policing activities) have 
generated some unprecedented bases for similarity among regions in the 
North and the South.85 On the other, predatory regime practices and in-
ternational pressures have combined to produce resistance in the form of 
specifi cally regional and denominational identities, as well as confl icting 
views about the importance of piety and what is taken to represent it.

Th ese contradictory eff ects suggest an additional theoretically moti-
vated point. Asserting an affi  rmative national identity does not of itself 
imply promoting order or shoring up an existing regime. Indeed, there 
is no necessary connection between claims of national solidarity and the 
likelihood of political stability, as such national imaginings can be used to 
criticize or undermine current regimes as well as to authorize them. In 
the next chapter, I use three exemplary events to analyze these matters, 
focusing on how sentiments of national attachment need not develop over 
time but can happen intermittently, congealing suddenly as a basis for in-
dividual and collective action.
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c h a p t e r  t w o

S E E I N G  L I K E  A  C I T I Z E N , 
A C T I N G  L I K E  A  S T A T E

How are we to understand the relationship, in the aftermath of unifi ca-
tion, between state power and the experience of citizenship? Providing 
an answer to this question presupposes an understanding of citizen par-
ticipation in the workings of national identifi cation, which is best revealed 
through a detailed examination of signal events in the processes of state 
formation and nationhood. Of the three events I have selected for analysis 
in this chapter, the fi rst is a “direct,” purportedly competitive presidential 
election that took place on September 23, 1999, the fi rst since unifi cation 
and unprecedented in the histories of the former countries of North and 
South Yemen. Th e second is the celebration of the tenth anniversary of na-
tional unifi cation on May 22, 2000, including the extraordinary prepara-
tions leading up to the event. Th e third event diff ers from the other two in 
that it seems not to involve either the substance or the explicit trappings of 
national politics per se. Th e event concerns the public sensation created by 
the arrest and prosecution of a man touted as Yemen’s fi rst bona fi de “serial 
killer,” which occurred during the lead-up to the decennial celebration. As 
we shall see in the following, however, the mechanisms and experience of 
national identifi cation, while keyed to occasions of offi  cial nation-ness, are 
especially apparent in events that reach well beyond them.
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As a period in the short history of unifi ed Yemen, these years can be char-
acterized as ones of renewed political jockeying between a durable regime 
with meager institutional capacities and a mobilized citizenry. Th e events I 
explore are exemplary in the sense that each exposes aspects of lived politi-
cal experience in Yemen—a country where critical public discussion, a weak 
but multiparty system, a free press relative to other parts of the Arab world, 
and active civic associations indicate vibrant, participatory political prac-
tices in the absence of fair and free elections (Carapico 1998; see also Haber-
mas 1996 [1962]).1 As I shall argue, viewing these episodes together makes 
it possible to draw more general comparative lessons about the anatomy of 
citizen contestation and regime control in newly forming nation-states.

Each of the events betrays a note of irony. Th e election was widely her-
alded as “the fi rst free direct presidential election” ever held in Yemen, 
and there was never any doubt about the ability of the incumbent to cap-
ture a majority of the vote. Yet the ruling party, on dubious legal grounds, 
barred the opposition’s jointly chosen challenger from the race and then 
appointed its own opponent. President ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh S․ālih․ had a chance 
to win what the world would have regarded as a fair and free election, but 
chose instead to undermine the process, using the apparently democratic 
form to foreclose democratic possibilities. In the case of the unifi cation 
anniversary, both the preparations and the event itself required the re-
gime to introduce statelike interventions in domains where they had never 
been seen before. In areas of everyday practice, such as garbage collection 
and street cleaning, the state made itself apparent to citizens in ways that 
could only serve to remind them of how absent it usually was. Finally, the 
revelation that a shocking series of murders had taken place inside the 
state-run university produced communities of criticism in which people 
found themselves sharing a sense of belonging to a nation the existence of 
which was imputed by the failure of the state to exercise its expected role 
of protecting its citizens.

Th e fi rst two events pose a puzzle. In the case of the presidential elec-
tion, why would a regime that was guaranteed to win a real election choose 
to undermine its credibility unnecessarily? Th e case of the unifi cation cer-
emonies repeats the puzzle in a diff erent form (one common to many dic-
tatorships in poor countries). Why spend a reported 180 million on a 
celebration in a country with a per capita annual income of less than 300 
when state coff ers are drained and the IMF is pressing for austerity? Th e 
third event diff ers from the fi rst two in that it occurred independently of 
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state offi  cials’ intentions, if not, as critics were quick to point out, of state 
practices. Like the other two, however, the publicity surrounding the arrest 
and the discussion that animated public life in the aftermath of the grisly 
revelations exemplifi ed the ways in which a political community is formed 
by the shared experience of events, or in this case the shared experience of 
talking about a well-known event. Unlike the other two cases, the publicity 
attending the arrest, rather than exaggerating the presence of state institu-
tions, advertised their absence. Registered in reactions to this event is the 
“moral panic” of citizens longing for a state capable of protecting them.2 By 
being aware of the simultaneous and common character of their anxieties, 
moral entitlements, and desires, even in the absence of state institutions, 
inhabitants of a common territory were able to experience a shared sense 
of connection to it.

In this chapter I explore three counterintuitive understandings of the 
relationships among state sovereignty, democracy, and nationalism. First, 
whereas contested elections may require “strong” states and national co-
herence (see, for example, Rustow 1970; Linz and Stepan 1996; Marx 2003), 
other forms of democratic activity, such as widespread political activism 
and lively public debates, may exist because state institutions are fragile 
and aff ective connection to nation-ness, where evident, is not necessarily 
cohesive or supportive of regime practices. As we shall see, the fragility of 
the state and the vibrancy of civic life mean that the regime’s exercise of 
power is both blatant and intermittent. Second, common experiences 
of moral panic may be just as eff ective as state spectacles, if not more so, 
in generating a sense of passionate belonging to the imagined community 
of the nation. Th ird and relatedly, experiences of national belonging may 
actually be shared in the breach of state authority—in the moments when 
large numbers of people, unknown to each other, long for its protection. 
Or put diff erently, Yemen demonstrates how events of collective vulner-
ability can bring about episodic expressions of national identifi cation. Th is 
chapter is devoted to elaborating these arguments while narrating the 
events that bring them to the fore.

the first presidential elec tions: 
ac ting like a state,  part one

As the introduction noted, unifi cation between North and South occurred 
with the understanding that a “transition to democracy” would take place. 
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And in the early 1990s openly contested elections for parliament, a broad 
range of critical newspapers, and the emergence of over forty political par-
ties made Yemen one of the only Middle Eastern countries to sanction a 
lively, oppositional politics. Th e war in May 1994 changed the conditions of 
democratic possibility, producing a political situation that reinforced the 
northern regime’s dominance. Th e parliamentary elections of April 1997, 
which the Yemeni Socialist Party and two other small, southern-based op-
position parties boycotted, were widely understood to be less democratic 
than the ones in 1993 (Glosemeyer 1993). Voter turnout in the South was 
low, the ruling party won a clear majority of seats (187 out of 301), and the 
seats of the main Islamic party, al-Tajammu‘ al-Yamanī lil-Is․lāh․, decreased 
from 62 to 53 (Detalle 1993a, 1993b; Baaklini, Denoeux, and Springborg 
1999, 213; Schwedler 2002, 51). Indeed, although the ruling General Peo-
ple’s Congress party and the main Islamic party had forged an informal co-
alition for the 1997 elections, thereby agreeing not to oppose each other in 
specifi c districts, many “independents” in those districts turned out to be 
identifi ed with the ruling GPC. As a consequence, the ruling party’s con-
trol of the parliament was overwhelming in 1997, with close to 266 seats, 
or 75 percent of the assembly (Schwedler 2002, 51; Dresch 2000, 209). In 
some districts outcomes were decided in advance, failing to fulfi ll even a 
“minimalist” view of a democracy, in which electoral outcomes are un-
certain (Schumpeter 1962 [1950]; Przeworski 1991). Th e 1999 presidential 
“election” both demonstrated and contributed to the assertion of northern 
control and the corresponding constriction of permitted, institutionalized 
political contestation.

Although the regime represented itself to foreign donors and citizens 
alike as an “emerging democracy,”3 the staged elections could not possibly 
have been intended to reassure Yemeni democrats or foreign observers of 
the regime’s commitment to institutionalizing competitive, free elections. 
Opposition leaders wondered aloud when an “ornamental democracy” 
(dimuqrāt․iyya shakliyya) might become a genuine one. In newspaper ar-
ticles and other public venues, people identifi ed with the opposition de-
nounced the elections as mere “trappings” (libās), another example of a 
“theatrical comedy” on the part of the regime, which was gradually nar-
rowing the prospects for democratic politics in Yemen (al-Mutawakkil 
1999; al-Saqqāf 1999; Muthannā 1999). Th e political scientist Muh․ammad 
‘Abd al-Malik al-Mutawakkil even likened the event to “a Hindi fi lm, long, 
boring, and exorbitantly expensive” (al-Mutawakkil 1999).
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Two months before the election, a unifi ed opposition had chosen its can-
didate for president, ‘Alī S․ālih․ ‘Ubād, or “Muqbil,” the secretary general of 
the Yemeni Socialist Party. Muqbil was a southerner whom everyone (even 
Muqbil) acknowledged had no chance of winning, but who could put forth 
an alternative agenda, increase people’s awareness of democratic practices 
by competing, and enhance possibilities for future electoral successes. In 
order to begin his campaign, however, Muqbil had to be approved by 10 
percent of the members of parliament. Th is system, borrowed from Tuni-
sian judicial codes, enabled the regime to weed out undesirable nominees, 
and Muqbil’s candidacy was thereby rejected. Th us the regime, rather than 
sailing to victory in an openly contested election, chose to disqualify the 
opposition candidate, turning the event into the phony referendum fa-
miliar to many postrevolutionary and postcolonial polities. Nor did the 
ruling party stop there. To replace the opposition’s candidate, the regime 
nominated one of its own southern members, Najīb Qah․t․ān al-Sha‘bī. Th e 
son of its fi rst president, who was deposed and imprisoned in 1969 dur-
ing a coup d’état carried out by socialists, Najīb and his family had fl ed to 
Cairo where they had received support and protection for years from the 
antisocialist North. Election day, then, off ered people the choice between 
two candidates from the same party, the ruling president from the North 
and the puppetlike contender whose origins were identifi ably southern. 
One published cartoon depicted Najīb as a windup toy. A joke echoed this 
sentiment: “Najīb is elected and is then asked, ‘What is the fi rst thing you 
are going to do?’ ” He replies: “Make ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh S․ālih․ president.”

Yet even by producing a bogus alternative candidate, the regime en-
abled some form of limited choice. A few people voted for Najīb Qah․t․ān 
despite his compromised candidacy. As a taxi driver from Ta‘izz argued: 
“Even though I don’t know Najīb, he’s got to be better than ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh. 
Th e president steals and he allows others to steal. And when a good prime 
minister like Faraj Bin Ghānim tries to intervene, he is sacked.”4 People 
were broadly aware that they could register their protest in at least four 
ways: they could boycott the election; they could vote for Najīb; they could 
cross out both candidates’ pictures; or they could write in a candidate, as 
some people claim to have done. For instance, several state employees and 
opposition politicians reported people writing in the name of Sa‘d Zaghlūl, 
a famous Egyptian nationalist who died in 1927. Rumors circulated that 
another voter wrote “stupid” (ahbal) below Najīb’s picture and “robber” 
(sāriq) under the president’s.
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According to offi  cial reports, more than 66 percent of the electorate 
took part in the presidential election, with President ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh S․ālih․ 
garnering 96.3 percent of the vote. Independent observers and opposition 
party members alike, however, estimated that only 30 percent of registered 
voters bothered to go to the polls. In the aftermath of the election, stories 
abounded about poor voter turnout, three thousand stuff ed ballot boxes 
hidden in reserve, army personnel dressed in civilian clothing casting ad-
ditional ballots, and minors voting, some more than once.5 Th e act of vot-
ing required people to put their thumbprint on the computer- generated 
list of registered voters, and afterward regime supporters and fearful 
citizens were eager to signal loyalty by displaying their inked thumbs in 
public. Stories were told of people who had failed to vote purchasing ink-
pads from local stores in order to dissemble having participated. People 
reported being visited by friends checking to see whether they had voted. 
Th e inked thumb became a particularly fraught signifi er registering either 
participation in the elections or the fear of having not done so. Or to put 
it diff erently, an inked thumb could mean that a person had participated 
out of duty, love, or fear, or that a person had not participated but could 
act “as if ” he had (Wedeen 1999). Th e following joke speaks to the latter 
condition: “A guy goes to a qāt chew and shakes hands with his thumb up 
to prove that he has voted [a practice many adopted the day after the elec-
tions]. His friend says, ‘Why is your thumb red?’ He replies, ‘Th ey ran out 
of blue inkpads at the store.’ ”

Th e ballot sheets themselves, however, signaled the solemnity of offi  cial 
state practice. Colored photographs and the names of the two candidates 
appeared on each ballot. ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh S․ālih․ was pictured in suit and tie. 
Below him were the hallmarks of his campaign, three encircled images, the 
logos of the three main groups that had ostensibly supported the president: 
al-majlis al-wat․anī (a loosely knit group of parties, including Ba‘thists and 
some Nās․irists) depicts three hands clasping a torch to symbolize unity; 
the main Islamic party, al-Tajammu‘ al-Yamanī lil-Is․lāh․, portrays the sun 
shining brilliantly on the horizon to connote a “bright future”; and the 
ruling General People’s Congress party’s insignia is the horse—symbol of 
power and bravery (shumūkh) or of a shared Arabian gene alogy (depend-
ing on whom one asks). Qah․t․ān’s portrait was set against the backdrop 
of a sky, the scales of justice to the right, a rather innocuous reference to 
(both candidates’) declared commitments to procedural justice and judi-
cial  reform.
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Political posters of the president also covered the walls of buildings and 
the windows of shops.6 Th e Delacroix-like portrait of ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh S․ālih․ 
astride a stallion and draped in a billowing Yemeni fl ag conjured up for 
some Yemenis images of ‘Alī ibn Abī T․ālib, the son-in-law of the Prophet 
and a symbol for Zaydī Islam of legitimate rule. Th e original poster, which 
towers over a main commercial thoroughfare, allegedly cost the regime 
13,000, an exorbitant sum.7 Other posters combined ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh S․ālih․’s 
portrait with advertisements for companies such as Canada Dry and Dae-
woo, blending domestic kitsch with global capitalism in ways that prob-
ably saved the regime some money. Corporate endorsements signifi ed that 
the president enjoyed the backing of capital, and that investor confi dence 
was indiff erent to, if not supportive of, phony electoral processes.

No one disputed that the Yemeni president would have won an openly 
contested election against Muqbil, if not by the margin by which he al-
legedly actually won. As the political scientist François Burgat points out, 
had leaders of the Islamic party, al-Is․lāh․, decided to put forward their own 
nominee, there might have been some cause for concern among regime 
offi  cials, but the party’s decision to support the president eliminated any 
prospects for competition, even before the regime’s denial of Muqbil’s can-
didacy (Burgat 2000, 70). S․ālih․’s assured victory raises the question of why 
the regime would bar the opposition’s candidate, guaranteed to lose a fair 
and free election, from running. Members of the opposition and the ruling 
party speculated that Muqbil’s personality was to blame; he was diffi  cult 
and refused to ingratiate himself with members of parliament who might 
have voted to allow his candidacy. In the words of one opposition politi-
cian, “Muqbil doesn’t hold his tongue—he’ll say anything, and the impact 
on public opinion of criticizing the president’s personality directly inclined 
the president to make that decision.” Politicians close to the president and 
in the opposition argued that ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh S․ālih․ had personally ordered 
parliament’s members to deny Muqbil’s nomination. Th e president was 
worried, in this view, that a Yemeni Socialist Party candidate would polar-
ize North and South, thereby solidifying deep regional divisions that had 
emerged after union and had worsened in the aftermath of the civil war. 
“Victory” required more than winning the elections; it demanded a vision 
of unity in which ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh S․ālih․ could represent both regions. Be-
ing a “tactician” rather than a “strategist” or statesman, argued one presi-
dential adviser, meant that the president missed a historical opportunity, 
thereby revealing himself to be like other dictators who prefer garnering 
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an  unbelievable number of votes, rather than risk the political uncertainty 
that a less decisive but more credible victory would have entailed. One key 
opposition fi gure likened the president to “a guy who sells groceries at a 
road stand” (s․āh․ib al-s․andaqa): “He’s busy with the little things and can 
profi t from the details, but he loses sight of the big picture. He has small 
ideas.” Slogans congratulating the “father of Ah․mad” (Abū Ah․mad) also 
suggested the regime’s dynastic ambitions, thereby implying that although 
the president knew that he would win, he did not want to set precedents 
that might endanger his son’s succession. In contrast, some educated pro-
fessionals who defended the regime justifi ed ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh’s move by ar-
guing that democracy must proceed gradually. Th is referendum was a fi rst 
step in getting people used to the process, and future presidential elections 
would be fairer than this one. Within a roughly familiar “civilizing process” 
narrative, arguments about ill-prepared citizens suggested that some elites 
in Yemen viewed citizens as not yet ready to engage in the mature electoral 
processes of the developed world. No one, however, could answer why the 
regime would put forth another candidate from its own party in Muqbil’s 
stead—a variation on the sham election that, to my knowledge, has no 
historical precedent.

I want to argue that the orchestrated event not only ensured an elec-
toral outcome that was already obvious, but also provided an occasion for 
the regime to announce and enact its political power—that is, to establish 
“popularity” by suspending the means of its measure. Th is political power, 
in turn, resides and was made manifest in the regime’s use of electoral 
procedures to empty democracy of what many liberals take to be its con-
tent: fair, competitive elections. Th e elections signaled that “support” for 
the president, by those who admire, fear, and loathe him, could be tied to 
public performances of democratic openness and to the sense of lost op-
portunities such public performances made apparent. For example: in re-
sponse to a questionnaire asking whether she “supported the government’s 
policies,” a housekeeper from the remote northern mountainous region 
of H․ arāz said that she did. When I asked her later how she could give this 
response when she complained constantly about government actions, she 
explained, “I’m with them because what’s the point of being against them, 
right? Th ey’re the ones in power.” Th e elections communicated this ab-
sence of actual alternatives by presenting a bogus one.

Th is excessive bogusness operated as both a signaling device and a 
mechanism for reproducing the quasi-autocratic political power it signaled. 
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On the one hand, the “elections” conveyed to politicians in the opposition 
and to disaff ected ordinary citizens that the regime could actively inter-
vene to foreclose certain democratic possibilities. Th e elections provided 
the occasions through which the regime could exercise this authoritarian 
impulse toward citizens, at least temporarily. On the other hand, although 
no Yemeni doubted the ruling party’s ability to win a fair and free election, 
in a quasi-autocratic state such as Yemen’s, rigging the elections also be-
trayed offi  cial insecurities about the level of victory and what a less than 
overwhelming majority would mean—reproducing for some a sense of the 
tenuousness of the regime’s political power, as evidenced by stories about 
poor voter turnout and leaders’ anxieties, as well as through public critiques 
of the electoral process. Yet even when the regime’s disciplinary strategies 
reveal insecurities and are contested by citizens, they are still partially eff ec-
tive—organizing men and women to participate and consume the regime’s 
idealized version of the real. Men and women worked to register voters and 
to ensure that polls functioned in an orderly fashion. Soldiers were bussed 
in to vote and ensure stability. Offi  cial institutions, including foreign donor 
organizations (Burgat 2000, 72), devoted time and money to organizing and 
orchestrating an event everyone knew to be fraudulent. People gathered 
together in crowds to hear both candidates avow their commitments to in-
stitutional reform, stability, security, the material well-being of ordinary cit-
izens, and to democracy itself. Th e event had the eff ect of exercising power 
by announcing it publicly, thereby forefending against the deleterious ef-
fects of weak state institutions and IMF pressures by reminding citizens 
that even regimes without a monopoly over violence have some measure 
of control.

Th e control exercised by a regime derives in part from its eff orts to act 
like a state. Th ese eff orts summon the state into being—staging occasions 
in which state power is made actual to both ordinary citizens and regime 
members. Such enactments always rely on preexisting mechanisms of co-
ercive, utilitarian, and normative compliance. As this chapter shows, in 
the case of Yemen, where the preexisting forms are especially meager, the 
way the regime of ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh S․ālih․ attempts to bring itself into be-
ing as a state can be seen especially clearly. Of course if crime statistics 
are any indication, no regime enjoys an undisputed monopoly over force. 
But the Yemeni regime’s coercive control is exceptionally limited, espe-
cially outside of the capital. Nevertheless, Yemen’s army has been used to 
quell resistance in the far northern town of S․a‘da near Saudi Arabia, in the 
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northeastern areas of Ma’rib and al-Jawf, as well as in the southern areas, 
such as Kud Qarw village (near Aden), in Aden itself, and in al-Dāli‘. Hu-
man Rights Watch reports the detention of political prisoners, torture, and 
death sentences (Human Rights Watch 2000, 420). In the past, the regime 
has also threatened to dissolve the already weakened Yemeni Socialist 
Party, and has harassed the independent press on a number of occasions. 
Security offi  cials infi ltrate opposition organizations in order to intimidate 
and divide would-be dissidents while also providing information about 
subversive activity to the president.

Even so, a key aspect of the Yemeni example is that such forms of social 
control do not generate the sorts of fear characteristic of many dictatorships. 
Th e government’s deployment of military and paramilitary units has usually 
been a response to an overt challenge to the regime’s authority, rather than 
a prophylactic, protective form of preempting dissent. Yemen, moreover, 
possesses a dense network of associations and a degree of local civic po-
litical participation unparalleled in other parts of the Arab world (Carapico 
1998, 1996). As we shall see in the next chapter, in the public spheres of 
opposition -oriented conferences, political party rallies and meetings, Friday 
sermons, newspaper debates, and qāt chew conversations, even in the daily 
television broadcasts of parliamentary sessions, Yemenis from a variety of 
regional and class backgrounds routinely criticize the regime without the 
fear of repercussions usually found in regimes classifi ed as “authoritarian.”

Th e regime also exploits its utilitarian mechanisms of social control by 
purchasing the loyalty of would-be subversives. Automobiles, homes, va-
cations, and foreign bank accounts are the perquisites of allegiance. Politi-
cians who do not support the regime may also periodically benefi t from its 
largesse. Infl uential opposition fi gures sometimes have to make diffi  cult 
choices about whether to accept such amenities as a bodyguard or a car 
for the family or money for medical treatment abroad—decisions that may 
ease life’s burdens but may require compromises or generate unsettling 
questions from colleagues about political commitments. In the absence 
of state institutions that deliver public goods and services through com-
mon administrative institutions, the regime can use its command over re-
sources to strike bargains and punish dissident political fi gures.

Finally, the northern Sanh․ān-dominated regime seems to enjoy some 
genuine popularity in key areas of the North and in isolated parts of the 
South. (Sanh․ān refers to a self-identifi ed tribe within the larger confed-
eration of H․ āshid and also designates a region abutting the south side of 
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S․an‘ā’.) Th e North is not a unifi ed region, but many inhabitants—especially 
in the capital and the northern highlands—actively support the president 
even when they do not have to do so. Th e working-class area of H․ udayda 
in the Tihāma, the city of Ta‘izz and much of al-mint․aqa al-wust․ā (the 
“middle region”), as well as parts of the northeastern desert regions of al-
Jawf and Ma’rib, do not overwhelmingly support the regime—if riots and 
organized, armed resistance are any indication. Even in these areas, how-
ever, some would have voted for the president (and did in the subsequent 
2006 elections to be discussed briefl y below). Although the minority of 
Yemenis living in the South would probably have voted for a southern can-
didate had a genuine representative of the region run for the presidency, 
the South’s small population (of anywhere from 2.5 to 4.5 million inhabit-
ants) would not have signifi cantly aff ected the president’s electoral major-
ity.8 Moreover, dissatisfaction with the former rule of the socialist party 
among people who self-identify as “tribal” in the interior or wādī region of 
H․ ad․ramawt would have given the president some support there. Th e ruling 
GPC has enjoyed backing among southerners whose organizations were 
prohibited during the socialists’ rule there. Despite electoral infractions 
during the parliamentary elections of 2003, the Yemeni Socialist Party’s 
poor performance—the party won seven seats out of 301— further sup-
ports the claim that the president would have won a fair and free election. 
Th e common assumption that nondemocratic regimes have no popular 
support is belied by the president’s observable popularity in many areas. 
Even ambivalent voters argued on more than one occasion that “the devil 
you know is better than the human you don’t.”9 Given the president’s abil-
ity to win a credible election (or, for that matter, to rig one covertly), the 
regime’s decision to produce an overtly phony one implies that the event 
did more than exemplify political power; it was also doing the work of 
creating power by demonstrating to regime offi  cials and citizens alike that 
the regime could get away with the charade.

Th is power diff ers in important ways from the sort apparent in more 
repressive authoritarian regimes, such as Syria’s (Wedeen 1999). In Ye-
men, this symbolic display gives the regime a power that citizens in many 
other instances doubt, and it demonstrates that the regime can behave 
in an authoritarian manner temporarily, if not consistently. Th e Yemeni 
regime cannot force citizens to routinely act “as if ” (ibid.). And a vibrant 
oppositional politics results from the very actions of this weak authoritar-
ian state, thereby requiring new modes of containment.
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Th is diff erence between quasi-autocratic and more repressive authori-
tarian regimes is made apparent in the contestation over postelection pol-
itics, producing contradictory prospects for institutionalizing contested 
elections.10 On the one hand, there are indications that possibilities for fair 
and free competition have become increasingly constrained. In an August 
2000 letter to the speaker and members of Parliament, President ‘Alī ‘Abd 
Allāh S․ālih․ and 144 members of Parliament recommended constitutional 
amendments that would lengthen parliamentary members’ tenure in offi  ce 
from four to six years, thereby postponing the elections scheduled for April 
2001. A nationwide referendum in February 2001 approved this extension 
and also lengthened the presidential term from fi ve to seven years, thereby 
enabling S․ālih․ to remain in offi  ce for two terms until 2013, when opposi-
tion leaders anticipate that S․ālih․’s son, Ah․mad, will make a bid to take over. 
Th e referendum also authorized the president to appoint a 111-member 
“Consultative Council,” which activists charged allows SS․ālih․ to off set the 
role of the elected parliament and to promote indirect executive control 
over legislation. Moreover, elections for local councils, held at the same 
time as the referendum, were marred by opposition charges that voter reg-
istration lists had been rigged. Violence also undermined these elections. 
Forty persons reportedly died and more than a hundred were injured in 
clashes between supporters of diff erent parties and security forces; offi  -
cial sources claimed that eleven died and twenty-three were injured while 
people were voting. Disputes over irregularities in at least 20 percent of 
the polling centers meant that fi nal results in those areas were never an-
nounced. Th e ruling General People’s Congress celebrated a comfortable 
majority in the councils, but opposition leaders charged that results were 
fraudulent. Even were outcomes to be fair, the local councils’ resources 
and decision-making powers remain circumscribed by the fact that the 
president appoints the heads of the councils (al-Ayyām, August 21, 2000; 
Human Rights Watch 2000, 420–24). Preparations for the parliamentary 
elections of April 27, 2003, were similarly tainted with charges of irregu-
larities in registration, and postelection confl icts also raised doubts about 
the process (although parliamentary elections tend not to be fl agrantly 
phony in the way that the 1999 presidential one was).11 Parliamentary pow-
ers are likewise highly circumscribed even assuming fair elections. Th e 
unresolved assassination on December 28, 2002, of a key spokesman for 
liberal democracy, Jār Allāh ‘Umar, moreover, may have been intended, as 
many Yemenis claim, to undercut a united opposition.
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On the other hand, ‘Umar’s attempts to forge an opposition alliance 
between the liberal wing of the main Islamic party al-Is․lāh․ and the Yemeni 
Socialist Party have borne fruit in the form of an empowered “joint com-
mittee” (al-liqā’ al-mushtarak) or JMP (“Joint Meeting Parties”). Th e pres-
ence of the JMP, an eclectic mix of fi ve political parties, whose main source 
of political power comes from the alliance between YSP and Islamic activ-
ists, helped make it possible for a bona fi de opposition candidate to run in 
what was framed (in some respects correctly) as Yemen’s fi rst genuinely 
contested presidential election in September 2006. Fays․al Bin Shamlān, 
the JMP’s chosen candidate and a southerner from H․ ad․ramawt, ran as an 
independent with the support of both the Muslim Brotherhood wing and 
the YSP.12 (S․ālih․ was the fi rst-ever incumbent president of an Arab coun-
try to fi nd himself in electoral competition with opposition parties rallied 
behind a single candidate.) Yemenis were able to see speeches of the oppo-
sition candidate broadcast on state television and witness S․ālih․ being criti-
cized in public in a way rarely experienced before in the region. According 
to one source, this circumstance arose both because members of al-Is․lāh․ 
had allied with the YSP and because the United States “forced” S․ālih․ to 
“accept the challenge of the opposition.” (Judging from Yemeni newspaper 
reports, Bin Shamlān was credited for not being beholden to the West, 
and the United States received some rare praise for its willingness to stay 
out of the election.) Particularly noteworthy for some Yemenis was the 
split among members of the ruling elite identifi ed with the president’s 
tribal confederation of H․ āshid. For the fi rst time, members of the regime’s 
al-Ah․mar family opposed “a H․ āshidī” (S․ālih․) seeking reaffi  rmation of his 
power. Speaker of Parliament and S․ālih․ ally Shaykh ‘Abd Allāh Bin H․ usayn 
al-Ah․mar published a statement criticizing his sons H․ amīd and H․ usayn for 
siding with the opposition. His reaction came after hundreds of thousands 
gathered in his region of ‘Amrān in support of Bin Shamlān. Most Yemeni 
analysts echoed the views of a diplomat and former presidential adviser 
who in an e-mail to me argued: “S․ālih․ will win, and will never surrender 
power. But the next elections in 2013 won’t be the same.”13 

Th e presidential election of 2006 did indeed present in many ways a 
more sophisticated political drama than its predecessor, but it neverthe-
less underscored the regime’s willingness and ability to assert its political 
power in the face of an independent, recently unifi ed opposition. S․ālih․ is-
sued a surprise announcement in July 2005 that he would not seek “re-
election” in the next presidential election, but this was widely regarded 
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from the outset, including by prominent members of the ruling party, as a 
bogus statement.14 As predicted, S․ālih․ ultimately reversed himself, agree-
ing to stand for election only after the ruling party extended its two-day 
conference of June 2006 to an extraordinary third day, imploring their 
leader to remain at the helm. During the fi rst day of the conference, the 
president had repeated his refusal to run, with the result that schools and 
government offi  ces were closed for the next two days, as citizens took to 
the streets in what offi  cial newspapers called “spontaneous” demonstra-
tions of support for S․ālih․’s candidacy. Various media reports around Ye-
men depicted throngs of supporters demanding that he run. When S․ālih․ 
fi nally did announce his decision to accept his party’s nomination to a 
crowd of thousands at midmorning on the third day, civil servants were re-
quired to attend the announcement and residents of remote governorates 
were bussed to the capital to celebrate. Although, according to witnesses, 
the demonstrations of adulation were “rather poorly stage-managed,” if 
credibility or discipline was the goal, they nevertheless brought to the fore 
“the dissonance” between two fundamentally diff erent expectations—that 
there would be a genuinely competitive election and that the election 
would serve to reaffi  rm S․ālih․’s mandate (Johnsen 2006, 1–3). On Septem-
ber 20, poll returns registered a resounding victory for the incumbent. 
Offi  cial results, announced on September 23, gave S․ālih․ 77.17 percent of 
the estimated six million votes cast, while his main challenger, Fays․al Bin 
Shamlān, received 21.82 percent.15 Although the opposition alleged voter 
manipulation and fraud, it ultimately conceded S․ālih․’s victory, and Bin 
Shamlān accepted the results, he said, “as a reality” (Johnsen 2006, 2).

Th e regime was thus able to win a victory on numerous fronts: S․ālih․’s 
reelection was never in doubt; he could demonstrate to European ob-
servers and Yemeni citizens alike that he had permitted an independent 
opposition to run and lose; and Yemenis invested in electoral outcomes 
could hope that the unprecedented competition would pave the way for 
subsequent elections, in which outcomes really would be uncertain and al-
ternation in offi  ce a possibility. Th e spectacles accompanying the election 
and the outcome itself provided an occasion for an opposition to vent its 
desires and conjure up alternative political visions. Th e event also staged 
public enactments of the regime’s dominance, a dominance that resided in 
the interstices of that dissonance between institutionalized electoral con-
testation and the certainty of a known outcome, a dominance that is made 
possible, but also severely limited, by the fact of citizen activism. Th at this 
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citizenry is armed to the teeth, as the introduction noted, also provides a 
check on the regime’s power, and is a symptom of its weakness.

In summary, the extent to which the regime has been able to foreclose 
alternative possibilities is in part a result of “theatrical” occasions such as 
the 1999 and 2006 elections, which the regime puts on to reproduce its 
political power.16 It is also the product of a balancing act, entailing the met-
ing out punishments and distributing payoff s, as well as cultivating some 
belief in the regime’s appropriateness, as perhaps the 2006 elections were 
intended to do. But the 1999 elections also suggest a “muddling through” 
approach to anxieties about citizen disorder and regional polarization. 
Subsequent events, including the unprecedented contestation in advance 
of the September 2006 polling, reinforce this picture in a context in which 
civil society and the agonistic public conversations it generates continue 
to be backed by the violent potentialities that an armed population makes 
apparent.

the decennial celebr ation: 
ac ting like a state,  part t wo

Preparations for the decennial celebration, like the fi rst presidential elec-
tion, exemplify the ways in which the regime has attempted to redefi ne the 
terms of electoral politics and national unity, orchestrating performances 
that specify the regime’s dominance while simultaneously testing the lim-
its of its political control. Th e posters of the president hoisting the Yemeni 
fl ag, distributed in the weeks before the spectacle celebrating the tenth an-
niversary of unifi cation, summarized the regime’s approach to the founding 
of the nation-state. Th e same picture had originally depicted the president 
of the North and the secretary general of the YSP in the South together in 
1990; the northern president raised the fl ag while his southern counterpart 
stood behind him. In an eff ort to obscure the history of partnership that 
had initially animated union, the southern leader’s image was deleted from 
the photograph in 2000.17

Th e festivities around the tenth anniversary of unifi cation, culminat-
ing in celebrations on May 22, 2000, illustrated the regime’s idealized rep-
resentation of national belonging. Th ey also registered a paradox at the 
heart of the regime’s state- and nation-building projects, a project that in 
the Yemeni case has been ambivalently and sporadically pursued. On the 
one hand, unifi ed Yemen was founded on what anthropologists Jean and 
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John Comaroff  have termed “the modernist ideal of the nation-state,” a 
“polity held together by the rule of law, by the claim of government to ex-
ercise a monopoly over legitimate force, by a sense of horizontal connec-
tion, and by universal citizenship which transcends diff erence” (Comaroff  
and Comaroff  1998, iii; see also 2004). Th e celebrations around unifi cation 
were an attempt to project this image of the nation-state. On the other 
hand, the production of this ideal required the violation of some of its 
principles and the concealment of countertendencies, which included the 
sometimes regime-sanctioned appeals to local justice, or other assertions 
by regional communities—often termed “tribal”—against the jurisdiction 
of the state.18

In other words, in order to generate a modernist image of the nation-
state, the regime had to do whatever was necessary to make the projec-
tion happen, or seem to happen, in actuality. For example, the unifi cation 
festivities burdened the regime with a host of security concerns that, in 
turn, generated new forms of intervention and new eff orts to monopolize 
force. Th e regime set up roadblocks, multiplied checkpoints, and ordered 
all mobile phones and pagers shut off  at midnight on May 16. Th e regime 
also barred tourists from entering the country until June 1 to prevent the 
public relations fi asco that a kidnapping might cause. Ironically, unifi ca-
tion celebrations made travel from one region to another particularly diffi  -
cult. Rumors of curfews and of not being allowed to leave S․an‘ā’ kept many 
people off  the roads and in their homes.

Th e regime also made an extraordinary eff ort to be an eff ective state by 
delivering public services. Th e main streets sparkled with decorative lights 
and were unusually clean. Garbage was collected more regularly than 
usual. Rumors suggested that workers actually moved refuse from areas 
of the city where the foreign delegations were visiting to areas of the city 
off  the beaten path. Blue paint was distributed so that shop doors could be 
freshly coated.19 Residents of spacious homes in the posh area of H․ adda 
were given money to vacate them, and furniture was specially imported, 
so that visiting dignitaries could be comfortably housed. One educated 
woman in S․an‘ā’ noted that the occasion demonstrated the regime’s abil-
ity to provide state services, at least temporarily. In this light, her sisters 
raised questions about the regime’s seeming lack of “political will” (irāda 
siyāsiyya) to build durable state institutions capable of ensuring citizens’ 
protection and stability, and of providing the services for everyday life on 
a more regular basis than an offi  cial occasion demands.
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Preparations also generated considerable ire among ordinary citizens. 
Th e celebrations cost anywhere from twenty to fi fty billion riyals (in the 
vicinity of 200 million at current exchange rates). In fact, teachers did not 
receive their paltry salaries and civil servants had their salaries halved in 
April so that the regime could pay for the festivities. Regime offi  cials were 
so concerned that the sixteen hundred youths mobilized to participate in 
the festival would fail to show up that they postponed the announcement 
of examination results to induce participation.20 Students who did not at-
tend would automatically receive a failing grade. Air force planes had been 
fl ying in formation above the capital every morning for weeks, the deaf-
ening sounds from low-fl ying aircraft a consistent reminder, and indeed 
an instance, of the excess and militarism associated with the ceremonies. 
Rumors that prices would rise once the celebrations were over also made 
people nervous and angry. In the working-class neighborhood of H․ as․aba, 
people hoarded food in preparation for imagined disasters. Even families 
identifi ed with the ruling GPC were anxious. One woman whose husband 
worked as a policeman asked why the regime would put on such a spectacle 
at a time when people had no money and the government was giving civil 
servants a smaller part of their salaries, or withholding salaries altogether, in 
order to pay for the event. Another lower middle-class woman said, “Many 
of my friends are stocking up on food because they are worried about a coup 
or something” during the ceremony. Another woman laughed, “We were 
afraid of the solar eclipse, and now we are afraid of the holiday.” Another 
worried that the ceremony might result in an assassination, “like Sādāt’s.” Ap-
prehension around the event spoke to the regime’s inability to ensure order 
routinely. As the above statements indicate, that the regime could perform 
like a state raised questions about why it failed to do so regularly. People also 
reminded each other of the state’s fragilities, so that activities in which the 
regime was required to be a state were fraught with anxiety.

Th e actual event began with ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh S․ālih․’s arrival in a motor-
cade to the offi  cial parade grounds where foreign dignitaries and Yemeni 
politicians were already seated. Only invited guests were permitted to 
view the festivities from the parade grounds, and invitations specifi ed 
that would-be spectators had to gather at six in the morning at the Police 
College in order to be bussed to the stands where they would watch the 
festivities. For those viewing the event on television, the beginning of the 
broadcast showed an edited sequence of clips of the president in a vari-
ety of offi  cial contexts: crowds cheer him, he responds to questions at a 
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press conference, and planes fl y overhead in a display of Yemen’s military 
might.21

Th e president took his seat next to Saudi Arabia’s crown prince ‘Abd 
Allāh, perhaps the most important foreign offi  cial to attend the ceremony. 
A panegyric to ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh S․ālih․ and the union could be heard over 
the loudspeaker extolling the leader as the “symbol of the nation” (ramz 
al-wat․an) and the “creator of the glorious union” (s․āni‘ al-wah․da al-
majīda).22 Like the posters omitting the cofounder of the union, ‘Alī Sālim 
al-Bīd․, the speeches, poems, and visual displays of the unifi cation’s anni-
versary attributed the union to a single founder. Th e former ruling party of 
the South proved a specter that haunted the proceedings for those whose 
memories of history or whose political commitments made them want 
some acknowledgment of the original founding. When the camera mistak-
enly aimed its lens at rows of empty seats, knowing viewers could see the 
visible absence of the socialist members who had decided not to attend.23

Th e Yemeni Socialist Party members were divided as to whether to ac-
cept invitations to the gala event. Some members argued that the holiday 
commemorated unifi cation and therefore was every citizen’s holiday. Th e 
victory of the North in the war was a separate event and should be treated 
as such. Other members argued that although they were for the union, 
the 1994 war was a big loss. Attending the celebration would endorse the 
regime’s version of unity and lend unwitting support to northern domi-
nance. In one qāt chew conversation held at this time, Jār Allāh ‘Umar, 
the assistant secretary general of the party, argued that “the absence of 
equality between North and South made the initial hopes of unifi cation 
seem hollow, and its democratic possibilities elusive.” For him, even the 
word infi s․āl (secession) had lost its dangerously titillating charge: “People 
are likely to use the word or to threaten its invocation as a way of policing 
public space, but it has lost some of its meaning. Words like ‘revolution’ 
have also been emptied of their political signifi cance, subject to the banali-
ties of repetition.” Some members favored a separate YSP celebration in 
Aden, while others maintained that the capital of Yemen was S․an‘ā’ and 
any national event should be held there. After multiple discussions, leaders 
decided to let individual party members decide for themselves whether to 
accept the regime’s invitation. Some went to the event and others did not.

In terms of the modernist ideal of the nation-state, the celebration repre-
sented the image of universal citizenship that is part of that ideal, but in the 
Yemeni context the image required a hybrid of particular regional practices 
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subsumed under an assertion of northern dominance that seemed designed 
to unify but proved divisive. Th is hybridity was most evident during the folk-
lore sequences, when a clunky fl oat of terraced mountains and the façade of 
Bāb al-Yaman (the main entrance to the capital’s traditional market) with ten 
candles on top and a big number 22 (for the original founding, May 22) on 
the front appeared on the grounds like a gigantic, mobile birthday or wedding 
cake. As the fl oat moved to the center of the parade grounds, the names of the 
diff erent regions of Yemen were recited over a loudspeaker system. Men on 
horseback and others with rifl es dressed in northern highlands’ tribal dress 
and brandishing the conventional daggers fi lled the parade grounds. At times, 
the television zeroed in on participants who looked confused or whose horses 
were misbehaving, but as the spectacle progressed television cameramen 
fi lmed an impressive array of men combining dance steps from the northern 
highlands with those from the northeastern desert.24 As the dancers moved 
in unison, the event began to take on the regimented character of a Busby 
Berkley extravaganza, with the synchronized moves and geometric shapes 
common to most mass spectacles. Th e choreographed folk dance part of the 
spectacle was the regime’s eff ort to make Yemeni “culture” into an explicitly 
national object—one that hybridized North and South, as well as the coastal 
and interior regions of the country (see Handler 1988, 14). In one recogniz-
ably coastal dance, for example, a northern highlands dagger was used rather 
than the typical stick. In another dance, men performed stunning southern 
sword work while dressed in identifi ably northern highlands clothing.

Th ese spectacles undoubtedly put forth images of unity (Adra 1993, 166; 
Anderson 1991, 22, 145), but there is little evidence to suggest that they 
either signaled existing unity or worked to create it. As is common to spec-
tacles everywhere, on the level of visual representation such displays are 
open to multiple interpretations and invite re-signifi cation. In this case, for 
some self-identifi ed northern and southern spectators, despite the projec-
tion of an explicitly unifi ed national culture, each region’s practices were 
both referenced and relativized in relation to northern, and more particu-
larly highlands, visual dominance. Others, particularly southerners, in-
terpreted the spectacle neither as expressive of unity nor as an instance 
of northern dominance, but rather as the failure of an explicitly north-
ern imagination to produce dances that did not borrow from the creative 
movements of the South.25 Th us the signifi cance of such public exhibitions 
is not their ability to weld an inchoate national community together, al-
though the festival may have generated feelings of communal pride for 
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some. Rather, the event defi ned national community in ways that required 
and advertised a substantial array of regulatory and intrusive capabilities 
associated with a state.

Although the spectacle’s preparations required the careful consider-
ation of the foreign delegates’ comforts and distractions, the spectacle’s 
images seemed primarily intended for domestic consumption. Few foreign 
spectators would be able to distinguish among various regional practices, 
but most Yemenis could. Similarly, the regimented military parade that 
followed the folkloric sequences implied the importance of the specta-
cle’s domestic messages: ordered lines of soldiers in a modifi ed goosestep 
and varying colors of camoufl age fatigues represented troops’ respective 
institutional affi  liations. Th e occasion also entailed displaying the latest 
addition to the Yemeni army’s military technology with an air show and 
presentation of an “all-terrain armoured vehicle built exclusively in Ye-
men” (Yemen Observer, May 31, 2000, 1). Although such displays of mili-
tary power are typical of most national spectacles, it is inconceivable that 
Yemen’s military hardware would frighten spectators from countries such 
as Saudi Arabia or the United States. Indeed, as two fi rsthand Yemeni ob-
servers with experience in military aff airs told me after the spectacle, the 
purpose of the display of weapons was probably not to impress foreign 
viewers, but was intended for domestic consumption. Th e description 
of the tank manufactured in Yemen suggests that Yemen’s defense forces 
might have domestic uses for the tank: “Th e vehicle has bullet-proof ar-
mour plating and a high-velocity machine gun with the ability to turn 360 
degrees mounted on top. With Yemen’s varied landscape a key factor in 
its design, the vehicle has been adapted to perform in all conditions, par-
ticularly in mountain regions. Its fl exibility and ability to operate at high 
speeds have impressed military observers, who expect it to be a vital part 
of Yemen’s defence forces” (Yemen Observer, May 31, 2000).

Th e ordered, mass-mobilization event was the largest and most regi-
mented of its kind in Yemen’s history of spectacular displays. Yet the repre-
sentations of consensual unity could not mask the underlying tensions that 
preparations for the event had made public. Even members of the ruling 
party disagreed on how the nation should be represented. Not unusually 
for any polity, gender was one site of contestation. Among the 100,000 
participants, about sixteen hundred were ten-year-old boys and girls rep-
resenting the generation born after unifi cation. Several Yemeni scholars, 
headed by Shaykh ‘Umar Muh․ammad Sayf, a member of the GPC, issued 
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a religious opinion (fatwā) prohibiting the participation of females in the 
parades, but their eff orts came to naught.26

Why would the regime spend scarce resources and risk alienating im-
portant domestic allies and ordinary citizens by producing such an event? 
In part, the answer rests on insights drawn from the fi rst event discussed 
in this chapter. Th e example of the presidential “election” of 1999, in which 
the regime put forth an opposing candidate from its own party and con-
verted what had promised to be the fi rst free, competitive race into a fl awed 
semblance of democratic politics, is an example of a regime acting to ex-
press political power for its own sake—to demonstrate its ability to induce 
modest participation in, and contain the disappointment of, bogus elec-
tions. Similarly, the unifi cation ceremonies off ered not only something of 
a preview image of a modernist nation-state, they also enacted the condi-
tions of its possible emergence by giving the regime an opportunity to act 
like a state. State intervention entailed putting into practice mechanisms 
of enforcement that helped ensure the regime’s temporary monopoly over 
violence, as well as producing public services to which most citizen-sub-
jects remain unaccustomed.

In both events we see the regime attempting to reproduce power by 
developing competencies that allow the regime to monitor and control 
citizens, to act statelike. Th ese attempts are all the more remarkable in the 
context of the regime’s fragile institutional capacities. Th e regime’s eff orts 
to reproduce its power have therefore tended to rely not on generating 
durable institutions (although there are some), but rather on the sporadic, 
intermittent, uneven assertions of power that strategies like spectacular 
displays allow.27 Th ese spectacles may also be attempts to construct a na-
tional community in the absence of adequate state institutions, such as 
schools, that are generally entrusted with that role. (Many Yemenis do not 
attend school, school textbooks often fail to reach the countryside, and 
schools do not regularly follow the Ministry of Education’s directives, in-
stead focusing exclusively on elementary math and Qur’ānic studies while 
bypassing the courses on “national education” completely.) It remains 
unclear, however, how successful such festivities are at generating, as op-
posed to projecting abstractly, national belonging.

Images of national unity do not do away with the divisions that gen-
erate lively worlds of debate in Yemen. Both the elections and the unity 
celebration provided discursive contexts within which alternative forms of 
group identifi cation and politics could take place. Indeed, in the absence 
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of a  repressive apparatus capable of controlling (let alone monopolizing) 
force, spectacles also inspire public communities of political argument that 
are often at odds with the regime’s vision of political dominance, producing 
not only temporary and uneven examples of compliance but also unoffi  cial 
visions of national belonging. Th e disclosure of serial killings on state prop-
erty during preparations for the nation’s anniversary celebration reinforced 
a disarticulation of state and nation while simultaneously affi  rming desires 
for a nation-state: citizens could make claims as a specifi cally national as-
semblage longing for a state capable of ensuring communal safety.

murders in the morgue: 
seeing like a citizen,  part three

Th e “murders in the morgue” case became public knowledge on May 10, 
2000, when two mutilated female bodies were discovered at the state-run 
S․an‘ā’ University. Two days later, police arrested a Sudanese mortuary tech-
nician at the medical school, claiming that he had confessed to raping and 
killing fi ve women. Muh․ammad Ādam ‘Umar Ish․āq (whose full name was 
rarely reported) was a forty-fi ve-year-old Sudanese citizen who allegedly 
admitted to an increasing number of murders—sixteen in Yemen and at 
least twenty-four in Sudan, Kuwait, Chad, and the Central African Repub-
lic (Observer, June 11, 2000). Th e Nās․irist newspaper reported stories that 
he had killed up to fi fty women (al-Wah․dawī, May 16, 2000). It was said 
that Ādam also implicated members of the university’s teaching staff  who, 
he said, were involved in the sale of body parts.28 According to Brian Whita-
ker’s account in the Observer one month later, Ādam “had enticed women 
students to the mortuary with promises of help in their studies, then raped 
and killed them, videotaping all of his actions. He kept bones as mementos, 
disposed of some body parts in sewers and on the university grounds, and 
sold others together with his victims’ belongings” (June 11, 2000).

A purported interview with Ādam published in the Yemeni armed 
forces newspaper, 26 September, provided supposed details of the grisly 
killings. It registered the interviewer’s fascination with the particulars and 
a desire for precision worthy of a detective, as in the following example:

Interviewer: How did you kill and dispose of the corpse of your victim?
Ādam: I strangled her or I banged her head on the ground of the tiled 

fl oor.
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Interviewer: Immediately when she entered the morgue?
Ādam: As soon as the victim entered the morgue I hit her head on the 

wall or on the ground.
Interviewer: And why did you cut up or slice your victim after that?
Ādam: In order to obscure her features. I’d already started to cut up the 

victim and this cutting wasn’t a process of slicing. . . . I would cut her 
in half and I cut her body in parts and then I would hide it for two 
days or three days, and then I’d skin it and chop the rest into small 
pieces, and I’d clean the bones and put them in the sink after dissolv-
ing the fl esh in acid. (26 September, May 18, 2000, 4)

When asked why he had “chosen” these specifi c women to kill, he an-
swered: “Th e impulse (al-dāfi ‘) is for some unknown reason (huwa h․ājatun 
f ī nafs Ya‘qūb).29 When I see girls, specifi cally beautiful ones, in my mind 
something happens. I can never resist it” (ibid.). Ādam claims to have be-
gun killing early, before he married, when he was twenty-two or twenty-
three years old. He was supposedly infl uenced by satanic books, especially 
those written by foreigners and translated into Arabic, such as an alleged 
book with the title Qātil al-Nisā’ (Th e killer of women). He also acknowl-
edged that he was pained by his actions, but could not explain what came 
over him. When pressed to clarify what his motivation or impulse for kill-
ing was, he replied, “I kill her in order to let her enter heaven without her 
realizing, and I go to hell.” When asked why he had spared his wife, he 
replied laughingly, “Is she a woman?” (ibid.). He fl atly denied marketing 
the organs, and refused to say how many women he had killed in Yemen 
and abroad.

In a broad spectrum of Yemeni newspapers, one of two pictures of the 
accused tended to appear. Th ey showed either a wild-eyed man of color 
behind the bars of his cell, or an impish man in Sudanese dress, hand-
cuff ed. All newspapers uncovered the unfolding drama by reporting ru-
mors, speculations, and questions that both refl ected and generated anew 
a community of argument about the nature, causes, and disputed facts of 
the case. Th e progressive independent (then) triweekly al-Ayyām reported 
that the Council of the University of S․an‘ā’ had fi red Ādam from his job in 
December 1999 after he was found guilty of bribery. Th e paper asked, “How 
was the killer reinstated in his job after being expelled for bribery?” (May 
20, 2000). Th e independent weekly al-H․aqq said in a front-page story that 
the Sudanese serial killer had begun his life in Yemen as a gardener at the 
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residence of the S․an‘ā’ Bank director, but was dismissed because he made 
the director feel “uneasy.” Th e director’s son was surprised to learn later 
that Ādam had become an anatomy technician at the Faculty of Medicine, 
because he knew that Ādam had no qualifi cations for the job (al-H․aqq, 
May 21, 2000). Th e English-language newspaper, Yemen Times, wondered 
whether the “mystery of the serial killer’s accomplices” would be “revealed” 
(Yemen Times, May 29, 2000). Th e independent weekly al-Shumū‘ asked: 
“Who is responsible for these crimes of the murderer (saff āh․) of the Col-
lege of Medicine? Th e College of Medicine is lax (sā’iba) and its security 
administration doesn’t fulfi ll its duties” (al-Shumū‘, May 20, 2000, 2). Th e 
newspaper of the Sons of Yemen League, Ra’y, devoted its headlines to 
the “faculty butcher” who “kills 16 and sells their organs” (May 16, 2000). 
Al-Umma, the weekly paper of al-H․ aqq (the Zaydī Islamic party) reported 
that “the luggage of the accused Sudanese was brought back from Khart․ūm 
Airport. Only the identity cards of the Iraqi student, Zaynab, and the Ye-
meni, H․ usn, were found. No other documents were discovered except a 
videocassette that is said to contain recordings of two or three of the vic-
tims. A common feature among the corpses recovered is that they did not 
contain livers, hearts, or kidneys, which confi rms suspicion that it involves 
a trade of human organs” (May 18, 2000). Th e Yemeni Socialist Party’s al-
Th awrī (May 18, 2000) cited police sources claiming that “several security 
men have been detained” in connection with the crimes at the Faculty of 
Medicine. Al-S․ah․wa, the major Islamic party’s paper, covered the “dem-
onstrations of anger” when over fi ve thousand students took to the streets 
demanding broad investigations of the “butchery” (majzara) at the Faculty 
of Medicine (June 1, 2000, headlines). Literate people read newspaper re-
ports aloud to others who could not read. Television and radio reports also 
informed illiterate Yemenis, and well-known mosque leaders such as ‘Abd 
al-Majīd ‘Azīz al-Zindānī recorded scathing condemnations of state im-
propriety and moral laxity that were then distributed on cassette tapes.30 
Children made extra money by selling photocopies of newspaper pages 
reporting details of the horror. Unprecedented stories of regime complic-
ity and citizen vulnerability animated public discussions.

Debates in newspapers, in the streets, during Friday mosque sermons and 
qāt chews, and in government offi  ces laid bare how easily civic terror can 
be generated by perceptions of ineff ective state institutions, and how public 
appeals can be made on the basis of the moral and material entitlements 
that citizens of even the most nominal of nation-states felt were due them 
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(see Comaroff  and Comaroff  1999). People were outraged that the university 
had not done more to protect its students or to investigate the disappear-
ances. Criticisms focused on the incapacities of the state, the corruption 
and potential complicity of the regime, and the need for the seemingly elu-
sive but desirable “state institutions” (mu’assasāt al-dawla). In one qāt chew 
I attended someone went so far as to claim that serial killings could never 
happen in the developed United States (a point I hastened to correct).

Students of nationalism might be tempted to interpret the narratives 
about the Sudanese serial killer as an instance of “othering,” in which un-
derstandings of the nation are brought into being by contrasting Yemenis 
with Sudanese. In a country with high unemployment, Ādam’s status as a 
Sudanese immigrant with a job did bring to the fore prejudices rarely ex-
pressed in public (Observer, June 11, 2000, 3). A union leader, for example, 
charged that “the employment of a foreigner as a university technician con-
travened a presidential decree” (ibid.). Th e Sudanese community, which is 
several thousand strong, immediately condemned Ādam’s crime and many 
said they feared a backlash. Yet, interestingly, although there were some 
expressions of anti-Sudanese sentiment, especially among the working-
class poor, many Yemenis went to great lengths to disavow the chauvinist 
statements of others. Indeed, if homogeneity is a typical “national fantasy” 
(see Berlant 1991), Ādam’s imprisonment and the subsequent talk about it 
suggested that not all national citizens shared this desire for homogeneity 
or thought that it required demonizing Sudanese others. In this vein, one 
Yemeni intellectual argued that within a broadly Arab nationalist frame-
work Sudanese were not considered others at all, but were rather seen as 
a subgroup of Arabs whose “habits and ways of thinking were especially 
similar” to Yemeni ones.31 What made a Yemeni a Yemeni in this instance 
was therefore the common moral panic that gripped citizens and enabled 
them to experience themselves as a community—as a group of people who 
shared a sense of belonging with anonymous others in “homogeneous, 
empty time” (Anderson 1991, 24; Benjamin 1973, 265). In this view, what 
gave these citizens a sense of their shared experience was not only the 
common practice of conversing about the crimes but the recognition that 
all over Yemen strangers were conducting similar conversations about this 
unparalleled event. Étienne Balibar argues that “a social formation only 
reproduces itself as a nation to the extent that through a network of appa-
ratuses and daily practices, the individual is instituted as homo nationalis 
from cradle to grave, at the same time that he or she is instituted as homo 
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oeconomicus, politicus, religiosus” (Balibar 1991, 93). In other words, as I 
argued in chapter 1, people are not born with feelings of national attach-
ment; national citizens have to be made and remade. In the absence of 
state institutions capable of generating homo nationalis, the shared fas-
cination with Yemen’s purportedly fi rst serial killings could nevertheless 
produce conditions in which a putative “nation” of Yemenis longed for a 
state capable of protecting them.

Admittedly, the existence of shared arguments and the knowledge 
that anonymous others are similarly engaged in conversation may be a 
necessary condition for national connectedness, but it is certainly not a 
suffi  cient one. For one, the debates were not confi ned to Yemenis. Non-
Yemenis living in Yemen were also engaged in similar discussions. And the 
tabloid presses throughout the Arab world covered the event in all of its 
ghastly detail. Nevertheless, claims of moral and material entitlement, the 
outrage that attended the event, and the expressed hopes that a represen-
tative state could be made accountable and ensure safety—these were con-
versations in which Yemenis often appealed as a people (Berlant 2000, 45), 
wondering aloud too how such a crime could happen in Yemen. In other 
words, people often framed their complaints in terms of a territorially de-
terminate group of Yemeni citizens, who, as “a people,” could criticize the 
regime for failing to act as an eff ective political authority.

One might also argue that the murders in the morgue simply prompted 
people to gossip or to discuss a new topic, mostly with their familiar inter-
locutors and sometimes with strangers they were unlikely to see again. But 
technologies of communication, such as print media and tape recordings 
of Friday mosque sermons, worked in tandem with social practices, such 
as qāt chew conversations, to generate public knowledge both of the event 
itself and of anonymous others simultaneously engaged in discussions of 
it: people talked about the event and its circulation (about the boys selling 
photocopies on the streets; about relatives who telephoned to express con-
cern for the well-being and safety of their kin; about the distribution of Fri-
day mosque sermon cassettes; and about previous qāt chew conversations 
in which aspects of the event were probed with painstaking detail). To be 
sure, other events have generated lively discussion in public places, but 
the scope of debate about the murders in the morgue was by all accounts 
unprecedented. For example, one of the editors of al-Ayyām claimed that 
newspaper issues featuring stories about the murders in the morgue sold 
seventy-fi ve thousand copies, more than double the number of copies usu-
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ally circulated. Th e murders-in-the-morgue conversations constituted a 
self-organized “public sphere” (Habermas 1996 [1962]) in which citizens, 
many of whom were strangers to one another, deliberated on the radio, in 
newspapers, and in qāt chew conversations.32 Th ese debates represented 
the practice of “nationness” (Brubaker 1996)—not evidence of a real or en-
during collectivity, but of a contingent event whose signifi cance lies in its 
ability to reproduce the vocabularies of imagined community and popular 
sovereignty, occasioning the temporary manifestation of community in 
the warp and woof of everyday political experience.

In contrast to much of the mainstream literature on nationalism cited in 
previous chapters, the murders-in-the-morgue case suggests that experi-
ences of national belonging can be generated by transient events of collec-
tive vulnerability rather than by state institutions (Hobsbawm 1990; Tilly 
1975, 1990; Mann 1993, 1995; Weber 1976), industrialization (Gellner 1983), 
or even the continuous eff ects of print capitalism (Anderson 1991).33 In this 
view, nation-ness need not develop; it can also happen, “suddenly crystal-
lizing as a basis for individual and collective action” within a “political fi eld” 
conducive to such consolidations (Brubaker 1996, 19–20; see also Sewell 
1996; Calhoun 1991). In the broader political context in which nation- state-
ness is the privileged form of political organization, the “nation” then be-
comes the intelligible category through which people imagine political 
community. Doing so eff ectively may require a plausible rhetorical appeal to 
language, culture, and/or history, but it does not imply that those character-
istics be historically correct and universally shared in the way imaginations 
represent them.34 Rather, “protean” communities of argument, prompted by 
identifi able events, help generate conditions of possibility, idioms of aff ec-
tive connection, and practices of reproduction through which purportedly 
common experiences of belonging to a territory might be institutionalized 
or just made available as an organizing principle for making some demands 
and registering grievances (Brubaker 1996, 10). Nation-ness can wax and 
wane because the nation is not a “thing,” but a set of dispositions inscribed in 
material practices. National solidarities (and other forms of local or regional 
attachment) exist through the ongoing work of political elites, but also, as in 
the case of Yemen’s fi rst serial killer, through the acephalous transmission of 
identifi cations in the ordinary activities of communication.

In the context of heightened and sustained public debate, the gender 
politics of the crime elicited multiple interpretations, which tended to co-
incide with the variety of prevailing attitudes about women’s place in the 



94 / chapter t wo

putative nation. Yemen’s medical school, established nearly twenty years 
earlier with thirty-fi ve million dollars in donations from the emir of Ku-
wait, produced the fi rst female doctors in the 1990s. Nearly half of the 
thirty-fi ve hundred students enrolled in the college are women, and many 
women from other Arab countries without medical schools, or without 
medical schools that admit women, traveled to study at the 3,000-a-year 
institution (New York Times, December 3, 2000). When the killings were 
fi rst disclosed, parents talked of pulling their daughters from the university. 
Some local bus (dabbāb) drivers and their fare collectors teased women 
who rode the bus to the university about their destination, often calling 
out ominously “the Sudanese, the Sudanese.” Some members of the Islamic 
al-Is․lāh․ party used the case to justify their position that educating women 
leads to trouble. Others within al-Is․lāh․ suggested that appropriate safe-
guards had to be established so that women could be educated safely, and 
perhaps separately. Among socialists and their allies, discussions ensued 
about the normative attitudes that underpinned security police responses 
to reports of women missing. Th e mother of the twenty-four-year-old Iraqi 
woman, Zaynab Sa‘ūd ‘Azīz, whose remains were positively identifi ed, had 
evidently been told to “search the dance fl oors” when she reported her 
daughter’s disappearance (Observer, June 11, 2000). Other families did not 
report their daughters missing, supposedly because they worried that their 
daughters had engaged in illicit sex or run off  with a lover.

In Arabic-language tabloids circulating in Yemen and elsewhere, Ādam 
was even referred to as “the S․an‘ā’ Ripper.” Th e tabloids’ analogy of the se-
rial killer of S․an‘ā’ to the legendary Jack the Ripper of late Victorian London 
may be, in some respects, apt: both were what historian Judith Walkowitz 
calls “catalyzing” events in which the felt absence of law and order com-
bined with fears of sexual danger to galvanize “a range of constituencies to 
take sides and to assert their presence in a heterogeneous public sphere” 
(Walkowitz 1992, 5). Th e narrative’s potency—its ability to stimulate con-
versation outside the capital where the events took place—may also have 
to do with the ways in which the capital city is presumed to be the place 
where state power and services, including security, reside. Moreover, the 
seeming randomness of the crime helps give the event its nationalist form, 
inviting individuals to indulge anxieties about their interchangeability 
with anonymous others, so that despite the factual implausibilities, citi-
zens could even come to imagine themselves or their loved ones in place of 
the victim, as some Yemenis overtly did.35 One only has to read the letters 
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in People magazine in the United States to get a sense of how this works: 
When the fashion designer Gianni Versace was murdered by a serial killer 
in Miami, for example, residents from small towns in rural states regis-
tered their worry that the killer in Miami was out to get them too. 

Th e point is not that bad things happen in all countries. Rather, in the 
context of the dramatic events Yemenis from a variety of class and regional 
backgrounds, through divergent media, tended to coalesce as a commu-
nity through the circulation of explanations that privileged state incompe-
tence and linked it to both moral and political corruption. Citizens located 
themselves in relation to the implied threat and their sense of entitlement 
as a people in a fantasy of impersonal, eff ective state institutions and the 
consequent protection they might off er.

Th e regime’s responses to the “murders in the morgue” were paradoxi-
cal. On the one hand, offi  cials put forward the images of Ādam for public 
consumption. In the offi  cial view, Ādam was a depraved man who drank 
alcohol. In the unfolding of the offi  cial account, Ādam confessed to sixteen 
murders and provided explicit details of his crimes. In the fi rst killing of 1995, 
according to his alleged statement to the police, he met Fāt․ima, a Somali 
woman, in downtown S․an‘ā’. He convinced her that he was a well-known 
professor at the medical school and he enticed her with money to visit him 
repeatedly at the morgue. Th ere they would have sex; Ādam claimed to have 
had sex with her more than twelve times before killing her. Another woman 
came to the morgue to collect body parts for a medical experiment. As she 
entered he sprayed a chemical on her face, rendering her unconscious. It 
was at this point that he remembered that her friend was outside. He invited 
her in, sprayed her in the face as well, and disposed of both bodies in acid 
(Observer, June 11, 2000). Th e confessions continued, and the state, if slow to 
react at fi rst, seemed to present an airtight case in which prosecution would 
be swift, justice enacted, and the rule of law upheld. True, some regime of-
fi cials seemed incompetent or corrupt, but the state could operate to protect 
and unite its citizens in the aftermath of the tragedy. Th e prime minister 
suspended the dean of the medical school and his deputy, and he fi red the 
university’s head of security in attempts to respond to citizen unrest.

On the other hand, the regime’s attempts to manage the Ādam aff air 
seemed partial and ambivalent. Both police offi  cers’ slow response to initial 
inquiries by Zaynab’s mother and the suspicion that regime offi  cials were 
implicated in the killings were also part of the public discourses circulating 
vigorously in the aftermath of May 10, and the regime could do nothing to 
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prevent criticisms from occupying much of public discussion. Moreover, 
when newspapers published the names of the victims in the beginning of 
June, several of the women Ādam had confessed to killing turned up alive 
and in court for the trial of June 3. A woman claiming to be Nadā Yāsīn, 
a twenty-one-year-old whose rape and mutilation Ādam had described 
in detail, apparently appeared in court with her sister, who verifi ed her 
identity, although there was some disagreement about whether she was, in 
fact, Nadā. Indeed, as Ādam’s confessions became obviously less reliable, 
stories began to spread about high-ranking government offi  cials’ complic-
ity in an alleged prostitution ring. According to these accounts, Ādam was 
the “fall guy” for a great government conspiracy. None of the evidence at 
the trial supported these claims, but the fact that such rumors circulated 
revealed worries about a regime that not only failed to provide proper state 
institutions but also contributed to the nation’s moral deterioration. As 
the school’s founding dean said, “We have had to ask ourselves some hard 
questions, such as ‘Is there a moral decay?’ and ‘What happened to our 
standards?’ ” (New York Times, December 3, 2000). Th e regime’s decision 
to bring in a team of German forensic experts also proved embarrassing. 
Th ey found pieces of more than one hundred bodies in the morgue, mostly 
from men, that had never been entered in the morgue records. Professors 
claimed, according to the New York Times, that “deliberately loose controls 
were adopted in the medical school’s early years, when illicit importation 
of bodies and body parts was necessary to circumvent Islamic injunctions 
in Yemen against dissection.” Certainly loose controls at the university 
were not merely the product of injunctions—Islamic or otherwise. Th e 
criticisms that circulated in public were simultaneously about the unusual 
horror of the event and the all-too-familiar experience of loose controls. 
Th e regime’s attempts to manage moral panic, then, also registered its in-
competence and laid bare the limits of state power. Legal scholars and or-
dinary citizens appealed to the constitution and bemoaned the absence of 
institutions that could make offi  cials accountable and people safe. Even the 
sentence made evident some of the inadequacies of a regime and the vul-
nerabilities of supposed commitments to the rule of law. Ādam was even-
tually convicted of only two murders—Zaynab’s and that of H․ usn Ah․mad 
‘At․iyya, a twenty-three-year-old woman from Hamdān whose remains 
were found in the morgue’s drains—and sentenced to death.

Th e sentence, too, exemplifi ed the tensions between various aspects of 
a distinctly modernist ideal of the nation-state and actual regime practices. 
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Th e judge, Yah․yā al-Islāmī, ruled that Ādam be taken to the “forecourt of 
the morgue” in plain view of students and faculty, where he would be “tied 
to a wooden board, lashed 80 times for his admitted use of alcohol, then 
executed, either by beheading with a sword or by lying face down and being 
shot three times through the heart” (New York Times, December 3, 2000). 
But the judge’s insistence that the execution be carried out on university 
property drew criticism from students and faculty at the college, as well as 
from local human rights lawyers. Ādam’s defense lawyer also complained 
that he had been permitted only one fi ve-minute meeting with his client in 
the entire six months between arrest and conviction. Muh․ammad Ādam 
‘Umar Ish․āq was fi nally executed, near but not on university grounds, in a 
public square in the neighborhood of al-Madhbah․, on June 20, 2001. With 
security forces cordoning off  the square, in front of the victims’ families and 
a crowd estimated to be in the thousands, a single policeman fi red fi ve bul-
lets into Ādam’s back.

Th e regime could mobilize its security apparatus and enforcement capa-
bilities in retrospect. It could even exercise its “legitimate” or moral right to 
dispense violence by legally executing Ādam. But faith in constitutionality 
and desire for the rule of law, which were expressed in newspaper accounts, 
in ordinary conversations, and in the fact of the trial, were at odds with the 
prosecution’s story, the judge’s initial rush to judgment, and the choice of 
venue for the execution. Th e nation as an assemblage of anonymous citizens 
who share a sense of attachment by virtue of undergoing common experi-
ences (not in the sense of having experienced the event itself, of course, but 
in the sense of experiencing the narrative and participating in its circulation) 
was being formed in the breach of state authority. Th e publicity around the 
serial killings demonstrated the fragility of state power at the same time that 
it made manifest a process of nation-ness predicated on moral panic and the 
desire for protection.

Protection, as Charles Tilly points out, has two contrasting connotations. 
Th e comforting sense of the term “calls up images of the shelter against dan-
ger provided by a powerful friend, a large insurance policy, or a sturdy roof” 
(1985, 170). Th e other sense connotes “the racket in which a local strong man 
forces merchants to pay tribute in order to avoid damage—damage the strong 
man himself threatens to deliver. Th e diff erence [between the two senses], 
to be sure, is a matter of degree” (ibid.). Tilly likens state making to orga-
nized crime in the sense that states tend to stimulate the very dangers against 
which protection is then required. Of course the analogy between a state and 
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the Mafi a has limits, as Diego Gambetta has pointed out (Gambetta 1993, 7). 
Plausible arguments can be advanced, moreover, that Yemen’s regime does 
operate more like a mafi a than like a state. Th e points to be made in the con-
text of the three events analyzed above are simple: (1) Regimes that do not 
fulfi ll the conditions of a “minimal state” (Nozick 1974) by exercising enough 
control over violence that citizens feel protected “whether they like it or not” 
(Gambetta 1993, 7) may end up being more “democratic”—more encourag-
ing of civic associations, vibrant political debate, and substantive thinking 
about politics—than regimes with effi  cacious state institutions and/or pas-
sionate attachments to a nation, a point we shall investigate in more detail in 
chapter 3. Th e fi ctitious elections dramatized the regime’s power to foreclose 
democratic possibilities, but offi  cial power remains limited by the vigorous 
public sphere activities that coexist with, and off er public criticisms of, these 
phony rituals. (2) Public spectacles generate the sorts of security dangers 
that then prompt, and sometimes justify, state protection. Th e Yemeni re-
gime can at times act like an eff ective state, and public spectacles such as 
the presidential election or the unifi cation ceremonies place these acts on 
display for citizens’ consumption. (3) Public criticisms of regime practices, 
however, reveal that many citizens want protection in Tilly’s fi rst, optimistic 
sense of that term. Incidents such as the serial-killing drama suggest that 
nation-ness might nevertheless be constituted in the absence of an eff ective 
sovereign state, through the shared experiences of belonging to a community 
whose members collectively long for an institutional authority they lack in 
common. In the example of the serial killer incident, nation-ness is evident 
in the content of discourses. Th is content consists of appeals to the corporate 
identity of “a people,” uses the “we” to speak of fellow Yemenis, grounds that 
community in notions of territorial sovereignty, and consequently invokes 
the state as the addressee for citizens’ material and moral grievances. Nation -
ness is also apparent in the fact that these discourses circulate through a 
variety of media, including local newspapers, mosque sermons, and social 
gatherings, thereby generating multiple publics—audiences that can imagine 
anonymous others simultaneously having similar conversations within the 
boundaries of a nation -state called Yemen.

concluding remarks
Many scholars of political transitions have taken national unity and the ex-
istence of a sovereign state as prerequisites for the development of democ-
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racy. Dankwart Rustow, for example, views national unity as a necessary 
condition for a transition to democracy: “Th e vast majority of citizens in a 
democracy-to-be must have no doubt or mental reservations as to which 
political community they belong to” (Rustow 1970, 352).36 Juan Linz and 
Alfred Stepan argue that a transition to democracy is exceedingly diffi  cult 
in a country that has a “stateness problem.” According to these authors, 
“modern democratic governance is inevitably linked to stateness. Without 
a state, there can be no citizenship, without citizenship, there can be no 
democracy” (1996, 27).

Th e Yemeni example, by contrast, suggests that lively political activ-
ity and experiences of citizenship may actually thrive under conditions in 
which, perhaps even because, the state is fragile and national identifi cation 
limited. Admittedly, my account has not established a strong causal claim, 
but the evidence adduced here does support hypotheses to be “tested” or 
explored. First, state formation seems to entail modes of regimentation and 
pacifi cation that may be antithetical to democratic activities, if by “demo-
cratic activities” we include the presence of civic associations and also the 
informal political practices of vigorously debating with others in public 
questions about action—about what should be done. In Western Europe, 
the birth of electoral forms of government occurred after “absolutizing” 
monarchies created unifi ed institutions of power, controlled directly by 
the ruler, who gradually came to preside over the decentralized feudal ar-
istocracy (Anderson 1991, 55). According to Norbert Elias’s account, state 
formation also entailed the pacifi cation of restive populations through the 
introduction of codes of conduct, manners, norms, prohibitions, and con-
straints that worked to co-opt elites and “civilize” the population—modes 
of “self-government” that conditioned the form that liberal democratic in-
stitutions assumed historically, and that may have helped to ensure their 
durability (Elias 1982). Similarly, in Discipline and Punish, Michel Foucault 
suggests that Western European states became increasingly capable of reg-
ulating their subjects, devising a “specifi c technology of power . . . called 
‘discipline,’ ” which replaced the external sovereign authority (Foucault 
1979, 194). Th e disciplinary power of modern liberal states works by virtue 
of the internalization of patterns of authority previously experienced as ex-
ternal constraints. It operates by producing persons whose “subjectivity” 
or “individuality” is formed by a multitude of specialized institutions and 
disciplines (Mitchell 1991, 93, discussing Foucault; see also Althusser 1971). 
Disciplinary power produces “docile bodies,” according to Foucault (1979), 



100 / chapter t wo

which both participate in and are the results of these new mechanisms of 
social control. Th e argument is by now familiar, and the coherence and un-
precedented nature of these “technologies” may be exaggerated. Th e point 
to be registered here is that the institutions through which states gener-
ate power, such as armies, schools, and factories, may help to ensure the 
durability of electoral institutions while also destroying vigorous forms of 
public life that are participatory and discursively vibrant, but also inher-
ently less stable and institutionalized than liberal democracy has come to 
be. Citizens in fragile states may thus enjoy lived experiences of participa-
tion and contestation that are eliminated when states regularize their mo-
nopoly over force and their control over populations. In the next chapter 
I explore this hypothesis in more detail, for the Yemeni case suggests not 
only that civic participation can exist under conditions of tenuous state 
control but also that it may be an eff ect of such conditions.37 Similarly, the 
contested character of national unity may encourage civic participation 
rather than undermine it. A national politics that puts too much emphasis 
on unity and consensus often comes at the expense of not tolerating dif-
ference. When late centralizing regimes make eff orts to be statelike or de-
fi ne the terms of national unity, they often narrow democratic possibilities 
rather than broaden them. In chapter 3 we shall see how the Yemeni case 
invites scholars to think of civic engagement not as an instrumental good 
leading to formal democratic institutions (Putnam 1993) but as the very 
activity of energetic political participation in its own right.

Second, if spectacles operate to teach or signal the reality of the re-
gime’s domination, they are also strikingly visible instances of that domi-
nation and of its precariousness. In Yemen, as opposed to an authoritarian 
context such as Syria, these spectacles can be occasions for temporarily 
dominating, without saturating, social or even political life. Th e regime 
has a monopoly over offi  cial pageantry, and it has some control over its 
self-representation as a nation-state. But the images a fragile state is able to 
convey are intermittent and transient—hints of political possibility rather 
than established facts. Some citizens were aware of the ways in which 
the elections and subsequent spectacles were simultaneously announce-
ments, generators, and barometers of the regime’s power. Th e regime had 
to mobilize people, channel goods and services, and produce the messages 
that would become the subject of newspaper reports, street and qāt chew 
conversations, and intellectuals’ conferences. Th e regime could navigate 
various contestations in political life by ignoring most, co-opting some, 
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punishing others—and doing it all publicly. By acting like a state, the regime 
was not dissimulating state-ness—it was being one. But this performance 
has unintended consequences, ones that are diffi  cult for weak authoritar-
ian states to control, opening up not only opportunities for compliance 
but also spaces of sustained and direct public critique. To put it in terms 
of performatives: the regime could summon into existence both the state 
and, at times, a national public; but producing a national public is not the 
same as generating unity; regime projections of unity do not in themselves 
foster it; ordinary citizens could also use idioms of national belonging to 
demand more than intermittent exercises of state protection, performing 
national attachment by voicing longings for security in the form of a state 
capable of ensuring it.

Th ird and relatedly, cases of early state formation in Western Europe 
suggest that the state evolved into a powerful set of institutions before 
nationalism developed as the articulated ideological expression of com-
mon political identifi cation (Gellner 1983; Hobsbawm 1987, 1990; Mann 
1993, 1995; Weber 1976; for a contrary account of nationalism in England, 
see Pincus 1999). National identity emerged from the state in the form of 
a legal framework for citizens as rights-bearing individuals (Shafi r 1998). 
Scholarly accounts of a number of postcolonial states suggest a second, 
diff erent relationship between state and nation “building.” In these cases, 
regimes have had to construct an eff ective institutional apparatus while 
concomitantly cultivating national consciousness. Th e need to consoli-
date state power while generating national identifi cation aff ects the kinds 
of institutions, practices, and loyalties these regimes can produce. In the 
examples of many postcolonial states, such exigencies have produced au-
thoritarian regimes that deliver goods and services in return for a modi-
cum of national allegiance and a lot of obedience.

Th e case of Yemen suggests a third model of political development, 
involving the emergence of vague, mildly constraining forms of national 
identifi cation in the absence of an eff ective sovereign state. Th e serial-
 killing incident points to a possible grassroots source of national solidarity 
under such circumstances. It suggests that discursive practices, such as 
newspaper and television reports, mosque sermons, and some street and 
qāt chew conversations help to construct national persons by producing 
the shared conditions under which a community of anonymous fellow citi-
zens can imagine itself into existence. Th is point already appeared promi-
nently in chapter 1, in the discussion of the intellectual and popular history 
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of nationalist ideas in Yemen, and it is one that we shall continue to explore 
in the next chapter. Violence, moreover, is generative in its own right, and 
the serial-killer melodrama reveals the limits of order while also providing 
the occasion for authorizing state control. Th e crime, rather than regime-
initiated spectacles, thus summons into existence both state institutions 
and members of a national commonweal, citizens whose anxieties and 
entitlements are territorially specifi c and simultaneously experienced (see 
Comaroff  and Comaroff  2004, 808, 813). In Anderson’s terms, nationalism 
entails citizens becoming aware that their concerns are “being replicated 
by thousands (or millions) of others of whose existence [they are] confi -
dent, yet of whose identity [they have] not the slightest notion” (Anderson 
1991, 35).38 Yemen shows how the shared sense of entitlement to state pro-
tection can bring into being episodic instances of a national life.



1. Th is Delacroix-like portrait of ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh S․ālih․ astride a stallion and draped in a billow-
ing Yemeni fl ag appeared during the fi rst presidential “election” of 1999.



2. A bumper sticker in support of the president that circulated during the fi rst presidential 
“election” of 1999. Th e caption reads “Yes to ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh S․ālih․.”

3. President S․ālih․ raises the Ye-
meni fl ag in Aden on the oc-
casion of unifi cation, May 22, 
1990. ‘Alī Sālim al-Bīd․, secretary 
general of the Yemeni Socialist 
Party and vice president of the 
new Republic of Yemen, stands 
behind him. After the 1994 war, 
in posters featuring this event, 
al-Bīd․ and other YSP members 
were airbrushed out of the pic-
ture. Photograph is the property 
of the author, from the original 
found in the Military Museum, 
S․an‘ā’.



4. Th is illuminated map of Yemen on prominent display in the capital’s Military Museum 
commemorates the North’s “victory” in July 1994. Photograph property of the author.



5. Yemenis showing enthusiasm for the unifi cation festivities of May 22, 2000.



6. A poster commemorating the tenth anniversary of unifi cation, May 22, 2000. Th e caption 
reads: “Our armed and security forces . . . for defense and growth and peace.” (Th e word for 
growth translates literally as building or construction.)

7. A photo from the actual spectacle celebrating the tenth anniversary of unifi cation. Note the 
fl oat with the façade of Bāb al-Yaman (the main entrance to the capital’s historic market) with 
ten candles on top and a big number 22 (for the original founding, May 22), which looks like 
a mobile birthday or wedding cake.



8. A qāt chew gathering in the capital. Photograph courtesy of ‘Alī Sayf H․ asan.

9. A young boy holding a bundle of qāt for the day’s chew. Photograph courtesy of ‘Alī Sayf 
H․ asan.
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c h a p t e r  t h r e e

T H E  P O L I T I C S  O F 
D E L I B E R A T I O N

Q āt Chews a s  P ublic  Spheres

During a televised interview with the London-based Middle East Broad-
cast Corporation, President ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh S․ālih․ rationalized his plans for 
his son Ah․mad’s succession by claiming that another republic, the United 
States, had provided the example: George W. had “inherited” his position 
from his father, former president George Bush. President S․ālih․ was then 
asked whether he was aware of the U.S. electoral process by which Presi-
dent Bill Clinton had succeeded the elder Bush and then won a second 
four-year term. S․ālih․ laughed and said that Clinton was a “muh․allil,” or 
legal facilitator. According to Islamic law, or sharī‘a, for a divorced woman 
to remarry her ex-husband, she must fi rst marry a muh․allil, an interim 
husband who makes possible the return of the actual one. In this view, the 
Clinton presidency amounted to a mere formality, enabling junior’s suc-
cession and putting the Bush family back in the White House (MBC inter-
view, February 19, 2001; facsimile provided by ‘Alī Muh․sin H․ amīd, private 
communication).

As analogies go, the comment was rather weak, casting Clinton as the 
stooge or dupe, a political facilitator whose own role amounted to getting 
“screwed” in the process of the Bush family’s reascension to power. Yet 
to Yemenis, S․ālih․’s impertinence concealed a more serious matter. As one 
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Yemeni diplomat complained, “We fought hard to overthrow the monar-
chy. And now the republics are becoming monarchies. Worse, some of the 
monarchies are better than our republics!” Th e easy transition from father 
to son in Syria, from H․ āfi z․ al-Asad to his son Bashshār, established the 
precedent, signaling to other aging fathers in the region that their sons too 
could assume power and “screw the people.”1

S․ālih․’s sarcastic comment may have sparked ire or disapproval among 
some Yemenis, but it also cast aspersions on American democracy, revers-
ing the conventional assumption according to which a country such as the 
United States is unquestionably democratic, while a country such as Ye-
men is not. Th e statement thus invites questioning anew what democracy 
means and how scholars recognize it in particular countries. In this chap-
ter I take up that invitation, shifting from the previous preoccupation with 
nationalism to consider an alternative dimension of political identifi cation. 
In doing so, I pick up on a proposition introduced in chapter 2, namely, 
that the very fragility of some authoritarian states may enhance opportuni-
ties for widespread activism and critical, deliberative discussion. Using the 
example of qāt chew gatherings, I argue that the deliberation so evident 
in these meetings represents an important aspect of democratic practice 
and personhood. Th ese discussions are part of what it means to act demo-
cratically—to entertain lively disagreements about issues of mutual public 
concern, and to make worlds in common. Th ey occur daily in public or 
semipublic places, in which qāt, a leafy stimulant with similarities in eff ect 
to caff eine, is chewed in the context of structured conversations that often 
last for four or fi ve hours. In rooms set aside for this purpose in houses or a 
civic association’s offi  ces, as many as several dozen people, some of whom 
are strangers to one another, meet to debate literary matters, political life, 
and social problems. It is the political salience of such publics, specifi cally 
the signifi cance of this type of activity for our understanding of democ-
racy, that I want to investigate in the following pages. In addition, and in 
returning to this book’s focus on nationalism, the chapter shows how the 
presence of an active public sphere can, although need not, coincide with 
an explicitly national one.

Th e chapter is divided into four parts. Part 1 examines an exemplary 
large-N, methodologically motivated analysis operationalizing a minimal-
ist defi nition of democracy as contested elections.2 I show how the mini-
malist defi nition, popularized by Joseph Schumpeter and now taken for 
granted in many areas of political science and policy-making circles, is 



the politics of deliber ation / 105

deeply problematic and in need of revision. My claim is that the stripped-
down notion of democracy as contested elections (represented here by the 
infl uential Democracy and Development: Political Institutions and Well-
Being in the World, 1950–1990 [Przeworski et al. 2000]) defl ects attention 
from important forms of democratic practice taking place in authoritarian 
circumstances. In part 2, I enlist Habermasian public sphere theory as a 
possible way of redressing minimalism’s lack of attention to the substance 
of democratic practices. By using the example of Yemeni qāt chews, I argue 
that everyday practices of vibrant political contestation, which exist in Ye-
men outside of electoral channels, confound aspects of both the minimal-
ist and the Habermasian frameworks. I argue here that the very activity of 
deliberating in public contributes to the formation of democratic persons, 
but does so in conditions fundamentally diff erent from the ones Habermas 
identifi ed as seminal in Western Europe. Part 3 deepens the analysis by us-
ing ethnographic evidence to specify how qāt chews operate as performa-
tive, democratic practices, ones capable of conjuring up multiple publics, 
some of which are recursive and wide ranging enough to be national ones. 
(Although I sometimes use the word “performance” here because it is less 
cumbersome aesthetically, I am deploying the term to invoke the formal 
defi nition of the performative as bodily and speech acts that iterate norms 
in the context of everyday life.) Part 4 begins by suggesting why vibrant 
public sphere activities such as those found in Yemen do not necessar-
ily lead to contested elections, and thus returns to the large-N work that 
best supplies a possible answer to the question of why not. But I do not 
stop there: I also explain how interpretive work adds value to our political 
analyses. I argue that close attention to the case of Yemen raises a crucial 
distinction between democratic practices and liberal values. By analyzing 
the eff ects of everyday democratic practices in the absence of genuinely 
contested elections, I specify the work public spheres do, in preference to 
the conventional focus on the values to which individuals subscribe.3

part one: 
the limits of a formalistic account

At least since Joseph Schumpeter, scholars have argued that in order for 
a government to be “democratic,” political succession must be accom-
plished by competitive elections in which outcomes are uncertain and los-
ing candidates agree to abide by the results in hopes of coming to power 
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in subsequent elections (Schumpeter 1962 [1950]; Przeworski 1991).4 Th is 
formalistic and minimalist understanding of democratic governance may 
represent a useful simplifi cation for some purposes, but it also raises as 
many questions as it answers. What counts as uncertainty? When out-
comes are all but certain because a candidate is obviously popular or the 
political machine proves particularly effi  cacious, such as in Chicago, does 
this mean the system is undemocratic? Th e minimalist defi nition also 
presupposes a meaningful choice among candidates. But what of cases in 
which the competing candidates seem uniformly terrible or their policy 
diff erences indiscernible? What if the choices do not seem like choices at 
all? Does it matter for democracy if people do not vote? Is a polity still 
“democratic” if its citizenry is characterized by apathy, resignation, de-
spair, cynicism, and frustration, and therefore chooses not to participate 
in elections? Th e minimalist view has little to say about the sensibilities of 
voters or the conditions under which people might experience their elec-
tions as meaningful.

Democracy and Development attempts to address some of these ques-
tions by way of assessing the impact of regime type on “economic well-
 being.” Yet, importantly, Przeworski et al.’s discussion of democracy not 
only reproduces a conventional Schumpeterian conceptualization of what 
democracy means but also contributes to a political project that has signif-
icant eff ects in the world. Przeworski et al.’s studies tend to be user friendly 
for international agencies, in a situation in which the labeling of a country 
as “democratic” or “authoritarian” can have far-reaching and sometimes 
devastating consequences for international funding or for relations among 
states. Th e authors’ claims to value-free science also obscure important 
ideological commitments—ones that anchor democracy in a minimalist 
conception of electoral competition, disqualifying other understandings 
of the term and eff ectively rendering them impractical. My focus on Prze-
worski et al.’s text therefore takes that infl uence (both in policy-making cir-
cles and in political science) as a justifi cation for analyzing the argument’s 
key problems. In other words, I attend carefully to the specifi c logics of 
the discourse—the ways in which the arguments both refl ect and instanti-
ate distinct epistemological assumptions and convictions, ones that help 
to produce what Stuart Hall calls the “horizon of the taken for granted” 
(1988, 4). I show that Przeworski et al.’s defi nition is highly externalist; it 
presumes that democracy is framed in terms external to the ideological 
conditions of its emergence. Although the defi nition may provide a use-
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ful refraction, it also becomes a key point of reference, thereby displacing 
historical and philosophical uses of the term with a particularly narrow, 
incomplete (if seductive) scholarly one.

Przeworski et al. defi ne democracy as “a regime in which those who gov-
ern are selected through contested elections” (Przeworski et al. 2000, 15). 
Contestation exists when there is an opposition that has “some chance of 
winning offi  ce as a consequence of elections” (16). Th e aim of their book is 
not strictly to analyze political regimes but to assess the impact of regime 
type on “economic well-being.” Th ey fi nd that transitions to what they call 
democracy can occur in both poor and wealthy countries, but the probabil-
ity that democracies will survive increases as per capita incomes get larger.

Operationalizing their defi nition of democracy entails the specifi cation 
of classifi catory rules that delimit the nature of a democratic regime: the 
chief executive and legislature must both be elected in a multiparty system 
in which alternation in offi  ce via elections is observable. Alternation in of-
fi ce is “prima facie evidence” of contestation, which requires “ex-ante un-
certainty, ex-post irreversibility, and repeatability” (16). Uncertainty does 
not imply unpredictability, according to this view, because “the probability 
distribution of electoral chances is typically known. All that is necessary 
for outcomes to be uncertain is that it be possible for some incumbent 
party to lose” (17). Outcomes are uncertain because even though Chicago’s 
Mayor Daley, for example, never loses, the rules and procedures are insti-
tutionalized so that he could. Th is clarifi cation seems helpful and right, 
given the procedural notions underpinning a thin, formalistic position.

Th e formalistic, minimalist defi nition has much to recommend it, if the 
goal is to pursue a large-N, transhistorical study. Yet despite its attractions 
and value, the defi nition also has limitations for scholarly thinking about 
democracy. One problem is that the defi nition rules out substantive, as op-
posed to procedural, conceptions, which would allow for degree-oriented 
notions of democracy that better describe the dynamics of lived political 
experience in many cases, including Yemen. A related problem derives 
from the authors’ reliance on a procedural notion of democracy that is itself 
derivative of the methods used to measure it, leading the authors to make 
troublesome claims that do not hold up under scrutiny. One such conten-
tion is that alternative defi nitions of democracy give rise to “almost identi-
cal classifi cations of the actual observations” (Przeworski et al. 2000, 10).

But that assertion cannot be true if those defi nitions are really dif-
ferent or “alternative.” Rather, the authors’ methods seem to require the 
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minimalist conceptualization, which, in turn, generates particular kinds 
of classifi catory rules that then necessitate a binary or nominal classifi ca-
tion system. Or put diff erently, a binary classifi cation system—in which a 
regime either is a democracy or is not—results from a shared reliance on 
a formalistic, procedural notion of what democracy is. Other defi nitions 
could conceivably yield diff erent classifi cation systems, but the authors’ 
conceptualization forecloses such possibilities. Th e authors are thus able 
to analogize a ratio scale to the “proverbial pregnancy. . . . Democracy can 
be more or less advanced, [but] one cannot be half-democratic: Th ere is no 
natural zero point” (Przeworski et al. 2000, 57). In their view, scholars who 
argue that democracy is a continuous feature over all regimes are simply 
wrong (e.g., Bollen and Jackman 1989, 612). Yet a binary classifi cation sys-
tem relies on a defi nition too narrow to capture democracy’s substantive 
connotations—the intricacies of its grammar and the conventions of its 
use. Such a defi nition also works normatively to validate existing electoral 
arrangements in Western democracies, while allowing scholars to ignore a 
wide range of democratic practices in nonelectoral contexts.

Th ere are, of course, defi nitions of democracy that might generate alter-
native systems of classifi cation. As Ian Shapiro notes:

Democracy means diff erent things to diff erent people. Sometimes it is 
identifi ed with a particular decision rule; at other times it conjures up 
the spirit of an age. Democracy can be defi ned by reference to lists of 
criteria (such as regular elections, competitive parties, and a universal 
franchise), yet sometimes it is a comparative idea: the Athenian polis 
exemplifi ed few characteristics on which most contemporary democrats 
would insist, but it was relatively democratic by comparison with other 
ancient Greek city-states. Many people conceive of democratic govern-
ment in procedural terms; others insist that it requires substantive—
usually egalitarian—distributive arrangements. In some circumstances 
democracy connotes little more than an oppositional ethic; in others 
it is taken to require robust republican self-government. And whereas 
some commentators insist that collective deliberation is the high point 
of democratic politics, for others deliberation is an occupational hazard 
of democracy. (Shapiro 1999, 17)

Imagine adopting a defi nition of democracy that emphasizes aspects of 
substantive representation, rather than simply the existence of contested 
elections. Substantive representation implies, among other things, that 
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subjects have control over what a government does, and that govern-
ments are continually responsive and accountable to their subjects.5 In 
this view, citizens might have more or less control over rulers, and govern-
ments might be more or less responsive to citizens—or responsive in some 
contexts but not in others. A defi nition predicated on citizen impact and 
regime responsiveness would presumably yield a system of classifi cation 
based on a continuum rather than a dichotomy, with the eff ect of under-
mining the exclusive focus on elections that is central to the Przeworskian 
vision. A continuum allows us to produce more fi ne-grained, accurate ac-
counts of politics, ones that do not commit the fallacy of confusing Yemen 
with states such as North Korea or Ba‘thist Iraq.

Using a formalistic defi nition thus entails an additional limitation: it 
tends to obscure concerns of central importance to substantive representa-
tion, such as how democratic rulers should act once elected, or what their 
duties and obligations as rulers are or should be (Pitkin 1967). As Hanna 
Pitkin notes, a formalistic view of what she calls “representative govern-
ment” operates like a “black box shaped by the initial giving of authority, 
within which the representative can do whatever he pleases” (Pitkin 1967, 
39). Th is view—what Pitkin calls the “authorization” position—makes elec-
tions the key criterion of representative democracy; representation is “seen 
as a grant of authority by the voters to the elected offi  cials” (Pitkin 1967, 
43). Th e criterion of political success becomes the ability to capture elec-
tions, rather than governance as such. Th e problem with the formalistic 
approach from this perspective is that “if representing means merely acting 
with special rights, or acting with someone else bearing the consequences, 
then there can be no such thing as representing well or badly” (Pitkin 1967, 
43). In other words, there can be no such thing as continual accountabil-
ity or immediate responsiveness, no account of how those elected actually 
govern, and no standards for assessing whether their policies work for or 
against the citizens who have elected them.6

Substantive representation also implies citizen participation in political 
life. Surely the formal (and perhaps de facto) disenfranchisement of large 
numbers of people disqualifi es a political regime from being democratic in 
most of our ordinary language uses of the word, but in the Przeworskian 
world, participation is not an issue. Avoiding participation as a factor may 
facilitate coding transhistorically, but it denies the context-specifi c ways in 
which we customarily understand democratic relations between rulers and 
ruled. Would a country in which contestation meant competition within a 
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small, restricted elite circle be a democracy in any meaningful sense of the 
term today? If highly restricted suff rage can nevertheless count as democ-
racy, then the reasons for insisting on a multiparty system seem arbitrary 
and unhelpful. It is unclear why a one-party system could not be democratic 
if divergent interests might be represented. As Boriana Nikolova points out, 
it is not even clear why, according to this minimalist view, elections should 
be held at all if divergent interests can be represented without citizens vot-
ing.7 An account that privileges issues of substantive representation would 
allow us to distinguish between the United States before the Voting Rights 
Act, for example, and the United States in its aftermath. And as this section 
has been at pains to point out, citizen participation does not simply take 
place during elections. Participation also implies, as Hannah Arendt (among 
others) teaches us, discursively organized political action in which persons 
transform themselves through their words and deeds, fashioning themselves 
as citizens by forming agonistic publics and elaborating worlds in common.

As suggested above, Przeworski et al.’s adoption of a thin, or minimalist, 
defi nition is, in part, a way of facilitating coding in the interests of scientifi c 
testing. Yet this commitment to the scientifi c method comes at the cost of 
ignoring much of what is political and important about the practices of 
democracy. Moreover, ideological convictions trouble claims of impartial-
ity, enabling the minimalist defi nition to coalesce with a defense of U.S. 
liberalism. For example, Przeworski et al. criticize Dahl’s insistence on the 
importance of participation in his defi nition of democracy, justifying their 
own exclusion of it, because Dahl sets the threshold of participation “too 
high,” thereby disqualifying the United States “as a democracy until the 
1950s” (Przeworski et al. 2000, 34). It is unclear, however, why excluding 
the U.S. is a problem per se.

Th ese troubles imply that Przeworski et al. (and others inspired by such 
an approach) might be better off  avoiding the term “democracy” altogether. 
Th e overall objective of such studies would then be to explain the relation-
ship between contested elections and economic development, without 
producing general accounts of democracy that would seem to foreclose 
thinking about political participation and accountability within and out-
side of electoral confi nes. By identifying the general relationship between 
regime type and economic well-being, Democracy and Development and 
projects similar to it evacuate politics of the messy stuff  of contestation—
of initiative, spontaneity, self-fashioning, revelation, ingenuity, action, and 
creativity—which often occurs outside the domain of electoral outcomes.
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As I will show in this chapter, the example of Yemen demonstrates that 
any political analysis that fails to take into account participation and the 
formation of “public spheres” as activities of political expression in their 
own right falls short of capturing what a democratic politics might rea-
sonably be taken to include.8 I do not mean to suggest that because Ye-
men is more democratic in some ways than other countries in the Middle 
East, that it is a democracy in either the sense of holding fair, contested 
elections or occasioning adequate experiences of substantive representa-
tion. Rather, in this chapter I am interested in exposing the democratic 
defi cits that the electoral defi nition conceals.9 I also argue that there are 
diff erent sites for enacting democracy, and a strong democracy needs to 
be using them all. Th us, a consideration of democracy also requires theo-
rizing about aspects of substantive representation that are evident in Ye-
men, namely, the widespread, inclusive mobilization of critical, practical 
discourses in which people articulate and think through their moral and 
material demands in public. Th ese critical discourses include demands for 
the very sorts of contested and free elections that Przeworski et al. see as 
central. Although these have yet to develop, they are, as we shall see in the 
description of qāt chew conversations, an important part of what some Ye-
menis understand democracy to entail. Relatedly, although the legislative 
branch remains a weak institution, hamstrung by the authority of the ex-
ecutive in both de facto and de jure terms, the electoral turnout in the last 
parliamentary elections suggests that the electorate is “keen to exercise 
the right to select lawmakers” (Carapico 2003), even when circumstances 
inhibit fair electoral competition.

Viewed from a perspective of citizen infl uence, impact, and partici-
pation, moreover, the fact of an armed population that can provide con-
straints on regime action, of a determined, if harassed press, and of civic 
associations operating independently of state control does make Yemen 
more democratic than most countries in the Middle East. Human rights 
associations and related groups pressing for women’s rights, an unfettered 
press, fair treatment of prisoners, and a thorough and transparent judicial 
process hold conferences, sponsor debates, and publish articles in local 
newspapers. Mosque sermons, which are not eff ectively under state con-
trol, often address social inequalities and openly criticize the government, 
paying particular attention to political corruption and instances of moral 
laxity.10 As noted in the previous chapter, no visitor to Yemen can help but 
notice the vigorous forms of nonelectoral contestation that animate daily 
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life (Carapico 1998). Qāt chews are emblematic of this political activism, 
but they are by no means the only instance of it. Th ey operate within a 
broader historical and semiotic context, one in which conferences coded 
as “tribal” (Carapico 1998; Dresch 1993, 2000; Caton 1990) have long been 
a means of resolving disputes and voicing grievances in parts of the North, 
and where citizens from various regions have drawn on local practices of 
deliberation to mobilize constituents and demand political change.11

Th e presence of political activism is not synonymous with democracy, 
however. Th e aim of this book is not to romanticize public sphere activi-
ties, but to deromanticize the ballot box. To provide such an account of 
politics, we need diff erent studies and a reconsideration of our concepts. 
As Wittgenstein shows us, the point is not that a methodologically driven 
or ideologically motivated defi nition of a concept, such as democracy as 
contested elections, is wrong, but that the assumptions underlying such an 
analysis miss something important about what we mean by the term. As we 
have seen, the minimalist defi nition seems to go hand in hand with a binary 
classifi cation system that neglects the presence of democratic practices in 
nation-states we might call authoritarian. Operationalizing democracy as 
contested elections also proves problematic because it obscures the mul-
tiple ways in which citizens might attempt to infl uence or hold accountable 
elected and appointed offi  cials alike—and it forecloses possibilities for ana-
lyzing whether “democratic” regimes are adequately robust.12

Th e following section shifts attention away from formal considerations 
of electoral outcomes to the phenomenological dimensions of participa-
tory politics by examining Yemeni qāt chews in the context of a Haber-
masian conceptualization of the public sphere. I show how qāt chews have 
become in many ways analogous to seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 
European salons and coff eehouses as depicted in Th e Structural Trans-
formation of the Public Sphere (1996 [1962]), in which lively public sphere 
activities worked to produce important forms of political engagement 
and debate.13 In Habermas’s theory as in Yemen, moreover, sites of public 
sphere activity are themselves connected with one another through anon-
ymous media, which produce refl exivity—discussions held in qāt chew 
gatherings are refracted through newspapers, intellectuals’ conferences, 
and mosque sermons. Impersonal debates held in these mediated publics 
also infl uence the themes of qāt chew conversations. Participants are often 
aware that they are debating issues that others are discussing, thereby con-
stituting a public in a broad, anonymous, non-face-to-face,  often national 
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sense. We saw this refl exivity at work in the previous chapter in the ex-
ample of the political conversations circulating about the serial killings in 
S․an‘ā’, an event whose political implications not only became the subject of 
animated qāt chew conversations but also found expression in newspaper 
reports, protests at the university, and Friday sermons in the mosques. By 
investigating qāt chew conversations as instances of what Habermas calls 
the “public sphere” (1996 [1962]), we can specify the political role everyday 
practices of deliberation play in Yemen, as well as more generally.14 Th e 
example of qāt chews in Yemen also draws our attention to some of the 
problems with Habermas’s analysis, problems that have tended to be ne-
glected by his critics and deliberative democrats alike.15

part t wo: public sphere ac tivities 
and politic al participation

As the above discussion suggests, qāt chews fulfi ll the two requirements 
Habermas (1996 [1962]) sees as central to the public sphere, namely, citi-
zens’ engagement in critical discussion and the mediated, refl exive role 
that such minipublics, in tandem with other minipublics, play in helping 
to produce the impersonal, audience-oriented broader public of anony-
mous citizens, what Michael Warner calls “co-membership with indefi nite 
persons” (Warner 2002, 76). As we shall see, Yemenis often speak and are 
heard in qāt chew conversations as participants oriented to strangers, in 
other words, as people who are able to recognize that even when they do 
know one another they are also speaking to an audience of imagined others 
(ibid., 74). Th e imagined communities that are established through these 
minipublics and their mediating eff ects, in contradistinction to national 
ones, may but need not rely on criteria of territory or on appeals to a “peo-
ple.” As Warner points out, whereas the concepts of religion, nation, and 
race have a “manifest positive content” because they specify criteria for 
group membership, publics unite “strangers through participation alone, 
at least in theory” (75). In practice, the content of discussions and the fact 
that afternoons are structured around deliberation—in other words, that 
these conversations take place simultaneously throughout the delimited 
territory of the nation-state—help to make these publics national, at least 
some of the time.16

In addition to their public qualities, qāt chews can be political in at least 
four senses. First, during some qāt chews, actual policy decisions get made: 
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government offi  cials, opposition parties, and networks of activists meet 
separately and with one another to decide how to respond to a crisis or to 
determine how elections should be run. Th ey debate which alliances will 
be forged, what political positions taken, statements drafted, and griev-
ances voiced and heeded. Second, people make avid use of qāt chews to 
share information about political events and to discuss their signifi cance 
in public. During my fi eldwork, I witnessed opposition politicians using 
qāt chew conversations to ask how they should protest against constitu-
tional amendments curtailing democracy (September 2000), as well as 
regime offi  cials wondering aloud how to respond to U.S. foreign policy 
in the aftermath of September 11. Participants from a variety of political 
parties, ideological persuasions, and regional backgrounds raised critical 
questions, “Who will benefi t from the September 11 attacks?” (September 
2001); “Are ordinary Afghans better off  under the Taliban or under Ameri-
can occupation?” (September 2002); “What sorts of positions should be 
taken on Iraq?” (September 2002). Th ird, these gatherings provide an oc-
casion for negotiating power relationships between elites and constituen-
cies in which elites are held responsible and are required to be responsive 
to the needs of participants by guaranteeing goods and services or by ad-
vocating on behalf of the village, electoral district, or local group. Fourth 
and relatedly, the “public” of the qāt chew is also a lived forum for political 
self-fashioning, an occasion for cultivating what Arendt (1958) called the 
“human capacity for action”—the ability to begin anew through words and 
deeds, to think in unanticipated ways about recent events, to make sense 
of their multiple meanings with others, and to take pleasure in the dyna-
mism of specifi cally agonistic encounters.17

Policymaking, the fi rst sense, may but need not be democratic, of course. 
Th e other three senses of the political have important democratic compo-
nents. Th e sharing of information and the discussion of an event’s signifi -
cance publicly already begin to suggest the democratic dimensions of qāt 
chews, in the sense of an information-rich environment where people are 
able to discuss the meanings of current politics in conditions conducive to 
participants’ temporary (albeit imperfect) equality. Th e third sense of the 
political also connotes “democratic”: qāt chews are forums of accountabil-
ity, contexts in which elites are held responsible and must be responsive to 
the needs of their constituencies. And fourth, insofar as “democratic” often 
means “agonistic,” these gatherings are intrinsically democratic, occasion-
ing the performance of a distinct form of personhood, one that revels in 
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peaceful disagreement and is oriented toward an audience of deliberative 
strangers. Th ese gatherings generate “loyal opposition”—not only because 
they provide opportunities for organized opposition groups to meet but 
because they make possible the performance of oppositional, critical pub-
lics in settings that are not formally regulated by the state (Moore 1989, 
cited in Shapiro 1999, 39).

Approaching qāt chew practices through Habermas encourages an un-
derstanding of them in terms of the structural-historical conditions un-
der which such institutions arise, even while these conditions need not be 
identical for formal, everyday practices of deliberation to emerge. Or put 
diff erently, the experience of Yemen also tells us that there is no one path to 
critical, rational debate in public, or if there is, then Habermas misidenti-
fi ed the circumstances under which the “subjectivity”—or conscious pre-
sentation of self—that is conducive to such deliberation appears. Diff erent 
historical conditions of possibility from the ones Habermas specifi ed in 
Europe have allowed for the emergence of vibrant communities of argu-
ment in Yemen.

Th e Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere off ers an historical 
account of the emergence and decline of the “bourgeois public sphere” in 
modern Europe. For Habermas, the term “public sphere” connotes a set of 
places (coff eehouses and salons) where bourgeois citizens of the time met to 
argue about literary and political matters, as well as the substantive activity 
of private persons coming together as a public for the purposes of rational -
critical debate, and the mediated, refl exive ways in which these critical con-
versations in public places referred to, and actually infl uenced, events and 
arguments appearing in print. Public debate, according to Habermas “was 
supposed to transform voluntas into a ratio that in the public competition of 
private arguments came into being as the consensus about what was practi-
cally necessary in the interest of all” (emphasis in the original, 83). As sub-
stantive activity, the public sphere held out the promise of transcending the 
narrow confi nes of particular class interests because conversations allowed 
private bourgeois persons to come together as a public and to be “nothing 
more than human” in both their interactions with others and in their self-
interpretations (48). Or put somewhat diff erently, the “fully developed pub-
lic sphere” was a fi ction, according to Habermas, that entailed the historical 
identifi cation of “the public” of property owners with the more generalized 
notion of a public of “human beings pure and simple” (56). Th us, the spe-
cifi cally bourgeois character of the actual public sphere could in principle 
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be broadened to include everyone by generating, in addition to an implicit 
attitude of equality, a vocabulary for and practice of critical debate condu-
cive to the “freedom of the individual in general” (56).

Habermas’s analysis of the public sphere explores the ways in which 
institutions produced specifi c “subjectivities” that then became crucial 
for everyday substantive participation in political life. Th e institution of 
the (increasingly nuclear) family in eighteenth-century Western Europe 
played a key role in the formation of individuals whose audience-oriented 
sense of themselves made a public sphere possible. Th e substantive activi-
ties of rational debate within the public sphere, in turn, seem to have pro-
vided the felicitous conditions for popular sovereignty and the rule of law 
to fl ourish. Habermas argues that “the public understanding of the public 
use of reason was guided specifi cally by such private experiences as grew 
out of the audience-oriented subjectivity of the conjugal family’s intimate 
domain” (28). Th e family was thus the seat of the production of a distinctly 
bourgeois subjectivity that helped make the public sphere possible. Private 
persons sought rational-critical public debate, and the experiences that 
prompted people to seek agreement and enlightenment through delibera-
tion “fl owed from the wellspring of a specifi c subjectivity,” whose “home” 
originated in the “sphere of the patriarchal conjugal family” (43).

Habermas concedes that this notion of the family as a private world 
was based on a denial of the economic relations supporting the family’s 
very existence. But this denial was useful in establishing the conditions of 
subjectivity that would enable private individuals to join together in public 
rational debates, to become audience-oriented, empathic, self-knowing in-
dividuals, capable of what Arendt calls “representative” thinking— seeing 
the world from others’ points of view (Arendt 1993 [1954], 241). Th e au-
tonomy that property owners enjoyed in the relatively free liberal market 
“corresponded” to a “self-presentation of human beings in the family” (46). 
Individuals thus came to experiment with their subjectivities by writing 
letters, as well as diaries, autobiographies, and domestic novels. In short, 
the conditions of intimacy within “the patriarchal conjugal family” and 
of property-owning autonomy in the market permitted the individual to 
“unfold . . . himself in his subjectivity” (48), which was both an intensely 
private expression of an individual’s interiority and also already oriented to 
an audience (Publikum) (49).

Critics of Habermas have pointed out that he conceives of the public 
sphere in the singular, thereby failing to consider the possibility of a mul-
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tiplicity of public spheres, some of which are “subaltern” or “counter-” dis-
cursive spaces that challenge the prevailing ways of thinking in the critical 
mainstream one.18 Many scholars have also argued that Habermas exag-
gerates the possibilities for equal treatment in public and neglects to theo-
rize the ways in which each participant is enmeshed in particular power 
relationships aff ecting his or her ability to speak and to be heard.19 Social 
and political inequalities, even among people from the same economic 
class, help determine who speaks when, and how convincing their argu-
ments are.

More important for our purposes here, however, I take issue with 
Habermas’s location of the source of the modern, public-oriented subjec-
tivity in the bourgeois family. For public spheres to exist, in Habermas’s 
sense, individuals need to have the refl exive capacity of critical thinking. 
Not everyone has such a capacity, in his view, and not all societies encour-
age it. Yet, to the extent that there exists in Yemen a recognizable public 
sphere in which critical discursive activities thrive and a signifi cant num-
ber of Yemenis experience it, its source cannot be the bourgeois family. 
Indeed, if the argument I am developing is correct, it could also be that 
Habermas is wrong about the source of the public sphere for modern 
Europe.20 Whereas he attributes the orientation toward an audience to 
circumstances within the conjugal family and to transformations within 
market relations that took centuries of capitalist development to unfold in 
Western Europe, expressions of subjectivity in Yemen operate in a context 
in which persons most often self-identify and are classifi ed as members of 
a large extended family, or bayt (see Meneley 1996, chap. 3). Th e bourgeois 
individual is hardly the unit of analysis or identifi cation for most Yemenis, 
nor are sources of agency and autonomy necessarily attributable to ev-
eryday practices associated with the commodity form. Approximately 75 
percent of Yemenis live in the countryside and participate in some form 
of agriculture, and there exists no large or coherent middle class. In other 
words, this orientation toward an audience evident in rural and urban qāt 
chew conversations, as well as in intellectual gatherings, the press, “tribal” 
conferences, mosque sermons, and civic associations, exists indepen-
dently of the developments in market and family relations that are central 
to Habermas’s account.21

In short, Yemen is not a bourgeois society, and the Yemeni public sphere 
does not arise out of bourgeois notions of individuality or privacy in the 
intimate world of the family. Furthermore, Yemenis do not gather in the 



118 / chapter three

public sphere as a collection of property holders defending their private 
interests from state intervention in the market. Th ey need not posit the 
possibility of an autonomous, abstracted universal subject who is a human 
being “pure and simple,” but they do gather together as fully embodied, 
multipositioned, concrete persons whose diverse class locations and con-
tentious political positions animate discussions, some of which are about 
the common good.22

In Habermas’s idealized version, moreover, the European public sphere 
appeared against the backdrop of states that had achieved a more or less 
secure monopoly over violence, so that the “force” of social position was 
supplanted by the force of the better argument, rather than the force of 
weapons. By contrast, qāt chews are not predicated on the existence of 
robust state institutions, but actually thrive in their absence. Qāt chews 
defer political violence or replace it with discursive contestation (at least 
temporarily), producing expectations among participants that they will be 
seen and heard by others whose political positions are diff erent from their 
own. In Yemen, this discursive contestation occurs without the institu-
tional protections Habermas saw as central. As a consequence of these dif-
ferent conditions, participants often take considerable risks and are made 
vulnerable in ways that a Habermasian account does not anticipate.

Proponents of civil society arguments often make a diff erent set of 
claims, suggesting that a lively associational life can produce eff ective 
governance or contested elections, or both.23 Yemen arguably has both a 
rich associational life and spirited public sphere practices, and yet no one 
would claim that the regime either governs eff ectively or that its institu-
tions generate alternation in offi  ce. Although public spheres may represent 
a condition of democratic possibility, they do not seem suffi  cient in them-
selves to prompt Przeworski et al.’s contested elections. Or put diff erently, 
although qāt chews and other public sphere activities in which people dis-
cuss their political worlds represent sites of important political vitality, the 
lively and obvious presence of such public arenas in the absence of fair and 
free contested elections suggests that such everyday practices may not be 
as instrumentally related to contestatory electoral arrangements as some 
political scientists would claim—at least not in the short run.24

One might argue in a diff erent instrumentalist vein that qāt chews op-
erate as a “safety valve,” allowing people to vent frustrations and displace 
tensions that otherwise might fi nd expression in more eff ective forms of 
political action. Some Yemenis describe qāt gatherings in just this way—as 
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a mode of “tanf īs,” a way of “letting out air.” Scholars too assert that toler-
ated or authorized critical practices function to preserve a regime’s domi-
nance rather than undermine it (Guha 1983, 18–76; Adas 1992, 301; see also 
a discussion of “tanf īs” in Wedeen 1999). Th ere are, however, at least three 
key problems with safety-valve arguments. First, it is impossible to demon-
strate, were participants in qāt chews not engaged in such activities, that 
they would be organizing collectively against the regime. Second and more 
important, political rallies and other forms of collective resistance often 
are organized during qāt chews. Th e ideas and organization for opposi-
tional political action frequently do arise out of discussions in which people 
cultivate shared concerns and resolve to act on them. Th ird, although qāt 
chews may either occasion subversive activity or re-signify dominant social 
norms, there is nothing about qāt chews that implies a necessary relation-
ship between lively deliberation and resistance per se. Regime members 
also attend qāt chews and use the occasions for a variety of purposes—to 
try out new arguments, disseminate and collect information, interpret re-
cent events, distribute patronage, and take account of the views of others. 
As Saba Mahmood, following Foucault, argues in a diff erent context, there 
are “dimensions of human action” (and by extension, therefore, dimensions 
of qāt chew conversations) “whose ethical and political status does not map 
onto the logic of repression and resistance” (Mahmood 2005, 14). Perfor-
mances of personhood in which animated, reasoned disagreements with 
others come to the fore may but need not be understood in relation to a 
framework privileging domination and subversion.

In short, instrumentalist explanations—whether they focus on the value 
of public sphere practices for elections or for compliance—fail to investi-
gate qāt chews as sites of democratic practice in their own right. In this 
chapter I claim that the kinds of critical practices of deliberation taking 
place within public spheres can be intrinsically democratic. For Habermas, 
these activities perform the important political function of “legitimating” 
state authority, and indeed of abolishing the state as an instrument of dom-
ination altogether, transforming the voluntas of executive power into the 
ratio of law buttressed by reasoned public opinion (82–83).25 By contrast, 
participants in the public sphere of the Yemeni qāt chew not only routinely 
fail to exercise this legitimating function but often off er pointed criticisms 
of the regime—lamenting the absence of state authority and the rule of law 
(al-dawla wa al-qānūn). I want to argue that qāt chews are democratic 
in substantive representational terms—less because they actually enable 
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citizen control than because they facilitate a kind of political participation. 
Th ey promote citizen awareness and produce subjects who critically de-
bate political issues, allowing participants to build an agonistically inclined 
political world in which disagreements are entertained in common. Th ey 
are the site for the performance of citizenship, for the critical self-assertion 
of citizens the existence of whom is made possible through these exercises 
of deliberation.

part three: 
qt chews

Qāt chews, like the salon and coff eehouse gatherings in Habermas’s depic-
tion, vary in the size and composition of their publics, the mode of their 
proceedings, and the topics open to debate. Like their historical Western 
European counterparts, they often entail formal, ongoing discussions, 
which might be prompted by international current events, by local domes-
tic problems, or by a special guest in attendance. In addition, marriages 
are arranged and business deals solidifi ed, village shaykhs (chiefs) chosen, 
and local troubles resolved over qāt. Qāt chews also enable the circulation 
of important information. Th e anthropologist Shelagh Weir likens these 
gatherings to a “kind of institutionalized grapevine” in which information 
about local and national aff airs gets exchanged (1985, 125; see also Sheila 
Carapico, who analogizes qāt gatherings to focus groups, 1998, xi). Qāt 
chews also occasion the generation and verifi cation of rumors (including 
ones about electoral results), the trading of knowledge by peasants about 
farming techniques and agricultural programs, the negotiation by religious 
experts of prevailing theological problems, and the bargaining among 
elites about policy, political positions, and alliances. Sometimes one issue 
is discussed in depth; at other times a number of issues animate the after-
noon. Qāt is chewed at weddings and funerals, at intellectuals’ workshops, 
political party conferences, poetry “jams,” editorial meetings, and student 
study sessions. Shopkeepers may go back to work and chew there; physi-
cal laborers may chew on the job; physicians may attend a gathering for 
part of the time and then return to work. Most people, even those who do 
not chew, are organized in one way or another around the social world of 
afternoon qāt consumption.

Qāt chews are almost always segregated aff airs: more men chew than 
women, and the latter’s conversations tend to be about concrete rela-
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tions among family members rather than about abstract political issues 
or current events.26 Such conversations may be every bit as political—in 
the sense that marriage negotiations, for example, have consequences for 
power relationships among families. But they are not Habermasian pub-
lic spheres: these chews are not open to a public; the women who gather 
to chew are almost always intimates of one another, not strangers. And 
their conversations do not generally operate as minipublics, forming in 
conjunction with other minipublics the impersonal, audience-oriented 
broader public of anonymous citizens. Women politicians complain that 
they are in many ways barred from an activity that is central to the work of 
male politicians and their constituencies, and that they do not have equal 
access to the processes of debate and decision making that qāt chews en-
able. For this reason, qāt chews can be considered a form of what Dipesh 
Chakrabarty calls a “fl awed social practice” (2000, 181). Like the Bengali 
practice of adda (the long, informal conversations Chakrabarty describes), 
qāt chews are segregated and predominantly male activities that are also 
“oblivious of the materiality of labor” (ibid., 181). Unlike adda, however, 
qāt chewing is not a dying social practice, a vestige from a class-specifi c, 
urban modernist past, but rather an increasingly widespread contempo-
rary activity.27

I have regularly attended male gatherings in which Yemeni identity, po-
litical culture, the nature of democracy, and the actual workings of Yemeni 
electoral politics have provided the themes of critical, vigorous debates.28 
Sometimes, in educated circles, an article from a newspaper might be read 
aloud and then discussed. At other times, a guest will be required to of-
fer a summary of his political experience or research. A recently returned 
migrant may discuss his life abroad or his impressions of his former “host” 
country. A visiting poet may recite recent work and invite commentary 
from the audience. When no topic is immediately obvious, participants 
propose themes, and then engage in a brief discussion to decide which 
topic most merits further debate. Once a topic is chosen, individual speak-
ers present their views in persuasive, politically relevant displays, which 
might be likened to what, in a diff erent context, Gary Goodpaster terms 
“regulated storytelling” (1987, 120; cited in Matoesian 2001, 5). Often par-
ticipants’ social location is made salient in and through “the performance 
of knowledge” (Matoesian 2001, 4)—the emergent and often improvised 
discursive practices through which ideas about facts, people, and events 
are established.
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Inevitably, some speakers are more persuasive than others, whether by 
virtue of their preexisting standing in the community, their particular ex-
pertise on an issue subject to debate, or their talents as an orator: qāt chew 
participants cite the importance of eye contact, the manner of dress, the 
ways in which a person organizes his thoughts and streamlines his views, 
and the use of concrete examples to bolster a claim as instances of what 
might make an argument ultimately compelling (March 2004). A man 
whose contribution is most eagerly anticipated because of his oratorical 
skills is termed a “rajul al-h․iwār” (a man of discourse, or more idiomati-
cally, an eloquent man). Going on too long may generate a spontaneous 
reaction from the listeners, who politely enjoin the speaker “to continue” 
(i.e., fi nish) so that others have the chance to deliver their brief mono-
logues as well.29

Th e sociologist Erving Goff man introduced the concept of “footing” 
(1981) as a way of describing how speakers and recipients in conversational 
contexts signal who they are and what they are doing. Diff erent kinds of 
qāt chews entail distinct interactional footings. For example, patronage 
networks are reproduced during some qāt chews, when villagers and self-
identifi ed tribesmen visit the home of a nationally powerful political leader 
or local notable to secure promises of goods and services. Politicians may 
use the qāt chew to meet with constituents, and legal experts may use it 
to promulgate legal judgments or to deliver fatwās—nonbinding but au-
thoritative opinions. Important offi  cials take part in qāt gatherings most 
afternoons, and “everyone knows or can easily discover where they can be 
found . . . , everyone has the right of access to offi  cials” (Weir 1985, 125). 
Qāt chews, once an exclusive venue for aristocrats, have become a gen-
eralized, institutionalized form of social life, diminishing the importance 
of other ways of socializing or securing patronage, and also endowing the 
chew with a formality it did not previously possess (144). Although sup-
plicants may attend chews for the sole purpose of securing a favor, many 
are nonetheless treated (or subjected) to a sustained conversation about 
prevailing political matters.

Ordinary, everyday qāt gatherings are public in the sense that they are 
“open to anyone who wants to take part. Men simply choose which party 
they want to attend, walk in and take a seat; no one questions their pres-
ence” (124). Th is openness stems partially from the fact that guests are 
not a fi nancial burden on a host. Yemenis generally bring their own qāt to 
gatherings. During important ceremonies an affl  uent host might provide 
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the qāt, but occasions when qāt is supplied in the absence of a ceremonial 
event are rare. When they do occur, they are an important way of infl uenc-
ing people by generating prestige for a host whose fi nancial resources and 
generosity are thereby made manifest (123).30 Everyday qāt chews, by con-
trast, are what Weir characterizes as “free associations of people who have 
chosen to attend, not because they are invited, but for a variety of personal 
reasons” (124)—and, as I show in this chapter, for political ones.

Th e accessibility of offi  cials and the openness of everyday qāt sessions 
are qualities suggestive of the horizontal or equality-inducing aspects of 
Yemeni public life. Yet qāt chews do reproduce hierarchy and reaffi  rm dif-
ferences in social status among participants (Weir 1985; Gerholm 1977).31 
Th e seating positions at a qāt chew roughly correspond to each person’s 
status relative to others in the room. Th e most prestigious people sit near 
the head of the rectangular room (called a dīwān or a mafraj), and others 
of high status sit along adjacent walls near the head. From the head, the 
prestige of those seated declines with distance until one reaches the most 
humble positions, customarily occupied by those close to the door, where 
guests leave their shoes and exit to go to the bathroom (Weir 1985, 131; 
Gerholm 1977). As a new participant enters the room, those already seated 
make adjustments to the order, refl ecting the newcomer’s status in relation 
to those in attendance, as well as the timing of his entry. Paradoxically, it 
is the very equality-inducing openness of many qāt chews that also repro-
duces status distinctions by generating occasions in which social classes 
mix, although hierarchically. In public spaces accessible to intimates and 
strangers alike, policies and political practices can be challenged or rein-
forced through critical discussion, but people’s seating positions neverthe-
less indicate their social position, as well, perhaps, as the seriousness with 
which their argument is likely to be received. Some chews are regularly 
held meetings; others are organized spontaneously—prompted by a po-
litical event or the lack of other scheduled gatherings. A formal gathering 
is generally termed a maqīl or maqyal (from the verb qāla which means 
“to speak”). Women’s gatherings (sometimes referred to as tafrīt․as, which 
connote relaxation or even laxity, negligence, and excess) are less formal.

Th e structure of the event corresponds in part to the eff ects of the 
drug. Participants fi rst entering the room tend to interact primarily with 
others in the immediate vicinity, while beginning to chew the leaves, 
which are stored in the cheek. As the stimulant properties of qāt begin 
to take eff ect, a meeting is generally called to order and a topic chosen. 
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Individuals usually speak for fi ve to twenty minutes, building their brief 
monologues on what others say, or raising questions directed to a guest 
speaker. At other times lively dialogic interchanges disrupt the more for-
mal modes of communication. People report experiences of euphoria or 
feelings of deep commonality with other participants during the subse-
quent two or three hours of sustained debate. As the gathering wears 
on and the conversation begins to wind down, some claim to experience 
(and to note in others) a more philosophical, private sense of individual 
contemplation. People begin to depart; others stay, no longer chewing, as 
the consciousness of mundane demands and obligations returns (Weir 
1985; Varisco 1986).32

One might argue that the proliferation of qāt chew gatherings as a par-
ticular instance of public sphere activity corresponds to identifi able eco-
nomic and political factors. By all accounts, the percentage of men and 
women participating in qāt chews has increased over time.33 In the former 
People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen (PDRY), qāt chewing was prohib-
ited on weekdays, which meant that gatherings were restricted in most 
places to Th ursdays and Fridays.34 In the former northern Yemen Arab 
Republic, the infl ux of labor remittance income in the 1970s resulted in a 
marked increase in the consumption of qāt, and of both men and women’s 
qāt gatherings (Weir 1985, 85; see also Mundy 1981, 61).

Th e story of oil wealth and labor remittance is by now familiar: the sig-
nifi cant rise in oil prices in 1973–74 caused a boom in the Saudi construc-
tion industry and prompted a sharp increase in the demand for migrant 
manual labor, which in turn generated a dramatic rise in fi nancial prosper-
ity and the greater circulation of cash in the Yemens. For example, in 1970 
the daily wage for an unskilled laborer working in Saudi Arabia was about 
1.40, while by 1975 it had risen to about 14 and by 1980 to 28 (Weir 1985, 
88; see also Chaudhry 1997). Researchers reported the proliferation of for-
mal and informal contexts in which a majority of men and a large minority 
of women spent their afternoons chewing qāt in sex-segregated public ses-
sions, the increasing number of workers and small shopkeepers consum-
ing qāt on the job, the expansion in the size and number of markets where 
qāt was sold, and the growing amount of land devoted to qāt cultivation 
(Gerholm 1977, 53; Carapico and Tutwiler 1981, 49–59; Weir 1985).35

Despite the dire straits of the bust economy of the 1980s and the subse-
quent return of an estimated eight hundred thousand to 1.5 million labor 
migrants from the Gulf states in 1991, qāt consumption has continued to 
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rise—and thus so too have occasions for critical debates in public. Th is is 
not to argue that there is a one-to-one correspondence between the fre-
quency of qāt chewing and the liveliness of political debate. As Carapico 
has argued, civic activism has been an enduring characteristic of recent 
Yemeni history. Identifi able periods of civic activism have punctuated Ye-
meni political life since before the broader generalization of the everyday 
practice of qāt consumption:

Th e data show quite clearly that although modern Yemeni states have 
never guaranteed democratic rights and liberties . . . in the past couple 
of generations Yemenis have engaged in progressive labor militancy, 
strikes, and partisanship in late colonial Aden; in al-ta‘āwun al-ahlī or 
“local cooperation” for basic services such as roads, education, and utili-
ties from the 1940s through the 1980s; and throughout the century but 
most notably since unifi cation in 1990, in intellectual production, parti-
sanship, and events representing a wide array of political tendencies. . . . 
Passivity and violence are two possibilities; between these two extremes 
is a good deal of civilized activity. (1998, 10–11)

Carapico’s chronology of vibrant political participation specifi es three pe-
riods of “political opening” in Yemen: the 1950s and 1960s in Aden and the 
protectorates, when labor unions, an independent press, rural movements, 
and political parties emerged whose various ideological tendencies—from 
Marxists to Muslim Brothers—generated a wide array of political orga-
nizations and programs; the Yemen Arab Republic from the 1970s to the 
early 1980s, when civic activism was made manifest primarily in local de-
velopment projects; and 1990–94, when the process of establishing the 
new Republic of Yemen allowed for vigorous multiparty competition, a 
free press, and multiple domains for pressing political and constitutional 
reforms (Carapico 1998, 16). As Carapico argues, “Civic participation 
quickly fi lls any space ceded to it by the state” (207). Or to put it somewhat 
diff erently, Yemeni citizens take advantage of opportunities presented by 
the regime and by the absence of eff ective state institutions, but they also 
create those opportunities through their activism.

Intriguing in this light is that even the regime’s constriction of insti-
tutionalized electoral possibilities (from the brief 1994 civil war until the 
qualifi ed relaxation in Yemen’s fi rst contested presidential election of 
2006) seems not to have aff ected the relative ease with which Yemenis 
voice their critical opinions and put forth arguments about politicians and 
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policies in public. A recent exile returning from the Gulf noted that the 
key diff erence among his friends between the early 1990s and 2002 was 
the ways in which participants in qāt chew conversations debated political 
issues more openly than they had in the past (September 2002). Others 
have echoed this impression.

Th us, qāt chew conversations have consistently fl ourished since unifi ca-
tion as a key enclave of publicity through which frank discussions among 
politicians and ordinary citizens take place. Seating arrangements may un-
derscore the hierarchical organization of society, but the public exchange 
that ensues also has the eff ect of equalizing participants in certain ways. 
Consider, for example, a September 2002 qāt chew where more than sixty 
men, ages eighteen to seventy, crowded into a large room to meet Jār Allāh 
‘Umar, the assistant secretary general of the Yemeni Socialist Party (YSP), 
also a former head of the National Democratic Front, the now defunct guer-
rilla organization in the North. Th e meeting was held in Murays, a northern 
border town before unifi cation and a stronghold of guerrilla activity during 
the civil war years of 1972–82.36 ‘Umar arrived with an immediate political 
agenda, and to some extent he was merely performing the role of a political 
leader, as one might in any number of other settings. ‘Umar’s political com-
mitments aside, however, it is important to note that he was not imposing a 
democratic form on the qāt chew so much as appreciating how well suited 
the institution itself is for work in this “season of politics,” as he called it.

Th at the discursive content of the qāt chew was explicitly political in this 
case should not obscure the inherently political and public aspects of the 
chew’s institutional form. Th e occasion provided a forum for renegotiating 
power relationships between party elites and would-be constituencies; for 
sharing information about political events and for discussing their signifi -
cance in public; and for occasioning the kind of political self-fashioning 
central to democratic political activity. Speakers related to one another as 
“co-present strangers” (Warner 2002) in an encounter anticipated to be, 
and relished as, agonistic.

‘Umar’s self-proclaimed objective was to persuade those present to sup-
port the YSP, while making the case that electoral politics was the only way 
for the former ruling party of the PDRY to survive. His role as political 
leader was off set by an equalizing dynamic of the chew itself according 
to which leaders understand that it is necessary for political arguments to 
be won because they can also be lost (interview, September 29, 2002; see 
also Comaroff  and Comaroff  1997). In this structured setting, ‘Umar’s task, 
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then, was to cultivate a sense of active solidarity based on the persistence 
of the party and the shared political experience of its members:

Th e party has championed the cause of women and realized a state of 
law and order in the South. When the war came in 1994, things changed, 
but the party wasn’t eliminated. Th ere were organizations that at-
tempted to take its place and divide the party, but they failed. You don’t 
hear about these organizations now, but the YSP, despite the closure 
of various headquarters and the intimidation of its members, persists. 
Even Muh․ammad al-Yadūmī, the secretary general of al-Is․lāh․ [the main 
Islamic Party and a former foe] told me that he couldn’t believe that the 
YSP was still around.

‘Umar’s eff orts involved providing this would-be constituency with in-
formation about the party, thereby making the YSP’s historically opaque 
decision -making processes more transparent and accessible than they had 
been in the past. By making himself accountable he was also encouraging 
Yemenis to act politically, to “exercise their rights as citizens” by voting in 
the fl awed, but available, upcoming elections:

We now have to move to a new stage and also think critically. Th e fact that 
the Party has problems means that people are present. Th e fi rst strug-
gle was: Should we participate in the elections or not? In all honesty, to 
participate in democratic activities inside the party and not splinter has 
been a challenge. We were used to fi ghting with weapons. Now we have 
to talk. Both Muh․ammad Ghālib [his fellow politburo member in the 
room] and I wanted to participate in the elections in 1997, but we were 
in the minority. We sat through that experience and now we’ve all de-
cided to enter these elections. We know that the electoral battle requires 
money and power. . . . Yes, there is fraud. Yes, there’s the regime and 
its coercive apparatus, but where there are people, a government can-
not break their will. Fraud can make a 10 or 20 percent diff erence. Even 
money cannot buy everyone. We have to search for other means. . . . 
We don’t have a lot of money, but we do have men and women. We 
must be proud of our participation in politics. Now we have to look for 
candidates. Yemeni Socialist Party people should run as Socialist Party 
candidates and not as independents.

Disclosing information is also a way of building community by generat-
ing common knowledge and forefending against anticipated criticism. On 
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electoral problems, ‘Umar concedes diffi  culties, but he also reports politi-
cal victories:

Th ere are problems with the elections—problems with the list of reg-
istrars, with the registration of eligible voters. Th e opposition says that 
sixty to seventy thousand names are fraudulent. Lots of people who are 
sentenced to death, or are outside of the country, or are dead voted “yes” 
for the president [in 1999] and for the constitutional amendments [ex-
tending the terms of the president and of parliament in 2001]. But every-
thing has its limits. Even power. We in the opposition proposed [when 
negotiating with the other political parties in 2002 for the parliamentary 
elections of 2003] that there would be no interference from the armed 
forces, that we would also have access to the media, that we would have a 
certain percentage of party people registering voters—and we got some 
of these concessions, but not all. Are these agreements going to be en-
forced? Th e problem with election laws is that there is the struggle to get 
the text we want and, second, to get the laws enforced.

Th e construction of a bona fi de political opposition also entailed, in the 
Yemeni context, an alliance between the Islamic Party, al-Is․lāh․, and the 
YSP, according to ‘Umar, and his comments are particularly directed to-
ward those audience members he correctly imagines would reject such an 
alliance on historical and political grounds:

It was possible for each party in the opposition to go its own way, but 
there were shared interests. Th is is not a question of love or hate. . . . 
Al-Is․lāh․ used to be with the ruling party against the YSP, and it has not 
stopped its attacks on the party and in declaring us apostates (‘amaliyyat 
al-takf īr). Th ere is a big struggle among al-Zindānī and Daylamī [salaf ī 
extremists], on the one hand, and the Muslim Brothers, on the other, on 
this issue. But we are cooperating because there is shared political work. 
[‘Umar then goes on to cite examples.]

Qāt chew gatherings may begin with a special guest’s presentation, 
much like a university graduate workshop does. Subsequently, audience 
members are expected to respond, and disagreement and political debate 
animate the afternoon. In Murays, the usual complaints were heard—that 
the party leadership is out of touch or cannot deliver on its promises. One 
speaker even called into question the party’s fundamental commitment to 
the current system:
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We suff er from the regime. You guys don’t suff er like we do. We should 
be against parties that are not close to the YSP [such as al-Is․lāh․]. What’s 
the victory we can get from the elections anyway? We used to be the rul-
ing party with missiles. Now we are nothing.

Th e hierarchical seating arrangement aside, the qāt chew becomes the oc-
casion in which basic features of a democratic order, in this case the virtue 
of forming a “loyal opposition,” are put to debate in public.

At another less formal chew in the village of Kuhhāl in September 2000, 
this same key socialist politician spoke about amendments extending the 
tenure of president and parliament, arguing that they constrained “democ-
racy” and gave more power to the ruling party. His statement inspired a 
security offi  cer to endorse organized demonstrations against the amend-
ments. One man explained that one problem with electoral politics in Ye-
men is that “before an election, the government distributes money and 
goods to people so that they’ll vote the proper way.” Another villager, who 
identifi es with the Yemeni Socialist Party but ran as an independent candi-
date in the 1997 elections, recommended that people take the money and 
then vote for whomever they want. Another man argued that the “money 
doesn’t go to everyone; it goes to a shaykh or someone in the village who 
then promises to distribute it after the elections. People vote in the hopes 
of getting the money, but they don’t usually get it.” Th e Socialist Party vil-
lager then argued, “Why not just promise to vote for the ruling party’s 
candidate and then vote for the candidate you prefer—especially because 
you don’t necessarily get the money anyway?” Someone else raised the 
question of whether such a practice was “ethical,” while others dismissed 
such concerns as ludicrous, given the current regime. Many worried that 
regime members would fi nd out and people would be punished. One per-
son then said seriously: “If I had a choice between free elections and the 
money that elections cost, I’d rather have part of the money.” Th e host 
replied: “People have three choices: fi rst, they can complain and do noth-
ing, in which case life gets worse; second, they can resort to violence, a 
practice we’ve employed in the past, but armed resistance can’t win; third, 
we can work through peaceful means to establish democracy.” A villager 
countered: “Th e biggest problem with establishing democracy—and with 
everything else—is corruption. How do we stop bribes?” Th e chew ended 
with this question—not one to be resolved in the moment, but a question 
posed and an acknowledgement of a shared set of problems. Th ere was 



130 / chapter three

some consensual agreement about resisting the amendments and creating 
strategies to outsmart a system in which bribes were a necessary way of 
getting badly needed goods and services. Although there were participants 
who were more or less eloquent, or whose social positions were more or 
less prestigious, everyone could and did participate. Some left favoring the 
YSP member’s suggestion that they take the money and vote for the candi-
date of their choice anyway; some claimed that they would vote against the 
amendments while fi guring out ways to bring awareness to others about 
their eff ects.

In the capital, conversations about proposed amendments to the con-
stitution were the subject of multiple qāt chews organized by the opposi-
tion and attended not only by political party members but also by lawyers, 
scholars, and former ministers—gatherings closer to the specifi cally bour-
geois ones Habermas sees as central. During one meeting, a lawyer took 
out the proposed amendments and read them aloud. One politician spoke 
about how the country was becoming a “legal dictatorship.” Most people 
agreed that the amendments were a symbol of the narrowing of demo-
cratic possibilities, another step backward. Th e upcoming referendum of 
April 2001, however, could off er “an opportunity to make citizens aware 
of this constriction, to embarrass the government, to mobilize political 
parties, and to reconnect the parties to ordinary people.” Th e qāt chew 
evolved into a discussion of what sorts of slogans the opposition might use 
and where they could be posted. One scholar suggested that a simple slo-
gan, such as “no to the amendments,” might be affi  xed as a bumper sticker 
to cars. Some lawyers worried that “no to the amendments” would be un-
derstood by ordinary people to mean “no to all amendments” in principle. 
Others wanted slogans that criticized the government in greater detail, 
pointing out abiding problems, chief among them, corruption (all from 
September 14). Th e conversation was continued on the subsequent day 
with important questions coming to the fore: How would “public opinion” 
(al-ra’y al-‘āmm) understand a referendum? How could lawyers and ac-
tivists, as well as political parties, educate ordinary citizens? What would 
constitute winning the referendum anyway? If the majority said no, would 
such a victory be allowed to stand? Members of a small political party, al-
Rābit․a, argued that the opposition should off er a substitute for the amend-
ments currently put forth, rather than simply reject these amendments. A 
lawyer recommended that those interested in defeating the amendments 
come up with reasons justifying a no vote to an electorate unlikely to under-
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stand the purpose of the referendum. A scholar summarized the meeting 
as follows and then added his own recommendation:

We are all agreed that these reforms are wrong. We have three tasks be-
fore us: we can substitute other amendments or decide not to; we have 
to come up with justifi cations for why these particular amendments are 
bad; and we have to fi gure out ways to reach the people with this mes-
sage. Why don’t we start by trying to make the amendments fail from 
inside the parliament where the amendments have to be approved? 
Th rough our writing in the press we can help form public opinion and 
enjoin people to put pressure on their representatives. At present every-
one basically seems passive. But we can organize demonstrations, send 
letters to representatives, and even wear armbands. (September 2000)

Th ose in attendance agreed to commence working on the Parliament, al-
though few were hopeful that the regime’s eff orts could be blocked by a par-
liament with no independent political power. Still, such an attempt would 
begin educating a larger public, which might then defeat the amendments 
in the referendum. Th e quandaries and positions voiced in these gatherings 
found expression in broader public debates in newspapers, civic associa-
tions, in some villages, and through the mosques. Lawyers wrote about the 
constitutionality of the amendments and activist politicians about the con-
striction of democratic possibilities. Th e amendments did pass, approved 
fi rst by parliament and then in a referendum. Th e government claimed that 
the amendments were approved by 75 percent of the electorate; the op-
position contended that many voters chose to register their protest by not 
voting at all. Th e point, however, is not whether a qāt chew’s conversations 
prove successful in infl uencing policy, although some do, but that creative 
forms of contestation are deliberated in qāt chews, which are part of a medi-
ated process of producing public awareness in various parts of the country. 
What happens in the context of one gathering happens in another. People 
are made aware through communications media of the simultaneous char-
acter of multiple conversations about common concerns. Th e refl exivity 
that a person acquires is achieved by virtue of his ability to internalize in-
formation, some of which originates from strangers.

Qāt chew groups relate to each other and to other groups—to civic 
charitable associations, political party networks, journalists’ syndicates, 
protest movements, and village cooperatives. Men may be members of a 
variety of networks at once, or be connected to others who are. In the 
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previous chapter we saw how multiple public spheres generated politically 
relevant public opinion as a result of the unprecedented event in the serial 
killer case—and there are many similar examples. In that instance, I argued 
that events of collective vulnerability prompt experiences of nation-ness 
(Brubaker 1996), a sense of belonging in which citizens become aware that 
their concerns are shared by thousands (or millions) of anonymous others 
(Anderson 1991) who make appeals on the basis of their status as “a peo-
ple.” Qāt chew conversations may help to generate experiences of national 
attachment in the sense that they are an everyday, widespread minipublic 
practice that is related to, and mediated through, other less intimate and 
more impersonal publics. Information is spread through word of mouth by 
individuals connected to multiple gatherings, and chew conversations that 
include politicians often get reported in newspapers and mosque sermons, 
making them “public domain” in that sense. Some Yemenis (often jokingly) 
go further and suggest that what makes a Yemeni a Yemeni is the common 
practice of chewing qāt, that the activity, although found elsewhere, is a 
particular characteristic of the Yemeni people (qāt chew conversations July 
1998; see also Varisco 1986).

I want to argue somewhat diff erently: qāt chewing is a particularly quotid-
ian form of public sphere activity that enables people to learn about events 
and the views and interests of others. But, consonant with the Habermasian 
conception of the public sphere, we can also speak of a larger public that 
mediates among the various informal everyday practices and formal asso-
ciations, creating a discursive arena in which people who are strangers to 
one another produce communities of argument, some of which are wide-
spread and wide ranging enough to constitute instances of nation-ness. Qāt 
chews facilitate nation-ness to the extent that they create bounded assem-
blages (Anderson 1991) of fellow participants who have come to share the 
everyday experience of chewing within the limited, territorially demarcated 
space of Yemen. Th e content of these discussions does not necessarily pre-
sume a national identity or use vocabulary suggestive of one, although it 
may. And the public implied in these addresses can be both broader and 
more indeterminate than the nation-state, as Warner (2002) suggests the 
“public” connotes in principle, or narrower and more specifi cally local.

A further example will serve to illustrate the sense of a broad, imper-
sonal public mediated by the minipublics of qāt chew gatherings and for-
mal associations while also demonstrating how notions of Yemeni-ness 
fi nd expression in these specifi cally refl exive, refractory contexts. Consider 
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a particularly lively qāt chew with members of the H․ ad․ramawt Charitable 
Society in the summer of 1998 in which a discussion about Yemeni identi-
ties ensued. Th e conversation inspired political scientist Muh․ammad ‘Abd 
al-Malik al-Mutawakkil to write a series of articles for the Nās․irist news-
paper, al-Wah․dawī. (Members of the society tend to originate from the 
South’s H․ ad․ramawt region; they meet every week in the capital on Fridays, 
but the gathering is open to the public and guests, such as al-Mutawakkil, 
are welcome.) H․ ad․ramawt, in al-Mutawakkil’s view, was the most likely 
of all Yemeni regions to secede: it had been historically autonomous and 
has the physical resources to survive on its own. Th e chew conversation 
focused on the extent to which H․ ad․ramīs experienced themselves as re-
gionally identifi ed and on the degree to which members saw themselves as 
part of Yemen. In the articles (August 1998) prompted in large part by the 
chew, al-Mutawakkil violated a generally unspoken taboo and discussed 
the variety of collective identities that might override nationalist identifi -
cations with the Yemeni state.

In the fourth and probably most daring article of the series, al-
 Mutawakkil relayed a conversation he had had years before with a fellow 
Yemeni in Buff alo, New York, in which the man had taken him aside to say, 
“You’ve opened our eyes. . . . Th ose Zaydīs want to eat us.” A man beside 
him exclaimed to the fi rst speaker, “You’ve scandalized us; you are talk-
ing to one of the biggest Zaydīs of all.” Th e gist of the conversation was 
reiterated, according to the article, twenty years later in Birmingham, Eng-
land, during a meeting in which a Yemeni expatriate claimed that the main 
problem in Yemen was the dominance of “fi ve Zaydī families. . . . If we get 
rid of them, then we get rid of all the problems in Yemen.” Al- Mutawakkil 
claims in the article that the use of denominational identities to divide 
Yemenis from one another was a tactic employed by the British but also 
by subsequent Yemeni politicians. In addition, al- Mutawakkil argues, peo-
ple’s regional affi  liations also continue to be politically salient, particularly 
the rift between North and South. Four years after the civil war of 1994, 
political sensitivities about unifi cation and secession remained acute, and 
al-Mutawakkil’s narrations of meetings over qāt lay bare these tensions. 
According to the article, while he was in Sheffi  eld al-Mutawakkil met with 
members of an organization representing the “right of the southern prov-
inces to decide their destiny.” Th eir arguments implied that unifi cation 
was “exceptional” and secession “authentic”; they advocated the fall of a 
“corrupt” regime and the departure of the “ruling family.” Al- Mutawakkil 



134 / chapter three

is clear that he is a unionist, but his story centers on what he calls the 
problem of “identity, whether it be familial, sectarian, or regional,” which 
he claims the regime has exacerbated rather than alleviated (al-Wah․dawī, 
August 18, 1998).

Th e qāt chew inspired the articles that then precipitated subsequent 
qāt chew conversations, which, in turn, prompted a telephone call from 
President S․ālih․. Th e president registered his nervousness with the ways in 
which the qāt chew discussion had led to a broader public exploration in 
the newspaper and in qāt chew debates around the capital. According to 
al-Mutawakkil’s own account, however, he was able to convince the presi-
dent that airing such potentially incendiary topics in public would make 
them “less dangerous.” Al-Mutawakkil’s self-professed interest was not in 
off ering the regime an opportunity to exercise its control, but rather in 
deliberating about matters of mutual concern in public. Several years later, 
al-‘Af īf Cultural Center was able to sponsor openly a two-hour public col-
loquium on Yemeni identity in which views ranged from patriotic tributes 
to an indivisible Yemeni nation to one youthful audience member’s com-
ment that “there is no such thing as a Yemeni identity” (January 14, 2001).

Both formal and informal qāt chews can have this public-making ef-
fect, and sometimes the addressees are both Yemeni nationals and an inter-
national public. Because formal qāt chews emphasize speechmaking, a 
chew may end before every participant has had a chance to speak. In such 
instances, it is not uncommon for a conversation to fi nd further elabora-
tion in a subsequent chew or to generate written responses—especially 
when important guests are present and participation may have potential 
tangible collective benefi ts. For example, in a hastily organized but highly 
structured qāt meeting, approximately fi fty Yemenis—representatives of 
civil society organizations, ordinary businessmen, and members of parlia-
ment from the three key parties—met with members of a United Nations 
mission team. Th e host asked the UN guests what they would like to know, 
and each guest specifi ed an issue, including the status of local councils (fi rst 
elected in February 2001), of democracy, of women’s participation, and of 
civil society organizations. Th e respective heads of the GPC, al-Is․lāh․, and 
YSP blocs in parliament each delivered a brief monologue, highlighting, 
among other things, the problems of incompetence in the local councils, 
the fact that local council members are inexperienced and untrained, that 
local council members are unable to address problems or provide services 
to their constituents, and that the decision to retain appointed governors 
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and district directors as heads of the local councils raises doubts about 
the regime’s stated commitments to democracy, or “decentralization.”37 
Because the room was crowded with people and because translating into 
English and Arabic takes time, not everyone had a chance to speak. Not 
unusually, however, a few people subsequently weighed in with letters di-
agnosing problems and recommending some solutions.

Consider this particularly eloquent example from an independent busi-
nessman from a distinguished, historically important, highly educated 
elite family from the North whose immediate relatives are strongly identi-
fi ed with the ruling party. Th e letter is comprehensive, reproducing the key 
themes of the qāt chew, while also identifying what he sees as the critical 
tensions in Yemeni politics (between “tribalists” and modernists). Here is 
his diagnosis of local councils:

You [the UN team] asked about the local councils. Local councils were 
forced upon the regime by donor acclamation of YSP demands for de-
centralization. By now you probably have learned that the regime here 
does not employ Saddam’s boxer strategy: you take the blows and wait 
for the opportunity to deliver a K.O. Our regime is aware of its weakness, 
so it endeavors to use its opponent’s strength against it. Th at’s judo. Th ey 
allowed the election of local councils. Th ey allowed it to go forward, and 
then tripped it by withholding funds and real authority. However, that is 
not their long-term plan for the councils. I think that the idea is to allow 
enough time to domesticate the local councils, get rid of troublemakers, 
understand the dynamics of the whole setup, and then allow it some au-
thority when it is clear that it could dovetail nicely into the patronage sys-
tem. Until that learning experience is achieved, local councils will remain 
under the whim of the Ministry of Finance.38

Although the letter did not off er a solution to this problem, the author 
did have general recommendations for how to further the “democratic ex-
periment.” He was “pessimistic,” but nevertheless argued that the “weakest 
link” was the mass media and that eff orts could be made to ensure that 
information would be supplied by a “free and impartial press.” “To be free,” 
he argued, meant that the press had to be “free from undue political and 
economic pressures. . . . Th e Libel Law and other terms of the Press Law 
must not be applied selectively.” In this instance, one might argue that be-
ing democratic became a performance on two levels: fi rst at the level of the 
qāt chew itself, and second at the level of who could mobilize the “ correct” 
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understanding of democracy for the UN representative. Th e fact that there 
was a need to follow up on the UN qāt chew (and in English) suggests 
that democratic meanings are also being contested and constituted in and 
through public-oriented qāt chew discussions (perhaps especially when 
that public is a judging eye from outside Yemen).39 As in the United States 
or elsewhere, democracy (al-dimuqrāt․iyya) has multiple meanings in Ye-
men. It can be used to describe contested elections, to advocate for radical 
redistributions of income (as in democracy means fundamental equality), 
or to designate “rule of the people” (which, in turn, may imply an organic, 
corporate notion, as in the former People’s Democratic Republic of Ye-
men, or a substantive representational view stressing accountability, fair-
ness, and/or participation in politics). As should be evident, however, I 
am less interested in this chapter in democracy as a category of practice 
in Yemen, and more focused on its analytic utility for describing the work 
that qāt chews do while highlighting the limits certain scholarly defi nitions 
of the term have had for our understandings of politics.

Informal qāt chews often grapple with similar topics and have public-
making eff ects but without the long speeches or letter writing follow-ups 
of some formal gatherings. Informal chews also tend to permit everyone to 
speak and be heard. Several topics are discussed during the course of the 
gathering, questions can be entertained spontaneously, and the host rarely 
intervenes to structure the conversation or mediate among participants. 
For example, during a qāt chew the day before the one UN guests attended, 
members of the Islamic party, al-Is․lāh․, gave an account of their own diffi  cul-
ties working as journalists (March 2004). A bit of background is necessary: 
Sa‘īd Th ābit had been detained for two days after fi ling a report about an 
alleged assassination attempt against President S․ālih․’s eldest son, Ah․mad. 
Th ābit, 39, works for Quds News Agency, is a member of al-Is․lāh․, and is 
deputy secretary of the syndicate of Yemeni journalists. During the chew 
(March 2004), he recounted how he had been returning from mosque on 
Friday, March 12, with his three-year-old son when agents from the Political 
Security Organization (PSO) “kidnapped” him. He narrated how the intelli-
gence offi  cers refused to let him bring his son home, how numerous preemi-
nent lawyers off ered to defend him, and how over three hundred journalists 
came to court, some marching with tape across their mouths, as if gagged. 
(Images of gagged journalists protesting Th ābit’s incarceration got ample 
coverage in local newspapers and affi  rmed journalists’ solidarity with the ac-
cused. Th e court proceedings were also reported in newspapers and became 
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the subject of multiple qāt chew conversations.)40 Th e prosecution charged 
that Th ābit “published false information with the aim of destabilizing the 
safety and peace of the country,” a charge Th ābit has denied, of course.

By the time I arrived in Yemen, Th ābit’s arrest was old news, so the 
conversation about the event was short, motivated by my presence and by 
the informal conditions of the chew. Th e discussion then moved on to the 
recent elections in the Journalist Syndicate, by all accounts the most fair 
and free elections to be held in years.41 According to one Islamic activist 
in the qāt chew:

Th e younger reformers among both the ruling party and the opposition 
were able to work together to change the character of an organization 
that had previously been riddled with the regime’s old guard. . . . First 
there was a heated debate at the conference. At the previous conference 
in 1999 delegates were sent; this time about nine hundred people at-
tended, all of whom were journalists, many of whom had a stake in put-
ting together a syndicate that could represent the concerns of journalists 
who care about upholding press freedoms and about having a syndicate 
that worked as a civil society organization should. People crossed party 
lines to vote for the people they felt were most qualifi ed. During the 
conference there was an attempt to allot seven out of the twelve seats to 
GPC people, but this attempt was defeated.

I asked: “How could the government allow a fair and free election in the 
syndicate to happen?” And he responded: “Th e fact that many members 
of the GPC also wanted a more vibrant, independently minded syndicate 
mattered a lot.” Another person from al-Is․lāh․ added: “Th is event refl ects 
our long thirst (ta‘at․t․ushanā al-t․awīl) to win elections. Half of the seats 
in the Central Council of the syndicate went to the opposition and three 
of the people from the GPC whom we wanted won as well.” Th e conversa-
tion then moved on to the upcoming American elections and George W. 
Bush’s chances of winning and fi nally, albeit tentatively, to the question 
of how diffi  cult it was for political parties to acknowledge internal prob-
lems. “Now the YSP has an easier time doing that,” remarked one mem-
ber of al-Is․lāh․. “Sayf S․āyil and ‘Abd al-Ghanī [two members of the YSP’s 
politburo] can do that, but it’s harder for al-Is․lāh․—maybe because we are 
more powerful. . . . We, too, are nevertheless constrained by propaganda. 
Whereas in the United States money limits what journalists can say, in Ye-
men it is the political parties.”
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Conversations range from the abstract to the concrete, from the mean-
ings of Yemeni-ness to date palm cultivation problems in H․ ad․ramawt. As 
participants engage in dialogue with others, they sharpen some views and 
abandon others. In the course of a qāt chew on “culture and identity,” for 
example, one educated male Nās․irist began to change his mind about the 
ways in which people diff ered from one another. Whereas before he had 
thought about identities as ascriptive, or “vertical”—“imposed on people 
so that they do not have a choice, because they do not choose their fami-
lies, tribes, or nationalities”—in the course of the conversation he began to 
consider some identities as more chosen, or “horizontal.” He argued that 
the former vision was a “traditional” one, whereas a sense of horizontal 
identities was “modern.” Contrary to a pan-nationalist vision held by his 
Nās․irist colleagues in which Arab-ness is often construed in primordial or 
essentialist terms, he began to think aloud about the ways in which distinc-
tions considered to be essential could be provisional and strategic rather 
than always already there: “Juxtaposed to distinctions that are vertical are 
those that are horizontal, whose bases are moral and cultural . . . and what 
importantly distinguishes them is that we choose them by our will and 
with awareness” (January 2002). Th e critical point here is not whether his 
statements were true or false, but rather that he experienced the insight as 
revelatory for his politics. As he reiterated in a subsequent letter to me:

My words were an important announcement for me; they announced 
the liberation of my thinking. I had thought that the signifi cance of such 
discussions about identity was symbolic for me, but I found that the con-
versation was extremely important as a basis for my discussions about 
a war against Iraq, about the issue of Palestine—that the example of a 
horizontal, humanitarian distinction off ered more important and power-
ful support for my positions than an appeal to a vertical, given identity 
[such as Arab origins]. (March 8, 2003)

Qāt chews can occasion refl ection and revelation. Th ey provide a home 
for politicized debate, for entertaining competing perspectives, for dis-
cussing the question of “what shall we do,” and for thinking collectively 
about issues of power and responsibility. Th ey correspond, in some ways, 
to Arendt’s notion of the political (1958), whereby people join together and 
cultivate their capacity for action. Th e “public” of the qāt chew is thus not 
simply a social category but also an existential one (Dietz 1995), a par-
ticular context for personhood through which participants stage scenes of 
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“self-disclosure” and make worlds in common (Warner 2002, 59). Put dif-
ferently, qāt chews in which politics come to the fore are also occasions for 
personal performances of courage and eloquence. Th ey are moments of 
self-fashioning, interpretation, and revelation in which participants stake 
out and deliberate positions, defi ne themselves for others, and take friends 
and foes, leaders and peers to task.

Whereas for Habermas the fi ction of free and equal individuals defi nes 
the public sphere and distinguishes it from other spaces and forms of activ-
ity, in Yemen it is the multiclass, peaceful nature of political debate that dis-
tinguishes public spheres from other worlds where violence is the ultimate 
arbiter and force is privately held. Yemeni political subjectivity remains hi-
erarchical in the sense that people are self-conscious about socially stratifi ed 
familial relationships, occupations, and reputations—all of which may fi nd 
expression in the seating arrangements at qāt chew gatherings. But politi-
cal subjectivity within the qāt chew also entails an expectation of openness 
to a variety of political views and people. Political subjectivity in qāt chews 
emerges out of the commitment to verbal disagreement and the (tempo-
rary) foreswearing of the use of violence to accomplish political ends. Qāt 
chew gatherings thus foster personal accountability and at the same time 
provide a forum for challenging conventional wisdoms. If not a guarantee 
of consensus, they provide an awareness of the diverse ways in which any 
particular political problem might be seen and solved imaginatively.

To summarize thus far: In Yemen, qāt chews are sites of active political 
argument where issues of accountability, citizenship, and contemporary af-
fairs can be negotiated.42 Although the proliferation of such meetings can 
be historically situated in changes of capital accumulation in the oil boom 
period of the 1970s, neither the bust period of the 1980s nor the constric-
tion of formal electoral politics after the civil war of 1994 has diminished the 
frequency or diluted the content of these gatherings. Th e persistence of qāt 
chew gatherings as sites for animated political debate suggests that they do 
not depend strictly on those historical conditions to exist; that people, hav-
ing discovered such public sphere activities, fi nd them valuable and there-
fore persist in reproducing them; and that tangible problems are handled 
by means of them.43 In the North, there is a long-standing history of con-
sultative, participatory politics in which public meetings were also occa-
sions for the authority of “tribal” leaders to be evaluated (Carapico 1998; 
Dresch 1990, 1993, 2000; Caton 1990; see Comaroff  and Comaroff  1997 for 
a similar phenomenon in Botswana).44 Th e presence of cooperative local 
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development projects in the 1970s similarly testifi ed to the workings of “civil 
society” in the absence of state institutions capable of delivering goods and 
services (Carapico 1998). Th e conditions for substantive discourses about 
governance have existed both inside and outside of the regime for years. 
Unsatisfactory conditions encourage radical critiques, and qāt chews are 
one particularly widespread site where such criticisms are expressed, chal-
lenged, and refi ned.

Th ese everyday practices of political participation operate in a context 
in which, since the civil war, the electoral process has come to be seen by 
many ordinary citizens, at least until recently, as a way of containing popu-
list politics, rather than enabling its expression (Wedeen 2003). Yet qāt 
chews are also a key place where people are able to exchange conceptions 
of fair and free elections, while also deliberating about how to respond 
to the rigging. Th at exchange and deliberation are the very substance of 
both the development and practice of democracy. Debates may focus on 
registration infractions (September 2002), the trials and tribulations of 
running candidates (March 2001, September 2002), the effi  cacy of distrib-
uting goods to constituencies (March 2001, September 2002), the moral 
obligations of voters who receive goods in expected return for their sup-
port (September 2000), the current limitations of decentralization (March 
2004, September 2004), and the nature of what counts as a compelling 
political message or a political program worth endorsing (September 1999, 
January 2001, September 2002). Przeworski et al., while recognizing such 
conversations as political, would regard them as irrelevant to how democ-
racy gets defi ned. In contrast, a less minimalist understanding of democ-
racy would think of these debates as themselves constitutive of democracy, 
as an instantiation of the “deliberative genesis and justifi cation of public 
policy in political and civil public spaces” (Cohen 1998).

It may also be true that actors who are at odds avoid violence by taking 
part in qāt chew conversations: talking in qāt gatherings may function as 
diplomacy does in international relations, by helping people to work out 
disputes, keep aware of threats, and register changes in status.45 In this 
view, qāt chews operate to alleviate uncertainty about intentions that might 
otherwise overwhelm good will and cause violence, especially in situations 
where the population is as armed as Yemen’s is. Th is may be an important 
social function of qāt chewing, but it is not, strictly speaking, a democratic 
one. Th e democratic nature of qāt chews stems from the kind of political 
subject formation that takes place through the practice of discussion and 
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deliberation in public. In other words, the political activity of discussing 
and deliberating is part of what a democrat does. Such conversations are 
themselves predicated on the expectation of argument and disagreement, 
on what Arendt called a politics of “unique distinctness” (Arendt 1958, 176), 
in which a person’s speech can be a revelatory form of action in its own 
right. In the Yemeni context, qāt chews are an instantiation of this Arend-
tian politics of collective action and revelatory discussion in which Haber-
masian norms of “egalitarian reciprocity” (Benhabib 1992) fi nd expression 
in each agent’s ability to speak and be heard. At the same time, participants 
are aware of themselves and others as beings whose identities are assumed 
(by participants) to be coherent, related to others hierarchically, and “al-
ways already there.” Or to put it diff erently, the possibilities for performa-
tive action and egalitarian reciprocity exist within socially constructed 
classifi cations and identifi cations, which are not natural states, qualities, 
or properties, but rather provisionally settled forms of categorization and 
affi  liation—and themselves the subject of qāt chew debates.

Th e regime tolerates critical discursive activity generated through 
qāt chews if only because it is unable to suppress it, and meanwhile uses 
some aspects of the practice to its advantage. Th e regime, for example, 
may benefi t from the information-rich environments that qāt chews af-
ford. Th e practice makes it easy for the regime to keep tabs on who might 
be interested in challenging the regime violently. President ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh 
S․ālih․ himself often calls members of the political elite from a variety of 
political tendencies after a qāt chew ends to fi nd out what the topics of 
conversations were, who held which positions, and what, if anything, was 
potentially politically subversive. Indeed, members of the political opposi-
tion tend to interpret the president’s subsequent speeches as testimonies 
both to his knowledge of current conversations and his relative approval 
or disapproval of positions taken by participants in a qāt chew gathering. 
For example, on the occasion commemorating the fortieth anniversary of 
the North’s “revolution” of September 26, 1962, President S․ālih․ castigated 
some of the opposition’s political parties for “loitering in front of foreign 
embassies.”46 Some members of the opposition interpreted this attack as a 
veiled reference to a well-attended qāt chew conversation the day before, 
September 25, 2002, in which several politicians had voiced their quali-
fi ed support for American intervention in Iraq. Arguing on the grounds of 
Saddam Hussein’s brutality and the possibilities for democratic transfor-
mations in the region, members of the opposition raised the question of 
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whether Iraq would be better under American occupation or under Hus-
sein. Th e point is not that S․ālih․ was, in fact, referring to this qāt chew, but 
that participants could plausibly expect him to, and could even name those 
who would potentially inform.

In general, qāt chews as an institutionalized everyday practice can serve 
both ruler and ruled, providing an authoritarian regime with crucial in-
formation, while giving ordinary individuals and an organized opposition 
more freedom than they would enjoy in other authoritarian circumstances. 
Th e “off -equilibrium” or destabilizing dimension of this information rich-
ness is that it should, and does, promote collective action against the re-
gime under certain conditions. More important, collective action for or 
against a regime obviously requires prior discussions and deliberation. Qāt 
chews are sites where that discussion takes place, independent of more or 
less closed party councils. Most signifi cant for our purposes here (and in-
dependent of issues concerning regime domination or citizen resistance), 
forms of political inclusiveness and temporary equality based on the com-
monality of shared concerns, disclosed in interaction with others, would 
seem to be part of what democracy means. Politically functional approxi-
mations of public spheres exist independently of Habermas’s historical 
derivation of “the public sphere” from bourgeois private experience. Pub-
lic sphere activities, moreover, exist without inventing a universal subject 
(brought about by expressing those private experiences in and to a public). 
But the debates and discourses of these gatherings (even the most formal 
and elite ones) are disseminated, through networks of acquaintances and 
visitation chains, to hundreds and thousands of additional chews, as well 
as to other minipublics. Th ese publics thereby produce some of the condi-
tions for nation-ness, circumstances in which embodied, concrete citizens 
are able to imagine that they are engaged in conversations that are simul-
taneously being discussed elsewhere in Yemen, and perhaps to conceive of 
their lives as shared with anonymous, specifi cally Yemeni, others.

part four : 
conclusion

Although the classical Habermasian understanding of the public sphere 
may need to be shed of a distorting element of Eurocentrism to emerge 
in fully useful form, large-N studies such as Przeworski et al.’s leave out 
dimensions of lived experiences that are vital to any adequate concept of 
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democracy. It nevertheless remains worthwhile to consider why everyday 
practices of political debate (and sometimes of an oppositional conscious-
ness) do not seem to lead to contested elections in which outcomes are 
procedurally uncertain and the ruling party cedes power. Here large-N 
studies can help us explain why certain countries are less likely to experi-
ence enduring contested electoral arrangements.47 In other words, large-
N studies may identify constraints within which nonelectoral democratic 
practices are confi ned.

Przeworski and Limongi (1997), for example, fi nd that although it is im-
possible to explain what triggers a transition to elections, wealthy countries 
are more likely than poor ones to maintain such a system once it is put in 
place. Carles Boix’s Democracy and Redistribution (2003; see also 2001) 
provides a theory of why this is so. Following in the tradition of Barrington 
Moore and of rentier-state arguments, Boix considers variables such as 
initial levels of inequality, the distribution of assets and the demands for 
redistribution, and the types of capital (mobile or not-so-mobile) that help 
to determine whether political elites will or will not favor competitive elec-
tions.48 Boix fi nds that in circumstances of low capital mobility the owners 
of capital are motivated to resist democratic control of the state. Immobile 
capital cannot be moved elsewhere, which gives voters an incentive to im-
pose heavy taxes. In other words, holders of fi xed capital, such as oil wells, 
agricultural products, and mines, will invest considerable eff ort in block-
ing contested elections, since the costs of not doing so are so high (Boix 
2001, 16; see an elaboration of this argument in Boix 2003).

Th us, high per capita income is related to contested elections only to 
the extent that the former resides in mobile kinds of capital. High-income 
countries that base their prosperity on fi xed natural resources, such as oil 
or diamonds or sugar, are liable to remain authoritarian (Boix 2001, 20; 
2003). Lacking the ability to transfer their assets elsewhere, fi xed asset-
holding elites cannot cede political control (in the form of voting rights) 
to the poor without being left vulnerable to demands for redistribution 
and expropriation. In this view, dictatorships are the “direct consequence 
of a strong concentration of fi xed natural resources” (Boix 2001, 21).49 
With regard to types of capital and to poverty indices, Yemen’s chances of 
sustaining electoral arrangements prove low. Yemen is one of the poorest 
countries in the world, with a gross domestic product per capita of ap-
proximately US 537, ranking it 165th out of 177 countries, and a popula-
tion growth rate of anywhere from 2.7 to 3.5 percent per year.50 About 42 
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percent of all households live below the poverty line, and poor countries 
seem to be correlated with dictatorships (World Bank Report 2002).51 As 
noted in chapter 1, illiteracy rates among men reach 50 percent and among 
women approximate 70 percent—among the highest globally. A modest 
level of oil production has been the most important contributor to GDP, 
economic growth, fi scal revenues, exports, and foreign exchange earnings 
in the 1990s and early 2000s (World Bank Report 2002; World Bank, Ye-
men Economic Monitoring Update, 2004). And although supplies are di-
minishing, oil remains the chief source of revenue for the regime.

Yemen did undergo a brief transition to fair and free elections upon 
unifi cation in 1990. Before 1991, when labor migrants were expelled en 
masse from Saudi Arabia, Yemen’s chief source of revenues derived from 
labor remittances (Chaudhry 1997). Although poverty was acute, the gap 
between rich and poor was not nearly as pronounced or as apparent as it 
has come to be since the civil war. It is possible, then, to suggest that the 
conditions of inequality and a reliance on fi xed capital that obtain in Ye-
men today were not as characteristic of the immediate unifi cation period. 
As discussed in the fi rst chapter, an impetus for unifi cation came from 
reform-minded politicians in the former socialist South who pressed for 
a unifi ed democratic polity, in part as a way of saving the party from addi-
tional civil wars. Th e “transition” to contested elections might be explained 
by the combined infl uence of these immediate pactlike concerns and the 
structural conditions that made elections seem desirable. Boix’s argument 
helps us understand why fair and free elections were diffi  cult to sustain, 
given the prevalence of variables such as poverty, inequality, and a reliance 
on fi xed capital that tends to undermine these prospects.

Yet if rentier-state-type arguments suggest why elections are hard to 
maintain in places such as Yemen, seemingly correctly between 1999 and 
2006, then they are less able to explain qualifi ed reversals such as the one 
represented by the 2006 presidential campaign. Th is historical variation 
is the product in large part of victories generated through ongoing skir-
mishes between a loyal opposition and an entrenched regime. Currently 
in Yemen, such renegotiations of political power are happening on a faster 
timescale than changes in the variables, such as oil revenues, that Boix 
tracks. In other words, democratic activism can turn into expectations on 
the levels both of average citizens and political elites, and these expecta-
tions, at least in a place where an armed populace limits state control, may 
encourage, and are certainly not inconsistent with, electoral concessions 
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by an authoritarian regime. Large-N studies, then, may aid us in explain-
ing the presence or absence of competitive elections over time, but they 
may be less helpful in thinking through why a regime like Yemen’s is as 
democratic as it is in both electoral and substantive representational terms 
(Wedeen 2003b), or in identifying vibrant forms of debate and disagree-
ment that produce creative, contestatory publics in the absence of fair and 
free elections.

An analysis of qāt chew conversations enriches our understandings of 
politics in at least two additional ways. First, the example of qāt gather-
ings raises important distinctions between democratic practices and lib-
eral values. Second and relatedly, qāt chews invite theorizing the work 
performative practices do rather than focusing attention on the values to 
which individuals subscribe. Most Yemenis are not strictly speaking liber-
als, if “liberalism” means “religious indiff erence” (Krämer 1997, 80) or im-
plies individual autonomy, to take two possible examples.52 Th e content of 
conversations often betrays illiberal ideas—desires for a regime like Saudi 
Arabia’s that delivers resources, the pining for a return of the socialist 
People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen, the necessity of protecting qis․ās․ 
(or the individual’s right to avenge a family member’s death by killing the 
murderer) independent of a court ruling. Some Yemenis are liberals in the 
sense that they champion pluralism, assume the centrality of individual 
autonomy, respect or believe in tolerating religious diff erences, and utilize 
moral vocabularies and expressions of entitlement that share important 
characteristics with liberal formulations of democratic institution building 
(such as the rule of law, the separation of powers, and respect for human 
rights). But others do not. It is possible to argue that qāt chews are the 
occasion for performing an explicitly democratic subjectivity—one that 
relishes deliberation—but it does not follow that such occasions necessar-
ily produce explicitly liberal debates or forms of personhood.

Th ese conceptual distinctions raise important theoretical questions, 
such as whether public sphere practices help to generate a regime in which 
procedures ensure fair and free elections. Here I have argued that there is a 
range of valuable scholarly activity to pursue without thinking about the in-
strumental value of qāt chews for contested elections. In the same way that 
political scientists such as John Waterbury (1994) or Stathis Kalyvas (1998) 
have argued that a democratic regime (by which they mean a regime com-
mitted to procedural, contested elections) does not need democrats, I want 
to argue that the existence of identifi ably democratic practices does not 
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necessarily imply the making of a democratic regime (however defi ned). 
Th e example of Yemen may show that there is no necessary relationship 
either historically or theoretically between agonistic disagreement, lively 
debate, rational-critical thinking, temporary equality, and revelatory poli-
tics, on the one hand, and either elections or liberal values, on the other. In 
short, democrats can exist without procedural democracy. Democracy (in 
substantive representational terms) may not even need the ballot box. And 
identifying democrats has less to do with specifying the values inhering in 
particular groups and more to do with recognizing the kind of work perfor-
mances of democracy do.

Qāt chews may ultimately help to produce the kind of citizen or subject 
conducive to fair and free elections. Surely debates about elections—both 
abstract debates about the merits of such a system and concrete discussions 
about particular elections—are part of the content of conversations during 
election campaigns, even elections that are overtly rigged. Nevertheless, in 
this chapter I have been more intent on drawing attention to the practices 
of deliberation, the observable work the performance does rather than the 
inner values people hold. Th is is not to argue that values are not impor-
tant or that electoral institutions do not matter. In the chapter I question 
what we might want to regard as democratic, while also focusing on the 
mechanisms by which such an expanded view of democracy gets instanti-
ated in the everyday practice of qāt chew work. Th ere are two implications 
for defi nitions of democracy. First, a suitable defi nition of democracy needs 
to include aspects of substantive representation ignored in the minimalist 
view, such as citizen participation, modes of continual accountability, and 
informed publics whose participants engage in lively deliberation and criti-
cism. Second, and very diff erently: we may want to avoid thinking about 
democracy as a “thing” at all, or a label that we affi  x to a state, but rather 
focus instead on the existence or absence of democratic practices.

An interpretive approach need not romanticize these forms of politi-
cal practice or imply their durability. Technological innovations such as 
the introduction and widespread accessibility of cell phones may end up 
unsettling the structure of qāt chews, making them less sustained and co-
herently deliberative than they have typically been. Television too has been 
gradually introduced into some qāt gatherings, with consequences for the 
kinds of interactions and depth of conversations pursued among people 
who used to gather in the absence of its seductions. Th e quality and inten-
sity of political experience within a qāt chew also depends in part on the 
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individuals who run them. To the extent that a generation of politicized 
(primarily) men saw it as their duty as citizens to address what René Char, 
in the context of the French Resistance, called the real “aff airs of the coun-
try,” the death of these men—by assassination, illness, and war—may make 
the imaginings of political action and the concerted deliberations about 
self-rule all the more elusive.53 U.S. interventions in domestic Yemeni af-
fairs, dramatized by the coordinated Yemeni-U.S. killing of an alleged 
al-Qā‘ida leader, “Abū ‘Alī” al-H․ ārithī, in November 2002, may also under-
mine the vibrancy of these gatherings—if not directly through the shor-
ing up of state capacities to control populations, then indirectly through 
the short-term violence such interventions unleash. Th e state’s inability to 
monopolize violence may have chilling eff ects as well, if its failure to pro-
tect citizens makes them particularly vulnerable for what they say.

As we have seen, qāt chew conversations are reiterated publicly in news-
paper accounts and mosque sermons, as well as in private conversations 
among friends and government informants. Sometimes views expressed in 
intellectuals’ conferences or through civil society organizations are initially 
“tried out” in qāt chew contexts; and often issues dealt with formally in a 
conference are pursued further in afternoon qāt sessions, thereby making 
citizens accountable (and vulnerable) to multiple publics. If political as-
sassinations—of “loyal” opposition members (such as Jār Allāh ‘Umar), of 
insurrectionary fi gures (such as al-H․ ārithī), and of regime offi  cials (such 
as perhaps is the case in the 2003 car accident of the ruling party’s Yah․yā 
al-Mutawakkil)—become a preferred mode of political expression, then 
the instances of public sphere activity are likely to atrophy, as the openness 
and accessibility of deliberative political life retreats into the shadows of 
death and uncertainty. As of the time of this writing, such dark visions of 
silenced politicians and stifl ed discourse have, happily, not come to pass. 
On the contrary, there seems to be renewed political activism and novel 
forms of contestation at present, some of which fi nd expression in legally 
sanctioned organizations and practices while others have led, as we shall 
see in the next chapter, to outright violence.
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c h a p t e r  f o u r

P R A C T I C I N G  P I E T Y , 
S U M M O N I N G  G R O U P S

D isorder  a s  Control

On June 18, 2004, the Yemeni police arrested and temporarily detained ap-
proximately 640 followers of the self-identifi ed Zaydī (Shī‘ī) cleric H․ usayn 
Badr al-Dīn al-H․ ūthī in front of the Grand Mosque in S․an‘ā’.1 Th e regime’s 
assault on al-H․ ūthī’s organization, Believing Youth (Shabāb al-Mu’minīn), 
began in earnest several days later in S․a‘da, an arid, northwestern prov-
ince on the border with Saudi Arabia. (S․a‘da was the original center of the 
imamate, an imamic holdout during North Yemen’s fi rst civil war [1967–70] 
after its “revolution” of 1962, and the current heartland of Zaydī activism.) 
Men blocked the governor of S․a‘da’s passage into the Mārān region of the 
province, and the governor responded by returning to the area with mili-
tary reinforcements. Over the next year alone, government offi  cials claim 
that 525 soldiers and civilians were killed and 2,708 wounded.2 Al-H․ ūthī’s 
own death occurred in an on-the-spot execution in the mountains of S․a‘da. 
Having been bombed out of the cave where he and his family were hiding —
a scene described by some as a “direct reference to Imām al-H․ usayn’s mar-
tyrdom” in 680 CE—al-H․ ūthī was reportedly shot at point-blank range by 
a Yemeni from the South. Whether the southerner in question pulled the 
trigger or not, the signifi cance of the executioner’s alleged regional iden-
tity was not lost on politicized Yemenis. Many saw the move as a way of 
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simultaneously signifying the growing collaboration of southerners with 
the northern-dominated regime, the regime’s purported commitment to 
the Shāfi ‘ī (Sunnī) majority in both North and South, and southern Shāfi ‘īs 
distrust of Zaydī (Shī‘ī) “sayyids.” (Recall that Zaydīs claim direct descent 
from the Prophet through his daughter Fāt․ima and her husband ‘Alī.) Th e 
image of al-H․ ūthī’s blood-spattered head made front page news in the re-
gime’s daily newspaper, al-Th awra, and other newspapers followed suit. 
Th e fi ghting subsided in the aftermath of his death, only to resume when 
al-H․ ūthī’s elderly father, Badr al-Dīn al-H․ ūthī (a well-respected scholar of 
Zaydism who took over the leadership of Believing Youth when his son 
was killed), returned to S․a‘da from failed negotiations with President S․ālih․ 
in March 2005. Badr al-Dīn’s followers, estimated at anywhere from one 
thousand to three thousand people,3 claim that the government reneged 
on promises to release prisoners and to stop pursuing suspects; govern-
ment offi  cials argue that Badr al-Dīn was granted immunity. Whatever the 
case, fi ghting recommenced when a police station and a military vehicle 
were attacked on March 28, 2005. Neighboring areas of S․a‘da then wit-
nessed the spread of fi ghting, which extended even to isolated grenade 
attacks in the capital. As of this writing in 2008, clashes continue to occur, 
despite periodic cease-fi re agreements.

As we shall see, the al-H․ ūthī confl ict brings into bold relief how conven-
tional scholarly categories of analysis diff erentiating Islamists from non-
 Islamists, Sunnīs from Shī‘a, tribal fault lines from urban ones, and regional 
allegiances from one another and from transnational ties often fail to ex-
plain why political solidarities (and confl icts) take the forms they do. Using 
the example of Believing Youth, I consider how a range of cross-cutting 
issues—personal disputes, divergent scriptural interpretations of Islam, 
self-proclaimed “tribal” interests, incomplete state control of violence, and 
opposition to global issues such as the U.S. “war on terror”—combine to 
create and refresh political loyalties, thereby intensifying claims of “group-
ness,” which themselves may be simultaneously national and pious. By fo-
cusing specifi cally on how heterogeneous Islamic social movements have 
evolved in the context of modern nation-state formation, moreover, in this 
chapter I reveal the diverse tangle of activities and concerns, movements, 
and debates underlying contemporary Islamic political practices.

My approach in this chapter in order to tackle these matters is “con-
structivist,” by which I mean the following: First, understanding how politi-
cal solidarities are constituted requires specifying the historical conditions 
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permitting  categories of group affi  liation to make sense. In doing so, we need 
to be sensitive to the ways in which the meanings of categories and their 
importance change over time and according to circumstance. Second, the 
categories with which we are concerned here are relational. Th at is, group 
identifi cations exist in relation to other group identifi cations. In the U.S. 
context, for example, we may say that there is really no such thing as black-
ness independent of whiteness, just as the category Sunnī acquires mean-
ing in relationship to the category Shī‘ī. Th ird and relatedly, categories such 
as black and white or Sunnī and Shī‘ī exist within distinct political orders. 
Th ese orders are themselves reproduced and maintained, in part, through 
category-based knowledge. Th is knowledge is invoked and reiterated in the 
promulgation of laws; created and upheld through the classifi cations under-
lying the operation of specifi c state institutions or the strategies of particular 
regimes, or both; summoned into being and sustained through the work of 
intellectuals, clerics, and rhetoricians; and performed in the routine trans-
mission of everyday norms and practices. Th e deployment of categories can 
be generative without being totalizing. Categories have the capacity to de-
fi ne aspects of selfhood while foreclosing others, even though no category 
exhausts the ways in which people view themselves or act politically.

Fourth, in political science most specifi cally, despite the lip service paid 
to the importance of constructivist arguments—to the recognition that 
“identities” are multiple, contextual, fl exible, and strategically deployed—
the demands of macro-level work often compel practitioners to abandon 
these constructivist commitments in the interests of scientifi c testing. 
Identity categories end up being fi xed and static; they are often rendered 
ahistorical, transhistorical, monolithic, or primordial, whatever the pro 
forma assertions to the contrary.4 Part of my aim in this chapter is to dem-
onstrate the relationship between concepts of group affi  liation, such as 
ethnicity or religion or tribe or nation, and the styles of social scientifi c 
reasoning that stabilize them.5 As Wittgenstein (1958) teaches us, what we 
do is inextricably connected to our descriptions, to the concepts and other 
language available to us to describe our activity (see also Anscombe 2000; 
Hacking 1986). By showing how categories work in Yemen, I hope to of-
fer both a persuasive critique of social scientifi c labeling and to suggest 
new possibilities for conceptualizing political identifi cations. I also intend 
to underscore the importance organizations, category-based knowledge, 
and regime strategies play in conditioning, even at times “making” (in Ian 
Hacking’s phrase) people and groups.
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An additional aim of this chapter is to use the case of Yemen to sug-
gest that regimes can rely on spaces of disorder as a mode of reproducing 
their rule. Maintaining domains of disorder as a way of exercising control 
may not be a self-conscious or optimal strategy, but it has its own logic 
and effi  cacies for regime survival.6 Whereas political science and policy-
 relevant literatures on “state failure” presuppose a regime’s incentives to 
build state institutions, I argue that a regime’s interests in survival can be 
at odds with processes of state formation—with the political will to mo-
nopolize violence and control territory.7 Specifi c institutional weaknesses 
that scholars are quick to identify with “state failure” may, in fact, signal a 
regime’s successful adaptation to circumstances, enabling it to endure. To 
study group formation in this context, I thus put Foucault’s political theory 
into conversation with conventional political science approaches to gover-
nance. Foucault traces how power works in excess of the state, operating 
through discursive processes that suff use all aspects of life. Power passes 
through institutional as well as micro spaces of health, education, science, 
theories of language, and ordinary communication. I use this perspective 
without asserting exaggerated coherence or epistemic integration, as some 
Foucauldians are wont to do.8

Th e phrase “divide and rule” generally refers to strategies that keep a 
regime’s opponents from becoming united.9 Th e problem with such well-
established understandings, however, is that the groups to be divided and 
ruled are almost always portrayed as given. Descriptions of “divided soci-
eties” are rife in social science literatures, with the terms “divide and rule” 
presupposing the very affi  liations that ought to be investigated. Categories 
may or may not originate with a particular regime, but they can be ex-
ploited by it, thereby helping to reproduce spaces of disorder that are a 
form of rule in their own right. In this vein, I am not making an argument 
based on notions of strategic calculation alone, although such strategizing 
is undoubtedly important. I am also suggesting that what regime actors 
see as viable political policies can have deeper consequences than regime 
leaders or those “divided” realize. How the regime recognizes whom to 
divide, and the extent to which those acts of recognition themselves invest 
divisions with political salience are crucial dimensions of political contes-
tation and group making. Th e al-H․ ūthī story is thus about disagreement 
over what is going on, but also about who or what makes a viable group, 
with actors struggling to have their interpretation of events, people, and 
piety accepted as true.
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I pursue the arguments above by splitting the chapter into two unequal 
parts. Part 1, on “categories and confl ict,” provides readers with back-
ground on the confl ict; it then focuses on classifi cations of particular sa-
lience in Yemen, specifying how the debates and organizations associated 
with the terms Sunnī, Shī‘ī, salaf ī, and “tribe” not only index important 
communities of argument but produce these communities anew. Th is 
section ends by discussing the role the regime plays in promoting both 
group solidarities and political disorder. Based on the empirical fi ndings 
and theoretical arguments made in the fi rst section, part 2 concludes with 
some additional, general lessons for social science. I concentrate here on 
the problems inherent in using notions such as “in-group” and “out-group,” 
“social distance,” or “cultural diff erence”; I underscore the diff erence be-
tween putative membership and actual belief or commitment; and I build 
on recent work to consider possible intersections between local cleavages 
and political-ethical claims.

politic al identific ations in yemen: 
on c ategories and conflic t

Th e reasons for the initial confl ict and its escalation into a violent and 
persisting showdown between the regime and al-H․ ūthī’s followers remain 
unclear. Th e various speculations by Yemeni citizens and Western scholars 
are themselves signifi cant, however, in exemplifying how political projects 
and personal relationships are intertwined, how organizations and catego-
ries work together to summon groups into existence, and how affi  liations 
shift over time. Th ere were rumors that the initial confrontation was due 
to local acrimony between the governor of S․a‘da and the men who pre-
vented his passage, a confrontation that was exacerbated by a personal 
falling out between al-H․ ūthī and President S․ālih․. Some Yemenis contend 
that the confl ict escalated when al-H․ ūthī was able to galvanize support 
from the self-identifi ed tribe of al-Razzāmī, which was allegedly being sup-
ported fi nancially by Bakīl, the rival to the president’s own tribal confed-
eration of H․ āshid. Some claimed that military personnel fi ghting on behalf 
of the government were actually shooting fellow soldiers and marking 
their allegiance to al-H․ ūthī with secret signs, thereby sustaining the con-
fl ict.  Others saw the battles as a product of the historical tensions among 
Zaydīs supportive of the defunct imamate, republicans who had fought 
in the revolution or were committed to the regime, and self- identifi ed 
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“salaf īs” (to be discussed below) within and outside of the regime whose 
scriptural interpretations of Islam diff ered markedly from those of Zaydī 
believers. In this view, the regime’s reaction registered President S․ālih․’s 
political commitments to salaf īs and amounted to an “assault on Zaydism.” 
Still others noted that it was al-H․ ūthī’s practice of encouraging his follow-
ers to engage in the Twelver Shī‘ī practice of al-hitāf, or slogan chanting 
(popular in Iran and in parts of Lebanon, but not in Yemen), that had par-
ticularly irked members of the regime.10 Some analysts of Yemeni politics 
attributed the regime’s reaction to reports that Believing Youth had used 
the forum of a regularly televised Friday sermon from the Great Mosque in 
S․an‘ā’ to display a banner in the background calling for “Death to America, 
Death to Israel” (Phillips 2005). Th ese latter accounts suggest that the war 
with al-H․ ūthī’s followers should also be seen in the context of the regime’s 
current, tenuous partnership with the United States and the local opposi-
tion this alliance generates.11

In its offi  cial statement on the events in S․a‘da, the ruling party claimed 
that al-H․ ūthī was attempting to “turn the wheels of time backward,” that 
he “lowered the fl ag of the republic and raised another particular to a party 
in a foreign country” (a clear reference, in the context of accusing al-H․ ūthī 
of Shī‘ī sectarianism, to H․ izb Allāh’s fl ag), and that al-H․ ūthī and his group 
were guilty of “storming the mosques by force” and “acting brutally against 
the mosques’ preachers.”12 In Manichean fashion, the statement portrayed 
the regime as the champion of the “national will” while painting al-H․ ūthī 
and his followers as sponsors of “denominational and sectarian dissension” 
(fi tna).13 ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh S․ālih․’s regime depicted its actions as a defense of all 
Yemenis against the particular denominational and historical assertions of 
Zaydīs who claim direct descent from the Prophet.

Although the president is nominally Zaydī and the regime is sometimes 
accused of promoting explicitly Zaydī interests at the expense of Shāfi ‘ī 
(Sunnī) ones, the regime’s rhetorical response lays claim to national gen-
erality, defi ning disorder in the narrowly national terms of sectarian dif-
ference. Such charges are not new, nor are they necessarily credible to 
everyone; but they do bespeak a long-standing hostility on the part of the 
ruling party toward Zaydī sayyids, who, as we saw in chapter 1, ruled (parts 
of ) the territory associated with North Yemen for a thousand years before 
the revolution of 1962. As is typical of nationalist discourses everywhere, 
moreover, the regime’s public justifi cations declared the nation-state to 
be under threat on two fronts: the fragmenting forces imperiling national 
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unity from within combined with attempts to undermine the nation-state’s 
sovereignty from without.

As the reference to H․ izb Allāh’s fl ag makes apparent, the regime’s por-
trayal of disorderly conduct also, and perhaps paradoxically, broadened 
the category of sectarian dissension to encompass the more transnational 
category of “Twelver Shī‘ism”14 to which Iranians and Lebanese Shī‘a also 
adhere. As fi ghting intensifi ed, the category Shī‘ī became ever more sa-
lient, with preeminent Shī‘ī fi gures such as the Grand Ayatollah H․ usayn 
‘Alī Montaz․erī of Iran coming to the defense of al-H․ ūthī’s beleaguered sup-
porters: “It is not acceptable that the Shī‘a be persecuted for their faith in a 
country which defi nes itself as Islamic” (cited in Phillips 2005, 3). Th e Iraqi 
cleric ‘Alī Sīstānī followed suit, accusing the Yemeni regime of waging a 
“politics of ethnic discrimination” (siyāsat al-tamayyuz al-‘uns․urī) against 
the Shī‘ī population.15

A historically entrenched discourse around oppression provided a ba-
sis not only for criticizing the current leadership but also for potentially 
justifying its overthrow. Al-H․ ūthī (as opposed to other Zaydī activists) 
propounded the principle of khurūj, or “coming out,” against oppressors 
and the ungodly, a theme that was central to speculations about al-H․ ūthī’s 
intent in challenging the president’s policies.16 Th e regime was thus able 
to charge Believing Youth with aspiring to reestablish the Zaydī imamate, 
an accusation that al-H․ ūthī’s father, Badr al-Dīn al-H․ ūthī, denied. Stating 
instead that his son H․ usayn was motivated by the need to “defend Islam,”17 
Badr al-Dīn nevertheless also conceded that the imamate was the “most 
preferable” system of government for Yemen if a “true and legitimate” imām 
could be found. As Sarah Phillips points out, the H․ ūthīs’ public denials of 
plans to reinstate the imamate were thus ambiguous. Acknowledging, in 
an interview with the newspaper al-Wasat․, that “any just believer” can rule 
the country, Badr al-Dīn refused to answer when asked further whether he 
considered S․ālih․ a legitimate ruler. He responded instead: “Don’t put me 
in a diffi  cult position.”18

Th e concept of khurūj evokes a moral dimension of political obliga-
tion rooted in the worthiness of the ruler, which the al-H․ ūthīs could use 
to galvanize support among some pious Zaydīs. But the ambiguity is also 
important, for documents such as H․ usayn al-H․ ūthī’s handwritten letter 
to President S․ālih․, published in translation in the Yemen Times, avoided 
explicit references to Zaydī doctrine, stressing instead the worldly domain 
of current international policy:19
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I have met with Mr. Ghalid Al-Moaid, my brother Yahya Badr Al-Deen, 
and Shiekh Al-Dahman and we talked about many issues, including 
your displeasure with me. Th is has astonished me since I am certain 
that I have done nothing that would have led to such a feeling. I do not 
work against you, I appreciate you and what you do tremendously, but 
what I do is my solemn national duty against the enemy of Islam and the 
community . . . America and Israel. I am by your side, so do not listen to 
hypocrites and provocateurs, and trust that I am more sincere and hon-
est to [sic] you than they are. When we meet, if God is willing, I will talk 
to you about matters that are of great concern to you all [sic]. Th e broth-
ers will explain to you about the details of my meeting with them.

Th e letter refl ects the personal relationship between the two men. It also 
suggests how the U.S. war on terror may have helped to exacerbate exist-
ing local tensions, placing S․ālih․ in a precarious position by forcing him to 
identify with unpopular U.S. policies. But perhaps most important, given 
the arguments of previous chapters, al-H․ ūthī also makes an appeal on be-
half of “the nation” and of “Islam.” Th e confl ict between al-H․ ūthī’s Believ-
ing Youth and the regime is itself a contest over the meaning of unjust 
authority, of one’s political obligations in relation to it, and the ways in 
which piety and politics are enmeshed through claims of the sort that the 
al-H․ ūthī confl ict both exemplifi es and reproduces. Th ese claims are medi-
ated through explicitly nationalist imaginings of a Yemeni people, invoked 
as part of a larger community of pious believers or umma. Notably, in this 
instance the nation and the umma are not mutually exclusive but are dif-
ferentiated from each other on the basis of scale.

In thinking about how nationalist and pious claims articulate, we need 
to keep in mind that stated commitments of national loyalty do not mean 
that people actually experience this allegiance, although they might. Feel-
ings of national solidarity, moreover, in no way imply a consensual under-
standing of what “the nation” means or whose policies best represent the 
interests of an abstract national citizenry. Similarly, there are many diff er-
ent kinds of Islamic politics and practices, and whoever ventures to en-
gage in or comment on them—whether politicians, scholars, or political 
activists—draws on concepts embedded in a historically evolving Islamic 
tradition (Asad 1986, 1993; Mahmood 2001, 2005; Hirschkind 2001, 2006). 
Tradition, in this sense, does not connote fi xed or frozen elements, exist-
ing outside of deliberation and confl ict. Tradition is instead constituted, 
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often in excess of intended eff ects, by “communities of debate through 
which concepts are developed and challenged in historical context” (Tam-
bar 2005; Mahmood 2005; Scott 1999; Asad 1986; MacIntyre 1981). Th is is 
why, as I argued in the introduction and in chapter 1, nationalism and piety 
can coalesce historically even if they presume diff erent and even contra-
dictory forms of collectivity.

Th inking about Islam as a historically evolving tradition has implica-
tions as well for the much-used label “Islamist.” Although the term may be 
helpful as shorthand for an organized Islamic politics as such, we have to 
be careful not to assume that it implies a monolith or that it suffi  ces to cap-
ture the wide variety of organizations, debates, and political commitments 
to which confl icts such as the al-H․ ūthī one refer. “Islamist” may be used 
to identify a political opposition against which the regime must defend 
itself. But this usage neglects the possibility of considerable overlap and 
crisscrossing alliances among members of the regime, political parties, 
and religious institutions of various sorts (see Mitchell 2002b; Agrama, 
n.d.). Parties on both sides of the struggle, to put it crudely, can reason-
ably be termed “Islamist.” Th e term also gives the impression of a strict 
separation between politics and piety, and that Islamists are those who 
make piety political.20 As Saba Mahmood points out, however, there are 
movements that serve to ground Islamic principles in the everyday prac-
tices of life, in which mosque lessons provide training in the strategies and 
skills that enable practitioners to comport themselves piously at all times. 
Th ese movements are political in the sense that they aspire to render all 
aspects of Muslims’ lives a means of realizing God’s will (Mahmood 2005, 
46–47). Islamic movements with various relationships to piety can also be 
viewed as political insofar as they renounce a privatized understanding of 
religion predicated on a separation between worldly and religious matters 
(47). Many of these movements do not seek to confront the political or-
der directly (either through disruptive conduct or through party politics) 
but rather envision that transformations in ordinary life can bring about 
changes in the sociopolitical order. Th ese changes require that ordinary 
activities be performed with a “regulative sensibility” (46) inspired by the 
Qur’ān and the Sunna.

Th e al-H․ ūthī confl ict lays bare how the conventional scholarly and 
practical distinctions between Islamist and non-Islamist and Sunnī and 
Shī‘a are actually misleading dichotomies.21 In the case of Islamist and non-
 Islamist, both al-H․ ūthī’s supporters and his salaf ī detractors engage in an 
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explicitly Islamic politics, even while their doctrinal disagreements gen-
erate divergent communities of argument. As we shall see below, in the 
case of Sunnī and Shī‘a, the sectarian, “ethnic,” or denominational dis-
tinction wrongly implies that the titular category indexes a political fault 
line, which it does not. President S․ālih․ and many of al-H․ ūthī’s supporters 
are nominally Zaydīs, even while S․ālih․ does not claim descent from the 
Prophet and al-H․ ūthī did.

Confl ating categories such as “Shāfi ‘ī” (Sunnī) and “Zaydī” (Shī‘ī) with 
actual groups, “the Shāfi ‘īs” and “the Zaydīs,” obscures what Rogers Bru-
baker calls the “generally low, though fl uctuating, degree of groupness” 
that comes to be meaningful under particular conditions (2004, 21). Treat-
ing categories as if they were substantial entities prompts scholars to take 
for granted, indeed to contribute to, the very phenomenon of group mak-
ing in need of explanation. Th e questions raised here are: How does the 
al-H․ ūthī confl ict make apparent the processes through which particular 
identifi cations get mobilized and groups made? And how does this case il-
luminate the conditions more generally under which particular categories 
of group affi  liation become politically salient?

on the categories of sh‘ (zayd) and sunn (shfi‘ 
and salaf): doctrines, debates, and organizations
Th e terms “Zaydī” and “Shāfi ‘ī” designate juristic madhhabs, “interpre-
tive communities,” or schools of jurisprudence in which matters of Islamic 
practice and scriptural interpretation are debated and decided (Messick 
2005b, 159). Madhhabs were historically rooted in the interpretive author-
ity of specifi c interpreters and texts. “Shāfi ‘ī,” for example, refers to the 
founding authority of the jurist, al-Shāfi ‘ī, whose interpretations continue 
to underwrite legal codes in countries reliant on that school of thought. 
But as the Yemeni case demonstrates vividly, it is important not to engage 
in what Brinkley Messick calls “madhhab essentialism” (161) by assuming 
that a group, the Shāfi ‘īs or the Zaydīs, exists outside of the historical con-
ditions and contexts that allow these categories to make sense—and that 
permit the interpretive communities they index to thrive. In other words, 
madhhab categories need to be historically contextualized: their meanings 
and importance change over time and according to situation, and they are 
“relational in nature, that is, individual madhhabs existed in interpretive 
worlds constituted of other such interpretive communities” (159). From 
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the mid-twentieth century onward, denials of madhhab identities have 
become standard in ordinary conversations in Yemen, where modern le-
gal codes are often drawn and mixed from various, established schools of 
thought or where arguments in the salaf ī tradition are made to suggest 
that madhhab teachings are no longer adequate to the modern era (ibid.).

In the Yemeni context the denominational term “Zaydī,” so important in 
the al-H․ ūthī confl ict, can refer to a doctrinal commitment, to an organized 
group, to disparate people who continue to believe that Zaydī sayyids are 
endowed with exceptional capacities to interpret divine knowledge, or to 
a category indexing nominal group membership. When analysts write, for 
example, that Zaydīs make up 20–25 percent of the population in North 
Yemen, they are off ering an estimate of nominal groupness. Th at member-
ship may be passionately felt and expressed among men and women, or it 
may be a mere titular classifi cation. President ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh S․ālih․ is Zaydī, 
but the regime, and republican regimes since the royalists’ decisive defeat 
in 1970, have been only nominally Zaydī—at odds with intense Zaydī po-
litical identifi cations or doctrinal commitments. In fact, offi  cial ideology 
celebrates an explicitly “traditionist” (Haykel 1999, 2003) Sunnī-inspired 
legacy while denouncing some key Zaydī tenets.

Self-described Zaydī sayyids diff er among themselves over issues of 
doctrine as well as the importance of Zaydism to their politics, of course. 
Before al-H․ ūthī’s Believing Youth was formed in 1997 the main concerted 
eff ort to reclaim political infl uence on behalf of an explicitly Zaydī identity 
was through the political party H․ izb al-H․ aqq (Party of Truth).22 Established 
after unifi cation in 1990 (H․ usayn al-H․ ūthī and his father were members 
from 1993 to 1997), H․ izb al-H․ aqq emerged for the express purpose of com-
bating Saudi-style salaf ī practices, or what is sometimes termed derisively 
by Yemenis as “Wahhābism.” Sayyid Ah․mad bin Muh․ammad bin ‘Alī al-
Shāmī, al-H․ aqq’s secretary general, explicitly saw his party as a counter-
weight to Wahhābī-inspired Islam (Haykel 1995). In his words:23

Wahhabism is a child of imperialism and is its spear-head in our country. 
Both are one and the same thing. How do we stand up to an enemy we 
don’t see? We are seeing imperialism in our country in its Islamic guise. 
In reality, we are fi ghting something which is more dangerous than im-
perialism: its legitimate son. Wahhabism is readying conditions in order 
to colonize us indirectly for [the] imperialist [cause].
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In an interview, Ah․mad al-Shāmī elaborated:24

Look, Saudi Arabia is pouring lots and lots of money into Yemen to pro-
mote its own version of Wahhabi Islam. Th is is actually an irrational and 
uncompromising version of our religion, which we can do without. So, 
we need to counter those eff orts . . . and to fi ght intellectual advances by 
Wahhabism into Yemen.

Despite this avowedly Zaydī political party’s eff orts to respond to the felt 
pressures of Saudi-inspired salaf ī infl uences in Yemen, the party has not 
even appealed successfully to all politically active Zaydīs. Nor has it been 
eff ective in parliamentary terms, winning only two seats in the genuinely 
contested parliamentary elections of 1993 and none in the more fl awed 
polling of 1997. Decisions by al-H․ aqq’s leadership to collaborate with the 
regime and to renounce the doctrinal, potentially incendiary precept of 
khurūj have prompted some to leave the party and to operate outside its 
confi nes, as H․ usayn al-H․ ūthī did. Th e latter’s defection from H․ izb al-H․ aqq 
and his subsequent establishment of the clandestine Believing Youth in 
1997 were accompanied by the proliferation of al-H․ ūthī-inspired centers 
of Zaydī piety in S․a‘da and its mountainous environs.

Other organizations have been more signifi cant in terms of member-
ship numbers and widespread appeal than either Believing Youth or H․ izb 
al-H․ aqq, and this fact has implications for the meanings of the categories 
Sunnī and Shī‘ī, and for the ways in which solidarities have been activated. 
Arguably, the most important is the mainstream Islamic political party, al-
Tajammu‘ al-Yamanī lil-Is․lāh․, which has operated both as a counterweight 
to the Yemeni Socialist Party and, more recently, as a collaborator with 
it.25 Al-Is․lāh․’s views on the subject of interpretation, in contrast to those 
of al-H․ aqq or Believing Youth, promote a typically nondenominational (or 
non–madhhab specifi c) Sunnī view of obedience to political authority, one 
that explicitly disavows the Zaydī doctrine of khurūj and other overtly sec-
tarian premises:

Every group must declare its adherence to the Book and Sunna as well 
as its obedience to the ruler (walī al-amr) in that which he orders in 
conformity to God’s law. Th ere is no obedience due to any man in that 
which involves disobedience to God. However, these groups must ad-
here to the principle of not rising [against an unjust ruler, i.e., of not 
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endorsing khurūj]; . . . rather these groups must seek justice, adhere to 
it, and support it.26

Al-Is․lāh․’s membership base further brings to the fore some of the prob-
lems with denominational or sectarian essentialism that would posit an 
Islamic world and divide it into Sunnī and Shī‘ī without attention to his-
torically distinctive and locally mediated circumstances. If one is counting 
the number of nominally Shī‘a and Sunnīs in the party—there are plenty of 
both. Moreover, many nominal Zaydīs in the party were republican com-
batants who maligned the imamate and the Zaydī school on which its au-
thority rested (Haykel 1999).27 Th ese party members tend to self-classify 
as “tribal,” a problematic term we shall discuss later in this chapter, and 
to treat that identifi cation as more important than their denominational 
one. Many Is․lāh․īs share the regime’s republican line, attacking a variety of 
accepted Zaydī understandings of doctrine (including teachings that privi-
leged sayyids), while also discriminating against sayyids when it comes to 
upward mobility within the party.

Titular denominational divisions, then, are not necessarily indicative 
of the political identifi cations Yemenis adopt. Party identifi cations may be 
more illustrative of political convictions, but even here the example of al-
Is․lāh․ underscores important qualifi cations. In matters of doctrine, al-Is․lāh․ 
is an umbrella party,28 accommodating a variety of opposing viewpoints 
that nevertheless share a common discursive terrain in being broadly tradi-
tionist, nondenominational Sunnī. In matters of political conviction, how-
ever, the party includes liberals and antiliberals, opponents of the regime, 
collaborators with the regime, and even members of the regime. With re-
gard to region, in the northern highlands many of al-Is․lāh․’s members are 
nominally Zaydī; the Is․lāh․ party is nevertheless also made of constituents 
who are nominally Shāfi ‘ī. Th eir regional connections to Lower Yemen and 
to the former South can, in particular contexts, also prompt many of them 
to self-identify as specifi cally Shāfi ‘ī Sunnīs.29

But what are those particular contexts? Consider the following typical 
example as a way of exploring how political identifi cations might solidify. 
During the course of the al-H․ ūthī crisis, one high-ranking leader of al-
Is․lāh․, who is viewed by his colleagues as representing the liberal wing of 
the party, admitted that the crisis had itself made him more attuned to his 
sense of being Shāfi ‘ī. To his mind, there are indications that members of 
the Is․lāh․ party and regime leaders (some of whom are the same people) 
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have themselves “become more Zaydī” over time, and that impression has 
generated in him “feelings of belonging to the Shāfi ‘īs.” As evidence of the 
regime’s Zaydī tendencies, he pointed to a third-year law textbook invok-
ing the phrase “kāfi r ta’wīl” (unbeliever in interpretation), which in the 
context of the passage suggested to him “the Zaydī (Shī‘ī) inclination not 
to respect all of the religious scholarly elite (‘ulamā’), but just the ones de-
scended from the Prophet’s daughter Fāt․ima. According to the textbook, 
Shāfi ‘īs are unbelievers in interpretation and their ‘ulamā’ don’t count.”30 
His reading of the passage and the sensitivities underlying such an inter-
pretation help explain why some members of the Is․lāh․ party, who were 
willing to go to S․a‘da and act as mediators to solve the crisis without blood-
shed, were not willing to denounce offi  cially the regime’s military assault. 
Some party members worried about what they saw as “Zaydī intervention” 
in matters of elementary religious instruction, legal studies, and everyday 
rituals of piety.31 Th e regime was able to exploit this ambivalence toward 
the confl ict to create a broad coalition of acquiescent, if not fully support-
ive, Is․lāh․īs and to divide party members. In this case, the history of politi-
cal oppression against Shāfi ‘īs by Zaydī sayyids under the imamate could 
be used to serve the regime’s interests by fracturing a would-be opposition, 
making even those Yemenis who otherwise go out of their way to espouse 
inclusive nationalist, liberal human rights views attentive to their nominal 
affi  liation. Perhaps ironically, the very fact that the regime had endorsed a 
textbook with specifi cally Zaydī arguments might also have shored up the 
regime’s eff orts to eliminate Believing Youth by tapping into fears about 
sectarian privilege and national disorder.

Th is example also hints at a broader set of claims. Because political iden-
tifi cations are a product of specifi able historical, political, and discursive 
circumstances, they are subject to modifi cation as those circumstances 
change. Times of crisis may make people more aware of or invested in their 
own particular identifi cations, as part of actors’ attempts to make sense of 
chaotic or confusing developments.32 But political identifi cations generally 
imply some form of institutional intervention (whether by commission or 
omission) into the classifi catory lives of ordinary citizens, positioning polit-
ical organizations or networks to play a critical role in transforming a point 
of disagreement—about religious doctrine or ritual, for example—into a 
motivation for hostile self-diff erentiation and political or military action. By 
characterizing events in terms of preexisting categories of political identifi -
cation, organizations often amplify mildly constraining forms of affi  liation 



162 / chapter four

into a more vigorous and active sense of urgency and commitment. Th is is 
not to argue that elites are deliberately manipulating ordinary citizens with 
titular categories. It just means that organizations do crucial work in making 
some categories more salient than others, eff ectively prescribing available 
self-identifi cations, so that citizens even tangentially related to the desig-
nation have little choice but to engage in everyday political conversation 
and action using this category—whether they believe in the classifi cation’s 
merits or not. Divisive discourses do not cause violence, but they shape the 
conceptual space in which specifi c group solidarities become thinkable.

on the c ategory of “sal af” : 
doc trine,  debates,  and organiz ations

Th e term “salaf ī” designates those who believe in returning directly to the 
evidence of scripture, in preference to latter-day interpretation. According 
to the scholar of Islam Daniel Brown,

Th e guiding principle of salafi  reformism was the conviction that Mus-
lims must emulate the fi rst generation of Muslims, the salaf al-salih, 
and recapture the pure Islam of the Prophet. Th is could be done only by 
returning to the basic sources of authority, the Qur’ān and the Sunna, 
for only in these sources can the true essence of Islam be found. . . . It is 
in rejecting the way the Qur’ān and Sunna have traditionally been inter-
preted and in cutting through the interpretive accretions that classical 
scholarship had built up around these basic texts that the salafi yya set 
themselves apart. (Brown 1999, 31)33

Salaf ī scholars and activists therefore tend to deny the interpretive author-
ity of traditional madhhabs, or schools of law, in favor of an unmediated 
relationship to the Qur’ān and the Sunna. As one exceptionally infl uential 
salaf ī activist in Yemen, Muqbil al-Wādi‘ī, claimed:

It isn’t permitted for a Muslim to adhere to a school of law. Th ese doc-
trines have divided Muslims. Th ey have instilled hate and rancor. I don’t 
permit adherence [to a madhhab] because there is no proof [in the 
Qur’ān and the Sunna] that it is necessary to adhere to one. It produces 
dissension between Shī‘a and Sunnīs.34

Muqbil al-Wādi‘ī inspired the establishment of several educational facilities 
in the S․a‘da region and had at one point thousands, even tens of thousands, 
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of followers. He identifi ed as a “salaf ī,” understanding the term to mean “all 
those who hold to the book of God and to the Sunna of the prophet.” Th ey 
“belong to the ahl al-Sunna (adherents of the Sunna), even if there exists no 
tie between us” (al-Wādi‘ī, 20). Th e term “ahl al-Sunna” is typically juxta-
posed to the term for the misguided, ahl al-bida‘ (adherents of innovation).

In a pamphlet widely circulated in Yemen, Limādhā ikhtarnā al- manhaj 
al-salaf ī? (Why have we chosen the salaf ī method?), and in its succes-
sor, Limādhā ikhtartu al-manhaj al-salaf ī? (Why have I chosen the salaf ī 
method?), worries about dissension and proper piety similar to the ones 
al-Wādi‘ī voiced combine with a dialogic form of argument and counter-
argument to produce the pedagogical space typical of written tracts and 
mosque lessons among salaf īs. Consider the dialogue, reproduced in both 
versions, between a venerable shaykh and ‘Abd al-H․ alīm Abū Shaqqa (the 
Jordanian author of Tah․rīr al-Mar’a f ī ‘As․r al-Risāla [Th e liberation of 
women in the era of revelation]) on the term “salaf ī”:35

Th e Shaykh: If somebody asks you to which school do you belong, what 
do you respond?

Abū Shaqqa: I am a Muslim. . . .”
Th e Shaykh: Th at doesn’t suffi  ce . . .
Abū Shaqqa: God calls us Muslims. . . . (Sūrat al-H․ajj 78)
Th e Shaykh: Th at would be a fi ne response if we were still at the begin-

ning, before the proliferation of sects (fi raq). If we pose this question 
now—any Muslim from a group from which we diff er substantially 
on matters of doctrine (‘aqīda) wouldn’t have a diff erent answer from 
this word [he is going to respond as you did]. All of them would say—
Shī‘ī, Khārijī, Druze, ‘Alawī—“I am Muslim!” Th erefore, it doesn’t suf-
fi ce in our times [to say simply Muslim].

Abū Shaqqa: Th en I would say: “I am a Muslim following the Book and 
the Sunna.”

Th e Shaykh: Th at doesn’t suffi  ce either!
Abū Shaqqa: Why?
Th e Shaykh: Could you fi nd anyone who would respond, “I am Muslim 

but not of the Book or the Sunna”? Who would say, “I don’t follow the 
Qur’ān and the Sunna”?

[Th en the Shaykh, God preserve him, made clear the importance of 
supplementing that which we’d adopted: the Book and the Sunna in the 
sense of our virtuous predecessors (salafi nā al-s․ālih․).]
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Abū Shaqqa: Th en I am a “Muslim following the Qur’ān and the Sunna 
in the sense of our virtuous predecessors.”

Th e Shaykh: If one asks you about your denomination you would re-
spond like that?

Abū Shaqqa: Yes.
Th e Shaykh: What do you think of condensing the language? Because 

the best proposition is that which is brief and to the point (mā qalla 
wa-dalla). So we say: “salaf ī.”

Th e worries about dissension and about proper pious behavior extend not 
simply to Muslims who are “adherents of innovation” and who therefore 
might follow conventional schools of jurisprudence. Purportedly Western 
infl uences, such as elections or political parties, also sow the seeds of dis-
order (fi tna), and many self-identifi ed salaf īs reject such institutions on 
this basis. It is important to note, however, that even this avowed return 
to the founding texts and to the fi rst generation of Muslims for guidance 
does not do away with diff erence. Th e category “salaf ī” designates a lively 
community of argument, one in which there are serious debates, political 
schisms, and multiple positions on the relationship between politics and 
piety. For example, whereas some salaf īs oppose the main Islamic party, 
al-Is․lāh․, on the grounds that it is a political party and some are generally 
suspicious of all consciously organized political (especially statist) insti-
tutions, others make diff erent choices. Some salaf īs may vote or support 
al-Is․lāh․ for pragmatic reasons, as the least objectionable option. Still oth-
ers have actually joined the party, and salaf ī commitments infl ect some of 
al-Is․lāh․’s rhetoric. Th e prominent preacher and Is․lāh․ī leader ‘Abd al-Majīd 
al-Zindānī enjoys a large constituency that can reasonably be labeled salaf ī 
within the Is․lāh․ party. Others call themselves part of an alternative move-
ment (h․araka); they craft and distribute pamphlets, and engage in political 
work through mosque sermons, schools, and study groups, while avoiding 
party politics.

As we shall see in the next chapter, the salaf ī movement grew in Ye-
men, fi nding particularly fertile ground in S․a‘da, as residents who had gone 
to Saudi Arabia to work in the oil fi elds or to study or who had traveled 
to Afghanistan to participate in the jihād against the Soviets returned to 
their homes in the 1970s and 1980s and established lesson circles, insti-
tutes of learning, and mosques (see Weir 1997). Salaf ī activists (what H․ izb 
al-H․ aqq’s secretary general referred to above as Wahhābī-inspired Islam) 
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were primarily “young men from a wide range of ‘tribal’ (qabīlī) and low-
status butcher families”;36 they were attracted to local salaf ī institutions 
as well as to the mainstream Is․lāh․ party in part because of their respec-
tive social welfare programs (Weir 1997, 1). By the mid-1980s this growing 
minority of adherents calling for a return to the founding texts of Islam 
were increasingly confronting local Zaydī populations and defacing Zaydī 
grave sites, considered by salaf īs to be un-Islamic. In contrast to the Zaydī 
religious elite of sayyids, moreover, salaf īs preached a direct, unmediated 
relationship to God and valorized fraternal, egalitarian bonds among male 
coreligionists. Salaf ī doctrine could thus appeal to both “ republican”-
minded regime members who had fought against the imamate and to 
young men from lower occupational “castes,” regardless of their denomi-
national affi  liation.

Such beliefs as these coincided with identifi able political interests. 
Take, for example, ‘Alī Muh․sin al-Ah․mar, the president’s elder kinsman,37 a 
nominal Zaydī who has collaborated with salaf ī activists—presumably be-
cause they proved to be supportive combatants—against socialists in the 
South and against Zaydī sayyids in the heartland of Zaydī centers of piety 
such as S․a‘da. ‘Alī Muh․sin’s connections to salaf īs gave him an indepen-
dent power base, one that he could use to demonstrate his indispensability 
within the regime’s inner circle. Similarly, Muqbil al-Wādi‘ī’s connections 
to the regime and his explicit denunciations of khurūj enabled him to es-
tablish institutions that enhanced his local political power. And the infl u-
ential al-Wādi‘ī often took advantage of his considerable prominence to 
castigate other Islamic activists for their moral abuses and organizational 
corruption. He used the media of audiocassettes and pamphlets, as well 
as various educational centers in the province of S․a‘da, to disseminate his 
message, involving the importance of literal readings of the Qur’ān and 
h․adīth, a rejection of juridical schools, and perhaps most contentiously, 
an interdiction against evoking the dead, which included a prohibition 
against shrines.38 Al-Wādi‘ī’s own politics, then, could jibe well with the 
regime’s project of divide and rule. Al-Wādi‘ī sanctioned the destruction 
of the tombs of the former Zaydī imāms and their domes in S․a‘da, and his 
followers have, in fact, desecrated many grave stones in the cemeteries 
beyond the S․a‘da city wall (Haykel 1995, 2). Some salaf īs also headed south 
after the fi ghting between North and South in 1994, destroying the tombs 
of Shāfi ‘ī saints in Aden and later in the H․ ad․ramawt. Th e tombs of saints, 
be they Shāfi ‘ī or Zaydī, violated salaf ī notions of proper piety.
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A history of longtime collaboration between the regime and some salaf ī 
radicals paradoxically shored up S․ālih․’s political power. By reproducing (if 
not always creating) spaces of ungovernability, the regime was able to ex-
ercise partial control over particular regions and thus limit the dominance 
of any one local organization. Th is collaboration has to be understood not 
only in the context of S․a‘da’s longstanding signifi cance as the heartland of 
Zaydī institutions and beliefs, but also in terms of a cold war politics that 
lasted longer in Yemen than elsewhere—even while the goal was similar, 
namely, to eliminate leftist opposition. Th e followers of Muqbil al-Wādi‘ī, 
for example, were actively engaged in denouncing the Yemeni Socialist 
Party and in declaring its members apostates. During the brief civil war of 
1994 some self-proclaimed salaf īs took active part in battling the South’s 
military forces.

Th e regime has proven adept at using al-Wādi‘ī and others to promote 
divide-and-rule policies, without becoming too dependent on any one or-
ganization. In fact, al-Wādi‘ī’s death in July 2001 coincided with the re-
gime’s eff orts to curtail the activities of salaf ī activists, some of whom were 
overtly associated with Usāma bin Lādin’s al-Qā‘ida. Even before his death, 
al-Wādi‘ī’s “movement,” or da‘wa (literally, “summons”), had shown signs 
of fragmentation, with a number of his students taking issue with their 
teacher’s views of doctrine and politics. And his absence as a key leader 
of the salaf īs generated further turmoil, the result of which has been the 
emergence of at least three organizations competing over his legacy, an 
important political development that perhaps should be added to the fac-
tors explaining the regime’s reaction to al-H․ ūthī’s Believing Youth.39 With 
al-Wādi‘ī’s organizations in disarray, the regime’s need for a counterforce 
(in the form of Zaydī activists) to keep salaf ī militants in check may no 
longer have been as pressing as it had been previously.

To summarize thus far: Th e categories of Sunnī and Shī‘a do not com-
fortably map onto the confl ict between self-identifi ed salaf īs and Zaydī 
sayyids in S․a‘da (or elsewhere for that matter). Th e categories of salaf ī and 
Zaydī, like those of Sunnī and Shī‘a, refer to doctrinal distinctions. But 
these categories and the interpretive communities to which they refer are 
not always politically salient, are not necessarily unifi ed, and are always 
relational. Th e tendency to take groups as the fundamental unit of analysis 
turns categories into substantial entities, and this has consequences for 
our theorizing about politics. Designating the regime as explicitly Zaydī, 
as some Yemenis and scholars are wont to do, makes it impossible to 
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 explain why the regime would crush an avowedly Zaydī political revolt, 
for example, and could never predict such an action. “Madhhab essential-
ism” rides roughshod over the contextual ways in which denominational 
categories matter, when they do.

More generally, conventional treatments of “religious groups” or “eth-
nicities” (and sometimes Sunnī and Shī‘ī are understood to mean both) 
or “tribes” or “nations” tend to foreclose thinking historically, relationally, 
and dynamically about how categories of group membership work over 
time (Brubaker 2004). Historically, as we have seen, the terms salaf ī and 
Zaydī have taken on particular meanings from the 1970s onward, when 
an infl ux of Saudi-inspired preachers set up institutions in places such as 
S․a‘da and its rural environs. Such institutions coincided with republican 
state ideology, which has historically valorized a traditionalist Sunnī leg-
acy and castigated aspects of Zaydī belief, particularly those associated 
with the “elitism” of the imamate. Regime members may therefore have 
been sympathetic ideologically, as well as open for strategic reasons, to 
the proliferation of such institutions and debates. In practical terms, this 
has meant that self-identifi ed Zaydīs, especially members of the “caste” of 
sayyids, have been marginalized from offi  cial political life, and since 1962 
Zaydī scholars have tended not to benefi t from offi  cially sanctioned ad-
ministrative or political positions in the republic (Haykel 1999, 198; vom 
Bruck 1999, 2004).40 Relationally, Zaydī political parties and schools, in 
particular, have been established as a defensive move on the part of activist 
Zaydīs, who are anxious about the proliferation of salaf ī-oriented schol-
arship and who are responding to the overtly hostile practices of some 
activists. Th ese eff orts have also received support from the regime. Dy-
namically, organizations devoted to mobilizing protagonists on the basis 
of these classifi cations have evolved over time, responding too to particu-
lar events, such as specifi c tomb desecrations or the death of key spiritual 
leaders, and to the changing calculations and fortunes of political actors 
in their associations with S․ālih․’s regime. As scholars have suggested, and 
as chapter 2 showed in relationship to national belonging, dramatic events 
can “galvanize group feeling, and ratchet up pre-existing levels of group-
ness” (Brubaker 2004, 14; Wedeen 2003b; Gelvin 1998; Laitin 1995).

Th e presence of organizations that can mobilize such categories as 
“Zaydī sayyid” or “salaf ī” is critical to how solidarities congeal. Categories 
are iterated in antagonistic relation to other categories. Th is iteration plays 
a role in the occurrence of confl icts. Organizations might take the form of 
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political parties or be embodied in state institutions. But as the al-H․ ūthī 
confl ict suggests, informal networks of activists, such as the followers 
of al-Wādi‘ī or of al-H․ ūthī, are also central to generating category-based 
knowledge about selves and others. Organizations and informal networks 
are themselves motivated by conditions that have a history. Th is history 
can be seen, as chapter 1 enjoins us to do, in dialectical terms, so that cat-
egories of affi  liation are suff used in institutional arrangements, even while 
institutions generate and reproduce knowledge about categories.

Knowledge about categories is also refl ected in and created through 
everyday practices, just as we found in the case of nationalism; ideas 
about others are carried acephalously and anonymously through language 
cues like those contained in dialect distinctions and names, as well as in 
dress codes and other markers of group identifi cation. For example, long 
beards and shortened robes for men generally signify salaf ī commitments. 
Women who wear a loose head scarf and do not cover their faces with the 
standard lithma are typically from Aden or identify with its former secu-
larist politics. And these markers are themselves part of a lively discursive 
tradition in which commonly understood categories such as “ahl al-sunna” 
(adherents of the Sunna) and “ahl al-bida‘” (adherents of innovation) sig-
nify virtue and defect, respectively—even by those who disagree with such 
assignations. On the one hand, quotidian practices such as whether one 
prays with arms crossed, as many Yemenis do, or with arms at one’s side, 
as in strict Zaydī fashion, are likely to become politically contentious when 
organizations exist to mobilize people by making these more or less arbi-
trary distinctions the object of overt political signifi cation. People come 
to view these diff erences as substantial, by virtue of their signifi cation 
of other  issues—such as the right relationship to God, a history of com-
plicity with others who did wrong to one’s own putative group, a sense 
of aesthetic or moral appeal—and organizations help with this process 
of meaning making. On the other hand, which practice is more likely to 
be mobilized at any given time is probably roughly predictable accord-
ing to the context within which the organization has been established and 
the discursive tradition within which it is embedded. In the case of S․a‘da, 
the heartland of Zaydī piety and the place where the imāms’ shrines are 
located, a call to the return to foundational sources within the canon of 
Islam, combined with an organization capable of disseminating messages 
about the moral impropriety of shrines, found concrete expression in con-
fl ict over the everyday practice of shrine worship. Hostility towards shrine 
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worship was imbricated in a broader political world in which Zaydī sayyids 
had long predominated, barring other Zaydī occupational “castes” from in-
stitutions of religious learning, for example. Attitudes toward shrine wor-
ship as superstitious and un-Islamic were also fueled by education abroad, 
particularly in Saudi Arabia, where calls to return to the wisdom of Islam’s 
original, foundational texts were particularly prevalent.

Th us, everyday practices (such as prayer habits or shrine worship) rep-
resent key mechanisms through which the politicization of categories and 
the apparent essentialization of groups take place, and organizations are 
often critical to making some ordinary practices defi nitive while others 
are not. Language and everyday habits and rituals help secure the com-
mitments of would-be and actual adherents. Th e overt politicization of 
a practice, which may or may not be deliberately strategic, has in any 
case the eff ect of fi xing or intensifying the importance of that practice. A 
movement disseminating the message that praying with arms at the side 
is wrong, for example, creates the conditions under which those who do 
so knowingly are engaging in an act shot through with fraught meanings.41 
Depending on the context and the interpreter, a bodily comportment be-
comes a mode of defi ance, an expression of group solidarity, and/or a sign 
of deviance. But it is not neutral. In this vein, those who pray with hands 
crossed in the way recognized as conventionally Sunnī are both perform-
ing piety and reproducing their affi  liation with nondenominational and 
Sunnī-identifi ed others. Th is enactment may register a desire to appear 
pious, adherence to a sect that represents piety, and/or a state of feeling 
pious. Th e signifi cance of such practices in the Yemeni context of S․a‘da 
speaks to a history of prejudicial treatment (of non-sayyids) and to the 
expanded material and discursive possibilities opened up by the popular-
ity of nondenominational notions of piety, some of which are currently 
inspired by organizations from abroad (particularly from Saudi Arabia), as 
well as by regime policies.

Th e al-H․ ūthī confl ict highlights for us the historical processes and 
power relationships generating the “thin coherence” (Sewell 1999) that 
identifi es a group, without our assuming that coherence a priori. As  Rogers 
Brubaker has pointed out, “violence becomes ‘ethnic’ (or ‘racial’ or ‘na-
tionalist’) through the meanings attributed to it by perpetrators, victims, 
politicians, . . . researchers, relief workers, and others. Such acts of fram-
ing and narrative encoding do not simply interpret the violence; they con-
stitute it as ethnic” (Brubaker 2004, 16). Or to put the point somewhat 
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diff erently, returning to a major theme of this book, categories of group 
membership have a performative quality. When scholars or on-the-ground 
protagonists invoke terms such as “the Zaydīs” they are also calling these 
groups into existence (Bourdieu 1991, 220; Brubaker 2004, 10). Categories 
are not groups, but they do make groups thinkable and legible, and indeed 
help constitute groups as objects available for self-identifi cation. Such cat-
egories may have long, enduring histories or they may be of more recent 
origin. Th ey are rarely fabricated out of thin air. Categories get institution-
alized through organizations and the particular actions they encourage, 
as well as through everyday interactions among ordinary people and the 
institutional forms such interactions take under particular historical and 
strategic circumstances. Together, categories and the material practices 
instantiating them operate dialectically, separable ultimately neither from 
each other nor from group formation itself.

the vexed c ategory of “tribe”
Th e conventional dichotomy between tribes and urban populations also 
misses the point in the al-H․ ūthī confl ict in ways that are instructive for 
a general discussion of political identifi cations. Al-H․ ūthī himself could 
claim no tribal affi  liation, but he was able to generate loyalty among popu-
lations who self-identify and are recognized as tribes, such as al-Razzāmī, 
many of whose members have fought on al-H․ ūthī’s behalf—or at least have 
fought to oppose S․ālih․’s regime in the confl ict. S․ālih․ himself self-identifi es 
and is categorized by Yemenis as from “Sanh․ān,” a term that designates a 
region and a group within a very large confederation called H․ āshid. Th ose 
identifi ed with H․ āshid have historically been at odds with those who iden-
tify with Bakīl, a term describing the largest, but politically less powerful, 
of the two confederations, even while there have also been organizations 
that have allied across this divide. Muqbil al-Wādi‘ī, according to his own 
account, was born into the tribe of Wādi‘a, part of the Bakīl confederation 
east of S․a‘da. His eff orts to continue studying after completing a traditional 
elementary school curriculum in the years before the revolution took him 
to the Great Mosque of al-Hādī Yah․yā bin al-H․ usayn in S․a‘da, where he 
claims to have been thwarted by Zaydī sayyids, who discriminated against 
him due to his “tribal origins” (Haykel 2002, 28).42 He subsequently went 
to Saudi Arabia, where trouble with authorities eventually propelled him 
back to Yemen. On his return, he sought and gained “tribal” (and regime) 
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protection. Categories of tribal affi  liation often refer to an organizational 
mechanism for political mobilization, particularly but not exclusively in 
North Yemen, and therefore it is unsurprising that in the context of this 
current confl ict, networks indexed by the category “tribe” have been acti-
vated both on behalf of the regime and for al-H․ ūthī’s Believing Youth.

But what exactly does the term “tribe” connote and how can we under-
stand its political importance? An oft-repeated, widely circulated gene-
alogy in Yemen—derived from written accounts in the early centuries of 
Islam—divides Arabian tribes into two separate lines, the Northern Arabs 
of the H․ ijāz (sons of ‘Adnān) and the Southern Arabs (sons of Qah․t․ān). 
In this narrative the origins of Yemen’s two major tribal confederations 
stem from Qah․t․ān, “the father of Yemen” (Jirāf ī 1951, 18; cited also in 
Dresch 1993). One of Qah․t․ān’s key descendants was Saba’, who had two 
sons, H․ imyar and Kahlān. Whereas H․ imyar’s off spring are associated with 
the southern parts of Yemen, most Yemenis who identify as tribal from 
S․an‘ā’ northward are viewed (at least in early Islamic texts, in many con-
temporary histories and genealogies, and in popular lore) as descendants 
of Kahlān. According to this well-known genealogical account, Kahlān be-
gat two sons, Zayd and ‘Arīb. Zayd had Mālik, whose sons were Nabt and 
Awsala. Awsala begat Hamdān; Hamdān begat Nawf, who begat H․ ubrān, 
who had Jusham. Jusham’s two sons, H․ āshid and Bakīl, provide the ep-
onym for the tribes of H․ āshid and Bakīl, whose members are categorized 
as Hamdānī, the direct descendents of Hamdān (Abū Ghānim 1985, 61–62; 
Dresch 1993, 5). In the al-H․ ūthī confl ict, those who claim membership in 
Razzāmāt belong neither to H․ āshid nor to Bakīl, but they too are classifi ed 
by Yemenis as Hamdānī because they purportedly stem from the same 
progenitor, Hamdān.

As the above genealogical narrative and its widespread dissemination 
suggest, tribal affi  liation is one component of sociopolitical identifi cation 
for many Yemenis, and this is especially true in areas where the state is 
institutionally weak, such as in S․a‘da. Mistaken impressions about what 
tribes are abound in the scholarly literature, however, including the com-
mon perception of tribes as pastoral nomads.43 Th is is incorrect in Yemen, 
where tribes often denote territorial political arrangements made up of 
(grain and qāt) farmers or ranchers living in villages.44 Tribes also do not 
invariably mean “large kin groups, organized and regulated according to 
ties of blood or family lineage” (Khoury and Kostiner 1991, 4), despite ge-
nealogical narratives to the contrary. Other organizing principles are also 
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at work (Weir 2007, 3). Tribes often designate relationships centered on 
some form of legal jurisdiction and political obligation, in which shaykhs 
or leaders, usually chosen by a caucus of elders from contenders among 
particularly eloquent and wealthy elite families, have obligations to settle 
disputes and collect taxes (Weir 2007). Members, who may or may not be 
kin, are required to pay taxes and to abide by both religious and custom-
ary (‘urf ) law. “Tribal” in this sense of the term is often used as an occu-
pational caste distinction and/or as a regional designation to characterize 
the 25 percent of the population living in the north-central plateau and the 
eastern desert. Th e inhabitants of this region are also noted for being sus-
picious of government, and appeals to tribalism tend to have a specifi c po-
litical valence, as populist, anti-sayyid, and egalitarian. Th ese areas are also 
nominally Zaydī in the main, although residents have increasingly been 
won over to a version of Sunnī-oriented salaf ī piety, as Muqbil al-Wādi‘ī’s 
own life story suggests.

By contrast, in the more populous areas of the Tihāma and the southern 
uplands of the North, as well as in Aden’s hinterland and the H․ ad․ramawt 
of the South, smallholding peasants, sharecroppers, landowners, and long-
distance traders are the norm. People in the mint․aqa al-wust․ā or “middle 
region” (from Dhamār south to Murays), for example, do not identify as 
tribal, although, mirroring certain practices attributed to tribes, they do 
have important extended family relationships, carry arms, and settle dis-
putes out of court. In these areas, where the leftist guerrilla movement was 
particularly strong, “tribal” often has pejorative connotations, designating 
lawlessness or backwardness, a hindrance to modernization.45 Sometimes 
as well “tribal” is used to mean thinking instrumentally. In this view, tribes-
men are driven by monetary concerns rather than by moral or political 
imperatives. Th e following poem, which can be invoked pejoratively by 
avowed modernists or humorously by self-identifi ed tribesmen them-
selves, refl ects such attitudes:46

I am nobody’s tribesman
And no one is my state
My state is only that which fi lls
My palm with money (qurūsh).

In the southeastern region of the H․ ad․ramawt, the term’s meanings vary 
(often in relationship to a person’s political orientations). For leftists there, 
“tribal” signifi es similarly to how it does in much of the country’s “middle 
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region.” But the term can also be used to express communal pride and 
antagonism toward the former socialist regime of the South. City dwellers 
in a number of diff erent regional areas, moreover, use “tribesman” (qabīlī) 
to mean “country bumpkin,” and in this use it can refer to various types 
of rural people, many of whom would not themselves identify as tribal 
(Dresch 1993). In short, tribes do not necessarily denote particular unities 
of production or exchange, although they can, and the category’s mean-
ings and political signifi cance vary markedly within Yemen. Most impor-
tant perhaps, tribal identity is not fi xed at birth; tribesmen can cease to 
be tribesmen when they move away from tribal territory, and people can 
switch tribes (inqat․a‘ min qabīla ukhrā). As Dresch (1990, 255) notes:

A man . . . who feels himself wronged but is denied support by his tribe 
may leave and take refuge with the neighboring tribe. His fellows are 
supposed to retrieve him and make amends. Sometimes, however, he 
will become permanently part of the set he joins, the moral redefi ni-
tion being made by the slaughter of bulls. . . . Far from tribes cohering 
unthinkingly as wholes around men at odds, men are constantly being 
moved back and forth through the system and being “covered” for a time 
from the view of their antagonists.

As Shelagh Weir (2007) points out, defection is an institutionalized form 
of protest in the northern highlands, an option open not only to individuals 
but also to hamlets and wards whose members seek to transfer their politi-
cal allegiance and obligations away from their former shaykh or leader to 
a new one, who is often described as “giving them sanctuary” (awzāhim) 
from political or legal oppression (113). In these instances, defection means 
that the houses and land of the defectors now also “belong” in political 
terms to the new tribe and that the receiving shaykh can legally enter them 
to enforce the law or conscript them during intertribal hostilities without 
violating the authority of the tribe in whose geographical domains they 
are situated (113). Religious taxes and subscriptions are paid to the shaykh 
receiving the defectors. Such defections are generally legalized through 
formal rituals and written contracts (114–15).

As the example of defection illustrates, “tribes” are not fi xed, static 
groups with essences inhering in them. Th e term, moreover, denotes a con-
ceptual category, in some ways not unlike religious denomination, subject 
to changing defi nition and used in diff erent contexts for a variety of politi-
cal purposes. Th is is not to argue that tribes and religious denominations 



174 / chapter four

operate in an identical manner, and the diff erences are also instructive. 
Although the invocation of Sunnī and Shī‘ī can refl ect a pragmatic politi-
cal identifi cation, religious denominations are discursive traditions. Th ey 
therefore have a set of transnationally recognizable authorizing practices, 
forms of discipline and pedagogy, and a corpus of textual and practical 
knowledge borne out of confl ict and accommodation over time. To invoke 
the terms Sunnī and Shī‘ī is to index doctrinal disagreements, a history of 
contention over pedagogical practices and embodied forms of knowledge 
(Asad 1986; Mahmood 2005). Although tribal laws can be complex, includ-
ing sophisticated modes of mediation and arbitration, as well as rituals to 
induct members (as in the case with defections), the term “tribe” itself 
does not imply practical and scholarly traditions of scriptural interpreta-
tion that connect practitioners to a set of foundational texts across past, 
present, and future. Although tribes can and do mobilize for collective 
action, the scale of that mobilization is therefore limited.

Confl icts coded as tribal by Western analysts and Yemenis alike, more-
over, often obscure disputes over such issues as income disparities, re-
source allocation, or the benefi ts derived from development projects. 
 According to the International Crisis Group,

Yemenis living in the oil-rich governorates of Ma’rib, Shabwa, and 
Hadramawt, for example, believe they are not receiving a fair share of oil 
income derived from their territory. Residents of the governorates that 
formed the PDRY [the former People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen 
in the South] similarly complain that they produce 60 percent of the 
national income but receive fewer benefi ts than the population of the 
“northern” governorates. Tribesmen from the northern governorate of 
Ma’rib have voiced similar complaints, albeit not on the basis of a North-
South divide: they complain that the government tends to shower favors 
on those tribes that are in its good graces.47

It is therefore also a mistake to see “the tribes” as a group always at odds 
with the regime—a description that fi nds expression in some donor and 
media reports, as well as in scholarly publications. Although regional and 
tribal interests are sometimes invoked to undermine the government’s 
ability to enforce law in particular areas,48 self-identifi ed tribesmen have 
interacted with the state on their own territory and served in state offi  ces 
throughout Yemeni history (Dresch 1990, 2000). Take the example of the 
powerful Shaykh ‘Abd Allāh bin H․ usayn al-Ah․mar. In his role as head of 
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H․ āshid, his local interests (to keep his tribesmen armed, for example) may 
not always coincide with the interests of a central state (to monopolize 
violence, for instance). Yet as head of H․ āshid (the tribal confederation to 
which the president also belongs) and as speaker of parliament, Shaykh 
‘Abd Allāh is a recognized, active member of the regime. By contrast, as 
the leader of the main Islamic party, al-Is․lāh․, he sometimes allies with and 
sometimes is opposed to the ruling party, the General People’s Congress.

In other words, actors are involved in multiple networks, many of 
which have been used by regimes in the North, at least since the founding 
of the Yemeni Arab Republic in 1962, to set up a wide-ranging patronage 
system. Th is system has tapped into tribal networks while also off ering 
subsidies to “shaykhs” or local leaders in Lower Yemen. Th e latter were 
historically more like feudal landlords ruling over peasants than like the 
“tribal” shaykhs of the northern highlands (who do not control tribesmen’s 
land), but both forms of organization were used to distribute payoff s and 
buy (albeit not always successfully) some loyalty. Since the 1994 civil war, 
the regime has also fostered new networks in the South and attempted to 
revive old ones. In the aftermath of unifi cation, many southerners began 
to speak of “retribalization,” juxtaposing the PDRY’s stated commitments 
to a modern “state of law and order” with the purportedly primitive or 
traditional ways of the disorderly North. Th ere is evidence to suggest that 
areas of the South have experienced the revitalization of structures that 
Yemenis call tribal, in parts of Yāfi ‘, Abyan, Shabwa, and the H․ ad․ramawt.49 
Appointments to high public offi  ce since the civil war of 1994 register the 
emergence of a new elite composed mainly of leaders who carry the title 
of tribal shaykhs. Th ese men enjoy discretionary powers that are largely 
above the law. At the same time, the power of urban elites and peasants has 
diminished considerably in the South. Holders of high offi  ce who cannot 
rely on connections to maintain their standard of living or deliver resources 
to constituencies have established alternative patron-client relationships—
becoming clients of those with access to key goods and services and patrons 
to their own constituencies, as was discussed in previous chapters.

In short, at times self-identifi cation as tribal can be less salient politi-
cally than access through any of a number of social networks that have 
been harnessed to the regime through patron-client relationships. When 
that co-optation fails, the regime attempts to rely on its coercive power 
to eliminate challenges to its rule. In this light the confl ict with Believing 
Youth appears as a political opportunity for the regime, an invitation to 
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 intervene and assert its power in an area of the country previously rife with 
a disorder that had outlived its political utility as a mechanism of control in 
its own right. Th e regime’s intervention may also be an attempt to prepare 
S․ālih․’s son Ah․mad for rule, by eliminating political foes whose commit-
ments to the idea of ousting an unjust leader (if not precisely the religious 
doctrine of khurūj) can inspire Zaydī sayyids, tribally oriented citizens, 
and oppositional politicians alike. To put the argument in more general 
terms, an account of political identifi cations should not only specify the 
events, debates, organizations, and everyday practices that disseminate 
category-based knowledge about people, places, and things. A persuasive 
discussion of political identity formation must move beyond these factors 
to consider the role that regimes in particular play in generating the dis-
tinctions that make groups seem quasi natural.50

the role of the regime
Michel Foucault and Pierre Bourdieu inspired a plethora of work on how 
the modern state classifi es its citizens, revealing how institutions under-
write the ways in which people understand themselves and each other. 
Categories of all sorts, whether of citizenship, race, religion, ethnicity, 
occupation, income bracket, property rights, sexuality, or criminality be-
come salient, in part, through the state’s ability to impose classifi cations on 
the world. States use documents of identifi cation, such as driver’s licenses 
and passports, as well as methods of sorting people across categories, such 
as censuses, to do signifi cant “organizational work” (Tilly 1998). Th e claim 
is not that the state creates these categories from scratch. But states do 
have the means to make these categories important by controlling how 
classifi catory schemes and modes of social counting are put to practical 
use. State offi  cials, judges, teachers, NGO workers, and local medical pro-
fessionals, as well as others, make use of these categories in understanding 
their respective object worlds, in reaching decisions, ordering and appor-
tioning populations, and reproducing the social conditions of their own 
expertise (Brubaker 2004, 43; Brubaker and Cooper 2000; Mitchell 2002b; 
Povinelli 2002; Dominguez 1997). Postcolonial countries, in particular, 
have also inherited the antecedent patterns of administrative classifi cation 
devised under colonial rule, ones that may be undermined only partially by 
subsequent state-building processes or that may even be enhanced by the 
ways in which categories such as ethnicity or race or tribe are inscribed in 
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a country’s postindependence institutions (Posner 2005). Such classifi ca-
tory systems help determine the contours of group membership, the self-
understandings of actors, the mobilization strategies of leaders, and the 
political claims of citizens.51 And citizen participation in embodying and 
disseminating these categories is critical to their success.

Given the insights generated by this extensive literature, the Yemeni 
case is notable in two ways: state institutions are exceptionally fragile and 
the North was never colonized, although, as discussed in chapter 1, the 
North was subjected to two periods of Ottoman occupation, the later one 
resembling aspects of colonial rule evident elsewhere. As the previous 
chapters make clear, the Yemeni regime, fi rst, does not generate the forms 
of “governmentality” or mechanisms of social control that the literature 
often describes, nor do citizens regularly experience them.52 In local dis-
putes, courts and arbitrators (such as community leaders or local strong-
men) typically have access to the same means of enforcing their rulings as 
the regime. Many local leaders command soldiers and run prisons of their 
own, and instead of relying on the state, they regularly use these coercive 
means to intervene in local events (Würth 2005; Messick 2005a). Nor does 
the Yemeni state tend to take advantage of its potential “educative and for-
mative role,” the ways in which public schooling, in particular, might play 
an important institutional part in producing national citizens whose con-
sent is self-evident to them (Lloyd and Th omas 1998, 21; Gramsci 1971; 
Willis 1981; Kaplan 2006). As suggested in chapter 2, the schools that do 
exist are overcrowded; textbooks are not always supplied; the curriculum, 
especially in the countryside, is not enforced; and the regime has little con-
trol over what gets taught. Moreover, many children do not attend school 
and illiteracy rates remain exceptionally high.

My fi eldwork in schools in the fall of 1999 provided a detailed picture. 
In a working-class area of the capital, I attended national education and 
Qur’ānic classes. Th e neighborhood streets remained unpaved and gar-
bage accumulated on a makeshift soccer fi eld abutting newly built houses 
funded with labor remittances from the Gulf. In an informal arrangement, I 
was able to attend class in exchange for teaching students English. Students 
crowded into small classrooms, many of which were dark and without elec-
tricity. In the eighth-grade class on national education, there were 184 stu-
dents, but less than half that many chairs. Students would stand by desks 
or lean against the back walls. Many said that they could not aff ord the 
textbooks. Th e teacher, who was animated and knowledgeable, asked his 
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pupils to distinguish between a royalist regime and a republican one; stu-
dents could not do so. But in response to the teacher’s narration of life un-
der the imamate, pupils did ask lively probing questions, particularly about 
why people had not revolted against the imām before they did. One female 
student even drew parallels between the current regime and the imām’s 
despotic one. If the state’s educative role is weak in the city, it is more so in 
rural areas. In circumstances of profound poverty, rural schools often have 
only one or two rooms, without electricity, adequate bathroom facilities, or 
supplies. Overcrowding prompts teachers to bring students outside where 
classes are held under the hot sun. Th ere is no sense of a national or orga-
nized curriculum in many rural areas, and the main classes taught are what 
local teachers, unaccountable to the state, deem appropriate.

Th e regime may at times act like a state by inducing compliance, stag-
ing scenes of domination, and by co-opting and punishing would-be dissi-
dents. State institutions may also participate in evoking groups by naming 
them (e.g., through laws or censuses or household surveys or textbook 
references), but in the Yemeni case they do not seem to be producing the 
modes of systematic intervention attributable to “strong” states. Instead, 
it is primarily the regime’s divide-and-rule strategies that have created the 
conditions under which passionate, contentious group-based solidari-
ties thrive, and claims to group belonging in turn have contributed to the 
regime’s durability. Identities do not by themselves generate action. Th ey 
have to be mobilized by organizations, reiterated through everyday prac-
tices that convey meanings acephelously, and triggered or exacerbated by 
particular events. A politics of disorder yields a measure of order, while 
helping to structure the imaginative and organizational possibilities avail-
able to citizens. No regime produces these identifi cations out of whole 
cloth, and certainly not the one in Yemen. But the latter does take advan-
tage of what resources it does possess, including, for example, funneling 
money selectively into organizations as it acts to pit one against the other.

Second, North Yemen was never colonized, although some signifi cant 
current-day institutions were introduced in mediated form by the Otto-
mans, and later, in the 1960s, by the Egyptians. Previous chapters demon-
strated that categories such as “the nation” and eff orts aimed at building 
state institutions led to novel hybrid or composite forms, fi rst under the 
imamate and later in a more far-reaching way through the institutional 
changes ushered in by North Yemen’s leaders after the 1962 revolution. As 
Brinkley Messick rightly notes, “In a world infl uenced in diff erent ways by 
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the imperial and colonial West, highland Yemen represents a situation at 
one extreme of the continuum of possibilities, in which change occurred 
at a pace marked by an unusual absence of outside intervention” (Mes-
sick 1993, 254). Arguably, it was the Egyptian occupation of North Yemen 
between 1962 and 1967, with Egypt’s backing of republican offi  cers in their 
battles against Saudi-fi nanced royalists, that had the most far-reaching 
consequences for models and expectations, if not the actual fulfi llment, 
of state institutional development (Wenner 1967; Burrowes 1987). But that 
intervention was short, and although the Egyptians established bureau-
cracies, banned political parties, developed a state security system, and 
contributed as many as sixty thousand troops to the fi ght on behalf of the 
republicans (Schmidt 1968, 234–35; Ah․mad 1992, 286, 290, 591–97; Dresch 
2000, 102), they failed to control much territory beyond the capital (Dresch 
2000, 102, 106). Even in the South, colonial rule was not as totalizing or as 
eff ective as it was in other places such as India or, arguably, Algeria. One of 
the key challenges for scholars of postcolonial politics, then, is to compre-
hend the divergent conditions under which regimes have sought to build 
institutions, manage populations, and reproduce categories of identifi ca-
tion intelligible to a country’s citizens.

In this spirit, the case of Yemen invites us to consider that the logics of 
state building may be at odds with the strategies of regime survival. Politi-
cal rulers may not have incentives to build durable state institutions that 
can project power across territory in uniform, standard ways.53 Rather, re-
gimes might enhance their durability not only by creating state institutions 
(a project that requires a lot of resources and implies signifi cant risks) but 
by encouraging disorder in certain areas, or at least not intervening to end 
it. In this context it is important to note that although violence had erupted 
periodically in S․a‘da before al-H․ ūthī’s recent challenge, President S․ālih․ had 
previously been successful at managing confl icts between Zaydī clerics 
and salaf ī adherents, a strategy that may not have made S․ālih․ an eff ective 
state builder but that seemed to secure his rule. However, by the late 1990s 
and early 2000s, S․a‘da in particular resembled the lawless frontier towns 
depicted in some American Westerns. If the regime’s inability to control 
violence is evident in various parts of the country, it was particularly ap-
parent here. Th e regime’s reaction to al-H․ ūthī, so curiously disproportion-
ate to al-H․ ūthī’s apparent threat, must therefore be read as an eff ort and an 
opportunity to reassert—indeed, I want to suggest perhaps even to estab-
lish for the fi rst time—the regime’s territorial sovereignty in this area.
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But why would it do so, given my argument that the regime not only 
tolerates disorder but often cultivates it? Th e answer to this question lies 
in changed conditions that made this move practical at the time that it oc-
curred. Since September 11, the United States had been pressuring S․ālih․’s 
regime to collaborate in the “war on terror” with the eff ect, in part, of 
distancing the regime from its salaf ī allies in S․a‘da. Because Muqbil al-
Wādi‘ī’s death had already fragmented the salaf ī movement in that region, 
there was no longer a need for a strong Zaydī countermovement. Th e 
regime could use salaf ī militants against Zaydī activists without fearing a 
united salaf ī reaction. Importantly as well, negotiations with Saudi Arabia 
had recently concluded, delimiting for the fi rst time a border in an area 
previously vulnerable to Saudi intervention. A boost in the state’s military 
capabilities stimulated by oil revenues and foreign aid also explains why 
the regime could take the risk it did. Both the United States and Great 
Britain gave support to the regime in its battles, with the British allegedly 
providing bulletproof vests to Yemeni troops. Moreover, a key mediator 
between the regime and Zaydī sayyids, the ruling party’s assistant secre-
tary general, Yah․yā al-Mutawakkil (himself a well-known Zaydī sayyid), 
was killed in a suspicious car accident in January 2003. Many Yemenis be-
lieve that the regime assassinated al-Mutawakkil for his outspoken views 
and his connections to the opposition, particularly to the Yemeni Socialist 
Party. When the al-H․ ūthī events began in 2004, regime critics wondered 
whether al-Mutawakkil’s assassination was also designed to facilitate 
what was to become an all-out assault on Zaydism’s regional heartland 
of S․a‘da.

In short, although Yemeni state institutions are too fragile to regulate 
populations in the way that much of the literature on knowledge produc-
tion asserts is necessary, the regime has been able to engage in divide-and-
rule strategies that themselves reproduce and lend political salience to, 
if not create, categories of group membership—experiences of affi  liation 
and possibilities for organization that have helped structure the current 
fault lines of Yemeni political life. Th ose categories are bolstered by the 
material, emotional, and spiritual incentives such group identifi cations af-
ford. Th e regime’s reaction to al-H․ ūthī’s protest must also be understood 
in terms of the opportunities it gave the regime to assert its territorial sov-
ereignty, to redefi ne the rules of the game in an area that had previously 
been controlled (to the extent that it was) through a politics of fragmenta-
tion alone.
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identif ying “identit y”: 
theoretic al contributions 

and concluding remarks
Th e approach to identity formation I am pursuing here has implications 
for the ways in which we study the politics of group solidarity. We need 
to understand how categories such as Sunnī and Shī‘ī or salaf ī and Zaydī 
work in specifi c contexts, while also identifying how organizations and the 
debates they summon generate category-based knowledge. Th is injunction 
does not require eschewing generalizations, nor does it mean neglecting 
the ways in which categories exist and change through time. But it should 
discourage writing about an “in-group” or an “out-group” or about “social 
distance” between groups as if these things exist a priori. Such terminol-
ogy often gets in the way of examining how experiences of group identity 
came to be, and why particular organizations fi nd encouragement or are 
created, while others do not enjoy such advantages or are even punished 
(Smith 2004).

Judgments of similarity and contrast are methodologically and theo-
retically tricky: what counts as a similarity or a contrast must be situated 
historically, must be based on transparent criteria of comparison, must 
be sensitive to local meanings of sameness and diff erence, and must be 
attentive to the power relationships—the institutions and everyday prac-
tices—that make some politically relevant standards of similarity and dif-
ference more authoritative than others (Smith 2004). Th is issue is fudged 
in many texts in which conceptual categories—once again “social distance” 
or “group traits” are good examples—are treated as objective criteria. So-
cial scientists invoking categories in this way naturalize a set of identifi able 
attributes, reproducing the very classifi cations they claim to interrogate. 
Ethnicity or social distance is not an objective thing, but a category whose 
political salience has a history and a range of meanings (including what 
counts as a sign of visible ethnicity), and whose importance is variable and 
should not be assumed.54

Th is critique reaches all the way back to shape what questions we 
should pose. Instead of simply asserting social construction or overlook-
ing the ways in which social scientists contribute to the very phenomena 
they seek to describe, we need to ask what the defi nitions of identity in a 
given context are, what forms they take, how they are perceived, and under 
what conditions they change.55 Moreover, how are solidarities  created and 
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maintained, when they are? Identities can be about choice (Laitin 1998; 
Posner 2005; Chandra 2004; Barth 1969), but they are also about the de-
sire to be recognized (Povinelli 2002; Markell 2003), and they concern the 
sociohistorical contexts in which certain choices and desires seem pos-
sible or necessary, while others are foreclosed even to the imaginations 
of those making decisions. As the anthropologist Virginia Dominguez 
(1997) rightly notes, there are “epistemological and institutional systems” 
that stand in people’s way, and mechanisms through which actors come 
to affi  liate with a particular group or get classifi ed over time. How people 
conceive of themselves and how they act in the world are results of micro-
processes of social interaction (such as the ways in which self-conceptions 
of being Muslim may be bound up with daily imprecations to God) and 
formal institutional routines (such as state classifi cations), requiring theo-
ries that would explain the formation of selves to shed light as well on the 
social processes that generate those selves.

Following the social theorist George Herbert Mead (1967 [1934]), as 
well as many other more recent scholars, I want to argue that there is no 
such thing as a self prior to social interaction: selves are produced and 
continually reproduced in relation to others. In the case of the al-H․ ūthī 
confl ict, “Zaydī sayyids” is an ascriptive designation, but those who em-
brace the label may choose to become politically active or not; as activists 
they are defi ned in relation to salaf ī militants, as well as through their deal-
ings with regime representatives, and in the context of performing their 
duties as pious Muslims with one another. Not all Zaydī sayyids identify 
as such, nor does such a designation mean that the label actually indexes a 
substantial group. Carrying through on social constructivist insights means 
not mistaking a contingent category of “ethnopolitical” or national prac-
tice for social scientifi c categories of analysis (Brubaker 2004, 9–10). As 
Stathis Kalyvas points out, when scholars label actors as “Shī‘ī” or “Sunnī” 
or “Kurds,” they are not engaging in “neutral” description. Rather, “they typ-
ically imply a theory of causation” (Kalyvas 2003, 481; see also 2006, chap. 
11). For example, in the case of analyzing civil wars, such labels are often 
understood to designate unitary groups that are causing the violence—or 
rather, that religious, ethnic, or class cleavages cause violence to happen 
(Kalyvas 2003, 481; 2006, chap. 11). But this is rarely the case.

Actors may construct a confl ict as specifi cally ethnic or sectarian in line 
with their own understanding of the predicament they confront or in an 
eff ort to generate political support, or both. Al-H․ ūthī and his opponents 
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were both able to draw on a repertoire of images familiar to (and contested 
through) the discursive tradition of Islam in order to make claims about 
authentic Muslim (as opposed to sectarian—t․ā’if ī) practice. Al-H․ ūthī and 
his followers invoked the martyrdom of H․ usayn, the possibilities of khurūj, 
and the ethical-political superiority of descendants of the Prophet. Some 
social scientists argue that discourses matter because they can be used by 
elites to dupe constituencies into following ventures of interest primarily to 
the elites themselves.56 Brass (1997), for example, argues that riots in India 
are institutionalized and systematic, and that ethnically oriented politicians 
use them to frame violence in ethnic terms, thus manipulating citizens to 
win their support. However, what is left inadequately explained in accounts 
of this kind is why elites are able to successfully attract followers by couch-
ing political matters in identity terms. Of course, individuals might also fall 
into an identity category and even be available for political action without 
feeling that affi  liation deeply. In this regard, we need to pay attention to how 
people who can be classifi ed or who self-identify with a particular category 
(such as Zaydīs or H․ āshid or al-H․ ūthī’s followers) might be mobilizing for 
reasons other than deep-seated emotion (while also recognizing that deep-
seated emotion need not be counterpoised to strategic interest so that the 
two can work in mutually reinforcing ways). We may have to acknowledge 
that we cannot know how profoundly most actors believe or feel, although 
we can off er grounded speculation about their political motivations. We 
can also make intelligent guesses about the intensity of aff ect, if not its na-
ture, at least on issues about which people are prepared to die.

Such accounts also assume a distance between elites and followers that 
may not exist on the ground, for leaders and followers share a semiotic world 
in which epochal events such as al-H․ usayn’s martyrdom make sense. As I 
argued in chapter 1, many analyses make leaders too distinct from the social 
setting in which they are situated, as if leaders and ordinary citizens are not 
implicated in the same discursive, sociopolitical worlds. In this light, many 
studies also regard discourses as epiphenomenal, as somehow outside of the 
material interests that actually determine solidarities and confl ict. But mate-
rial interests might be fruitfully viewed not as objective criteria but as being 
discursively produced: in other words, what counts as a material interest 
is mediated through our language about what “interest” means and what 
the material is. Th is is not to argue that personal animosities or solidarities 
are irrelevant. Kalyvas has shown how personal grudges and local cleavages 
often explain why civilian participation in what he calls “selective violence” 
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takes the form it does (see esp. chap. 11, 2006; also 2003). Personal animosi-
ties are undoubtedly part of the explanation of how the targets of violence 
are chosen, hiding at times under the umbrella of political rhetoric.

I do want to suggest, however, that private, local antipathies are often 
themselves political and general—stimulated by conditions that make 
such enmities possible. Indeed, what counts as a “private” matter is itself 
discursively designated and often contested. Protagonists’ choices and ex-
periences, including their solidarities and aversions, both shape and are 
formed by a regional territory’s relationship to the nation-state, by actors’ 
relationships to resources, by individuals’ connections (both personal and 
political) to one another, and by actors’ projections of themselves into a fu-
ture without the enemies or obstacles they act to eliminate. In the  semiotic-
historical context of Yemen, local organizations and issues often have 
broader political implications and consequences. Some personal grudges 
are themselves created and mediated through informal political organiza-
tions, such as mosque study groups, which might be funded by the regime, 
through the everyday but contentious practices of piety (including diver-
gent notions of the proper way to pray or the permissibility of shrines), 
through patterns of transnational networking with people and institutions 
in Afghanistan and Saudi Arabia (to name two examples), and through the 
mobilization of specifi c ethical-political discourses. Discourses matter to 
the production of groups, not as monocausal explanations for solidarity or 
confl ict or war (as is suggested by some accounts),57 but because language 
and other symbolic systems both organize and exemplify the conceptual 
universe through which action (including violence) takes place.

What I want to emphasize here are three interrelated points, ones that 
to my mind pursue and clarify some of the promising aspects of recent 
literature (e.g., Kalyvas 2006). First, it is impossible to understand what-
ever local animosities or solidarities exist among actors without a proper 
grasp of the political environment in which those enmities and affi  liations 
have continued to fl ourish. Many disputes in Yemen revolve around issues 
of resources, for example, and competition for resources is never strictly 
personal or local. Land disputes involve the political questions of access, 
of distribution, of property rights and historical entitlements, of modes of 
sociability and mechanisms for sharing, and of regime intervention. Sec-
ond, the dichotomies of public and private, political and personal, national 
and local, ideological and instrumental may not adequately capture how 
political master narratives intersect, not only with personal enmities and 
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solidarities but also, as we see in the al-H․ ūthī and salaf ī examples, with 
issues of moral reform. In other words, in our theories of social action we 
ought to pay attention to local dynamics while resisting the impulse to iso-
late instrumental or strictly material motives from wider political-moral 
discourses.58 Th ird, these moral issues are not epiphenomenal, acting as 
smokescreens or instances of false consciousness that veil the substantive 
material concerns of actors. Rather, the current political effi  cacy of these 
movements of piety (al-H․ ūthī’s and salaf ī ones) have to do with the ways 
in which they can appeal to both material and ethical concerns, grounding 
Islamic principles in the practices of everyday living.59

Th is is not to argue that actors simply act in accordance with master 
narratives or that these narratives are always signifi cant for analyses. Lo-
cal factionalism and alliances may be particularly good for explaining the 
forms violence takes, why certain people get involved, and how actors take 
advantage of situations to settle prior disputes. I am not attempting to ex-
plain violence per se, although the ratcheting up of the political solidarities 
I do discuss here may produce conditions conducive to violent confl ict. 
And insofar as one of the most robust predictors of “civil war onset” is 
low levels of per capita gross domestic product (Fearon and Laitin 2003; 
Collier and Hoeffl  er 2004), Yemen, as a poor country whose state institu-
tions do not always exercise sovereignty over peripheral territories, may be 
particularly prone to violence.60

For students of violence, the al-H․ ūthī confl ict does have important les-
sons. Th e example suggests that the regime’s ability to reproduce spaces 
of disorder, whether intentional or not, can have the eff ect of sustaining a 
tenuous but enduring political order. Violence occurring within the nation -
state’s borders, or “civil war onset,” may be prompted by an overreaction on 
the part of a regime to demands made by organizations whose members 
were previously subject to a divide-and-rule system. A regime’s eff orts to 
bring the state into being by “monopolizing” violence may actually gener-
ate more violence. Th at strategy, in the case of Yemen, represents a shift. 
Pace Fearon and Laitin (2003), who argue common-sensically that “weak 
central governments render insurgency more feasible and attractive” (76), 
violence in the al-H․ ūthī example is arguably prompted by enhanced state 
capacities, by an intensifi ed recourse to military and police resources as a 
result of foreign aid and Yemen’s role in the war on terror. In this case, it 
is the boon to “state capacity” that seems to foster felicitous conditions for 
the regime’s new policy and the subsequent violence that ensues.
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c h a p t e r  f i v e

P I E T Y  I N  T I M E
Contemporar y Islamic 

Movements  in  National  and 

Transnational  Conte xt s

Th e details (if not the lessons) of the al-H․ ūthī confl ict may be specifi c to 
Yemen, but a renewed interest in piety is evident across the Middle East in 
the proliferation of Islamic welfare associations, modes of dress emphasiz-
ing modesty, and increased mosque attendance (see Hirschkind 2006, 6). 
Cassette-recorded sermons of popular Muslim preachers have become a 
pervasive part of contemporary political social life in many towns and cit-
ies, pamphlets grounding Islamic principles in practices of everyday living 
circulate among literate citizens, and mosques are the center of neighbor-
hood experience in both rural and urban areas (ibid.). Televisions broad-
cast popular call-in and talk-show programs, invoking the Qur’ān and the 
Sunna to resolve moral, practical, and political problems.1 Politicians and 
ordinary citizens alike combine issues of ethical comportment with cri-
tiques of prevailing political conditions.

In this chapter I begin by departing from the ethnographic and textual 
foci of the previous chapters to explore in more macropolitical terms the 
reasons for the global emergence of contemporary Islamic movements. In 
contrast to studies arguing that religious movements undermine national 
solidarities, this book has already investigated how pious and national 
claims (as well as the commitments they index) have coexisted historically. 
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In the previous chapter we began to examine their coalescence in new 
forms of political self-identifi cation and collective action. In this chapter 
I interrogate arguments linking global processes of neoliberal reform to a 
worldwide resurgence of faith, drawing on the case of Yemen to gauge the 
validity of this familiar claim. My aim is not to introduce complications for 
their own sake, but rather to show how by attending to the Yemeni example 
we can refi ne our general theorizations about the politics of piety.2 Argu-
ments focused too narrowly on the impact of neoliberal policy reforms are 
not up to the task of explaining the resurgence. And contemporary theory 
more generally has not kept pace with historical events, which requires us 
to rethink established concepts in light of local experience and to simulta-
neously capture what I want to call a transnational moral imaginary. Th is 
moral imaginary, independent of neoliberal reforms but also exacerbated 
by them, can be transported and shared across national boundaries, creat-
ing new forms of solidarity and confl ict in the global present.

Th e term “neoliberalism” makes some scholars uneasy. As Taylor C. 
Boas and Jordan Gans-Morse (2007) argue, the term is not only capa-
cious, it is often ill-defi ned, or used inconsistently and “adopted unevenly 
across ideological and disciplinary divides” (2). Whereas it was fi rst used 
as a positive label by economists of the German Freiberg school to mean a 
renewal of classical liberalism, the word is now often deployed pejoratively 
by critics of “free market” ideology and of reforms promoting thorough-
going economic deregulation and privatization. More strictly and closer 
to how the term is understood here, neoliberalism is used to refer to four 
diff erent political-economy phenomena: (1) macroeconomic stabilization 
(policies that encourage low infl ation and low public debt, and discourage 
Keynesian countercyclical tendencies); (2) trade liberalization and fi nan-
cial deregulation; (3) the privatization of publicly owned assets and fi rms; 
and (4) welfare state retrenchment. Sometimes these four aspects work 
in concert but often they do not, and their impact on population welfare 
varies.3 In this chapter, I shall primarily be concerned with the latter three 
dimensions of reform.

One caveat at the outset: my attempts to historicize Islamic move-
ments and to relate them to changing circumstances in a global economy 
should not be read as an “invented tradition” argument (see Hobsbawm 
and Ranger 1983; Kepel 1993; and Hirschkind’s critique, 2001a and 2001b). 
Drawing on Talal Asad’s work (1986, 1993, 2003), I underscored in the pre-
vious chapter that Islamic political practices exist within a dynamic and 
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evolving discursive tradition, one that is constructed in and through de-
liberation. What I am trying to explain is how and why that tradition has 
come to be expressed in the form of an organized, vibrant Islamic “awak-
ening” (al-s․ah․wa al-islāmiyya). Or to put it diff erently, in noting that or-
ganizations and movements lay claim to a millennium-old tradition, I am 
not arguing that there exists somewhere a real authenticity to which these 
claims can be juxtaposed as false or misguided, as “invented tradition” 
arguments often seem to imply. Rather, I am interested in contributing 
to scholarly debates about the reasons for the current invigoration, wide-
spread reach, and resonance of piety movements.

contempor ary isl amic movements 
and theories of neoliber alism

Th e story of neoliberal reforms may be a familiar one by now: in the late 
1970s through the 1980s, under pressure from international institutions of 
economic reform such as the International Monetary Fund or the World 
Bank, states around the world began withdrawing economically, privatiz-
ing public assets, reducing or eliminating subsidies, deregulating prices, 
and ceasing to provide social services to which people had become ac-
customed, felt entitled to—and needed. As the welfare state has retreated 
in the Middle East, so the narrative goes, Islamic movements have often 
stepped forward to fi ll in the gaps, providing goods and services such as 
housing, textbooks, and health care that are not available from the state.4 
Egypt was one of the fi rst Middle Eastern countries to initiate economic 
liberalization measures. In 1973–74 the government announced an “open 
door” economic policy (infi tāh․) after almost two decades of close regu-
lation of foreign investment and imports. Private sector initiatives were 
to combine with government ownership, funding, and management of 
large industry, often in mixed partnership arrangements. Although such 
measures could be deemed successful during the oil boom years when oil 
wealth boosted household consumption and government revenues, they 
were disastrous in the bust period of the mid-1980s.5

Liberalization measures across the Middle East introduced citizens to 
a range of imported goods and luxury items to which they were unaccus-
tomed, at the same time that oil revenues and privatization policies gener-
ated a new, Western-oriented “parvenu” class to consume them (Sadowski 
1987; Mitchell 2002a).6 Th is new class enjoyed a conspicuous lifestyle that, 
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according to proponents of a political economy causal story, stimulated 
widespread resentment among the urban poor and middle classes. Such 
programs created markets, but they also enhanced perceptions of (as well 
as opportunities for) corruption. By the late 1980s, the IMF and USAID’s 
successful imposition of structural adjustment policies in many Middle 
Eastern countries had removed safety nets, which combined with an oil 
bust to produce considerable economic suff ering. Rising unemployment, 
decreases in subsidies, and housing problems all contributed to a glaring 
gap between rich and poor. In the late 1980s in Egypt, where reforms oc-
curred early, strikes grew more common, food riots became “a frequent 
worry” among government offi  cials, and middle- and lower-class citizens 
reported economic anxieties (Sadowski 1987, 44). As economic conditions 
became dire, Islamic organizations off ered approaches to questions of 
social justice, based on mechanisms of redistribution such as the Islamic 
zakāt taxes, that were able to avoid the radical land reform language of 
old while lending approval to private property and entrepreneurial profi t 
(Sadowski 1987; Kepel 2002).

Th e economic reforms of the last three decades of the twentieth century 
are an important part of explaining why Islamic movements have fl our-
ished, but their causal import is easily exaggerated. We need to take into 
account as well an increasing elective affi  nity between regime rhetoric and 
aspects of Islamic discourse, their close interaction and mutual historical 
constitution. Th e available idioms through which experiences of common 
belonging to a people became institutionalized in this post-1970s world 
are a product of what regimes will tolerate and what Islamic movements 
have won. In some cases, this discursive latitude has enabled pointed at-
tacks on corrupt leaders. But in almost all cases, expressions of Muslim 
piety go along with consensual understandings of anti-American and pro-
 Palestinian solidarities, and these are evident in both offi  cials’ speeches and 
in the voices raised in mass demonstrations. Islamic discourses put forth 
a coherent anti-imperialist doctrine and suggest ways of reestablishing 
community, off ering visions of an equitable, just, socially responsible way 
of life, much as the now-discredited Arab nationalist regimes of the 1950s 
and 1960s had done. Combining anti-imperialist and socioeconomic senti-
ments with concerns for family values, conventional sexual norms, and the 
desire to renew or “awaken” a specifi cally Muslim “culture” or “community,” 
the Islamic revival has generated a broad range of adherents whose motiva-
tions—indexed in this chapter under the rubric of a transnational moral 
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imaginary—cannot be reduced to economic determinations.7 Th ese dis-
courses not only refl ect contemporary political conditions that go beyond 
economic causes but are also themselves generative of novel political pos-
sibilities. An alliance between regimes and some Islamic movements both 
institutionally and discursively has helped to defi ne the shifting parameters 
of political expression in the Middle East.

Th e popularity and institutional effi  cacies of Islamic political organiza-
tions must also be understood in the context of U.S. political projects and 
the “blowback” they have caused (Johnson 2000; Mamdani 2004). Long 
before empire became a fashionable (if apt) term to describe U.S. inter-
vention, U.S. policies, both overt and covert, were stimulating widespread 
critique and providing reasons for action. Possible sources of blowback 
in the Middle East in particular include the following: the widely shared 
view that the United States serves as a proxy for Israel, that it has defi led 
the holy lands of Saudi Arabia by stationing troops there, that the United 
States is responsible for the decade of sanctions against Iraqis and for an 
ill-conceived war there now, that it continues to shore up corrupt dictators, 
and that it routinely upholds double standards between offi  cial commit-
ments to democracy and equality, on the one hand, and its own political 
activities as well as those of its local allies, on the other. Current global eco-
nomic arrangements are also viewed by many inhabitants of the Middle 
East, judging from ethnographic and survey work, as bringing wealth to 
the United States and its perceived institutional surrogates, the IMF and 
the World Bank, while rendering many parts of the world miserable and 
destitute.8 And this critique suggests that neoliberal reforms are an impor-
tant part of a broader concern, which encompasses not only worries about 
developments in global capitalism and the generalized commodifi cation 
of social life but also about territorial sovereignty, about the ways in which 
the United States, in particular, projects its political power.

To some extent, the success of Islamic movements also has to be at-
tributed to the state’s elimination of leftist opposition by means of incar-
ceration, torture, and co-optation. As we have seen in Yemen, unifi cation 
between North and South in 1990 was followed by the northern ruling 
party’s persistent assault on its southern socialist partners. In 1992–93, 
there were approximately 150 assassination attempts against members of 
the Yemeni Socialist Party—most of them carried out by self-identifi ed 
radical Islamic activists who were encouraged fi nancially and politically by 
the regime.9 Even as other Arab regimes (and the United States) were cut-
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ting ties to Islamic groups in the 1990s, the S․ālih․ regime actively cultivated 
mainstream Islamic activists as a way to counteract the infl uence of the 
Yemeni Socialist Party in unifi ed Yemen. In addition, the regime simulta-
neously lent encouragement to nonmainstream militants.10 Some radicals 
rejected both the regime’s overtures and the mainstream Islamic political 
party, while others were integrated into the regime and joined the ruling 
party. Various adherents also created independent militant organizations, 
such as the Islamic Jihād Movement and the Aden-Abyan Islamic Army. 
Organizational and fi nancial relations have been alleged to exist between 
these organizations and al-Qā‘ida, and personal ties between Usāma bin 
Lādin and members of the Islamic Jihād Movement are acknowledged 
publicly.11 In this context, some organizations justify violence in spiritual 
and ethical terms, highlighting the regime’s moral laxity, its toleration of 
socialist apostates, and the paramount importance of cultivating a pious, 
virtuous citizenry. Other regimes parallel Yemen’s experience. In Egypt, 
the governments of Nās․ir and Anwar Sādāt worked actively to demobilize 
the working class and to attack leftist organizations.12 In Jordan, Morocco, 
Tunisia, and Pakistan similar strategies of repression were the norm. U.S. 
support of the mujāhidīn as a way of combating a Soviet-backed leftist 
government in Afghanistan dramatizes a global process that was being 
pursued locally at least from the 1970s onward.13

Regime support of Islamic organizations and discourses, the fact of per-
sistent U.S. intervention, and policies aimed at eliminating leftist opposi-
tion make it diffi  cult to isolate economic reforms as the key variable or to 
establish a direct causal relationship between reforms and/or suff ering, on 
the one hand, and Islamic political movements, on the other. We might 
nevertheless acknowledge that a politics of piety is “intimately connected 
with material conditions” without arguing that such conditions fully ex-
plain the appeal of ideas about piety (Euben 1999, 89). An economically 
deterministic argument also fails to explain why so many of the reforms 
demanded by Islamic activists are about everyday social practices rather 
than about establishing an economic balance between a rich minority and 
an impoverished majority (Abdo 2000, 4–5). Organizations and practices 
associated with Islamic revivals are often discussed in terms of realizing a 
virtuous life; they are an invitation to “retrain” one’s ethical sensibilities in 
an eff ort to generate a novel, more satisfying moral, political order (Mah-
mood 2005, 193). As the above discussion suggests, consideration of eco-
nomic motivations must thus be complemented by an analysis that takes 
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seriously the discursive content and political-aff ective impulses underpin-
ning Islamic projects.

In this vein, it is tempting to locate Islamic movements in the context 
of another recent global phenomenon, one characterized by proliferating 
appeals to ethnicity, culture, and identity. Scholars have even linked such 
demands for group recognition to projects of neoliberal reform and to what 
anthropologists specifi cally term “the mediations of the market.” In some 
instances, these appeals fi nd expression in attempts to commodify the ex-
otic, to market cultural authenticity, and/or to underscore ethnic or cultural 
distinctiveness (Povinelli 2001, 2002; West and Carrier 2004; Comaroff  and 
Comaroff  2001a, forthcoming).14 Some Islamic movements operate with 
similar frames of reference in which practices of piety are viewed by activ-
ists as expressions of a distinctively Muslim or Arab identity (al-hawiyya al-
islāmiyya or al-hawiyya al-‘arabiyya). But as Saba Mahmood (2005) shows, 
based on an ethnographic study in Cairo, others do not. Th e mosque par-
ticipants with whom she interacted are “quite ambivalent about the ques-
tion of identity and are, in fact, emphatically critical of those Muslims who 
understand their religious practices as an expression of their Muslim or 
Arab identity rather than as a means of realizing a certain kind of virtuous 
life” (193). In other words, not all Islamic social movements, or for that mat-
ter contemporary social movements more generally, structure their claims 
through an identity politics or frame their grievances in terms of legal vo-
cabularies stressing “rights, recognition, or distributive justice” (193).

Nevertheless, pious movements in general, movements organized 
around Islam in particular, and recent multicultural claims emphasizing 
ethnic diff erence or communal authenticity share two key commonalities. 
First, they all tend to insist on the historical integrity and continuity of the 
group, be it transnational, national, or subnational. Th is continuity in the 
case of religious movements is itself often anchored in calls for a “return to 
a foundational order of meaning and law—of life, family, ethics, marriage, 
the sacraments—free of . . . deviations and corruption” (Comaroff  2005, 
22). Second, these claims tend to be politically important whether they are 
couched in terms of retraining ethical sensibilities, overriding nation-state 
divisions, or appealing to a specifi c “culture.” Because modern institutions 
of governance help constitute and transform how piety gets cultivated even 
in fragile states such as Yemen (e.g., through laws or through strategies of 
divide and rule, or both), eff orts to live a pious life in the context of other 
people making similar eff orts may have transformative eff ects on the polit-
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ical order, even when seizing state power is not the aim (Hirschkind 1997). 
Pious Muslims have pressed for changes in public school curricula while 
also developing private institutions to educate students, for instance (Star-
rett 1998).15 Attempts to restructure key aspects of ordinary life, such as 
commercial transactions, familial relationships, and welfare provisioning, 
all have potential political ramifi cations, and all reach beyond the sphere 
of the strictly material to generate and sustain the distinctly transnational 
moral imaginary that has emerged as a hallmark of the present age.

the c ase of yemen
Global trends associated with neoliberal reforms have found expression 
in Yemen mainly since unifi cation in 1990. After the civil war of 1994, and 
with assistance from international organizations, the recently born Repub-
lic of Yemen launched a substantial program of economic and adminis-
trative reforms. In return for embarking on an IMF-supported structural 
adjustment program, entailing the lifting of subsidies, revaluing the local 
currency to coincide with the global market, and promising to streamline 
the bureaucracy, unifi ed Yemen received considerable foreign debt relief in 
the mid-1990s (Detalle 1997). Th is relief has not translated into economic 
well-being for a large proportion of Yemeni citizens. Th e World Bank ac-
knowledges that poverty seems to be increasing in Yemen and that the gap 
between rich and poor appears to be growing.16 Yet the Yemeni case also 
lays bare how neoliberal reforms cannot be doing all of the work often 
attributed to them, and it does so in ways that shed further light on how 
and why a transnational moral imaginary has found expression in areas 
peripheral to, but aff ected by, global capitalism.

Th e points I want to make here are three: (1) Neoliberal reforms had a 
diff erentiated eff ect in Yemen depending, in part, on a particular region’s 
prior economic and political experiences of state intervention. In other 
words, Yemen brings to the fore how attending to diff erences between 
North and South, as well as to variation within each region, undercuts as-
sumptions about the context in which neoliberal policies worked their ef-
fects. (2) Islamic movements emerged in the 1970s and 1980s, before the 
structural adjustment reforms associated with neoliberalism got under way 
in Yemen. Yemen’s relationship to Saudi Arabia (particularly through labor 
migration and the dissemination of audiocassettes of mosque sermons) and 
the subsequent politics of unifi cation must be taken into account in order 
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to understand the proliferation of pious political movements. Although the 
transnational circulation of religious ideas and practices bears a relationship 
to neoliberalism, these ideas and practices should not be misunderstood as 
immediate responses to the local implementation of policy if only because 
they predate it. (3) Contemporary Islamic political movements demonstrate 
how pious practices and national solidarities have coalesced into new hybrid 
forms of political self-identifi cation and collective action, with implications 
for scholarly understandings of political allegiances more generally. It is often 
assumed that cultivating religious sensibilities (typically glossed in the lit-
erature as “sectarian allegiances”) through, say, Islamic welfare provisioning, 
takes away from nation-state commitments. But as I have argued elsewhere 
in this book, this zero-sum reasoning is overly beholden to a secularization 
paradigm in which the religious is juxtaposed to, and is seen as in competi-
tion with, broader national identifi cations. Returning to a textual approach 
to illustrate the third point, I use the example of Yemen to demonstrate how 
this either/or formulation fundamentally misapprehends the ways in which 
nationalism and piety can and do work together in the present.

1. Th e Importance of Diff erentiation and Variation

Critics of neoliberal capitalism often presume a dramatic shift from a state 
that eff ectively channeled resources to its population to a market that does 
not. Th ese images of working Keynesian welfare states or of postcolonial 
state-centric projects for redistribution just as often prove misleading, 
however. Not only in Yemen, but also in many other areas of the Middle 
East, Africa, and Asia, large swathes of territory have always been beyond 
the welfare state’s reach and remain peripheral to global capitalism. Th e 
lessons to be learned here, in other words, should have some general appli-
cability to similar circumstances in other parts of the world, toward which 
scholarly claims about state withdrawal erroneously presume a previously 
robust state presence and exaggerate the extent of global economic inte-
gration. Contemporary Yemen also demonstrates that populations both 
between and within nation-states experience neoliberalism variously, de-
pending on a particular regime’s projects and capacities, as well as on citi-
zens’ imaginings in relationship to them.

Recall from chapter 1 that the North’s YAR (1962–90) and the South’s 
PDRY (1967–90)17 were ideologically and historically distinct polities, im-
portant economic and political similarities notwithstanding. Despite the 
considerable expansion in the North’s public sector in the late 1970s and 



piet y in time / 195

1980s, including the regime’s eff orts to establish modes of repression simi-
lar to those of the South, the state in the YAR was never the addressee 
of people’s moral and material entitlements to the extent that it was in 
the PDRY. State institutions in the YAR competed with local develop-
ment associations as sponsors of economic change. Remitted earnings 
were diffi  cult to tax, with the result that as much as two-thirds of the Ye-
meni currency in circulation in the North was outside the formal bank-
ing system. North Yemen was also a “no doors economy,” an enclave of 
“peripheral capitalism” with “few legal barriers to imports, domestic trade, 
investments, speculation, transportation, or construction” (Carapico 1998, 
34). In these circumstances state withdrawal cannot be a key mechanism 
for pious activism in the North, simply because the state was not deliver-
ing welfare state provisions before the worldwide retrenchment.

Th e PDRY presents what would seem at fi rst glance a stark contrast 
to conditions in the North, as the regime nationalized and redistributed 
land under ambitious agrarian reform programs that expropriated feudal 
estates, seized religious endowments, and later even appropriated some 
family-sized holdings. Th e South’s Marxist-Leninist state epitomized am-
bitions common to what was called in the 1960s “third-world socialism.” 
Private property was confi ned to small enterprises; legal institutions sup-
ported a one-party state; and the regime embarked on ambitious educa-
tional and social reform programs. Many southerners have complained in 
the aftermath of unifi cation, and especially since the civil war of 1994, that 
the state has ceased to be the guarantor of citizens’ welfare. Even though, 
as we have seen, the PDRY was certainly beset by its own violence, citizens 
today cite increasing instances of lawlessness and disorder; the “retribal-
ization” of regions; and the dispossession of lands formerly managed by 
peasants as reasons for anger, nostalgia, panic, and despair.

But this picture of a radically diff erent South Yemen also has its problems 
for proponents of a theory linking neoliberal reforms to modern movements 
of piety. As chapter 1 noted, contrasts between the two states should not 
be invoked at the cost of neglecting convergences. Th at story has already 
been told, but the point of invoking commonality here is to underscore 
how variations between North and South were also matched by uneven 
developments within each nation-state, ones that are relevant for evaluat-
ing the diff erentiated experiences of state presence and retreat, and the role 
such factors might play in generating conditions conducive to piety in the 
present. Th ere are areas in the former PDRY where inhabitants have never 
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 enjoyed electricity or running water, despite the state’s ambitious plans to 
the contrary. Th e government of Aden may have attempted to extend edu-
cation, medical care, and other goods and services to its population, but 
in much of the country, such as in parts of Abyan, Lah․j, and Shabwa, that 
promise remained unfulfi lled. After the rise in oil prices in 1973, worker 
remittances tended to contribute more to consumption than to produc-
tive investments in industry or agriculture. Levels of education and health 
services were slightly higher in the South, particularly for women, but both 
countries remained among the world’s “least developed,” according to a 
United Nations Human Development report (Carapico 1993).18 Despite an 
avowedly developmentalist state discourse in the South, problems with 
state capacity (for lack of a better term) in both countries thus bring to 
the fore variations in the provision of resources within each nation-state, 
and this too matters for our theorizations about the impact of neoliberal 
reforms on piety movements.19

Th is variation between nation-states and within them has important 
implications. One might argue that because the prevailing discourse in the 
South presupposed a state responsible for the welfare of its citizens, inhab-
itants of the PDRY—even those who did not actually experience the ben-
efi ts of redistribution—nevertheless could imagine and hope for a world in 
which the state provided adequately for its citizens. In this view, neoliberal 
reforms also entailed the recalibration of the state’s role in the national 
imaginary—in the ways in which offi  cial discourses broadcast commit-
ments to state institutions and inhabitants of the South could make claims 
to the commons. Th e story would go something like this: as the promise of 
welfare provisioning became even less plausible to citizens, many of whom 
had never actually experienced its benefi ts, people turned to new forms of 
collective action and found political, emotional, and material redress in 
practices of piety. Th e state ceased to be the moral and political source of 
reparatory claims and religion took its place. Th ere may be some truth to 
this argument, even in this crude formulation. Variation within the nation-
state should imply, however, that areas of the South that had reaped the 
benefi ts of state presence would be particularly vulnerable to a politics of 
piety as the state retreated. Aden, the capital of the Marxist-Leninist polity 
and an emblem of its secular, state-oriented developmentalist ideal, did 
become increasingly a site for radical Islamic preachers and institutions 
to fl ourish. But this was by no means simply a result of Adenis themselves 
becoming more pious as state services diminished. Indeed, many native 
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inhabitants of Aden spoke of feeling “imperiled” by the concerted eff orts 
of Islamic activists who hailed from the North. In the immediate aftermath 
of the civil war in 1994, a group of militants descended on Aden and des-
ecrated the tombs of saints there, and women who had never covered their 
hair were increasingly compelled to do so for their own safety as attacks 
on immodestly dressed women became more common. Islamic charities 
also grew markedly as increased poverty (caused by a number of factors) 
encouraged people to donate (Dresch 2000, 200). Areas of the South such 
as Aden have become more ostensibly pious over time, but it is unclear 
whether neoliberal reforms are doing the work. If state retreat is the mech-
anism, then inhabitants of Aden should be particularly susceptible to the 
enticements of piety. To the extent that Aden has become a site of struggle 
between avowed secularists and Islamic militants, the proliferation of pi-
ous practices seems to be more a result of northern militants’ activities 
than about a shift among Adenis per se. Moreover, as the September 2007 
protests in Aden indicate, critiques of regime corruption and institutional 
inadequacies need not take an explicitly Islamic form.

2. Th e Issue of Timing: Labor Migration, Unifi cation, 
and the Transnational Dissemination of Ideas

Importantly too, the proliferation of overt signs of faith, of new commu-
nities of interpretation, and of active organizations actually preceded the 
particularly prominent reforms initiated after unifi cation. Th e Islamic re-
vival has to be understood in the context of the traffi  c in labor migrants 
and the lively publics such circulation of people and ideas enabled. It is this 
fl ow of workers that was critical in entrenching salaf ī forms of piety in Ye-
men (Weir 1997). During the oil booms of the 1970s and early 1980s, it was 
not uncommon in both North and South for migrant laborers to return 
periodically, from Saudi Arabia in particular, with an invigorated sense of 
public virtue. Saudi proselytizing (primarily through schools—ma‘āhid 
‘ilmiyya) inside parts of the North reinforced this demographic infl uence, 
even as the North’s decentralized power structure left the regime vulner-
able to Saudi pressures, permitting Saudi offi  cials and dissident clergy alike 
multiple avenues of access both to offi  cial decision-making processes and 
to informal institutions and practices of piety (Gause 1990).20 As early as 
the 1970s, even when the public sector in the North was expanding dra-
matically, mosque schools and lesson circles not only provided training 
in the everyday strategies for pious living but also served as a recruiting 
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ground for militants. Many of these newly energized stalwarts of radical 
Islam went to Afghanistan to join the struggle against the Soviet occupa-
tion, some of them returning subsequently to attack Yemen’s own “infi dels,” 
particularly socialists in the South. Th ese organizations enjoyed the sup-
port throughout the 1980s of the northern government of ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh 
S․ālih․, who doubtless saw in them a means of fortifying his rule.

Structural adjustment reforms seem to have strengthened piety move-
ments already under way, but it is important to note that other histori-
cal factors were also in play. Th e infl ux of returnees from abroad in the 
1990s, including Yemeni mujāhidīn coming home in signifi cant numbers 
from the confl ict in Afghanistan, is one such factor. At around the same 
time, anywhere from eight hundred thousand to 1.5 million labor migrants 
were repatriated from the oil-producing Gulf countries, especially Saudi 
Arabia, as a result of Yemen’s vote in the UN Security Council against the 
U.S.-backed resolution authorizing force to expel Iraq from Kuwait. Of 
these returnees, 75 percent owned no land or housing in Yemen. Although 
many were hosted by their fellow villagers, others were able to fi nd ac-
commodation only in camps constructed for that purpose, or in shanty-
towns, where they continue to live in poor conditions.21 In areas of the 
Tihāma, where people returned after living abroad with their families on 
a long-term basis and where about 30 percent of those repatriated were 
forty-fi ve years old and over (Republic of Yemen Ministry of Planning 1991; 
cited in Van Hear 1994, 24), life was particularly dismal. Many of these 
returnees had a particularly diffi  cult time reintegrating into Yemeni soci-
ety (Van Hear 1994; Stevenson 1993). Th ey had not planned to return to 
Yemen—commonly tracing their genealogical roots back to Africa—and 
had tended to sever their Yemeni connections. Some were also subject 
to racial discrimination because of their darker skin color.22 Shantytowns 
in Aden, where approximately 5 percent of returnees settled (Van Hear 
1994, 26), were similarly abysmal, and rendered increasingly so as refugees, 
many of whom could claim Yemeni origins, fl ed the confl ict in Somalia 
(Van Hear 1994, 26). In the northern highlands of S․an‘ā’, al-Mah․wīt, and 
S․a‘da, and in the North’s southern highlands of Ta‘izz, Ibb, Dhamār, and 
al-Bayd․ā’, returnees had lived in Saudi Arabia, as a rule, for shorter peri-
ods than those in the Tihāma, usually between fi ve to seven years. Th ese 
residents remitted money and made periodic visits to their relatives; they 
thus had an easier time reintegrating, fi nding some means of livelihood in 
rural and urban settings—farming, driving taxis, and pursuing construc-
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tion work. In the H․ ad․ramawt, returnees tended to come from Kuwait and 
to be wealthier than their counterparts in other parts of Yemen. Th ey had 
maintained relationships with fellow H․ ad․ramīs, and many had invested in 
property and construction. Some had even returned before the expulsion 
to take advantage of potential investment opportunities provided by mod-
est oil discoveries within Yemen.

Repatriation had consequences for modes of piety and collective action 
in the present. Many of those repatriated from the Gulf brought back prac-
tices associated with the Saudi intellectual tradition of tawh․īd, advocating 
the oneness of God, embracing as well salaf ī ethical commitments to cut 
through the interpretive accretions of classical scholarship and return to 
the foundational texts of the Qur’ān and the Sunna.23 In addition to people 
returning home with new beliefs, styles of dress, and sociality, religious as-
sociations took on a new prominence, providing important social services 
to those in need. Th e predominantly landless returnees of the shantytowns 
could not qualify for soft loans, and local and national governmental as-
sistance in the form of small welfare payments and bread distribution were 
largely discontinued by 1992 (Van Hear 1994, 30). In this context, interna-
tional aid provided some welfare.24 But more important were the chari-
table organizations sponsored by al-Is․lāh․, which stepped into the breach, 
off ering water, bread, clothing, and education in impoverished areas. In 
what were arguably Yemen’s fairest, certainly most highly contested par-
liamentary elections, in 1993, residents of shantytowns returned the favor, 
voting heavily for the main Islamic party. Shantytown residents also par-
ticipated in large numbers in the cost-of-living riots that convulsed most 
major towns in Yemen in December 1992.

Initiating structural adjustment policies at a time when remittance in-
come had been severely curtailed25 and foreign aid withdrawn (also largely 
as a consequence of Yemen’s support for Iraq) worsened already harsh 
conditions, and there is little reason to doubt that these reforms in the 
1990s intensifi ed the shift in religious attitudes and political preferences. 
Yet it is possible to name other key events even in the 1990s—including 
Yemeni unifi cation—that likewise fueled the growth in pietistic practices. 
Unifi cation prompted the S․ālih․ regime to off er renewed encouragement 
to Islamic activists, deploying them as a counterweight to the Yemeni So-
cialist Party, much as Islamic activists in the 1970s had been used to off set 
the infl uence of leftist guerrillas in the North. Th e mainstream Islamic al-
Is․lāh․ took advantage of the regime’s overtures to expand social services, 
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providing signifi cant assistance on the community level, including school 
supplies (such as uniforms and textbooks), health clinics, wedding-day 
clothes, and even a place for celebrations, not only in areas where repa-
triated refugees lived but also in former areas of socialist party control.26 
Other organizations such as salaf ī ones in S․a‘da produced pamphlets and 
mosque sermons that castigated both socialists and advocates of Zaydī pi-
ety, shoring up the regime’s political power by ratcheting up expressions of 
group affi  liation, solidifying some organizations while dividing others.

Th ese developments, in part a response to neoliberal reforms, but in a 
crucial sense in addition to them, lie behind the visible changes in dress 
codes, mosque sermons, and everyday rituals of prayer indicative of an 
expansion of a politics of piety, producing a broad-based, diverse Islamic 
public that is at once territorially situated in Yemen and spiritually be-
holden to a transnational political world. Th ere are two additional lessons 
to be gleaned here. First, although the Islamic political party’s outreach 
capabilities may have helped to garner support from impoverished com-
munities, the wide range of participants in mosque activities, organized 
protests, or in electoral politics by no means suggests that these residents, 
in particular, are opting for an increasingly faith-based orientation toward 
politics. Th e proliferation of Islamic practices seems both a response to 
increasing poverty and a mark of spiritual dissatisfaction extending be-
yond the particular needs or experiences of any one economic class. In 
other words, elections and political parties are an inadequate measure of 
resurgent piety and should not be used as proxies for it. Although sup-
port for the Islamic party, al-Is․lāh․, may register a constituent’s piety, it may 
not. Support for the ruling party (in the form of votes or political com-
placency), moreover, does not signify a lack of religious conviction, and 
many former Is․lāh․īs have joined the ruling party or routinely cooperate 
with it. Th e regime’s successful use of pork-barrel politics before the 2006 
elections helped the ruling party win a stunning 70 percent majority in lo-
cal elections. Th is victory does not mean that Yemenis are becoming less 
pious. What it does suggest is that scholars should examine piety in ways 
that account for but also move beyond political parties and the welfare 
services they provide. In this light it is important to note that many salaf īs 
do not vote at all, arguing that electoral contestation contravenes Islamic 
principles.

Second, attending to the specifi c circumstances of resurgent piety in 
Yemen requires considering factors we might be missing by concentrat-
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ing too narrowly on neoliberalism’s impact or by using the category ca-
paciously. What looks like the fl ow of capital, labor, and goods from the 
point of view of analysts may look like internal moral decay and an as-
sault on public virtue from the angle of Islamic activists. Th is view of the 
Western world as a moral problem has to be understood, not as a cultural 
essence inhering in Muslims, nor simply in terms of economic determina-
tions, but in a broad historical context of perduring global interventions 
and vigorous debates disseminated about them. Th is means too that the 
forms of moral reasoning and critique characteristic of the Islamic revival 
are highly exportable, by way of labor migrants and via mosque sermons 
circulated on audiocassette, for example. And this dissemination of ideas 
is independent, to an extent, of the political and economic reforms associ-
ated with neoliberalism.

3. Piety and Nationalism Revisited

As I have argued in previous chapters, the example of Yemen further il-
luminates how members of contemporary religious movements do not 
necessarily understand their pious solidarities as undermining their na-
tional ones. Rather, it is their very commitment to both national unity and 
a pious ethics that obliges actors to rebellion or critical comment. Th ese 
movements essentially take for granted the territory of the nation-state 
at the same time that they appeal to and are inspired by transnational, 
nonterritorial experiences of belonging. In Yemen and elsewhere in the 
Middle East, most of these movements do not share much affi  nity with 
neoliberal orthodoxy, in contrast with Pentecostalism in Latin America, 
for example (see Comaroff  2005). Rather, they ardently criticize the pro-
cess of IMF and World Bank intervention, and they do so mainly by tying 
regime corruption to a far-reaching moral decay, one that threatens both 
the Islamic community and the citizens of the nation-state. Although neo-
liberalism cannot be said to have caused movements of piety to develop, 
the ideas and consequences of neoliberal reform have become important 
subjects for debate and criticism within Islamic communities.

Consider a particularly dramatic example, a sermon by the self- appointed 
preacher ‘Alī Jārallāh al-Sa‘wānī, who gained notoriety by assassinating YSP 
leader Jār Allāh ‘Umar in December 2002. Th e sermon on audiocassette 
had caught the attention of regime authorities in early 2001, and al-Sa‘wānī 
was subsequently imprisoned briefl y for the tape’s incendiary content.27 Th e 
sermon shows how nationalist and Islamic appeals work in tandem—how 
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they can coalesce into a critique of reforms associated with the general phe-
nomenon of neoliberalism, as well as of specifi c regime practices. It reveals 
how images of Yemen’s national crisis blend with the moral authority of the 
Islamic community’s foundational texts. But what is particularly surprising 
given al-Sa‘wānī’s outlier status is the way in which even he appeals to the 
impersonal legal apparatus of the state as an arbiter of the regime’s own 
excesses. Th e tape demonstrates how idioms of aff ective address are both 
territorial and extraterritorial, operating in a context where the nation-
state nevertheless remains an important presumed legal addressee (even 
in “weak” states and in an era of neoliberal reforms) over and against the 
acknowledged corruption of the ruling regime.

Th e audiocassette begins as such tapes typically do, by praising God 
and invoking key passages from the Qur’ān.28 It then proceeds to voice 
concern for two distinct but overlapping collectivities, the national and the 
Islamic. I am not arguing that Islamic concerns can be reduced to nation-
alist ones. Rather, the tape demonstrates that for al-Sa‘wānī (and I would 
contend for many others in Yemen), Yemeni nationalism continues to be 
compatible with Islamic allegiances, despite the diff erent understandings 
of subjectivity and sovereignty that nationalism and Islam presume. Al-
Sa‘wānī’s sermon brings to the fore how the connections between nation-
alism and piety are more historically contingent than narratives insisting 
on nationalism’s exclusively secular dimensions allow.

Based upon the words of the truthful and trusted one [i.e., the Prophet 
Muh․ammad], I say, dear brethren, that those who call the people and 
the public to participate in usurious interest (ribā) are in reality calling 
upon the nation and the people to participate in what is more grievous 
than thirty-six crimes of adultery (zinā). Th ey are in reality calling upon 
the nation and the people to participate in what is more grievous than 
having intercourse with their own mothers.

What makes the crime of usurious interest worse than even incest is the 
complicity it requires from ordinary citizens, according to the sermon. 
And the crime, it turns out, is a direct product of the regime’s policies—
particularly of the regime’s relationship to the IMF and the World Bank, as 
the following passage asserts:

And hear, hear! God has forbidden us to obey and follow the Jews, the 
Christians, and the rest of the infi dels and to take them as advisers. God 
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has forbidden us to do this in the Qur’ān clearly and adamantly. But despite 
this we disobey the texts with projected fangs and removed veils [rhyming 
words], as it is evident and apparent with the Poverty Fund ( jur‘at al-ifqār) 
through which the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund ad-
vises and directs, and whose leaders are Jews and Christians. Our Lord 
said: {O believers, if you obey the infi dels they will turn you upon your 
heels, and you will return headlong to perdition}. (Sūrat Āl ‘Imrān 3:149)

Al-Sa‘wānī then goes on to give an account of a legal matter involving 
the Prophet’s son-in-law, ‘Alī ibn Abī T․ālib, a story in which ‘Alī accuses a 
Jewish person of stealing his shield and a certain judge Shurayh․ fi nds the 
accused Jewish person not guilty because of the lack of evidence against 
him. Th is story fi nds widespread circulation in mosque sermons in Ye-
men, serving generally to underscore the rectitude of Islam—the fair and 
just implementation of justice within a legal system whose public virtue in 
the Islamic past is demonstrated by the judge’s fi nding in favor of a non-
 Muslim. It is often invoked to dramatize the contrast between a righteous 
past and a morally compromised present. Th e story prepares the ground for 
‘Alī Jārallāh al-Sa‘wānī’s own legal claims, ones that allow a public rhetoric 
of ethical propriety to confront the troubled practices of the nation-state.

On the basis of this [‘Alī’s experience with the judge Shurayh․], tomorrow 
I will, God willing, present a legal suit to put on trial two big fi gures. Th e 
fi rst fi gure: the president of the republic, for going against the book of 
God and the Sunna of His Messenger, may God’s prayers and peace be 
upon him and his family, and against the constitution which emanates 
from them. . . . In my accusation, I am not reckless, nor am I slander-
ing the president. Rather I have built it upon the most elevated rational 
foundations, and upon equations and logical proofs. For the fi rst half of 
the equation says that these abominable acts are being committed in the 
land of Yemen. And the second half of the equation says that the presi-
dent of Yemen is ‘Alī ibn ‘Abd Allāh ibn S․ālih․. Th erefore, the outcome of 
this equation states that he is the prime culprit. My brother, do you see 
in this equation any faults? Turn with your sight and mind twice, sight, 
mind, hypocrisy, and adulation will turn back to you mean and weary. 
[Based on Sūrat al-Mulk 67:4]

Al-Sa‘wānī uses the jurisdictional authority of the state, which he says he 
hopes will be “neutral,” to indict its leader on behalf of a nation of  Yemenis, 
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and he grounds this critique in the widely understood discursive tradition 
of Islam. Th ere are two important points to be made about these passages. 
First, al-Sa‘wānī’s appeal to the “law of God” is complemented by an under-
standing of his rights as a citizen, rights that enable him to bring his case 
in front of a court and to try the president on behalf of the imagined com-
munity of “the nation.” Second, in al-Sa‘wānī’s diagnosis, Yemen is threat-
ened specifi cally by foreign pressures such as those of the IMF and World 
Bank, by the elites in power who allow such interventions in Yemeni af-
fairs, and by domestic infi dels, who as “secularists” and “socialists” do not 
belong to the community of righteous believers because they are “against 
Islam.”29 Th ese themes of foreign threat and domestic decay fi nd expres-
sion throughout the tape.30

Al-Sa‘wānī’s hostility toward the regime is much more prominent than 
his disdain for the Yemeni Socialist Party, but his ideological disagree-
ments with the latter are clear and seemingly irreconcilable. Th e socialists 
are secularists and not respectful of or constrained by Islamic law. Th e 
kind of state they envision is fundamentally diff erent from the ethically 
proper one al-Sa‘wānī believes to be sanctioned by God. Th e democracy 
these Yemeni socialists have come to advocate fi nds no basis in the Qur’ān 
or the Sunna. But nevertheless, al-Sa‘wānī’s criticisms register a longing 
for a state that is impartial and inured from a corruption that can be both 
territorially located in regime politics and globally carried through World 
Bank and IMF interventions.

Al-Sa‘wānī’s criticisms of the regime extend to Shaykh ‘Abd Allāh, who, 
in his capacity as speaker of parliament, is the second person against whom 
al-Sa‘wānī intends to bring suit. He, like the president, has permitted the 
World Bank and IMF to interfere in Yemeni aff airs, has supported the Pov-
erty Fund specifi cally, and has participated in “democracy.” In spite of his 
heroic past as a republican fi ghter against the imamate, moreover, Shaykh 
‘Abd Allāh has contravened the Qur’ān by promoting usurious interest or 
ribā. Th e monologue against the shaykh repeats, almost verbatim, many of 
the accusations al-Sa‘wānī levels against the president. His singling out of 
Shaykh ‘Abd Allāh, however, exposes the entangled relationships among 
members of the Yemeni regime, raises questions about what “opposition” 
means in this setting, and highlights dissension among Islamic activists. 
It underscores how divergent organizations of piety in Yemen are, and it 
makes apparent some of the classical fault lines in Yemeni politics, ones, 
as we saw in chapter 4, that challenge conventional distinctions between 
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Islamists and non-Islamists and between regime members and an Islamic 
opposition. Instead of a unifi ed, monological understanding of the mean-
ings of Islam or of piety, al-Sa‘wānī’s tape evokes the contested fi eld often 
concealed by the category “Islamist.”

Th is is the tape of an uncompromising militant, but perhaps for that 
reason it also dramatizes how divine authority and human law can be 
imagined to interact and generate justice. A study by Charles Hirschkind, 
Th e Ethical Soundscape (2006), argues that such tapes provide a way for 
Islamic ethical traditions to be refashioned for modern political and tech-
nological orders, off ering sensory pleasure to audiences while also putting 
forth calls for ethical living and political participation.31 Hirschkind rightly 
argues that these tapes are not generally a source of militant indoctrina-
tion, but rather center on self-improvement, on cultivating the sensibilities 
and aff ects necessary for a pious life. Th ese tapes operate in the context 
of an expanding “Islamic counterpublic” (Hirschkind 2001, 2006), vibrant 
communities of argument and deliberation that connect Islamic practices 
of ethical discipline (al-dīn) to the challenges diverse Muslim communi-
ties confront around the world.32 A sermon might focus on the obligations 
of Muslims, enumerating the duties incumbent on the faithful. In al-‘Ashr 
al-Wājibāt lil-Fard al-Muslim (Ten duties of the Muslim individual), for 
example, the fulfi llment of obligations such as believing and relying on 
God (duty no. 1), studying the Qur’ān and the Sunna (duty no. 5), and lov-
ing one another (duty no. 7) is predicated on a politics in which “when 
Muslims perform their duties” they are acting in ways “tantamount to 
fi ghting injustice and their enemies.” According to this tape, “Bullets are 
not the answer to the challenges faced by Muslims today.”

More generally, although the term “neoliberalism” is a scholarly cat-
egory of analysis rather than a Yemeni category of practice,33 some of the 
problems scholars identify as emanating from market reforms are crucial 
concerns in mosque sermons. In particular, injustice is a focal point in 
many contemporary sermons in Yemen. Injustice is a product of domestic 
corruption, as well as the result of United States policies (e.g., the sermons 
of ‘Alī; S․a‘tar; al-Zindānī). Th ese policies have allowed “hypocrites” to take 
“advantage of the situation,” using “opportunities to attack Islamic groups 
and get closer to the United States” (S․a‘tar). Th e United States has worked 
“to destroy the foundations of Arab countries” including the economy: 
“Th e Gulf countries have started borrowing money after the arrival of 
American troops. Th e hunger that has spread in Yemen for fi ve years is due 
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to the rise in prices that has been described as economic reforms. Who is 
behind this? Th e World Bank. . . . Th e aim is to leave 90 percent of Yemenis 
poor and begging from the remaining 10 percent who hold old wealth” 
(al-Zindānī).34 Such sermons invite Yemeni Muslims to identify with the 
broader umma of Arabs and Muslims across the world while also grap-
pling with issues specifi c to Yemeni sovereignty, such as anxieties about a 
U.S. invasion there (al-Miswarī) or worries about foreign infi ltration into 
Yemeni politics (S․a‘tar; al-Zindānī). In foregrounding injustice, sometimes 
the appeal is to the state against the regime, as in the case of al-Sa‘wānī, 
while at other times it is the president himself who is addressed (e.g., al-
Miswarī, al-Ānisī, al-Zindānī). Even in an epoch of market reforms, im-
posed unevenly on large swathes of territory, political imaginings among 
Islamic activists in Yemen, far from renouncing the state, can fuse moral 
prescriptions with legal entitlements, blending faith in God with desires 
for a nation-state capable of securing the law.

To recap thus far: Neoliberal reforms are important to our under-
standing of the Islamic revival, in part because they have incited various 
appeals to a community of believers, who are enjoined to live ethically 
within a context that often presumes the moral and legal obligations of 
the state. Th ose appeals actually predate market reforms, but have prolif-
erated in the wake of neoliberalism’s impact. Th is impact is not uniform 
in all places, because the historical conditions under which the reforms 
were initiated diff ered. In places where the state had not been the pri-
mary addressee for people’s moral and material entitlements, its contrac-
tion cannot be having the same eff ect it might in settings where citizens 
were accustomed to welfare provision. And these provisions themselves 
have been unevenly withdrawn and, in some cases, actually expanded, de-
spite the claims of neoliberal orthodoxy and the expectations of scholars 
studying it.

foc using on specificit y for theoretic al 
re asons:  concluding remarks

My arguments about Yemen have implications for our general and practi-
cal understanding of pious solidarities by inviting analysis of the diversity 
of current Islamic movements. Th is diversity is made manifest in discur-
sive and institutional forms that can be liberal or illiberal, violent or non-
violent, focused primarily on everyday practices or on offi  cial governance, 
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democratic or authoritarian, supportive of or in tension with nationalist 
imaginings. Th is variation matters for our generalizations and theories be-
cause the fact of variation bears directly on the question of what it is we 
are trying to explain. Can a study geared to explain the reasons for peace-
ful grassroots movements organized to create a pious order also help us 
understand religious militancy? To what extent can insights about social 
piety movements in, say, Egypt, be used to explain the Islamic Salvation 
Front (FIS) in Algeria or the making of al-Qā‘ida? If not, then why not? Or 
if so, then in what ways? And what of countries like Yemen (among  others), 
where pious practices may signify one’s commitment to an organized 
movement, one’s labor history in Saudi Arabia, or antagonism toward left-
ists, a private choice to be more pious, a belief in violent transformation, or 
a commitment to peaceful contestation from the bottom up?

Th is emphasis on variation not only allows us to stress the diversity of 
Islamic practices and political projects, it also requires us to investigate 
divergences in neoliberal reforms. Th e political scientist Isabella Mares 
(2005), for example, has argued that there has been a signifi cant expan-
sion in social service provision worldwide, that the welfare state has been 
remarkably resilient, despite reforms.35 She makes a compelling case for 
disaggregating social reforms in order to look for variation within states. 
Th ere have been major divergences across policy areas (so that Mexico 
introduces universal health care but privatizes other dimensions of social 
service provision, for example).36 Mares also argues that there has been 
a change in fi nancing risk, with some countries’ reforms tending toward 
privatization (as we would expect) while others remain or become public. 
East Asia is an example of the latter, with universal social policies being 
enacted during the period when the welfare state has supposedly been 
shrinking globally. Jean Comaroff  has pointed out that African countries 
with means are also expanding aspects of welfare provision—Botswana, 
for instance; and South Africa is fi nancing public housing as it encourages 
privatization in health.37 Even Yemen has resisted pressures to overhaul 
completely its civil service, and the paltry paychecks do provide a safety 
net to some citizens, albeit an inadequate one. In considering why particu-
lar neoliberal reforms get initiated while others do not, or why in certain 
areas state activities expand while in others they contract, one might point 
to factors such as the size and historical organization of the workforce or 
levels of education among the citizenry (Mares 2005), or the strategies 
available for inducing compliance and the level of state capacity (to deliver 
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goods and services, to fend off  IMF demands, and so forth), to name just 
a few possibilities.

Appreciating specifi city does not prevent us from thinking generally, 
theoretically, or globally. What it does require is a historical examination 
of the present, one that is attentive to the emergence of pious sensibilities 
and a fi ner specifi cation of how neoliberal reforms work. Paying atten-
tion to variation requires us to account for the ways in which the state 
can simultaneously be withdrawing from and intervening more actively 
in people’s everyday lives. And it demands that we consider the diverse 
activities, movements, and communities of argument that have character-
ized Islamic political practices worldwide. Th ese comments are intended 
as invitations for further research. Th ey suggest a scholarly strategy of sys-
tematically tacking back and forth from the general to the particular in 
ways that allow us to produce nuanced theoretical generalizations while 
doing justice to the facts on the ground. Such attention should make us 
wary of pronouncements that neoliberal reforms are in and of themselves 
the agent of novel modes of piety, or that these forms of piety necessarily 
indicate denationalizing tendencies or that they threaten the nation-state. 
As some evidence from the Yemeni case suggests, they may not even im-
peril regime politics as usual. More generally, many movements of piety, 
even violent ones that seek to overthrow a particular regime, take the na-
tion-state for granted and make their appeals in reference to its enduring 
importance.

In summary, it is clear that neoliberal capitalism is not the only factor in 
fostering the peaceful movements of piety and the violence (not necessar-
ily inspired by piety) currently aff ecting Yemen. Neoliberalism is certainly 
part of the story—of rising poverty, the increasing perception (and fact) of 
inequality, and the expressions of moral anxiety and collective vulnerabil-
ity such experiences occasion. Registrations of discontent fi nd expression 
in mosque sermons and in political protests. But other historical factors 
are also at work in the Islamic revival, such as the localized way in which 
a post–cold war politics played out between North and South Yemen, the 
renewed eff orts to eliminate leftists in the aftermath of unifi cation, Ye-
menis’ specifi c relationships as unskilled migrants to Saudi Arabia (and 
Afghanistan), and the new modes of communication and forms of sociality 
enabled by this traffi  c of workers, including the interregional circulation of 
ideas, people, and objects (such as audiocassettes) giving voice to spiritual 
and material dissatisfactions that preceded these reforms. Wide-reaching 
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circuits make possible the dissemination of political critiques and solidari-
ties in the language of both national sovereignty and transnational moral 
revelation.38

Th is book has focused primarily on the performance of nation-ness, on 
the ways in which national political identifi cations articulate with delib-
erative publics and with piety. Th is chapter has extended those concerns to 
consider transnational or “globalization” processes and their relationship 
to religious revivals. Much scholarly debate revolves around the impreci-
sion of the term “globalization,” the historical newness of the processes to 
which the concept refers, and globalization’s impact. Frederick  Cooper, for 
example, laments the vocabulary of globalization because it fails to specify 
how “commodity circuits are constituted, how connections across space 
are extended and bounded, and how large-scale, longer-term processes, 
such as capitalist development, can be analyzed with due attention to their 
power, limitations, and the mechanisms that shape them” (2005, 110–11). 
For him, the term fl attens out the geographical unevenness of these pro-
cesses (see also Hirst and Th ompson 1996), and it ignores important histori-
cal continuities between past and present (discussed in Eley 2007). Others, 
such as the social theorist Anthony Giddens, identify globalization’s nov-
elty in a new “time-space diff erentiation,” which has displaced a “classical 
emphasis on the analysis of [discretely demarcated and sovereign] ‘societ-
ies’ or ‘social systems.’ ”39 In this vein, David Held and Anthony McGrew 
(2000, 3–4) argue that globalization “denotes the expanding scale, growing 
magnitude, speeding up, and deepening impact of interregional fl ows and 
patterns of interaction. It refers to a shift or transformation in the scale of 
human organization that links distant communities and expands the reach 
of power relations across the world’s major regions and continents.” (See 
also Hobsbawm 1994; Halliday 2001.) At times, such defi nitions are used to 
argue that globalization undermines the sovereignty of nation-states (Held 
1996); at other times, globalization sustains or generates novel means of 
embedding nation-state sovereignty in interregional relations (Sassen 
1998; Held and McGrew 2000).

On the one hand, my own critical analysis has attempted to focus on a 
dimension of globalization central to its historical novelty, neoliberal re-
forms. Th ese reforms seem to upset the bounded regulation of national 
economies, but they do so unevenly and without necessarily entailing the 
state’s withdrawal from other domains. State sovereignty may be under-
mined economically while being bolstered by new opportunities for and 
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aggressive modes of policing borders and managing populations, for ex-
ample. But even here, some states continue to perform a more vigorous 
redistributive role than others, and most postcolonial states never had the 
resources or capacities to operate as Keynesian welfare ones could. Th e 
variation within and between nation-states suggests that there have always 
been large swathes of territory inaccessible to state institutions.40 In order 
to consider the impact of neoliberalism and its connections to a politics of 
piety, however, we have to identify how state institutions operated before 
neoliberal reforms, taking into consideration how territorial control was 
exercised (when it was), and how citizens were governed (to the extent 
that they were).

On the other hand, my analysis invites considering those aspects of glo-
balization captured by the term’s references to the accelerated circulation 
of “people and money, images and ideas, through . . . networks of almost 
planetary scope” (Foster 2002, 1). Experiences of solidarity and trans-
national identifi cation are continually being produced at the periphery of 
global capitalism, spread through processes of labor migration, pamphlet 
circulation, and audiocassettes of mosque sermons—enactments of moral 
self-fashioning that affi  x far-reaching ethical certainties to local, practical 
problems. We can thus begin to understand how pious movements oper-
ate variously within this global, unevenly instituted current context: as a 
response to forms of economic injustice and political foreclosure, as an 
ideology that shares (at least in Latin American contexts) important affi  ni-
ties with the very world it seeks to criticize, as a novel recasting of aff ective 
attachments in the idioms of both national and religious solidarity, and 
as a regulative sensibility that reorders the sociopolitical world through 
everyday practices of ethical comportment and moral action.

In short, there may be a connection between neoliberal reforms and 
piety movements, but this relationship is not one of lockstep cause and ef-
fect. Neoliberal reforms occurred in the global context of unfulfi lled state-
centric aspirations and ongoing great power interventions, which have 
helped to advantage some organizations and weaken or destroy others. 
I am suggesting that we expand our perspective to explore not only the 
combined factors that produced the “why” of contemporary piety but also 
the “how”: how the economic and political frustrations of certain audi-
ences become channeled through pious discourses that enjoin the remak-
ing of ethical sensibilities, and how demographic traffi  c and developments 
in communication technologies are important mechanisms for piety’s 



piet y in time / 211

traction over time. Th is circulation of people and ideas has facilitated a 
far-reaching territorially indeterminate public, one whose collective imag-
inings anchor everyday challenges in a specifi cally moral commonweal 
while also sustaining (rather than undermining) territorially rooted com-
mitments to the nation-state.
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C O N C L U S I O N
Polit ic s  a s  Per formative

Th is book began with a specifi c question, “What makes a Yemeni a Ye-
meni?” as a vehicle for exploring the dynamics of political identifi cation 
in general. One response would have been to rehearse the current legal 
regulation of Yemeni citizenship. According to Law No. 6, article 2: “the 
Yemenis” are “inhabitants whose regular domicile has been Yemen . . . for 
at least fi fty Gregorian years prior to the promulgation of this law [1990], 
and the domicile of the originals will be deemed to apply to those branches 
[of the family tree] and the spouse whenever they [family or spouse] have 
the intent of being such inhabitants.”1 Th is passage and the detailed legal 
stipulations that follow point up some of the key themes of this book, 
detailing how nationalism as an ideology presupposes distinct notions of 
space, time, and collectivity. Yemenis as national citizens are members 
of a demarcated territory. Th ey are genealogically linked to one another. 
Th ey live in calendrical time and are subject to the force of the state’s 
citizenship laws. Th e law constitutes a unity according to which every 
person either is or is not a Yemeni. Covering all contingencies (patrilin-
eal, matrilineal, born in or outside of Yemen, and so forth), the law allows 
for considerable variation, registering the transnational contexts within 
which contemporary national identifi cations are formed, barring from 
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potential inclusion only those who lack all temporally determined ties to 
a place called Yemen.2

Peripheral Visions has not been concerned with the specifi c legalities of 
citizenship because, although citizenship requirements do fall defi nitively 
within the state’s powers, the Yemeni state remains weak, with limited 
means of enforcement. Th e burden of this book has been to explore the 
range of ideas, practices, institutions, and events—some of which are ex-
perienced in the breach of state authority—through which the categories 
of Yemeni or Shī‘ī or salaf ī become thinkable, desirable, and for some, even 
natural. While Yemenis, as well as other national groups, may be defi ned in 
legal terms, they are actually summoned into being through the quotidian 
discourses used—through poetic invocations of a “nation” called Yaman 
or in acts of deliberating with others in public. Sometimes these activi-
ties make specifi c claims on behalf of a Yemeni people. At other times, 
cross-fertilization, not only of nationalist ideas but of knowledge about a 
region, mountain, or custom, generates the conditions for a territorially 
circumscribed assemblage of addressees, a national public. Put somewhat 
diff erently, Peripheral Visions emphasizes the performative dimensions 
of political life, how persons are established as national through iterative 
performances of particular national acts, just as pious or democratic per-
sons are produced through everyday enactments of piety and agonistic 
deliberation respectively. Such a framework accounts for the fragility and 
contingency of solidarities in a way that many explanations do not. Claims 
of attachment can and often do shift precipitously. A theory of politics as 
performative adds value to our political analyses because it denaturalizes 
political identifi cations, thus drawing attention to the mechanisms that 
make identity categories seem fi xed.

Understanding the performative dimensions of politics also allows us 
to maintain the importance of category-based knowledge without assum-
ing that categories of belonging presuppose belief or emotional sincerity, 
although they may be part of cultivating such convictions. Rather, clas-
sifi cations are part of a process of interpellation (Althusser 1971), a way 
of “hailing” citizens—in our case bringing Yemenis into being as national 
subjects. In Althusser’s well-known allegory, the policeman hails the pass-
erby with the statement, “hey, you there.” Th e one who recognizes him/
herself in the call turns around to answer. For Althusser, the passerby be-
comes a “subject” (the person who acquires an “identity”) by virtue of be-
ing recognized (see also Butler 1997).
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For our purposes, two key points should be made in reference to this 
allegory. First, the allegory of the policeman hailing the passerby presumes 
reciprocity between two agents. For interpellation to take place, the pass-
erby must not only be called out by the law, but must also turn around and 
recognize it. Similarly, if new state classifi cations, to take one example, can 
generate “new ways for people to be” (Hacking 1986), the eff ectiveness of 
these categories requires the addressee’s participation in these new ways 
of being. As we have seen in the Yemeni case, the state’s weakness means 
that the law is not doing the work of “hailing” citizens in ways that ob-
tain routine compliance, and classifi cations around group identities do not 
produce the sort of coherence that studies of category-based knowledge 
often assert. Instead, these processes of iteration can create the conditions 
for public critique and oppositional politics. We saw this dynamic at work 
in the spectacles surrounding the presidential elections and the decennial 
celebration of unifi cation, but also in the mundane activities of qāt chewing 
and in reactions to the regime’s routinized strategies of divide and rule.

Second, interpellation does not require that an individual believe in the 
ideology of the law, but only that he/she enter into the ideology’s routine 
rituals, perhaps dissimulating, perhaps not. For example, I do not have to 
believe that what makes an American an American is knowledge of the 
territory’s history or an oath of loyalty to its stated principles, although I 
may. But noncitizens who want to become citizens must pass the required 
exam, engaging in at least a ritual invocation of the practices that summon 
them into being as Americans. And in going through the routine they be-
come legal citizens, whether they believe in the iterative performance or 
not. Similarly, those seeking Yemeni citizenship will have to go through 
the legal procedures of establishing their relationship to place and family. 
Prospective Yemenis enter into the ritual of ideology regardless of whether 
or not there is a “prior and authenticating belief in that ideology” (Butler 
1997, 24). In parallel terms, as Austin (1965) notes in discussing performa-
tives, phrases such as “I promise” do not require the speaker to keep the 
promise or even intend to keep it in order for the promise to be made. 
Rather, the conventions of speech around promising are what make the act 
a promise (Butler 1997; Pitkin 1993).

Althusser’s allegory and eff orts to draw parallels between it and Austin’s 
performatives raise a host of thorny issues I cannot do justice to here. My 
point is to invoke the logic of performatives to get at ways in which dis-
courses not only refl ect political processes of community-making, but also 
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establish or reinstate visions of group affi  liation (e.g., as Yemeni or Shī‘ī 
or Muslim or American). “We hold these truths to be self evident” is a 
classic example of the community-constituting power of speech (Honig 
1991 on Arendt 1963). Th is constitutive power also depends on the ensu-
ing action—on the practices of a “we” that, in eff ect, continually restate 
the “truths” and insist on their self-evidence. Th e point of thinking about 
politics as performative is not to underscore the peculiar quality of specifi c 
verbs that in being uttered perform the action they name, but to explore 
the insight that “most or perhaps all of language is performative in a looser 
sense” (Pitkin 1993, 39).

Th e effi  cacy of language, as Butler rightly notes (1993, 32-33), relies on 
the “historicity of convention,” the ways in which discourses are iterated 
over time. Austin distinguishes helpfully between types of performatives. 
Illocutionary statements such as “I hereby pronounce you” are themselves 
forms of doing in which the enunciation and the eff ects are temporally 
simultaneous. Perlocutionary acts are those utterances that initiate a set of 
consequences. Th ey too are a form of action, but the saying and the conse-
quences are temporally separate. Th ey are “what we bring about by saying 
something” (Austin 1965, 109; Butler 1997, 17). Or to put it plainly, though 
speech may not always be performing the action named, it is always per-
forming an action.

Th is understanding of politics as performative allows me to recapitulate 
three points that have been of critical importance to this book. First, per-
formatives are context dependent in the sense that they are a product of it-
erative social conventions that both presuppose and conjure anew distinct 
visions of community (e.g., in the case of a “national” community, one that 
presumes a collectivity of strangers who are aware of sharing a territory 
in homogeneous empty time). Second, while it is often diffi  cult to iden-
tify the origins of social conventions or categories, their circulation and 
reproduction are observable in a variety of organizational and discursive 
practices. In chapter 1, for example, we saw how oral poetry carried un-
derstandings of the nation form acephelously from village to village, how 
the acquisition of transistor radios reproduced such ideas on a larger scale, 
introducing lettered and unlettered alike to nationalism as a novel form of 
collective representation. Th e fi rst chapter demonstrated how processes 
of circulation helped to create citizens who understood a shared set of 
references within the demarcated territory of Yemen. And in chapter 5 
we began investigating how interregional circuits could bring into being a 
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distinct transnational moral imaginary. Th ird, claims to and experiences of 
group solidarity can both change over time and come and go suddenly. In 
chapter 2, for example, we saw how Yemen’s fi rst serial killing brought into 
being a national community temporarily, generating appeals to the nation 
in a moment when state institutions were incapable of ensuring the safety 
of citizens. In chapter 4 the meanings of Sunnī and Shī‘ī indexed a vibrant 
discursive tradition that nonetheless was contextually specifi c, subject to 
important shifts in salience, and enmeshed in a broader political system 
that relied on spaces of disorder in order to rule.

Recognizing context and specifi city does not require eschewing gener-
alization. On the contrary, chapter 3’s analysis of qāt chews demonstrates 
that practices of deliberating critically with others in public are constitu-
tive of democratic personhood insofar as “democracy” connotes agonistic 
debate, accountability, and temporary (albeit imperfect) equality. Rather 
than treat democracy as the singular outcome of a given (bourgeois Euro-
pean) history, as Habermas would argue, we learn from the Yemeni exam-
ple that democracy is always there, a possibility available to human beings 
in their capacity as actors who make political worlds in common.

Some discourses have causal eff ects, or in the language of political sci-
ence, can operate as independent variables. My fi rst book, Ambiguities 
of Domination (1999), examined the “cult of personality” around Syrian 
President H․āfi z․ al-Asad (1970-2000)—the rhetorical practices and imag-
ery that worked to displace the possible discussion of substantive political 
issues in public. I argued that this offi  cial rhetoric functioned to enforce 
obedience, induce complicity, and structure the terms within which trans-
gressions could take place. Th e “cult” generated the guidelines for pub-
lic speech and action, while atomizing people from one another; it tired 
people out, rendering absurd language that could once seem politically 
inspiring. Peripheral Visions also registers the eff ects of discourse, but the 
emphasis on practices as performative does not fi t comfortably into an 
approach that privileges independent and dependent variables. Qāt chews 
are enactments of democratic personhood, for example, but they do not 
cause a democratic regime (in the procedural sense) to happen; nor do 
they require or necessarily promote liberal values. Phrases highlighting 
how the circulation of discourses or the administrative routines of insti-
tutions “make possible” or “thinkable” new modes of political imagining 
(which may or may not be deeply felt) do not provide us with a strong 
causal story. Th is is not to argue that the social science convention of iso-
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lating variables is always wrong-headed. Such exercises can be helpful ana-
lytically. It is simply to suggest that this book tends not to be concerned 
with the kinds of claims conducive to such shorthand, even while insisting 
that the claims it does make are critical to any reasonably comprehensive 
understanding of politics.

In addition, rather than make monocausal arguments that privilege 
institutions or separate them from discourses, this book contends that 
institutions and discourses are mutually coforming. Discourses saturate 
and shape institutions as well as being promoted by them. Far from be-
ing epiphenomenal, discourses are critical to the production of groups, 
because language and other symbolic systems both structure and refl ect 
the conceptual universe through which political action takes place, and 
because language is a form of action in its own right. Discourses make pos-
sible certain understandings of group affi  liation while foreclosing others; 
they also specify the conditions of “otherness”; they suff use institutions, 
can summon and resummon groups into existence, and in all of these ways 
are inseparable from political action.

identit y
Th e “work” discourses do must be investigated along two axes: (1) examin-
ing a text’s or ideology’s logics—the assumptions the discourse implies, its 
context-dependent uses, and the possibilities it forecloses; and (2) inves-
tigating the rhetoric’s eff ects—the ways in which that discourse is medi-
ated, reiterated, and transmitted, and how it is assessed and resignifi ed 
over time through political organizations, extraordinary events, and ev-
eryday practices. Studies of “subjectivity” and “identity” often assume a 
connection between consciousness and distinct discourses, according to 
which the latter both exemplify and generate fundamental changes in a 
person’s cognitive and aff ective being. I have no doubt that some discur-
sive practices can do just that, especially over time and through iteration, 
but this book endorses a notion of “subjectivity” as only indeterminately 
about conditions of interiority and explicitly about observable practices of 
self—be they national, democratic, or pious.

Th e semantically opposed usages of “identity” to mean both what is 
constant and what is changing, what is essential and what is “constructed” 
have caused some to reject the term as too confusing for continued schol-
arly usage.3 As Rogers Brubaker and Frederick Cooper argue in their essay 
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“Beyond Identity,” alternative vocabulary—words such as “identifi cation,” 
“allegiance,” “self-understanding,” and “groupness”—may evoke less con-
ceptual turmoil than “identity” and allow us to designate the contingent 
and variable relationships existing between institutional formulations of 
group affi  liation and people’s substantive experiences of belonging. In fact, 
this book has tended to avoid the word “identity,” for precisely such rea-
sons. But I also want to suggest that the tensions in the word register an 
important part of actual, messy political life. Recognizing people’s contra-
dictory experiences of both essentialist solidarity and fl uid identifi cations 
while remaining analytically sovereign over these tensions is an important 
challenge for social constructivist thinking. Moreover, arguments claim-
ing that solidarities derive their raw material from latent attachments that 
must be historically deep and widespread, and arguments that emphasize 
how identifi cations are constructed, even for strategic reasons over short 
periods of time, need not be mutually exclusive. Vague, historically situ-
ated, diff erentially experienced, long-standing visions of community can 
be invoked by political ideologues for strategic purposes in the short run, 
but they are not all equally resonant or generative of politically effi  cacious 
emotional commitments. Ideologues, moreover, exist in a semiotic uni-
verse in which some categories of group affi  liation make more sense politi-
cally than others, both to potential constituents and, just as importantly, 
to themselves. Ordinary men and women might reproduce forms of group 
membership more or less unknowingly. Experiences of solidarity might 
serve strategic purposes, but they need not. And identifi cation can serve 
strategic purposes without being a product of conscious calculation.

It is impossible to get into people’s heads, to discern what a “strongly 
binding” allegiance is and how it diff ers from a “loosely structured,” mildly 
constraining example of “affi  nity and affi  liation” (Brubaker and Cooper 
2000, 21)—except insofar as such sensibilities relate to observable ac-
tion. In thinking about studying solidarities, then, consider the following 
template: we need to examine the political environment, including the 
sorts of organizations (both state institutions and informal networks) that 
stimulate category-based knowledge about selves and others and, in turn, 
cultivate group affi  liations. Dramatic events, as we have seen, can inten-
sify solidarities, transforming an action such as chanting anti-American 
slogans into a national crisis. Discourses make these events intelligible, 
and they also can act as performatives, helping to call into existence the 
very groups being invoked.4 And everyday practices are often the means 
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through which such notions of group identity are carried from one person 
to the next, grounding ideas of moral rectitude and political promise in the 
activities of ordinary life.5

Th is approach to political identifi cations could be used to analyze 
the proliferation of sectarian claims in Iraq or Lebanon, or for that mat-
ter anywhere. An interpretive perspective allows us to understand how 
contemporary claims to group affi  liation are beholden to the institutional 
and discursive legacies that shape possibilities for political action. Rather 
than delve into the inner processes or psychological lives of individuals, 
interpretation in this sense focuses on the observable conventions of per-
sonhood and collectivity, attending to the historical conditions of continu-
ity and change, while also questioning some established social scientifi c 
categories used to describe such patterns. Th is approach requires tacking 
back and forth between the specifi c and the general, wedding empirical 
concerns to philosophical ones, and registering the forms of political dom-
ination, solidarity, and moral reasoning that organize people’s lives.

quasi-nationalism?
In its focus on social scientifi c concepts, this book has been especially keen 
on questioning the minimalist notions of “democracy” so prevalent in po-
litical science. Although one possibility is to abandon the activity of labeling 
regimes altogether and focus on various forms of democratic activity, some 
of which will take place in the absence of electoral contestation, another 
is to have a more expansive, less formalistic notion of what a democratic 
regime is. Still another possibility is to invent new terms for regimes that 
do not seem to fi t into the authoritarian/democracy binary of old. As politi-
cal scientists become increasingly interested in explaining why established 
dictators bother to hold elections, the term “quasi-autocracy” has emerged 
as a useful shorthand for a set of family resemblances among regimes that 
share at least some of the following features in common: state institutions 
unable to inculcate national values or control violence; vibrant democratic 
practices in the absence of alternation in executive offi  ce or “fair and free” 
elections; a legislature that has some independent power but is neverthe-
less hamstrung by the executive; an armed, politicized population that con-
strains state tyranny and limits repression; and a sense of political possibility 
that emerges from conditions of perennial uncertainty and periodic eff orts 
to contain it. Yemen, a durable but perennially unstable regime, with a weak 
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state incapable of monopolizing violence or delivering goods and services 
within a delimited territory, is an exemplary instance of this type of rule. 
Other examples, whether as consistently as Yemen or more situationally, 
might include Lebanon, Pakistan, and a number of countries in Africa.

In the particular circumstances of quasi-autocracy we should expect 
a regime to act like a state intermittently, bringing the state into being by 
performing various executive functions associated with it. Th is occasional 
appearance of the state makes apparent its usual absence, an absence that 
can itself trigger experiences of nation-ness and generate idioms of aff ec-
tive national connection. Quasi-autocracy thus suggests a corresponding 
form of “quasi-nationalism,” with the critical proviso that the extension 
lays bare a general aspect of nationalism that tends to be undertheorized in 
scholarly accounts. As we have seen, national solidarities are rarely as all-
encompassing as students of nationalism presume. Like the coming and 
going of the quasi-autocratic state, they can occur episodically, are often 
transmitted diff usely, and congeal suddenly, only to dissolve once again in 
apathy or discord.

Such discord can be violent, but it need not be. As chapter 2 under-
scored, scholars committed to the idea that national unity and a strong 
state are required for democracy to thrive run the danger of confusing 
order with democracy. Democracy may presuppose a commitment to a 
certain degree of stability, but equally to ongoing disagreement, debate, 
and oppositional political action. Such commitments are all but ignored in 
minimalist formulations privileging what Susan Marks (2000) calls “low-
 intensity” democracy—theories that justify current power-sharing ar-
rangements in Western liberal polities and reaffi  rm an image of the citizen 
as an atomistic, passive consumer of politics (see also Scott, n.d.). Indeed, 
the literature in comparative politics on democratic transitions, to borrow 
the anthropologist David Scott’s words, “comports almost seamlessly with 
the contemporary self-image of American liberal democracy, the rights-
oriented public philosophy of what Michael Sandel aptly calls the ‘proce-
dural republic’” (Scott, n.d., 19; Sandel 1996). Th e Yemeni example off ers 
a corrective to this vision and the self-satisfactions it engenders, return-
ing us to an understanding of democratic power as that which is “gener-
ated when people gather together and ‘act in concert’” (Arendt 1958, 244). 
To a current sensibility it may seem that Arendt’s formulation smacks of 
voluntarism, and that it conjures up the specter of the crowd, of masses 
enlivened by tyrannical forms of solidarity-building and exclusion, an im-
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age Arendt would have clearly disavowed. Th e statement thus requires 
supplementing: the “concert” of democratic power, both in people com-
ing together and producing a course of action and in engaging in the col-
lective project of action itself, is necessarily contingent, provisional, and 
transient, forged of internal diff erences that are never negated but only 
temporarily suspended.6

Arendt recognized the unpredictability and open-endedness of action 
and saw social scientifi c eff orts to divide communities into rulers and ruled 
as an “escape from the frailty of human aff airs into the solidity of quiet and 
order” (ibid., 222; discussed in Zerilli 2005, 21). Such a critique need not 
be restricted to accounts of democracy, but is also applicable to under-
standings of identity more generally. By adopting a notion of politics as 
performative and by looking at the details of the Yemeni case, we can begin 
to address the problems Arendt identifi ed, seeing with fi ner resolution the 
dynamism apparent in the ways people form and maintain, shed and take 
on, are constrained by, or seek emancipation through, new political iden-
tifi cations. Th is approach should not be confused with a view that depicts 
identities as preference-ordering systems in which actors make choices 
about which identities to adopt (e.g., Posner 2005; Laitin 1998). Th ere is 
value in this literature, despite the unempirical voluntarism it can imply. 
But the Yemeni case shows that many identifi cations are not subject to 
rank orderings, nor are they at odds with one another, but rather articulate 
together in complex ways. Yemen is a place where meaningful coalescences 
(of, say, nationalism and piety) happen, where political subjectivities come 
and go and return again, and where actors are clearly not in control of their 
own political life stories. Th is unpredictability is not unique to Yemen, and 
it need not be lamentable, for it is part of what political action means. Ac-
cepting the dynamism, rather than attempting to confi ne it to a predictive 
schema, allows us to understand identity not ontologically as what people 
are, but politically in terms of what they do.7
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N O T E S

introduc tion
. See http://www.irinnews.org/report.asp?ReportID=55607&SelectRegion=Middle_East; 

last accessed November 29, 2006. In a country of 21.5 million people, widely varying estimates 
put the number of privately held weapons at anywhere from six to sixty million. Th e oft-cited 
fi gure of sixty million is the Ministry of Interior’s estimate (Yemen Times, January 28, 2002). 
Th e World Fact Book, published by the CIA, estimates 2006 population at 21,456,188; https://
www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/ym.html; last accessed November 29, 2006.

. Th is characterization of the contemporary world is taken from Beiner (1995).
. I tend to prefer the terms “pious” and “piety” to “religion” and “religious.” Talal Asad 

(1993) has written infl uentially about the problems with “religion” as an anthropological cat-
egory beholden to a specifi cally Christian history and to social science debates that posit 
the concept as a transhistorical essence. (See also Keane [2007], esp. chap. 3.) Th e English 
word “piety,” according to the Oxford English Dictionary, originates in the fi fteenth century 
and means devotion to God or divine worship. A “pious person” is one who has or shows 
reverence and obedience to God. My use of the term is expressly not intended to conjure up 
seventeenth -century Christian pietism, whose crucial ambition was to eliminate the mediat-
ing authority of the clergy. Piety in the context I use the term here embraces both those who 
seek to strip away the interpretive accretions of classical scholarship and return to foun-
dational texts, as those in the salaf ī movement do, and others who do not abjure clerical 
mediation. Of course, even here the concept of “piety” is the historical product of discursive 
processes arguably no less problematic than those highlighted by Asad. In the end, though, 



one has to communicate, and so I have made the somewhat arbitrary, but nevertheless con-
sidered, choice specifi ed above. I am grateful to Nadia Abu El-Haj, Rosalind C. Morris, and 
Kabir Tambar for their thoughts on this issue.

. Abū Bakr al-Saqqāf (1996) terms this annexationist politics “internal colonialism”; see 
also al-Saqqāf (1999). For a brief but helpful discussion of the war, see Carapico (1994), and 
the essays in al-Suwaidi (1995).

. Here I understand deliberation in Arendtian terms as a form of action, since action 
involves speech.

. Th is formulation is adapted from Geertz (1980).
. Kelly and Kaplan are referring to the emergence of an internationally sanctioned sys-

tem of “self-determining” nation-states with the establishment of the United Nations. Schol-
ars who focus on the importance of state formation for the emergence of nationalism diff er 
on issues of timing, with Hobsbawm locating nationalism in the late eighteenth century while 
Marx argues for greater attention to the “earlier foundations of the process” (2003, 10).

. Kelly and Kaplan are an exception insofar as they are against the analytic use of the 
category of the modern because they claim that it and alternative ideas (such as “alternative 
modernities”) are ideologically tenacious abstractions that allow analysts to ignore the speci-
fi cities of post–World War II structural reorderings. Whatever one thinks of the category’s 
analytic utility, there is nothing about the word that prevents scholars from looking at the 
post–World War II era. I use ideology as Raymond Williams (1977, 109) does, to mean “an 
articulated system of meanings, values, and beliefs of a kind that can be abstracted as [a] 
worldview.” See also Jean and John L. Comaroff , Of Revelation and Revolution, vol. 1, chap. 1.

. For a discussion of the theoretical contradictions, see Asad (2003) and my discussion 
below.

. Lebanon’s H․ izb Allāh is a religious party, but its goal of getting Israel to withdraw 
from Lebanese territory was a nationalist one. Similarly, although the political commitments 
of H․ amās exceed the nation-state, H․ amās also has explicitly nationalist objectives: to create 
a Palestinian, Muslim state in all (or parts) of former Palestine. Th e Muslim Brotherhood 
in Egypt shares a certain critique of Arab regimes with other Arab nationalist and Muslim 
Brotherhood parties, but its agenda to aff ect change has become explicitly Egypt oriented. 
Th e same can be said for the main Islamic political parties in Yemen and Jordan.

. Anderson (1991) takes the phrase “homogeneous empty time” from Walter Benjamin’s 
“Th eses on the Philosophy of History,” in Illuminations (1973, 263); see also Rutherford (2003) 
and Kelly and Kaplan (2001). Anderson writes: “What has come to take the place of the me-
diaeval conception of simultaneity-along-time is, to borrow again from Benjamin, an idea 
of ‘homogeneous, empty time,’ in which simultaneity is, as it were, transverse, cross-time, 
marked not by prefi guring and fulfi llment, but by temporal coincidence and measured by 
clock and calendar” (24). It is possible to argue that Anderson’s use of Benjamin is to some 
extent a misappropriation, but my interest here is rather in the way Anderson uses this notion 
of time as he understands it to think about the specifi cities of national imaginings.

. According to the anthropologist Talal Asad, for example, the medieval Christian 
worldview entailed interconnected temporalities of “eternity and its moving image: Creation, 
the Fall, Christ’s life and death, Judgment Day.” Th e medieval Christian world also had a dis-
tinct “hierarchy of spaces (the heavens, the earth, purgatory, hell).” Modern secularism, by 
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contrast, operates in terms of linear, progressive, historical time; it also divides the world 
spatially in two: “a world of self-authenticating things in which we really live as social beings 
and a religious world that exists only in our imagination” (Asad 2003, 194). See also Reinhart 
Koselleck’s Futures Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time (2004 [1979]) in which he con-
trasts the eschatological understandings of time or “timelessness” exemplifi ed in Albrecht 
Altdorfer’s painting Alexanderschlacht (1529) with Friedrich Schlegel’s praise of the work in 
“critical-historical” terms three hundred years later. Koselleck argues that in these three cen-
turies “there occurs a temporalization [Verzeitlichung] of history, at the end of which there 
is the peculiar form of acceleration which characterizes modernity” (11). See also Koselleck’s 
example contrasting Maximilien Robespierre’s formulations of time as linear and Martin 
Luther’s time compression (12–13). Important antecedents to modern notions of temporality 
can be seen in the Renaissance (see part one, 3–80, of the Machiavellian Moment by J. G. A. 
Pocock [1975]), although, as Koselleck contends, the diff erences are just as instructive as the 
fact of precursors. In Th e Nature of Time (1975) G. J. Whitrow contends that time as a linear 
progression measured by clock and calendar superseded cyclical conceptions of time only in 
the past few centuries. Th is argument is probably overstated and too beholden to moderniza-
tion theory, however. Cyclical conceptions are not superseded exactly, and notions of linear 
time (which are not abstract in the sense discussed in the text) are evident before the modern 
era, as Postone rightly notes (1993).

. Postone concentrates on the new social relationship between the level of wages and 
labor output, measured temporally in terms of invariable, constant, commensurable hours. 
According to him, this radically new relationship may have fi rst arisen in the cloth-producing 
urban communes of Western Europe (211).

. Dohrn-van Rossum (1996) extends this analysis, describing the change in time con-
sciousness that was brought about when clocks were introduced in European cities starting 
at the end of the fourteenth century; by the seventeenth century, the equal hour had become 
self-evident; from the eighteenth century onward, ordinary citizens had private timepieces, 
ones that they could use to contest how many hours they had worked and to press for hourly 
wage increases; public discussion over standardizing time was widespread in the nineteenth 
century and was tied not only to operating railroads but to other nationalist projects of 
unifi cation as well. (On the latter, see esp. 349.) See also Th ompson (1967); Landes (1983); 
 Mumford (1934).

. Th is is what Gellner (1983, 1) means when he writes, rather vaguely, that nationalism 
is a political principle that maintains that the political (read, state institutions) and the na-
tional unit (the imagined community of “the people”) should be congruent.

. Th e Sunna describes the practices of the Prophet and his companions. In Islamic 
jurisprudence, the Sunna is generally understood to be the second most important source for 
deriving Islamic laws after the Qur’ān. Th is issue is nevertheless subject to debate, as Daniel 
Brown documents (1999).

. Th e political philosopher Charles Taylor similarly posits modern simultaneity as an 
understanding of time that is “exclusively secular” and tied to the nation form (Taylor 2004, 
157). Taylor mistakes here the contingent for the constitutive. It is by no means clear that such 
notions of simultaneity are “exclusively secular” or that nationalism has to be so. Th e logical 
relation is clear but the assertion of historical necessity is ungrounded.
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. Chatterjee’s (1993) is the most prominent. Pace Chatterjee’s contentions, however, I 
see no evidence that Anderson actually rejects the argument that anticolonial movements 
were “posited on a diff erence” against the West. Nor does he deny that anticolonial national-
ism was understood in terms of “cultural diff erence,” as Chatterjee suggests. What Anderson 
means by “modular” is only that decolonization movements took a nationalistic form—that 
is, they adopted the same nationalistic frame of reference as the colonizers. I am grateful to 
João Gonçalves for his insights on Anderson’s notion of modularity. See also Foster (2002). 
For a critique of the notion of “modularity” more generally, see Rutherford (forthcoming).

. For a discussion of the administration of h․udūd, see Messick (1993, 51); Obermeyer 
(1981, 181–82); and Willis (2007), esp. chap. 4, “Disorder and the Domain of Obedience.”

. Cited in Willis (2007, 51). From IOR R/20/a/2922, Imām Yah․yā to al-Wāsi‘ī, 9 Jumādā 
al-Ākhira 1347/Nov. 20, 1928.

. Arguably too, denominational or madhhab affi  liations had already been undermined 
by al-Shawkānī’s jurisprudential innovations in the eighteenth century, as well as by some of 
Imām Yah․yā’s practices of rule in the early twentieth.

. Th is is a problem that Postone’s analysis (1993) happily avoids because abstract time 
does not obviate other experiences of time, and abstract, concrete, and secular time can all 
be linear. I would like to thank Jim Chandler for this formulation of “pure succession,” which 
emerges out of his comments in response to Harry Haroutinian at the Chicago Center for 
Contemporary Th eory inaugural event, April 8, 2005.

. Th anks are owed to Kabir Tambar for his helpful formulations here.
. See, for example, Lomnitz (2001), who argues that this view of nationalism as suc-

ceeding religious solidarities is historically incorrect: “Th e fi rst moment of Spanish national 
construction was, then, quite diff erent in spirit and content from that posited by Anderson; 
Spanishness was built out of an idea of a privileged connection to the church” (18).

. A variety of scholars have noted that practices are subjected to risk because their very 
iteration creates possibilities for intervention, action, innovation, and subversion. On subver-
sion, see, for example, Butler (1993, 1997); for an account emphasizing improvisation, see esp. 
Bourdieu (1977, 1991). Th e anthropologist Marshall Sahlins shows how the reproduction of 
rituals, customs, and cosmological narratives places them at risk in Islands of History (1987). 
See also his Historical Metaphors and Mythical Realities (1981). Key studies in practice theory 
include Bourdieu (1977, 1990) and de Certeau (1984).

. For a discussion of Austin’s problems in distinguishing performatives from descrip-
tive statements, see Hanna Pitkin (1993, 38). See also J. L. Austin’s Philosophical Papers (1961) 
and his posthumously published How to Do Th ings with Words (1965).

. Importantly, there are also critical diff erences among these theorists. Butler remains 
close to Austin in Bodies Th at Matter (1993) and Excitable Speech (1997), but Derrida’s de-
constructionist argument is specifi cally targeted at Austin’s failure to understand that “the 
boundary between text and context is not so easily drawn,” as Rosalind C. Morris has pointed 
out to me (2007, personal communication). Moreover, Derrida’s notion of iterability, which 
Butler embraces, diff ers from Bourdieu’s practice-oriented theory. Th e Derridean (and to 
some extent Austinian and Butlerian) notions get away from the simple logic of “reproductive 
enactment,” to borrow Morris’s (1995) term, and can thereby stress the creative gestures and 
multiple possibilities for innovation and subversion. Th is latter critique of Bourdieu may not 
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be fair, given his attention to improvisation, but the general point that theories of performa-
tivity tend to emphasize reproduction or to see iteration as an opportunity for fresh politi-
cal possibility holds. For an approach to the text/context issue derived more from Mikhail 
Bakhtin and Valentin Vološinov than from Derrida or Butler, see Michael Silverstein and 
Greg Urban’s helpful discussion in Natural Histories of Discourse (1996, 1–17).

. See also Pierre Bourdieu’s discussion of the performative in Language and Symbolic 
Power (1991), esp. 220–28; Morris (1995, 2007); Brubaker (2004).

. For example, see Bauman, who works within and between folklore and anthropo-
logical linguistics (1974, 1978, 1986); also Turner (1969, 1982). Th ere is a rich anthropological 
literature on Austin’s notion of performativity, including the perhaps dated but well-known 
take on Austin by Tambiah (1985), Rosaldo’s discussion of speech act theory (1982), and Silver-
stein’s (1987) critique of Austin in Hickmann (ed.).

. Th anks are owed to Rosalind C. Morris for this formulation.
. Derrida is not operating in sociological terms; he is producing a quasi-structural or 

quasi-logical argument, but this does not mean that a Derridean argument need disavow 
context.

. See Steven C. Caton’s discussion in Peaks of Yemen I Summon (1990, esp. 263). Caton 
is inspired by the writings of Bakhtin, Vološinov, and Charles Sanders Peirce, among others, 
who allow him to show how ideology emerges in “poetic practice.” See also chapter 1 of this 
book.

. I am not presuming here that we have to share an understanding of what these demo-
cratic deeds are or who controls the terms of their defi nition; chapter 3 deals with these latter 
issues explicitly.

. Th e Institute for Qualitative Research Methods has even changed its name and mis-
sion statement to capture this growing trend in political science, now calling itself the Insti-
tute for Qualitative and Multi-Method Research. For the former ethnographer David Laitin 
(2003), “narrative approaches” are by themselves inadequate. When combined with large-N 
statistical work and formal models, however, they can help generate robust fi ndings (Pachirat 
2006; Hopf 2006). Laitin advocates “productive complementarity” among these three diff er-
ent conceptual and methodological orientations (175). In practice, calls for productive com-
plementarity tend to subordinate the epistemological concerns of narrative approaches to the 
aims of science. Ethnography is often deployed in the service of the very sorts of objectivist 
aims that current ethnographic approaches in anthropology undermine. And ethnography is 
seen as the least prestigious method, treated as the “summer intern” to the “senior partner” 
of formal methods (Hopf 2006).

. For a description of what interpretivist social science means and entails, see Rabinow 
and Sullivan (1987); see also my “Concepts and Commitments in the Study of Democracy” 
(2004) and my “Ethnography as Interpretive Enterprise” (in preparation).

. I have traveled to S․a‘da in the far northwest and to Ma’rib in the northeast, and to 
the area on the Red Sea known as the Tihāma, but I have spent the most extensive time in 
the capital of S․an‘ā’, in the village of Kuhhāl and the surrounding regions of the mint․aqa al-
wust․ā (or “middle region”) in the North’s Lower Yemen, and in both Aden and H․ ad․ramawt 
in the South. Th is book, although not a conventional ethnography in the anthropological 
sense, does have chapters that are primarily ethnographic. Ethnographic saturation entails, 
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as Bayard De Volo and Schatz note (2004, 267), distinct activities, such as the ones I list in the 
text. Th e book also shares with ethnographic methods a particular “sensibility” (Pader 2006; 
Yanow 2006; Pachirat 2006), a perspective that anthropologist Daniel Miller (1997, 16–17) 
argues entails a specifi able set of “commitments,” including: (1) to be in the presence of the 
people one is studying, not just the texts or objects they produce; (2) to evaluate people in 
terms of what they actually do, i.e., “as material agents working in a material world, and not 
merely what they say they do”; (3) to engage in an analysis that understands actions within the 
broader framework of people’s lives and cosmologies.

. Footnotes are inserted for formal interviews only.
. See Asad (1986, 1993); Agrama (2005); Hirschkind (2001, 2006); Mahmood (2001, 

2005); Messick (1993).
. Sometimes the nexus is triadic, with nationalism conjoined to both secularism and 

liberalism. But in addition to the points made in the text, and as should be obvious, there are 
also fascist and socialist versions of secularism that are not liberal.

. Arguments assuming that the social services organizations such as H․ izb Allāh pro-
vide necessarily detract from state building are common.

chapter one
. I use Étienne Balibar’s term “nation form” to underscore that despite variations among 

liberal, ethnonational, or nationalisms founded on heterodoxy, nationalism is a distinct form 
of political imagining.

. On the North, see especially Messick 1993; Kühn 2003; Willis 2004; on the South, see 
Willis 2004.

. Foucault (1982) writes that modern power “applies itself to immediate everyday life . . . 
imposes a law of truth on [the individual] which he must recognize and which others have to 
recognize in him. It is a form of power which makes individuals subject” (212). Foucault was 
aware of the dual connotations of the word “subject”: “Th ere are two meanings of the word 
subject: subject to someone else by control and dependence, and tied to his own identity by a 
conscience or self-knowledge. Both meanings suggest a form of power which subjugates and 
makes subject to” (“Th e Subject and Power,” 1982, 212).

. “Th ere emerged a world of perversion. . . . An entire sub-race was born. . . . In the 
course of the century [these perverts] successively bore the stamp of ‘moral folly,’ ‘genital neu-
rosis,’ ‘aberration of the generic instinct,’ ‘degenerescence’ or ‘physical imbalance’ ” (History of 
Sexuality, vol. 1, 40). Or consider too: “Our carving out of sexual behaviors into homo- and 
heterosexual is absolutely not relevant for the Greeks and Romans. Th is means two things: 
on the one hand, that they did not have the notion, the concept, of homo- and heterosexual; 
and, on the other hand, that they did not have experience of them” (Dits and écrits, 1954–88, 
vol. 3, 160).

. For a discussion of the varying ways in which Yemen was understood, see, in addition 
to Dresch, Mermier (1999; also 1997a, 1997b) and Messick (1993, 1998). For a discussion of 
aspirations toward unity prior to unifi cation, see Gause (1987, 1990). On unity in Arabic, see 
S․arrāf (1992), Jallūl (1999), al-Ghafārī (1997), and Abū T․ālib (1994).

. See the medieval geographers such as al-Hamdānī (d. 945 AD), S․ifat jazīrat al-‘arab 
(1989), and Yāqūt al-H․ amawī (1179?–1229 AD), Mu‘jam al-buldān (1955–57); for more mod-
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ern Yemeni geographers see al-H․ ajrī’s Majmū‘ buldān al-Yaman wa qabā’ilihā (1984) and the 
republican author al-Wīsī’s al-Yaman al-kubrā (1962).

. Th ere is a voluminous literature on British colonial administrative practices. Th e ones 
concerning India are particularly relevant because Aden was initially administered through 
the Bombay presidency, and the India Offi  ce was the offi  ce of the secretary of state for India. 
See, for example, Dirks (1992, 2001) and Cohn (1996).

. Talal Asad (2003) argues that “it is the power to make a strategic separation between 
law and morality that defi nes the colonial situation” (240). Although he acknowledges Timo-
thy Mitchell’s important point (in Colonising Egypt, 1988) that the European task of establish-
ing order in Egypt required a new notion of what “order” was, Asad emphasizes how colonial 
rule demanded new conceptions of what the law “can do and how it should do it” (240). I am 
suggesting here that law was particularly important in the colonial construction of Aden, 
whereas preoccupations with “order” structured colonial policy in the hinterland. In fact, the 
laws in the Protectorate dealt mostly with the slave trade, the arms trade, and the status of 
British subjects within the Protectorate. Th e publication in the 1930s of the “Laws of the Aden 
Protectorate” runs about thirty pages, while the “Laws of the Aden Colony” published in the 
1940s runs fi ve or six volumes.

. Willis (2004, 121). In Africa, see Mamdani (1996); Phillips (1989); Vail (1989). See also 
Comaroff  and Comaroff  (1991, 1997, chap. 8). One of the most precise statements of indirect 
rule in Africa is Lugard (1965).

. Th is was especially true with the “Amīrī tribe,” which was purely a creation of the Brit-
ish. Approximately two-thirds of this population of the northwest corner of what was later 
to be termed the Protectorate belonged to a number of independent, autonomous clans or 
“sections,” some of which were seminomadic and many of which lived in small villages. See 
Gavin (1975, 201).

. Zaydism is a branch of Shī‘ī Islam named after a fourth-generation descendent of the 
Prophet, Zayd ibn ‘Alī, who died in 740. Zaydīs traditionally required that the ruler or imām 
be a sayyid, a descendent of the Prophet through Fāt․ima, his daughter and the wife of ‘Alī ibn 
Abī T․ālib. For further details, see chapter 4.

. During his reign, Muh․ammad ‘Alī took control of Ottoman provinces in Arabia, Pal-
estine, and Syria.

. Th e sequence of events runs something like this: Worried over Muh․ammad ‘Alī’s in-
dependent eff orts to upset the imperial balance and pursue an autonomous course of action, 
the British forced him back under Ottoman suzerainty. As we have already noted, the British 
took Aden in 1839, expanding both the city and their infl uence over the coming decades, 
in particular with the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869. Th e Ottomans, who had already 
established a foothold on the Red Sea coast in the North by 1849, responded to increasing 
British involvement by seizing control of the central highlands, which were, at the time, in a 
considerable state of disorder. Yemeni historians refer to these years as the “time of corrup-
tion” (ayyām al-fasād).

. Th anks are owed to John Willis here. In a series of e-mail exchanges, he has helped me 
to sort out the impact of Ottoman rule. See also “kitāb al-siyar” in al-Shawkānī (2000).

. As John Willis points out, the Ottomans did not have the fi nancial resources or 
manpower to support the institutional infrastructure associated with a modern state; wild 
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fl uctuations in rainfall and poor road networks meant that there was no way North Yemen 
could provide a tax base conducive to such innovations.

. Th is reliance on a leader’s presence recalls too the processional rituals of Queen Eliza-
beth I’s rule in England. See Strong (1977); Yates (1975); Geertz (1983).

. Imām Yah․yā’s relationship with the Ottomans was complicated. Like that of all 
imāms, he could trace his lineage back to the Prophet Muh․ammad, and his duty was to wage 
jihād against oppression. His father had also been imām, and like his father, Yah․yā fought the 
Ottomans, charging them with moral and material corruption. Ongoing military skirmishes 
between the Ottomans and Imām Yah․yā culminated in an agreement in 1911, allowing the 
imām to appoint judges for the Zaydī school of jurisprudence, understood as a distinct de-
nomination or madhhab, and to control the waqf, or property endowed for pious ends. Zaydī 
populations, moreover, were to pay their taxes directly to the imām, and he was to submit a 
tithe to the Ottoman government. Neither side was to attack the other’s “borders,” although 
what “borders” meant at that time remains unclear (Dresch 2000, 7). Th e truce allowed the 
Ottoman administration to maintain control of much of Lower Yemen while Imām Yah․yā 
attempted to rule the northern highlands. S․an‘ā’ was a mixture of Ottoman and imamic ju-
risdictions. After the Ottoman empire fell apart (1918–20), Imām Yah․yā’s troops took over 
Lower Yemen, wrested parts of the Tihāma on the Red Sea from the control of local dynasts 
(called the Idrīsīs, 1927–29), suppressed rebels from the self-identifi ed “tribal” confederation 
of H․ āshid (1928) in the highlands, and (by the 1930s) controlled the east around Ma’rib.

. In Michael Cook’s Commanding Right and Forbidding Wrong in Islamic Th ought 
(2000) it becomes clear that this injunction is not specifi cally a Zaydī one.

. I am not arguing that there were no earlier attempts to override madhhab distinc-
tions, simply that earlier eff orts were not refl ections of nationalist aspirations (see Messick 
1993, chap. 2). After the peace of Da‘ān in which the imām gained nominal independence 
from the Ottomans, the imām’s appeals to the inhabitants of the “qut․r al-yamanī al-zaydī 
minhum wa al-shāfi ‘ī” (the Yemeni region among which are Zaydīs and Shāfi ‘īs) refl ects at-
tempts to be inclusive, as do much earlier shifts in law (such as the move toward the “ahl 
al-sunna” or “people of the sunna”).

. Th e second edition of al-Wāsi‘ī’s book in 1948 (reprinted in 1991) is not simply a sec-
ond printing, but a rearrangement of the material, one that registers the changed political 
climate between the two editions. Th e second edition adds new information, specifi cally in-
cluding events from the year of the publication of the fi rst edition (1346 AH) to the year of 
the second edition (1367 AH) and the author also deleted some material. Th e sections “On 
the tribes of Yaman,” “On the cities of Yaman,” “On Tihāma,” “On the minerals and mines of 
Yaman,” and “On H․ ad․ramawt” are greatly expanded. More interestingly, omitted from the 
newer edition are passages “On the people of S․an‘ā’ attacking the Muftī and the loyalty of the 
people of Yaman in their love of the imām”; “On the confl ict between the Arabs and Turks in 
Syria in 1330 AH”; “On a Syrian’s call for Arab unity”; “On Syrians’ opinions concerning unity 
with the Ottomans”; and “On the Sa‘ūd killing Yamanī pilgrims in the year 1340 AH.” Even 
in the second edition, however, al-Wāsi‘ī uses the term ahl al-Yaman to mean “people of Ya-
man” as opposed to the more nationalistic term, al-sha‘b. For a discussion of the word sha‘b, 
see Zolondek (1965) and Th e Encyclopedia of Islam (1995, 150–52).
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. See Peter Sahlins’s discussion of the diff erence between jurisdictional and territorial 
sovereignty in the Cerdanya of France and Spain (Sahlins 1991, 28–29).

. In addition to early-modern Europe, there are also parallels with Mughal India’s ritual 
acts of “incorporation.” See F. W. Buckler (1922, 1927–28); Cohn (1996).

. In other words, disputes between Ottoman and British rulers were augmented by 
disagreements within the imperial administration. Th e secretary of state, according to one 
British diplomat’s diary, was more interested in “securing an outer line which Turkey would 
respect” and believed that such a consideration “outweighed any advantage of any attempted 
tribal division.” Th erefore, His Majesty’s Government, which had appealed to the line of 1891 
in the past, was “pledged to follow it.” But others in the government of India, which had 
jurisdiction locally in Aden and the hinterland, disagreed: they did not know whether the 
demarcation line referred to the survey of 1891–92 or to the approximate line in the tracing 
that accompanied the surveyor’s note of March 1892; they appealed to the “consensus of lo-
cal authority” (42); and they expressed anxiety about recent Turkish encroachments, ones 
that limited the protectorate to “a portion of the Amiri tribes” (42). See “Summary of Lord 
Curzon’s Vice-Royalty: Aden 1899–1905.” See also Gavin (1975, chap. 8).

. Cadastral surveys usually record the quantity, value, and ownership of land for the 
purposes of taxation—but this one, according to its stated purpose, was initiated to draw a 
political boundary.

. See Gavin (1975, 195). Th e Ottomans backed such claims with military incursions into 
territory occupied by the British, arguing that the whole peninsula formed part of the sultan-
caliph’s historic possession.

. “Greater Yemen” did not always include Aden’s port, although sometimes it did.
. See, for example, Mitchell (1988) and Mamdani (1996).
. For a fascinating discussion of the importance of modern maps (and the understand-

ings of a national spatial reality modern maps both exemplify and foster), see Winichakul 
(1994). Other works that concentrate on the delineation of particular nation-state boundaries 
include Sahlins (1991), Weber (1976), and Kashani-Sabet (1999).

. Th e South was initially called the People’s Republic of South Yemen (from November 
1967 until December 1970).

. I have in mind al-Wāsi‘ī, al-Jirāf ī, and Zabāra; for a description of the importance of 
intellectuals to nationalism, see Suny and Kennedy (2001).

. For an analysis of the ways in which the discipline of history has been implicated 
in constituting the imagined community of the nation, see Duara (1995). Duara shows how 
historians actively participate in creating the narratives that make up national histories. Th e 
extent to which historians in Yemen actually helped to generate national consciousness re-
mains a topic for further research, however. Certainly by the 1950s it was not uncommon for 
nationalist intellectuals to refer to “recovering” or “awakening” a “national” past. By that time 
national categories often determined how history was written and the purposes it served.

. Al-Wāsi‘ī (1991 [1948], 294).
. Ibid., 149, 150, 282.
. Ibid., 139, 199.
. Ibid., 55, 68, 80, 83.
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. Ibid. On Aden: 258–60 and 263–64 (fi ght against the British), 322–23 (description 
of the city), 358–63 (English occupation). On H․ ad․ramawt: see 291 on the “learned men of 
H․ ad․ramawt” and 335–36 for a general description.

. Consider, for example, the famous poet and political commentator ‘Abd Allāh al-
Baraddūnī’s oft-cited poetry collection Min Ard․ Bilqīs (From the Land of Bilqis—the Queen 
of Sheba).

. Th e ‘Abdalī Sultans of Lah․j broke away from Qāsimī rule in 1728 and claimed power 
in ministates or sultanates (roughly like principalities). Th e sultan of Lah․j used to own the 
Aden port, which is why the British opened negotiations with him in the 1830s, and the 
‘Abdalī used their connections with the British to affi  rm their political power. Ah․mad Fad․l 
al-‘Abdalī’s book is entitled Hadiyyat al-zaman f ī akhbār mulūk Lah․j wa-‘Adan (Beirut: Dār 
al-‘Awda, 1931) or Gift of the Age: Chronicles of the Kings of Lah․j and Aden.

. Th e importance of Java and Singapore in these narratives refl ects long-standing trade 
and pilgrimage connections among Muslim communities in the Indian Ocean. Dresch notes 
how marginal the North is to H․ ad․ramī historical accounts (2000, 50). See S․alāh․ al-Bakrī’s 
two-volume Political History of Hadramawt (1935–36) and H․ ad․ramī responses to it, as well 
as the work of Linda Boxberger (2002) and Engseng Ho (1997, 2006), especially the latter’s 
discussion of Ah․mad ibn Muh․ammad al-Mih․d․ār’s (d. 1304 AH/1887 AD) Maqāmat āthām 
al-dunyā. Al-Mih․d․ār’s writings give the reader a sense of an explicitly H․ ad․ramī identity, one 
that juxtaposes a morally safe H․ ad․ramawt to the corrupt “dunyā” or world outside. H․ ad․ramī 
accounts of collectivity and selfhood are also reproduced in Freitag (2003).

. For a discussion of the importance of newspapers and periodicals for Arab intellec-
tual life in the early twentieth century, see Khalidi (1997), esp. chaps. 3 and 6.

. My understanding of Fatāt al-jazīra emerges from reading extensively from the 
newspapers in the library in Mukallā and in the British Library in 2000 and 2001. I am also 
grateful to Dr. Muh․ammad ‘Abd al-Malik al-Mutawakkil for allowing me to use his private 
library of newspapers during my many visits to Yemen from 1998 to 2004. His book, al-
S․ah․āfa al-yamaniyya: nash’atuhā wa tat․awwuruhā (1983), analyzes Yemeni newspapers and 
chronicles the emergence of print media in Yemen.

. Shelagh Weir (2007) points out that in her area of fi eldwork, Jabal al-Rāzih․ in the 
province of S․a‘da, men visiting the capital, S․an‘ā’, in the 1970s, “were said to be ‘away in al-ya-
man,’ and only gradually has al-yaman primarily come to mean the republican state” (12).

. Anderson (1991, esp. chap. 7) writes of similar processes of increased physical mobil-
ity of populations, the eff ects of institutional expansion on the demand for educated bureau-
crats, and the spread of modern-style education.

. Intellectuals were what Suny and Kennedy term “active agents” in propagating na-
tional values, disciplining the population, and enforcing the rules and boundaries of the con-
stituent people (2001, 1–51), but their infl uence should not be exaggerated.

. Author’s interview, July 2001.
. Anderson may overstate the primacy of print in Western Europe and the New World; 

literacy rates were low, and it may have been oral media that did some of the work that An-
derson attributes to “print capitalism.”

. For a discussion of radio in the Arab world, see Boyd (1999). For an excellent book on the 
ways in which Egyptian television serials helped to forge national selves, see Abu-Lughod (2005).
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. Radio S․an‘ā’ began broadcasting in 1947. According to J. Leigh Douglas, its programs 
were “restricted to those of a religious nature and to news about the Imam’s family and of-
fi cials” (1987, 12).

. For a discussion of the “uneasy” relationship between Yemeni nationalism(s) and 
Arab nationalism, see Halliday (1997). Halliday points out that in the founding document 
of the southern NLF of 1965, Arabs are referred to as the sha‘b or “people,” but by the 1970s 
Yemenis are “the people” and Arabs are part of a loosely connected umma (referring in this 
context to a pan-Arab community).

. Th e Free Yemeni Movement refers to a series of short-lived groups comprised of 
intellectual reformers who actively participated in North Yemeni politics from 1935 to 1962; 
they tended to represent, to varying degrees, the key opposition to Imām Yah․yā and his son 
Imām Ah․mad H․ amīd al-Dīn (1948–62) before the revolution. For a description of the groups 
and their activities, see Douglas (1987). For a discussion of the political movements in Aden, see 
Bujra (1970). Th ere were Adeni elites (almost exclusively wealthy, commercially oriented Ade-
nis) who were willing to cooperate with the British, and others from Aden and from the Protec-
torate (primarily from the middle and lower middle classes) who opposed such  collaboration.

. SWB, Pt. 4, 435 (January 29, 1954, 55); this is an excerpt from Cairo Radio’s Voice of 
the Arabs, cited in Douglas (1987, 65).

. Both Anderson (1991) and Herbst (2000) stress the importance of colonial bound-
ary making to postcolonial states, which is no doubt true. But in the Middle East, there is 
the Syrian eff ort to commit what might be thought of as “state suicide” when it surrendered 
sovereignty to Egypt in the short-lived United Arab Republic (1958–61) and the Yemen case 
of unifi cation. Th ese examples suggest that despite the resilience of colonial borders they are 
not without some fl exibility.

. Interview with nationalist leaders in London, July 2001.
. Th e poem is cited in Renaud and Fayein (1979). It is discussed in Dresch (2000, 88) 

and the translation is his.
. Poem recited to me in July 2001.
. For a remarkable book on poetry and its political import in Yemen, see Caton (1990). 

Caton distinguishes between three diff erent genres of poetry: the bāla, the zāmil, and the 
qas․īda. Th e bāla (which he transcribes bālah) is “composed in a performance”; it is the most 
“collective and dramatic of all poetic genres. Always more than one poet compose the verse, 
and the poets enter into a competition, which is referred to in the poetry as a la‘bah (game)” 
(79). Th e zāmil, like the bāla, is composed in the course of a performance, but “only one 
poet composes the verse lines, not a group of poets in competition with each other. In ad-
dition, the roles of the chorus and the audience are greatly diminished. Since the utterance 
is brief—a complete zāmil poem comprises only two lines—there is no time pressure on the 
poets. Th e constraint rather becomes one of compression and terseness” (127). Th e qas․īda, 
by contrast, is composed by specifi c individuals, some of whom have the reputation for being 
masters (chap. 8), and the moment of creation is spatially and temporally diff erent from the 
moment of reception (185). Indeed, the poet often addresses a messenger whose task it is to 
deliver the poem to its receiver.

. Poem recited to me, July 2001. Diff erent versions of this poem and the response are 
noted in Caton (1990, 151–52) and Dresch (2000, 95).
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. Th e phrase “silver has become brass” is a reference to the Maria Teresa silver coins in 
circulation at the time. Th e Sharp is a British rifl e; the M1 is an American rifl e; “fi ghter jet” is 
my translation of the Arabic al-Sūd Khās․ s․.

. In the lower region of North Yemen, this well-known zāmil captured the political 
confl icts of the time in verse—in language that registered the hopes and disappointments 
of participants who had fought in the revolution of 1962 for a new political order (author’s 
interview, September 2001):

Sabī‘ [the poet who initiates the exchange]:
Th e Day of Judgment has signs
Th e most conspicuous of which is when a crow becomes a pigeon [h․amāma] in the eyes 

of the people
Some people are satisfi ed with inequity and with eating piled up garbage
Th ey live deprived of dignity and without feelings.

Th e Reply:
Sabī‘, whose stature is like those of seventy men [an invocation of hell]
You reminded us of the horrors of Judgment Day.
Your revolutionary volcano,
Like h․amāma from a volcano [but the word h․amāma for pigeon is a pun on h․imāma, lava 

from a volcano] that shook the people.
We rebelled against the Imām’s rule,
And freed the people from injustice.
And the beret [worn by the new president after the revolution] is just like the turban [the 

“ ‘imāma” worn during the Imām’s era]
Worn above the head.

. See especially Caton’s (1990, 205–15) discussion of Muh․ammad al-Gharsī’s self-
 proclaimed masterpiece for President Ibrāhīm al-H․ amdī (1974–77).

. Halliday (1997) lists these important external events and makes the point that the Pal-
estine question, in particular, had an “impact on Yemen” because it entailed the departure of its 
large Jewish community (in 1949–50). More work would need to be done to chart the distinct 
eff ects that this issue had on Yemeni discourses of the late 1940s and early 1950s. For a detailed 
discussion of Jewish-Muslim relations in Lower Yemen prior to 1950, see Hollander (2005).

. Andreas Glaeser points out to me that in sociology the dialectic would be between 
organizations and discourse, but I am using institutions and organizations interchangeably. 
In the discipline of political science, it is institutions or organizations and ideas or discourses 
that are seen as being in opposition.

. Th is formulation is particularly popular in political science and economics.
. For a critique of this bifurcation between state and society, see Mitchell (1991). See 

also Migdal (2001). In Hansen and Stepputat (2001), the contributors concentrate on the 
state’s appearance in the quotidian lives of ordinary citizens.

. NLF members were primarily drawn from the provincial lower middle classes; 
they connected Aden to areas of the rural protectorate and to parts of the North such as 
H․ ujariyya. Th ey also had signifi cant links in part through the Arab nationalist organization 
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Movement of Arab Nationalists (MAN) to Yemenis living abroad. Arguably, the British deci-
sion to federate Aden with the Protectorates and the Yemeni revolution in the North—both 
in the 1960s—played a crucial role in strengthening opposition to colonial rule in the South 
and to the rise of the NLF (Bujra 1970).

. Splits within the party may have refl ected ideological diff erences, but the 1986 war 
revealed that the opposing political factions also tended to map onto two key regions in the 
South: the area of Abyan supported President ‘Alī Nās․ir, and the area of Lah․j supported the 
recently returned ‘Abd al-Fattāh․ Ismā‘īl (who died in battle) and ‘Alī Sālim al-Bīd․ (who be-
came secretary general of the YSP when the civil war was over).

. PDRY leaders originally from the YAR included ‘Abd al-Fattāh․ Ismā‘īl, Muh․ammad 
Sa‘īd ‘Abd Allāh (known as Muh․sin), and Jār Allāh ‘Umar. ‘Alī ‘Antar, also a fi rm supporter 
of resistance movements in the North was from an area bordering the North, Sha‘īb. Sālim 
Rubayyi‘ ‘Alī and ‘Alī Nās․ir Muh․ammad, by contrast, were from Abyan in the South and fa-
vored a more conciliatory position (Halliday 1990, 99–100). Th e latter faction lost the 1986 
war and fl ed to the North.

. Author’s interview, September 2000.
. Author’s interview, May 2000.
. Al-Bīd․’s statement is cited in Halliday (1990, 134).
. Author’s interviews September 2000, July 2001.
. For an excellent discussion of the changes in terminology over time in the PDRY’s 

documents, see Halliday (1990, esp. 106–10). Halliday registers the shift in emphasis over 
time from documents that situated Yemeni unity in an overall pan-Arab project to a notion 
of Yemeni unifi cation as primary.

. Al-Dustūr al-Dā’im lil-Jumhūriyya al-‘Arabiyya al-Yamaniyya. Th e constitution is 
cited in both ‘Af īf (1982) and Halliday (1990).

. Th is view was explicitly stated by “informants” during my fi eldwork in 2000–2001. 
Also see Abū T․ālib (1994).

. I am grateful to David Newstone for this formulation.
. Author’s interviews, April–May 2000; September 2000; June 2001; July 2003. Some 

in the YSP argued that it was President S․ālih․ in the North who urged immediate unity and 
that the South’s secretary general ‘Alī Sālim al-Bīd․, over the opposition of his comrades favor-
ing a gradual approach, was “very enthusiastic to actualize unifi cation” (June 2001). Accord-
ing to al-Bīd․, the impatience came from S․ālih․, who feared Saudi intervention: “Saudi Arabia 
wouldn’t have let it happen otherwise [i.e., more gradually]. Th at was the North’s worry. It 
was a coup d’état—exactly like a coup d’état” (July 2003). Others in the YSP blamed al-Bīd․ 
himself for rushing into an arrangement that many in the party thought ill-advised, at least 
in hindsight. Th ey claimed that al-Bīd․ threatened to destroy anyone who opposed immediate 
unifi cation—that his impetuousness and impatience had accelerated the pace of unifi cation 
and had caused the subsequent loss of political power for the YSP (April 2000).

. Author’s interviews, July 2003.
. Indeed, in an interview with al-Wasat․ in Jidda, subsequently summarized in the 

YSP’s paper al-Th awrī, a leader of the main Islamic party in Yemen, ‘Abd al-Majīd al-Zindānī, 
allegedly said: “Yemeni unity was imposed on the people of both parts [i.e., North and South 

notes to pages 52–56 / 235



Yemen] for colonialist ends.” Moreover, al-Zindānī called on members of the YSP to “repent 
or their blood would fl ow copiously” (cited in Dresch and Haykel 1995, 410).

. In addition to the books already referenced in the body of this text, there are many 
additional political histories of North and South Yemen, including al-Shamāh․ī (1972), Sālim 
(1971), ‘Abd al-Fattāh․ (1974), Halliday (1975), Stookey (1978), ‘Af īf (1982), Peterson (1982), 
T․arābulsī (2000), Abū T․ālib (1994), to name a few.

. For fascinating research on this matter, see Carapico (1993); also Carapico (1998) and 
Dresch (2000, 134). Dresch notes that like the North, the South had joined the IMF and had 
solicited advice from the World Bank in 1969. Although the PDRY and the Soviet Union had a 
strategic relationship from 1969 onward, Moscow contributed no more than a quarter of the 
PDRY’s aid, and even that aid was in the form of projects rather than budgetary support.

. Author’s interviews, August 2001, July 2003.
. Al-Bīd․ did register his frustration in his speech. Much to the surprise of many col-

leagues in the party, however, he did not return to Yemen after the gathering but proceeded for 
meetings in the Gulf in encounters widely understood to be about preparing his side for war.

. Th e label “secessionists” refers in large part to the ephemeral existence of the Demo-
cratic Republic of Yemen, declared by al-Bīd․ on May 21, 1994. Th e scholar Bernard Rougier 
claims that this announcement was made to generate international recognition for southern 
forces, which were losing the military battle. See Rougier (1999, 101).

. Demonstrations were particularly fi erce in the former South’s areas of Aden, al-Dāli‘, 
and the coastal area of the H․ ad․ramawt, where several people were killed, but they were not 
confi ned to these regions. In addition to demanding the reinstatement of military person-
nel dismissed after the 1994 war, protestors called for the consideration of petitions fi led by 
pensioners whose property had been expropriated, as well as general demands for solutions 
to the unemployment problem. Th e protests, which seem to have been triggered by price 
hikes, continued to spread and to involve more citizens (including a signifi cant number of 
women). Raising prices before the holy month of Ramadan puts a great burden on families 
already taxed by the pressures of holiday spending. Wheat prices doubled, for example. Th e 
regime’s repressive reaction to the protests in this instance seems to have precipitated further 
unrest, including the blockade of the Aden-S․an‘ā’ highway. Th e protestors’ blockading of the 
highway is a particularly eloquent reminder of how unifi cation requires ongoing cooperation 
and communication. Also noteworthy was an open letter from the former secretary general 
of the YSP, ‘Alī S․ālih․ ‘Ubād (or “Muqbil”), to the president chronicling the suff erings of south-
erners since the 1994 war and urging the president to take specifi c reparatory steps to prevent 
Yemen’s “suicide” (published at http://www.al-ayyam.info/default.aspx?NewsID=2f686845-
05ce-4b27-ad36-af5778d05fce; last accessed September 18, 2007). Muqbil is an advocate of 
union, but his letter caused consternation among some unionists because it praised former 
YSP colleagues associated with secession. It also referred to both the ‘Ammān agreement 
between the YSP and the GPC prior to the war of 1994 and to the United Nations Security 
Council resolution in the wake of the secessionists’ defeat, signaling possible doubts about 
whether unity, in the form in which it has been achieved, remains desirable. Others famil-
iar with internal politics within the Yemeni Socialist Party argued that rather than alarm, 
Muqbil’s letter was an attempt to reduce tensions with the president in the wake of an incen-
diary press statement issued by the party’s central committee.
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. Michael Billig (1995) has called these instances of everyday nationalism, such as 
weather reports or postage stamps, “banal nationalism.” For a sophisticated discussion of 
nationalism’s banality, see Foster (2002).

chapter t wo
. According to a deputy in the Ministry of Labor and Social Aff airs, there are approxi-

mately twenty-fi ve hundred active and inactive civil society organizations in Yemen today. 
Th e United Nations’ Common Country Assessment document supplies the fi gure of twenty-
four hundred for 1999. According to Ah․mad (2003), there are forty-fi ve human rights orga-
nizations; forty-one women’s organizations, eleven of them devoted to health; twenty-seven 
development and cultural organizations; twelve organizations dealing with agriculture and 
the environment; and forty-six unions or syndicates. For a history of trade unions in Yemen, 
see al-‘Amal al-niqābī al-‘ ummālī f ī al-jumhuriyya al-yamaniyya: al-judhūr al-tārikhiyya, 
al-wāqi‘, āfāq al-mustaqbal (2004).

Th e title of this chapter is beholden to James C. Scott’s Seeing Like a State (). By “state” 
I mean a common set of institutions capable of distributing goods and services and control-
ling violence within a demarcated, internationally recognized territory. By “nation” I refer to 
a shared sense of belonging simultaneously with anonymous others to an imagined political 
community. By “regime” I mean the political order of a particular leader or administration.

. See Jean Comaroff  and John L. Comaroff  (1999, 5) and their Critical Inquiry piece 
of 2004. According to Sonya O. Rose (1999, 218), the expression “moral panic” originated 
with Jock Young in “Th e Drugtakers: Th e Social Meanings of Drug Use” (1971); see also 
subsequent uses by Stanley Cohen, Folk Devils and Moral Panics: Th e Creation of the 
Mods and Rockers (1972), and Stuart Hall et al., Policing the Crisis: Mugging, the State, and 
Law and Order (1978). Th anks are owed to Jennifer Cole for bringing this literature to my 
 attention.

. Th e National Democratic Institute, an organization associated with the Democratic 
Party in the United States, helped the regime to host the “Emerging Democracies” confer-
ence, in which fi fteen countries participated in June 1999.

. Faraj Bin Ghānim served as prime minister of Yemen from May 17, 1997, until his 
resignation on April 29, 1998.

. According to one source, there were 20,100 ballot boxes made, but only 17,148 distrib-
uted. Th e source took this to mean that the undistributed ones were to be used in an “emer-
gency situation” so that the regime could show that it had not only amassed the required 
majority but also generated enthusiasm for the elections.

. Th ere were relatively few political posters of Najīb Qah․t․ān, and those that did exist 
were hand placed by party members on public walls. No such posters were available for pur-
chase, nor could they be found in shop windows.

. Estimates of the average per capita income for the period under consideration vary 
from about 270 to 347, depending on the source and year. See World Bank Report (1999) 
and the Yemen Times, November 13–19, 2000.

. It is diffi  cult to obtain population breakdowns by region in Yemen. Th e World Gaz-
etteer’s estimates of approximately 4.5 million inhabitants in the South in 1994, and 4.2 mil-
lion in 2003, strike me as infl ated; the overall population fi gures cited are high by any other 
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source’s standards (close to 16 million in 1994; close to 23 million in 2003). Offi  cials in the 
ruling GPC and members of the opposition quoted me the fi gure of 2.5 million inhabitants of 
the South in 1999 out of a total population of close to seventeen million.

. Th e idiomatic expression in English would be “the devil you know is better than the 
devil you don’t.”

. Several scholars have recently examined authoritarian regimes in which at least one 
key political institution, usually the legislature, is selected through elections (Brownlee 2007; 
Lust-Okar 2006; Magaloni 2006; Boix and Svolik 2007).

. For a discussion of how Yemen’s ruling party managed to enjoy an electoral landslide 
in the April parliamentary elections, see Carapico (2003).

. For a detailed interview (in Arabic) with Fays․al Bin Shamlān in which he introduces 
himself to the electorate, putting forth his political platform and providing readers with his 
biography, see www.newsyemen.net, July 5, 2006; last accessed September 12, 2006. In that 
interview, Bin Shamlān makes a point of saying that he is a candidate for all of Yemen and 
not simply a representative of the South. For an important analysis of the events and alliances 
leading up to the 2006 elections, see Makram (2005).

. E-mail correspondence, September 2006.
. See the remarkable interview between Nabīl al-S․ūf ī and the head of the GPC’s ruling 

bloc in Parliament, Sult․ān al-Barakānī, at www.newsyemen.net, August 24, 2005. My e-mail 
interviews in July 2005 and August 2005 confi rm this view.

. Interestingly, as Johnsen points out, al-Jazeera and al-‘Arabiyya satellite channels ini-
tially projected S․ālih․ winning by 82 percent of the vote.

. For a discussion of the ways in which rhetoric and symbols not only exemplify but 
also produce power for a regime, see my Ambiguities of Domination: Politics, Rhetoric, and 
Symbols in Contemporary Syria (1999). Th e contrasts with Yemen are instructive here.

. Such an act was not without precedent, of course. Stalin deleted Trotsky from the his-
torical record, for example. Th e fi ctional account from Milan Kundera’s Th e Book of Laughter 
and Forgetting is also noteworthy. Importantly, several Yemeni Socialist Party members recall 
that the two leaders jointly raised the fl ag, but I could fi nd no picture to substantiate that 
memory. Instead, in the capital’s Military Museum a photograph taken in 1990 does depict al-
Bīd․, the former secretary general of the South’s YSP, gazing up from behind as ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh 
S․ālih․ raises the fl ag. Museum curators argued that although political posters had excised 
al-Bīd․’s image, they displayed the photo of the “traitors” because they were “protecting the 
historical record” (author’s interview, September 2002).

. Th e words “tribe” and “tribal” are deeply problematic, fraught terms, perhaps es-
pecially in the Middle East studies literature. My use of them here is not meant to disre-
gard debates about usage, or to ride roughshod over the complex issues invocations of the 
concept bring to the fore. I address the term’s scholarly and local connotations in depth in 
chapter 4.

. Blue paint was an innovation of the northern regime in the mid-’80s. Before that, 
shop doors were metal gates throughout the Yemen Arab Republic and they were works of 
folk art, each unique and brightly colored. Th is executive decision to standardize shop doors 
by painting them blue is itself part of the political process I am describing. Th anks are owed 
to Sheila Carapico for this information.
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. Author’s interview with the minister of education, May 2000.
. State-run television is another vehicle for enacting state power, of course.
. Interestingly, the former special advisor to the U.N. secretary general, Lakhdar Bra-

himi, notes that it was during the festivities surrounding unifi cation that the two leaders 
resolved the border dispute between Yemen and Saudi Arabia—and largely in favor of Yemen 
(personal communication, March 2007). In addition to the event’s domestic eff ects, then, the 
spectacle may have occasioned important diplomatic developments, although these probably 
would have happened anyway.

. In the video version of the festival, the scene of empty seats is edited out.
. Najwa Adra’s work on “tribal dancing” links the bara‘ (a Yemeni group dance per-

formed by men outdoors in the northern highlands) to the growth of Yemeni nationalism 
in her essay, “Tribal Dancing and Yemeni Nationalism: Steps to Unity” (1993). In “Dance 
and Glance: Visualizing Tribal Identity in Highland Yemen” (1998) she connects dancing to 
conceptions of tribal affi  liation.

. I watched this spectacle with northern and southern Yemenis on May 22, 2000. I 
thank W. Flagg Miller for bringing my attention to additional alternative readings.

. Unease at women’s participation was registered in a number of mosque sermons. 
Muh․ammad al-Ānisī’s Saff āh․ Kulliyyat al-T․ibb sermon (2000) also wonders why the Russian 
minister of defense had been permitted to attend the festivities in the VIP section when the 
Russians were responsible for killing Chechen Muslims.

. Th ere are a plethora of works dealing with the political importance of spectacle. For a 
partial bibliography, see my Ambiguities of Domination (1999). Classics include Guy Debord’s 
Society of the Spectacle (1994) and Cliff ord Geertz’s Negara: Th e Th eater State in Nineteenth-
Century Bali (1980).

. Th ere is a growing literature on the sale of body parts that interprets actual marketing 
practices and the stories circulating about purported traffi  cking as products of “globalization” 
or neoliberal capitalist policies. See, for example, the provocative account by Comaroff  and 
Comaroff  (1999).

. It is unclear whether this phrase means a reason unknown to all or a reason that the 
speaker knows but refuses to divulge. Both ordinary language uses have been noted. Th e 
phrase is originally from the Qur’ān, Sūrat Yūsuf 12:68. When the sons of Jacob were leaving 
for Egypt, Jacob advised them not to all enter the city from the same gate, but to use various 
gates. Th e reason for this suggestion was h․ājatun f ī nafs Ya‘qūb. According to the Qu’rānic 
scholar al-T․abarī (839–923 AD), Jacob advised his sons to use several gates because he feared 
for their safety. Even though Jacob knew that the fate of his sons would be in God’s hands, 
he advised them so that he might feel less worried about them. In Tafsīr al-Jalālayn by Jalāl 
al-Dīn Muh․ammad ibn Ah․mad al-Mah․allī (1389–1459 AD) and Jalāl al-Dīn ‘Abd al-Rah․mān 
ibn Abū Bakr al-Suyūt․ī (1445–1505 AD), the sentence is interpreted to mean “a desire within 
Jacob that he wished to be fulfi lled.” Th e sentence seems to suggest to these interpreters that 
there was a worry or fear within Jacob about what might happen to his sons during their trip 
to Egypt that was alleviated when he felt that his sons were going to follow his advice. I thank 
Aram Shahin for his research here.

. See also al-Ānisī’s sermon Saff āh․ Kulliyyat al-T․ibb (2000), in which al-Ānisī ar-
gues that the “evils that have befallen society,” exemplifi ed by the serial killer, are due to the 
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“ abandonment of the laws of God.” He demands a public trial for the murderer so that “every-
one in Yemen is made aware of the case and its details” (my emphasis). He also, as was common 
among Islamic khat․ībs (those who deliver sermons), attacks those in charge (al-mas’ūlūn) for 
allowing both sexes to mix at the university. He demands that those in positions of responsi-
bility at the University of S․an‘ā’ also be put on trial for their responsibility in the case.

. Author’s interview, May 2000. Th is view was not only held by liberals. Indeed, the mil-
itant preacher al-Ānisī in his sermon Saff āh․ Kulliyyat al-T․ibb also reprimands those  Yemenis 
who attacked Sudanese individuals in Yemen in retaliation for the actions of the murderer.

. I discuss the theme of public sphere practices in detail in chapter 3. See also my “Con-
cepts and Commitments in the Study of Democracy” (2004).

. Th e example of September 11 provides a case in point.
. I am indebted to Patchen Markell and Craig Calhoun for this formulation.
. I thank Rosalind C. Morris for pressing me on this point.
. See also Anthony Marx’s discussion in Faith in Nation (2003) in which he argues 

that the early-modern “impetus for national cohesion” was a “basis for democracy” (32, and 
chap. 6). Marx’s argument is beholden to Rustow, but Marx is keen to underscore (correctly) 
that national cohesion (to the extent it exists) emerged out of confl ict and deliberate exclu-
sions, a point that Rustow does not acknowledge.

. Th e history of the early United States suggests the same phenomenon, as do many pre-
revolutionary situations. Sheila Carapico makes a compatible but not identical argument; her 
emphasis is on the ways in which “Yemeni states, lacking major outside benefactors or domestic 
wealth, may be unique in the region in their need for civil society” (Carapico 1998, 17 [see also 
chap. 5]; and 1996). Her aim is to challenge prevailing stereotypes of conservatism and passivity 
often attributed to tribalism and to Islam by charting the history of activism within the context 
of local civic associations and self-help projects. My point here might also be likened to Joel 
Migdal’s insights from Strong Societies and Weak States (1988), but it diff ers in two ways. First, I 
am not claiming that there is a zero-sum relationship between weak states and strong societies, 
or that we can even measure weakness and strength in ways that make consistent sense. I am 
suggesting that the Yemeni example—in which the state is “weak” by anyone’s defi nition and 
political participation is vibrant and backed by signifi cant coercive power—provides a correc-
tive to some of the prevailing assumptions in the literature on democracy or “democratization.” 
Some of these assumptions are dealt with at greater length in the next chapter. Second, my argu-
ment is concerned with the phenomenology of citizenship, the ways in which people talk about 
and practice their experiences of, and desires for, state authority and political community.

. As discussed in the introduction, this simultaneity has specifi able qualities that make 
nationalism distinctive from other imaginings of collectivity.

chapter three
. A joke, told by an educated self-identifi ed northern woman from a well-known conser-

vative family to her northern and southern women friends, reiterates this understanding of 
the Yemeni president’s rule: ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh S․ālih․, Bill Clinton, and his wife, Hillary, were going 
for a swim. Th ey took off  their clothes and went into the water. Afterward, Hillary turned to 
Bill and said: “ ‘Alī ‘Abd Allāh’s penis is so big. . . . I didn’t expect that from such a short man.” 
Bill said, “Well, he’s been screwing twenty million people” (January 2002).
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. “Large-N” refers to sample size, bearing eff ectively in this context on the number of 
cases considered.

. All quotes from qāt chews and from supplemental ethnographic work are from my 
fi eld notes and are in Arabic; there is one exception in which the person addressed a letter to 
me in English. Th is is specifi ed in the text.

. Th e comparative politics literature on democracy, democratization, and transitions 
is simply too voluminous to be treated adequately here. Key texts include Lipset (1959); Dia-
mond (1992, ed. with Marks; 1999); O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986); Huntington (1991); Put-
nam (1993); Powell (2000); Collier (1999); Linz and Stepan (1996); Boix (2003); and Boix and 
Stokes (2003). At the risk of riding roughshod over important diff erences, it is fair to say that 
few of these works spend much time problematizing the concept of democracy or investigat-
ing ordinary practices of political participation, which is to say performances of democratic 
subjectivity that exist outside of electoral confi nes. Most of these authors see themselves as 
exploring the causes of democracy or the relationship between economic development and 
democracy, some of them explicitly invoking a minimalist defi nition of democracy, and some 
suggesting that elections are an indicator or “instrument” of democracy but not the thing 
itself (e.g., Powell). Putnam’s Making Democracy Work is one partial exception and is invoked 
in later parts of this chapter. To be clear, I am not claiming that there has been no work on 
the concept of democracy, but that this work, as Taylor Boas and Jordan Gans-Morse (2007) 
rightly note, has generated close to a consensus in favor of a “procedural minimum” defi ni-
tion (5). Boas and Gans-Morse have in mind, in addition to Schumpeter and Przeworski et 
al., discussed in the body of this chapter, also Dahl (1971), O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986), 
Huntington (1991), Schmitter and Karl (1991), and Collier and Levitsky (1997). David Collier 
is the comparativist most attentive to concept choice and its implications. See also Collier 
and Adcock (1999); Adcock and Collier (2001) and Collier, Hidalgo, and Maciuceanu (2006). 
Whereas many scholars studying democracy prefer a stable defi nition of the concept as 
bounded by rules, my own preference is for a Wittgensteinian understanding of democracy 
as a set of language games. See Philosophical Investigations (1958), par. 67. In this chapter, I 
am willing to think both in Wittgensteinian terms and, by bracketing reservations, in terms 
of a rule-bound but more expansive defi nition than the minimalist one. I am grateful to Linda 
Zerilli for discussions on this issue.

. Iris Marion Young, for example, suggests a working defi nition of democracy in which 
citizens infl uence and have a direct political impact on the choices and actions of those who 
govern. For Young, there are regimes in which such connections are strong and those in 
which they are weak (Young 2000, 173; see also Cunningham 1987, 2002). I take the term 
“substantive representation” from Hanna Pitkin’s extraordinary Th e Concept of Representa-
tion (1967). For a recent work, inspired in part by Pitkin’s, see Nadia Urbinati’s Representative 
Democracy: Principles and Genealogy (2006), which makes the argument that representation 
is not incompatible with democracy and should not be seen as a second-best solution to the 
ideal of direct democracy. For Urbinati, “representation can encourage political participation 
insofar as its deliberative and judgmental character expands politics beyond the narrow limits 
of decision and voting” (16, my emphasis).

. In fact, the treatment of accountability in Przeworski et al. suff ers from a telling confu-
sion. In the fi rst chapter, they state that “governmental responsibility either directly to voters 
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or to a parliament elected by them is a defi ning feature of democracy” (15). Yet subsequently 
they also make what could easily seem the opposite claim, that “accountability,” “responsive-
ness,” or “representation” should not be treated as defi nitional features of democracy (33). 
“Governmental responsibility,” according to this understanding, exists in the absence of “ac-
countability.” Th e apparent contradiction reveals some of the tensions inherent in formalistic 
understandings. On the one hand, there are good reasons for not including accountability in 
a defi nition designed to facilitate large-N coding—the term accountability is itself muddled 
and may be hard to measure. On the other hand, formalists should have no diffi  culty ac-
cepting a view of accountability and responsiveness in which holding politicians accountable 
simply means reelecting them or removing them from offi  ce (Pitkin 1967). Both the authori-
zation and the accountability view are “formalistic in the sense that their defi ning criterion 
for representation lies outside the activity of representing itself, before it begins or after it 
ends” (Pitkin 1967, 59).

. Boriana Nikolova’s essay exam was written for my class on Rethinking Democratic 
Practices.

. For a review of anthropological treatments of democracy, see Paley (2001, 2002); Karl-
ström (1996); and Comaroff  and Comaroff  (1997). Like anthropologists who employ ethno-
graphic methods, I am interested in everyday practices outside of formal institutions, but my 
chapter is not about democracy’s meanings in local contexts. For an ordinary-language-use 
analysis of “democracy” in Senegal, see Schaff er (1998). For a critique of the transition para-
digm in political science, see Carothers (2002).

. I am grateful to Linda Zerilli for this formulation.
. Mosque sermons in Yemen off er a contrast to Turkey or Syria, to take two examples, 

where sermons are vetted routinely by state offi  cials. Moreover, although the sermon can be 
argumentative and critical (and in that sense deliberative), it tends to be monologic, although 
even this is not always true. Some, if audiocassettes of sermons are any indication, do turn 
into a forum for discussion.

. Th ere is vigorous disagreement in Yemen about whether “tribal” conferences are a 
hindrance to democracy or a proper site for civil society expression.

. Th is is a point made by Susan Marks as well in a recent and lucid overview of some prob-
lems with Schumpeterian notions of “low intensity democracy” (2000, chap. 3). Marks relies pri-
marily on the work of Gills, Rocamora, and Wilson (1993) and Robinson (1996). I thank Jennifer 
Pitts for drawing my attention to some parallels between these arguments and my own.

. Habermas locates these new institutions in Great Britain and France: coff eehouses 
emerged as popular gathering places in around 1680 and 1730, respectively, and the salons 
became important sites of critical debate in the period between regency and revolution. For a 
description of coff eehouses in Beirut from 1950 to 1990, see al-Duwayhī (2005). For a discus-
sion of “public spheres” and “counterpublics” in the Middle East, see, for example, Hirschkind 
(2001, 2006); Asad (1993); Eickelman and Anderson, eds. (1999 and 1997); Lynch (2003, 2006); 
Tétreault (2000); Najmabadi (2005); al-Rasheed (2007); and Salvatore and Levine (2005).

. Fearon (1998) in “Deliberation as Discussion” enjoins political scientists to employ the 
word “discussion” rather than deliberation because it is a “more concrete object of analysis,” 
which can help scholars better ascertain why more deliberation might be a good thing. He 
supplies six reasons for discussing an issue rather than employing a decision rule that does 
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not involve discussion (44–68). Discussion discloses “private information”; diminishes or 
overrides “the impact of bounded rationality”; compels or encourages “a particular mode of 
justifying demands or claims”; helps render the fi nal choice “legitimate,” thereby contributing 
to group solidarity and making the implementation of decisions easier; improves “the moral 
or intellectual qualities of the participants”; and is a way of doing the “ ‘right thing’ indepen-
dent of the consequences of the discussion.” Th e fi rst fi ve justifi cations are consequentialist; 
the sixth is not. I use the two terms, discussion and deliberation, interchangeably. My ap-
proach is less concerned with the relative merits or demerits of engaging in public discus-
sion and more focused on how everyday practices of deliberation generate explicitly political 
subjectivities and are part of what democracy means.

. Scholars of deliberative democracy argue that deliberation can transform “prefer-
ences” by allowing individuals or groups to understand the views of and to be persuaded 
by one another (Bohman 1996; Cohen 1989, 1996; Dryzek 1990, 2000; Fishkin 1991). Others 
have underscored the problems in privileging consensus as the defi nitive or desirable aim of 
democratic debate (Benhabib 1992; Mouff e 1996, 2000; Young 1990, 1996). Discussion may 
generate considerable disagreement rather than foster unity, both because individuals are 
unequally related to symbolic and material resources and because interests often diverge 
(Gutmann and Th ompson 1996; Sunstein 2000, 2001). I am indebted to Yasmin Dawood for 
her insights here.

. Th anks are owed to Iris Marion Young for pressing me to emphasize this aspect of 
Habermas’s concept.

. Importantly, Markell (1997) draws out some of the unappreciated similarities be-
tween Habermas’s public sphere and Arendt’s public. Many theorists claim that Habermas’s 
public sphere is concerned with overcoming contestation and dissent. Markell argues that 
Habermas’s account “commits him, albeit in ways that he does not consistently acknowledge, 
to the view that a legitimate democratic system is not only compatible with agonistic action 
but actually requires it” (391; see also 379). For the most explicit treatment of the roles con-
testatory speech and action play in constituting and sustaining “democratic legitimacy,” see 
Habermas (1996).

. See, for example, Nancy Fraser’s oft-cited piece “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A 
Contribution to the Critique of Actually Existing Democracy” (1992, 123–25).

. Th e idealized account of argumentative dialogue is especially apparent in Habermas’s 
Th eory of Communicative Action (1984, 1987). For criticism of this development, see Lee 
(1992, 402–20). See also Warner (2002). In addition, there are a number of essays that chal-
lenge the fi ction of equal access to, and equal conditions within, the deliberative process. See, 
for example, Young (1996, 120–35); Mansbridge (1993), and Sanders (1997).

. Indeed, recent scholarship on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century France seems to 
confi rm these doubts. Sarah Maza’s work (1993, 2003), in particular, suggests that the subjec-
tivity supposedly generated in the bourgeois family may instead be a product of arguments in 
the public sphere itself. See also Dena Goodman’s discussion of the salons (1996).

. As Craig Calhoun points out, “Habermas does not mean to suggest that what made 
the public sphere bourgeois was simply the class composition of its members. Rather, it was 
society that was bourgeois and bourgeois society produced a certain form of public sphere” 
(Calhoun 1992, 7). Few public spheres are composed of “bourgeois individuals” in Yemen, but 
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more important, my point is that Yemeni society (however one construes it) can in no way be 
defi ned as bourgeois.

. I am indebted to Anita Chari for pressing me to clarify this paragraph and for her 
substantive suggestions.

. For a particularly infl uential discussion of civil society, see Putnam (1993).
. For an important critique of Putnam’s idea of civil society, see Jean L. Cohen’s 

“American Civil Society Talk” (1998). In that paper, Cohen argues that Putnam’s notion of 
civil society ignores the concept of the public sphere, thereby failing to “articulate the com-
plex relation between social and political institutions.” For Cohen, the concept of the public 
sphere is at the core of any conception of democracy. Modern constitutional democracies 
enjoy “legitimacy” to the extent that “action-orienting norms, practices, policies, and claims 
to authority can be contested by citizens and . . . affi  rmed or redeemed in public discourse” 
(2). See also Charles Taylor’s extended discussion of civil society (1990, 95–118) and Partha 
Chatterjee’s response (1990, 119–32).

. Many thanks to Anita Chari for this point. See also Habermas (1996), esp. chaps. 7 
and 8.

. Th is is not to say that all women’s qāt chews avoid current events or fail to engage with 
abstract political issues. I have attended educated women’s chews in S․an‘ā’ in which issues 
such as electoral reforms, the importance of and problems with local councils, and the place of 
the novel in Yemeni literature were each the subject of some discussion. Current events may 
animate conversations for part of the time, but rarely in a structured or sustained way. Some 
women, like their male counterparts, chew with other members of their shilla, or clique, on a 
once-a-week basis; they use the occasion to unwind or to exchange information. Often women 
sing songs or dance to music with other women. In the teenage chews I attended, younger 
women brought food for a potluck preceding the qāt session. In the village, women catch up on 
the gossip in the neighborhood but they also use the occasion to make up poetic (often playful) 
songs and to assess the relative merits of potential wives for their respective sons.

. See Chakrabarty’s social history of adda in Provincializing Europe (2000).
. I have attended more than 270 qāt chews. Approximately 175 of those have been with 

Yemen’s elite—with male politicians and intellectuals (who are often at gatherings with less 
educated, but every bit as politicized, men from the countryside). In these situations I am 
often treated as a “third gender” or, in the villages, as a preadolescent, giving me the fl exibility 
to travel between segregated worlds in a way that Yemenis and foreign male researchers can-
not. As long as my father and husband do not object, it tends to be fi ne with Yemenis that I 
am there. Indeed, husbands use my attendance to convey messages to their wives in adjacent 
quarters, and women too see me as a conduit, a way to communicate with their menfolk.

. See the essays in Bloch (1975). I am not making the argument that Yemen is a tradi-
tional society (whatever that means), however. Moreover, these face-to-face encounters still 
qualify in Habermasian public sphere terms because many chews are open to a public and 
even when strangers are not present, people’s discourses are addressed to a broad, anony-
mous non-face-to-face audience.

. Weir’s book, the most comprehensive discussion of qāt and its social implications 
to date, makes observations about the “qāt parties” that largely jibe with my own fi eldwork 
experiences. Weir also notes that the host of a large chew may invite some guests to lunch 
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beforehand, or lunch may be hosted independently before a qāt chew. Lunches are also ways 
to manifest generosity and enhance prestige, and they prompt reciprocal invitations or fa-
vors from benefi ciaries, which an everyday qāt chew does not. Guests at lunch are present 
because of their relationship with the host, and they may not know (or have an interest in 
knowing) each other. Conversations during lunch are brief and interaction limited. Food is 
consumed quickly and without extended socializing, so that guests can move on to the day’s 
central activity, the qāt conversation. Other studies on qāt include a survey by Rodinson 
(1977); Serjeant (1983); Varisco (1986), and Gerholm (1977). In Arabic, see the articles in al-
Qāt f ī h․ayāt al-Yaman wa al-Yamaniyyīn (1981–82), ‘Abbās Fād․il al-Sa‘dī (1983), and al-Sayyid 
Ayyūb (1963). Th e latter book is a polemic arguing that qāt is largely responsible for Yemeni 
“backwardness.” It seems sometimes that qāt, in tandem with a corrupt, oppressive govern-
ment, accounts for Yemen’s poverty and the population’s passivity, according to the author, 
and sometimes that qāt is responsible for the corrupt, oppressive government as well. Th e 
book was published one year after the 1962 revolution and so the author, whose analysis re-
produces an Arab nationalist, avowedly modernist, teleological perspective, suggests that qāt 
is the key remaining impediment to progress in Yemen. Having researched the book before 
the revolution, however, the author has no explanation for how a population so beholden to 
qāt could eff ect a revolutionary transformation in the fi rst place.

. To some extent, views about the ways in which seating arrangements reproduce sta-
tus hierarchies—or fail to do so—may relate to the region in which the ethnographic research 
was conducted (see Varisco 1986, 9). Varisco claims that, in general, “greater emphasis on 
social distinctions” is evident in urban contexts, while “rural interaction is more egalitarian.”

. Skeptics might contend that the drug interferes with rational discourse, but I saw no 
evidence to support such a claim, and nonchewers attend and converse with those chewing 
without appearing frustrated or suff ering from out-of-the-ordinary miscommunication. In-
terestingly, in an eighteenth-century French dictionary compiled by a prolifi c commentator of 
the time, coff ee was described in ways similar to descriptions of qāt today: “Coff ee animates 
conversation, it holds back the vapors that rise to the brain, it warms in winter, it refreshes 
in summer, and it always has excellent qualities, up to the moment when one begins to be 
disgusted by it.” Th e entry for the coff eehouse mirrors in some respects what might be a vivid 
description of the maqyal: “It is the meeting place for those who wish to be found, the center of 
gossip, the news bureau, the refuge of the lazy and the indigent” (Caraccioli 1768). Th e transla-
tion is by William H. Sewell Jr, and I thank him for bringing this passage to my attention.

. Men sometimes complain of the pressures to conform by attending qāt chews (Weir 
1985, 147). Th ere are specifi able groups of Yemeni men who do not chew, however. Self-
identifi ed salaf īs (those who claim to follow the ancestral practices of the Prophet and his 
companions) tend not to chew, although there are those who do. Some Western-educated 
Yemenis also identify chewing with “backwardness” and do not chew; some have even orga-
nized campaigns to dissuade people from consuming qāt. See, for example, the pamphlets 
published by al-‘Af īf Cultural Center or the government’s unsuccessful and ambivalent cam-
paign to limit qāt chewing in October 1999. In the regions of H․ ad․ramawt and al-Mahra chew-
ing is still considered crass, although inhabitants are increasingly engaging in the activity. 
One educated H․ ad․ramī estimated that about 30 percent of men now chew in al-Mukallā, for 
example (October 2002).
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. For those devotees of qāt who wanted to chew on other days, areas of the country, 
such as Saylat ‘Aqlān in the province of Lah․j, were designated as “free zones,” but only the 
wealthy could aff ord the extravagance. In regions where qāt was grown, such as al-Dāli‘ (on 
the border with North Yemen) and Yāfi ‘ (also close to the border with the North) qāt was 
consumed by men on weekdays and also transported for sale to the North’s Yemen Arab 
Republic. In H․ ad․ramawt and al-Mahra, qāt was not consumed at all. Th e socialist regime 
regulated the cultivation of qāt, monitored its entry into Aden, Abyan, and other parts of Lah․j 
during the week, and punished violators through the courts.

. Weir estimates that qāt production at least doubled during the 1970s (86). She cites the 
1979 World Bank country report on the Yemen Arab Republic, which notes that there is “ample 
evidence that qāt growing has increased rapidly in recent years (93; Weir 1985, 176). A USAID 
report (10), also cited by Weir, estimated that qāt production increased “two- to threefold” 
during the period of the Yemen government’s fi rst Five Year Plan (1976/77–1980/81). Accord-
ing to the International Monetary Fund’s 2001 Country Report (No. 02/61), qāt chewing is a 
“widespread practice” (104). Th is IMF report cites a study from the 1960s that “found that in 
the city of Taiz about 60 percent of males and 35 percent of females were ‘habitual chewers.’ ” 
Th e report notes that there is insuffi  cient quantifi ed data on contemporary qāt production and 
use, in part because of “offi  cial uneasiness with the importance of qāt in Yemeni society,” but ac-
cording to available information “consumption is in fact widely thought to have increased in re-
cent years”; qāt cultivation is estimated to have increased by 10 percent between 1990 and 1995, 
redistributing wealth from the urban areas to the countryside (104). Approximately 170,000 
families (i.e., one million people) benefi t directly from the sale of qāt. Th e IMF’s information 
on qāt is derived from interviews with offi  cials and from an unpublished World Bank paper, 
derived from a Yemini Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation report (Ward et al. 1998). An 
updated World Bank report (2007), whose aim is to reduce demand for qāt, notes that chewing 
has become a “nationwide habit.” Approximately 72 percent of males and 33 percent of females 
report that they chew, and “more than half of those who chew do so each day of the week.”

. Murays is ten minutes by car from Damt, which was the central headquarters of the 
insurgent National Democratic Front in the 1970s.

. In another qāt chew, a lawyer noted that although the regime may have gained new 
capacities to collect local taxes, the local councils have come to “epitomize taxation without 
representation.”

. Th is is the only message or qāt chew citation in English and it was crafted with the 
express purpose that I pass the letter on to members of the UN. All other quotes in this chap-
ter are in Arabic, as I noted at the beginning, and the translations are my own. I have changed 
nothing about this message except to correct a few spelling errors.

. I am indebted to Jessica Greenberg for this formulation. I would also like to thank 
Samera Esmeir for pressing me on this point.

. For descriptions of the initial arrest and the subsequent trial proceedings, see al-
S․ah․wa, March 13, 2004 and April 15, 2004; Yemen Times, March 15, 2004; Al-Jazeera.net, 
April 14, 2004. Indeed, a heated debate in the courtroom erupted when defense lawyers de-
manded that the court hold the intelligence offi  cers accountable for “kidnapping” a member 
of the Yemeni Journalist Syndicate and for incarcerating him for two days.
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. Th e subsequent harassment of journalists and the syndicate’s inability to intervene 
have diminished the optimism registered in this chew, but these conditions have not cur-
tailed journalistic activism.

. Th e vast majority of the 270 qāt chews I attended entailed political discussion, and 
at no time did I have the impression that such discussion was exceptional for regular partici-
pants. Although I realize that these gatherings do not constitute a random sample, my fi eld-
work does suggest that political debate at chews, far from being a rare event, is an integral 
part of many gatherings, and a choice available to both urban and rural Yemeni men.

. Th is latter function, as Rosalind C. Morris has pointed out to me, is empirically de-
monstrable but not logically necessary.

. Th e anthropologist Steve Caton (1990) shows how Khawlānī “tribal” poetry works in 
North Yemen to mediate disputes, highlight debates, and persuade constituents. Th e genre 
of bāla poetry, for example, is a competitive game in which poets, chorus, and audience 
participate in what might be thought of as a rhetorical joust. Oratorical talents are displayed 
and political positions communicated through poems constructed in public interactions. See 
also my chapter 1.

. Th anks are owed to Matthew Kocher for this point. Th ere is a vast anthropological 
literature on dispute settlements. Especially in linguistic anthropology, this literature con-
centrates primarily on small-scale confl ict resolution. See, for example, Alessandro Duranti’s 
oft-cited From Grammar to Politics (1994), which focuses on settling disputes in the “fono,” 
the West Samoan village council where titled members of the community discuss political 
and legal concerns; Susan Hirsch’s discussion of Kenyan Islamic courts on marriage and do-
mestic issues in Pronouncing and Persevering (1998); and Gregory Matoesian’s Law and the 
Language of Identity (2001), which deals with the William Kennedy Smith rape trial. I am 
indebted to Susan Gal and Michael Silverstein for introducing me to this literature. Impor-
tantly, however, my own work is less concerned with dispute settlement per se and more 
interested in the ways in which qāt chews instantiate and enable contestatory publics.

. al-Th awra, September 27, 2002; see also al-Th awra, last page, September 28, 2002, 
which featured various Arabic media sources’ excerpts from and brief commentaries on the 
speech. Th e editors noted that media throughout the Arab world were particularly interested 
in S․ālih․’s statement about the opposition parties, which was reproduced in the following 
newspapers: al-Ra’y (Qatar), al-Bayān (Dubai), al-Ittih․ād (United Arab Emirates), al-Ra’y 
al-‘Āmm (Kuwait).

. It is important to keep in mind that because statistical studies are concerned with the 
median, they have little to say about variants or outliers, such as, say, India or Singapore.

. Th ere is a large literature on the “rentier state.” For a recent analysis of how oil, in 
particular, aff ects regime type, see Ross (2001).

. In response to questions I posed about Canada, Australia, and Norway, Boix under-
scored that he did not mean to be arguing that natural resources alone determine regime 
type. According to Boix, “the eff ect of natural resources may be ‘neutralized’ if there are 
political institutions in place at the time those resources are discovered or exploited. If those 
institutions make the resources ‘public’ (i.e., widely shared among the public), then no private 
faction should arise with the tools to impose/maintain a dictatorship. So, the eff ect of natural 
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resources is a conditional one: it depends on the institutions in place” (e-mail correspon-
dence, May 14, 2007).

. For details on per capita income, see Abdulkarim I. Arhabi, “Poverty and Social Risk 
Management in Yemen,” cited in the International Crisis Group’s report, “Yemen: Coping 
with Terrorism and Violence in a Fragile State” (January 2003, 7). Th e fi gures on gross domes-
tic product are from the United Nations Development Programme’s Human Development 
Report (2004). For this report, the UN relies on statistics drawn from a variety of interna-
tional organizations. Th e resulting fi gures are nevertheless quite similar to those provided by 
the government of Yemen. Th e ICG estimates 2000 per capita income at less than US300; 
UNICEF estimates 2000 per capita Gross National Income at US490. On population growth 
rates, fi gures diff er: the Yemeni government estimates growth rates at 3.5 percent; the World 
Bank estimates at 2.7 percent.

. Th e World Bank’s fi gure may come from the Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP), 
Republic of Yemen, May 2002, which estimates that 41.8 percent of the population lives in 
poverty, with 17.6 percent of the population unable even to meet basic food requirements.

. Krämer’s use of “indiff erence” in this context may seem curious because it is not to 
be expected that liberalism entails indiff erence to religion, although it would seem to require 
a degree of tolerance. My point here is that Yemenis, as a rule, are by no means indiff erent to 
religion, and neither are they necessarily committed in principle to toleration, if by toleration 
we mean an attitude according equal value to divergent or heterodox religious views.

. Char is cited in Pitkin (1998, 283).

chapter four
. Th e number is a crude estimate reported in the Yemen Times, June 24, 2004. Even the 

date may be off . Th e ruling party’s statement suggests that the government went into the 
mountains of Mārān on June 19, 2004. See Bayān al-mu’tamar al-sha‘bī from al-S․ah․wa net, 
June 28, 2004.

. Sarah Phillips, “Cracks in the Yemeni System,” http://www.Merip.org/mero/mero
072805.html; last accessed December 18, 2005. As Phillips points out, the fi gure is likely to 
be signifi cantly higher than this, and does not include the number of rebels killed. Amnesty 
International reports that civilian targets have been attacked by “security forces reportedly 
[using] heavy weaponry, including helicopter gunships” (Amnesty International, “Yemen, Re-
port 2005, Covering Events from January-December 2004,” http://web.amnesty.org/report
2005/yem-summar-eng; cited in Phillips). When I was in Yemen in September 2004, opposi-
tion members from both the YSP and al-Is․lāh․ estimated that about three thousand people 
were killed. Sambanis (2004) points to the problems with acquiring accurate death count 
fi gures for large-N (large sample size) coding purposes.

. Not all of these adherents were “youth.” Th e term signifi es in Yemen, as it does else-
where, self-sacrifi cing idealism, innocence, willpower, and the prospect of a bright future. 
To the best of my knowledge, demographic data on Believing Youth was not available at the 
time of this writing.

. Fearon and Laitin (2000) claim that arguments based on the importance of discourse 
can also end up being primordialist. Although this is unquestionably true, there is nothing 
about an enterprise that takes into account the importance of discourse or pursues “interpre-
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tivist” social science that requires categories of groupness to be fi xed in the way that counting 
“ethnic groups,” for example, does.

. Here I am indebted to Michel Foucault and Ludwig Wittgenstein, as well as to an es-
say by Arnold Davidson (2001) that seeks to bring these two philosophers’ thoughts about 
concepts into conversation.

. Th is argument also diff ers from Appadurai’s observation (1996, 146) that many “racial, 
religious, and cultural fundamentalisms are deliberately fostered by various nation-states, or 
parties within them, in their eff orts to suppress internal dissent, to construct homogeneous 
subjects of the state.” Leaving aside whether such policies are intentional or not, I want to 
argue that group identifi cations can be encouraged with the eff ect of promoting, rather than 
suppressing, internal dissent, thereby shoring up the regime, perhaps at the expense of state 
institutions.

. One of the most sophisticated accounts in this genre is Robert Jackson’s Quasi-States 
(1990) which constructs third world sovereignty as a “problem” for international relations 
theory. I am grateful to David Scott (n.d.) for bringing this book to my attention and for 
his thoughtful critique of it. Foreign Policy and the Fund for Peace’s July–August 2005 is-
sue established a “failed states index” (FSI). It has subsequently updated that index in 2006 
and 2007. In Foreign Policy and in Foreign Aff airs, as well as among journalists such as Rob-
ert Kaplan, “failed states” are understood in relation to the security threat they pose to the 
United States. Although Patrick Chabal and Jean Pascal-Daloz in Africa Works (1999) make 
an argument that is in some ways compatible with mine, their broad focus on the continent 
of Africa and the absence of ethnographic and textual evidence, to name two diff erences, do 
not comport with my approach.

. Ussama Makdisi’s (2000) study of how the categories of Druze and Maronite worked 
to make possible sectarian violence in nineteenth-century Ottoman Lebanon is instructive 
here. Makdisi, unlike others who work on colonial divide-and-rule policies or who are infl u-
enced by Foucault’s work, does not assume that ordinary Druze and Maronites necessarily 
believed in the primacy of their communal identities over others or were permanently consti-
tuted as Druze and Maronites. But whereas he establishes that a conceptual transformation, 
prompted by Ottoman reforms (the Tanz․īmāt) were key to making intercommunal violence 
thinkable, he cannot explain why violence actually occurred. I thank Rohit Goel for remind-
ing me of this argument.

. See Ellen Lust-Okar’s Structuring Confl ict in the Arab World (2005) for a discussion of 
how leaders manage opposition in Egypt, Morocco, and Jordan.

. All from author’s interviews and ethnographic work, September 2004. See note 14 for 
a description of Twelver Shī‘ism.

. As various scholars point out, worshippers in Arab countries often leave mosques 
reciting anti-American and anti-Israeli slogans without prompting a regime reaction of the 
sort generated here (Glosemeyer 2004; Phillips 2005).

. See Bayān al-mu’tamar al-sha‘bī, published on al-S․ah․wa net, June 6, 2004. In some 
accounts, H․ izb Allāh was mentioned by name, but H․ izb Allāh has denied a relationship with 
al-H․ ūthī claiming that no one in Lebanon had heard of him. See Glosemeyer (2004); Yemen 
Times (June 28, 2004).

. Bayān al-mu’tamar al-sha‘bī.
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. Approximately 80 percent of those who are classifi ed or self-identify as Shī‘ī are 
“twelvers” or ithnā‘ashariyya, which means that they believe that there were twelve infal-
lible imāms, beginning with the Prophet’s son-in-law, ‘Alī ibn Abī T․ālib, and ending with 
the twelfth or current imām who has gone into hiding by order of God and will reappear 
when God commands. Th ey are the largest Shī‘ī school and predominate in Iran, Lebanon, 
Iraq, Bahrain, and Azerbaijan. Zaydīs are occasionally referred to by Westerners as “fi vers”; 
they recognize the fi rst four ithnā‘ashariyya imāms but identify Zayd ibn ‘Alī as the fi fth 
and fi nal imām, in contradistinction to twelvers who recognize his brother, Muh․ammad al-
Bāqir, as the fi fth and then acknowledge six more. Th is doctrinal diff erence between Zaydīs 
and twelvers did not seem to matter in the context of the regime’s assault on Believing Youth.

. Quoted at http://www.newsyemen.net, May 7, 2005, Risāla min al-H․ūthī lil-Sīstānī: 
ta’thīr h․arb bayānāt bayn ‘ulamā’ S․an‘ā’ wa Najaf; last accessed May 6, 2005. Th e term 
“‘uns․urī” can be translated as ethnic or racial, and in this context seems to express that this 
politics is prejudicial against Shī‘ī Muslims.

. See also the small Zaydī political party H․ izb al-H․ aqq’s former endorsement of al-
khurūj in its Barāmij siyāsiyya (n.d.), article 3. Cited in Dresch and Haykel (1995, 413).

. Al-Wasat․, March 9, 2005; last accessed December 18, 2005.
. Ibid. Also cited in Phillips (2005).
. Mohammad bin Sallam, Yemen Times, June 28–30, 2004, http://yementimes.com/

article.shtml?i=750&p=front&a=1; last accessed September 14, 2007. I have kept the translit-
erations as is, since this is an English-language paper.

. Th e assumption of a strict separation between piety and politics also characterizes 
the literature on “political Islam” (e.g., Kepel 1993; Roy 1996, 2004), which tends to treat Is-
lamic activism as a problem to be addressed.

. Analyses of Islamic activism have begun to retreat from the Islamist/non-Islamist or 
Islamist/Muslim distinction, favoring instead categories such as “jihādī,” traditionalists, mod-
ernizers, and so forth. Despite weaknesses in some of these terminological alternatives, such 
eff orts all point to the problematic implications of the Islamist/Muslim divide. See, for ex-
ample, Salwa Ismail (2003); Sami Zubaida (2005); and the International Crisis Group report 
on Jordan (2005) in which the distinction drawn is not between Islamists and ordinary Mus-
lims but between types of Islamic activists, traditionalists (taqlīdī), reformers (is․lāh․ī), and 
violent militants (jihādī): (http://www.crisigroup.org/home/index.cfm?id+3801&I=1, 5). Th e 
problem with all of these formulations is that they still take as self-evident clear membership 
in these groups or categories. Mobilized people do not necessarily equate to “members.”

. Th e other political party whose actual members are primarily Zaydī sayyids, Ittih․ād 
al- Quwwa al-Sha‘biyya, while defending al-H․ ūthī’s right to free expression, tends to be less 
interested in doctrinal issues and more intent on establishing a liberal, democratic repub-
lic and of protecting Zaydī sayyids from discrimination. I have chosen to refer to Believing 
Youth in English while using the Arabic names of the al-H․ aqq and al-Is․lāh․ because the lat-
ter are generally referred to by their Arabic names when speaking and writing in English, 
whereas Shabāb al-Mu’minīn is almost always translated.

. ‘Izzān (1994, 89). Cited in Haykel (1999, 198).
. Yemen Times, July 1, 1992, cited in Dresch and Haykel (1995, 412). Also cited in Haykel 

(1999, 198).
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. Jillian Schwedler documents al-Is․lāh․’s changing relations with the regime after the 
defeat of the YSP in the civil war of 1994 in Faith in Moderation (2006).

. Dresch and Haykel (1995, 413). Th ey are quoting from Mu’tamar al-wah․da wa al-
salām: al-qarārāt wa al-taws․iyāt (1993, 4–5). I have changed the translation ever so slightly 
to conform to grammatical conventions.

. Part of the reason for this hostility is historical, as the fi rst chapter suggested. Since 
the eighteenth century Yemen has become, in many ways, more oriented toward Sunnī doc-
trinal teachings—no longer fulfi lling the rigorous qualifi cations stipulated by Zaydī law and 
instead permitting sons to succeed their fathers regardless of aptitude (Haykel 1999, 2003). 
By the mid-eighteenth century, Zaydī leaders were actively patronizing Sunnī traditionist 
scholars who helped justify the imām’s increasingly dynastic rule and to vilify those who 
supported rebellion against a ruler. Th e republican leadership of 1962, which was socially and 
intellectually varied, pursued aspects of this traditionist approach, condemning the imamate 
and criticizing sayyid practices that prohibit sayyid women from marrying nonsayyid men 
(Haykel 1999, 195).

. In this sense, al-Is․lāh․ is more like an American political party than like narrowly 
based European ones.

. In regional terms, in the aftermath of unifi cation al-Is․lāh․ had a particularly “radical 
edge in the south insofar as it opposed the YSP and a conservative aspect in the North insofar 
as it diff ered little from the [ruling] GPC” (Dresch and Haykel 1995, 407). Its constituency 
continues to be largely from the North, but the party also enjoys some support particularly in 
poor areas of the former South Yemen.

. Interview, September 18, 2004. Th e two passages he cited from the textbook are: 
(1) “Th e second category: involves issues like the matter of the dream vision (al-ru’yā), the 
creation of actions, the creation of the Qur’ān, intercession (al-shafā‘a), and the coming out 
of Hell-fi re or spending eternity in it. Judgment in these issues is similar to that of the fi rst 
category, except that the perpetrator is a mistaken sinner and innovator (mukht․i’ āthim 
mubtadi‘), while some call him an unbeliever in interpretation (kāfi r ta’wīl). It has been nar-
rated from Abū al-H․ asan ‘Abd Allāh al-Ghabrī that scholars (al-mujtahidīn) of us․ūl (of the 
foundations of Islamic Jurisprudence) from this qibla [in other words, those who pray to-
ward the Ka‘ba or are practicing Muslims] are all correct. But he has been criticized by many 
scholars (‘ulamā’). It is reported from al-Jāh․iz․ the opinion that the scholar (mujtahid) does 
not incur any sin even if his opinion (ijtihād) leads to the negation of Islam (nafy al-Islām)” 
(75). (2) “Inquiry over his moral and religious rectitude (‘adāla). For, if he is openly debauched 
(fāsiq)—such as having committed a grave sin (al-kabā’ir), or insisting on committing small 
sins (al-s․aghā’ir), or similar things which slander rectitude (qawādih․ al-‘adāla)—or if he is 
unsound of doctrine (mukhtall al-‘aqīda)—such as being a corporealist (mujassim), or an-
thropomorphist (mushabbih), or a transgressor against a just imām—then he is not suited to 
be followed (lil-taqlīd), and it is not permissible for the follower (lil- muqallid) to follow him 
(an yuqallidah)” (100). I thank Aram Shahin for help in translating these passages. Another 
party member later provided clarifi cation (e-mail correspondence, January 2005): “ ‘Unbe-
lievers in interpretation’ is a technical term among jurists—men of Islamic faith—to dis-
tinguish between unbelievers who disavow Islam in principle and those who oppose rules 
of jurists in some matters only.” Th e latter group is less disparaged because they only diff er 
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in matters of interpreting judgments or verses in the Qur’ān, for example, but  usually such 
phrases are invoked by governments in order to “oppress the opposition.” See also Bernard 
Haykel’s Revival and Reform (2003).

. Interviews, September 2004.
. Th is fi nding jibes with those off ered by scholars who study race in the U.S. context, 

beginning with St. Clair Drake (1966). See also Wilson (1980); Dawson (1994, 2001); Bobo et 
al. (1994, 103–33; 2001, 262–99), and Cohen (1999).

. See also Ramadan (2003, 51–52).
. al-Wādi‘ī (1982, 75).
. Th e text, Limādhā ikhtarnā al-manhaj al-salaf ī (Why have we chosen the salaf ī 

method?), was drawn to my attention by Burgat and Sbitli (2002), 128. But his name is mis-
identifi ed as al-Shaqra rather than ‘Abd al-H․ alīm Abū Shaqqa. Both Limādhā ikhtarnā al-
manhaj al-salaf ī and the subsequent Limādhā ikhtartu al-manhaj al-salaf ī? (Why have I 
chosen the salaf ī method?) are authored by Salīm bin ‘Īd al-Hilālī (of Saudi origin). Th e trans-
lations of these passages are my own, not Burgat and Sbitli’s, and I am relying on the later 
text (2001, 37).

. Th e reference to low-status butcher families connotes an occupational caste within 
Yemen.

. According to rumors, this relationship may be a fi ctive one. Whatever the case, the 
president has relied on ‘Alī Muh․sin to squelch rebellions (as commander of the 1st Armored 
Brigade and as commander of the eastern region), and he does seem to be from the presi-
dent’s village.

. For a comprehensive list, see Haykel (2002, 30).
. Th e fi rst key indication of dissension came when a former well-known student of 

Muqbil’s, ‘Aqīl al-Maqt․arī (based in the Lower Yemen city of Ta‘izz) broke from his teacher. 
Maqt․arī thereby earned the unfortunate label of “surūrī,” a deviant innovator who is worse than 
others because he knew the truth while still a participant in the movement (see Haykel 2002, 
31). Muqbil also divided his leadership into two parts before he died, naming Muh․ammad bin 
‘Abd al-Wahhāb al-Was․ābī to be “supreme leader of the movement,” while the teacher center 
at Dammāj was to be run by another student, Yah․yā bin ‘Alī al-H․ ajūrī.

. Zaydī sayyids, in particular, as the former ruling elite and the key target of the revo-
lution in the North, report that they experience stigmatization (vom Bruck 2004), although 
there are some who are prominent politicians and intellectuals.

. Th is signaling is especially true for men who pray in mosques. Women pray at home 
and their habits are not as open to public scrutiny, although they do transmit gendered and 
pious norms of propriety to their children.

. See also Engseng Ho’s account (2006) of an infl uential H․ ad․ramī teacher whom Ho 
describes as being of tribal origin. As a boy, the teacher was refused admittance to a class in 
a local mosque by a sayyid teacher who allegedly said, “No, why don’t you just take some bul-
lets and a gun and go shoot and kill? Harām [it is forbidden] for a tribal to study” (317). Th e 
rebuff ed boy later studied abroad (in Singapore and Saudi Arabia) and returned to open up 
a successful school in 1960; he has worked there ever since. Ho notes the parallels between 
this teacher and the famous al-Wādi‘ī: both encountered prejudice from the local religious 
establishment early on because of “social origin,” and both stories involved “subsequent ac-
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cess to education abroad, trouble with authorities, return and establishment of a permanent 
educational mission under tribal protection at home, gradual expansion of antiestablishment 
religious ideas, and social infl uence through students” (318).

. See, for example, Crone (1986).
. See esp. Shelagh Weir’s impressive A Tribal Order: Politics and Law in the Moun-

tains of Yemen (2007). I would also like to thank Sheila Carapico for her guidance in thinking 
through what “tribe” and “tribal” mean. In addition to the sources cited in the text, the fol-
lowing account of tribal politics comes from my fi eld research as well as from the following 
sources: Carapico (1998); Dresch (2000); and Abū Ghānim (1985). For a discussion of tribal 
identifi cations relevant to this confl ict, see Weir (1986, 225–39), and Weir (1991, 87–101). 
Whereas Dresch’s fi eldwork was primarily in the Khamir-‘Amrān region, others focused on 
the mountains and discussed local specifi cities there. See Tutwiler (1987); Meissner (1987); 
Mundy (1995); Adra (1982); and Varisco and Adra (1984). Other informative works include 
Stevenson (1985) and Caton (1990).

. Inhabitants of these areas (e.g., in the provinces of Ibb and Ta‘izz) do have nontribal 
categories for sharecroppers, classifi cations that tend to be class defi ned (Carapico and Tut-
wiler 1981).

. Mā anā qabīlī ah․ad, wa lā ah․ad dawlatī, mā dawlatī illā mā mala’, kaff ī qurūsh.
. International Crisis Group (2003).
. UNDP (2002).
. Th is evidence is from my fi eldwork but comports with Dresch (2000, 197).
. For an explicit discussion of racial identifi cations in the American context, see Daw-

son (1994).
. See Young (1976); Horowitz (1985); Abu El-Haj (2001); Anderson (1991); Comaroff  

and Comaroff  (2001); Mamdani (1996); Appadurai (1996); Dirks (1992); Jackson (1999); Suny 
(1993); Stoler (2002); Povinelli (2002); Goswami (2004); Brubaker (2004).

. Th e term “governmentality” is, of course, Michel Foucault’s (1991). As he enumerates, 
“governmentality” means: (1) “Th e ensemble formed by the institutions, procedures, analy-
ses, and refl ections, the calculations and tactics that allow the exercise of this very specifi c 
albeit complex form of power, which has as its target population, as its principal form of 
knowledge political economy, and as its essential technical means apparatuses of security.” (2) 
“Th e tendency which, over a long period and throughout the West, has steadily led towards 
the pre-eminence over all other forms (sovereignty, discipline, etc.) of this type of power 
which may be termed government, resulting, on the one hand, in the formation of a whole 
series of specifi c governmental apparatuses, and, on the other, in the development of a whole 
complex of savoirs [knowledge].” (3) “Th e process, or rather the result of the process, through 
which the state of justice of the Middle Ages, transformed into the administrative state dur-
ing the fi fteenth and sixteenth centuries, gradually becomes ‘governmentalized.’ ” See pages 
102–3. Discussions of governmentality in non-Western contexts include Chatterjee (1995); 
Hansen (1999); Mitchell (1991); Scott (1999).

. I am grateful to Dan Slater for discussions on this issue. I have in mind the literature 
on “failed states,” as well as the provocative book by Jeff rey Herbst, States and Power in 
Africa (2000), which presumes that regimes benefi t from “projecting power” over “inhos-
pitable areas.”
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. In mainstream comparative politics, Daniel Posner’s work (2005) jibes particularly 
well with constructivist impulses to the extent that he poses a critical question previously 
taken for granted by others. Drawing on his work in Zambia, he asks: Why do some eth-
nic identities become politically salient while others do not? Given that individuals operate 
within contexts that allow for potentially multiple ethnic group memberships, he also asks: 
“Which coalition should a political actor interested in gaining access to state resources seek 
to mobilize or join?” (4).

. A telling example comes from those who maintain the Minorities At Risk (MAR) data 
set at the University of Maryland. According to Jillian Schwedler, MAR receives a handful of 
letters every year from “minorities” asking to be included, precisely because the recognition 
in such a prestigious and widely used data set lends credibility and gives authority to claims 
of group membership. Th ose who make such claims are not uniformly eff ective in mobilizing 
feelings of groupness or in convincing MAR scholars of a particular organization’s claims. As 
Schwedler put it to me, some spokesmen have “greater resources in ‘selling’ their categories 
in the marketplace.” For a discussion of the commodifi cation of group affi  liations, see John 
and Jean Comaroff ’s Ethnicity, Inc. (in preparation). Th is issue will receive further attention 
in chapter 5. I am not making the claim that the state necessarily has more resources to 
“market” its categories of groupness, or that one need appeal specifi cally to its institutions 
for “recognition” as some of the literature inspired by Hegel and by multicultural claims sug-
gests. I am contending that in the absence of robust state institutions, regimes may animate 
existing categories in ways that serve its strategies of rule, and that divide-and-rule poli-
cies necessarily presuppose an understanding of and a willingness to cultivate experiences 
of group affi  liation.

. See also Brubaker and Laitin’s review essay, “Ethnic and Nationalist Violence,” in Bru-
baker (2004, 88–115).

. See Fearon and Laitin (2000) for an insightful review of this literature.
. Elisabeth Wood’s (2003) discussion of support for insurgents in El Salvador jibes well 

with this account in the sense that it challenges conventional understandings of participa-
tion that privilege instrumental concerns at the expense of considering moral and emotional 
commitments. Wood argues that appreciation for the process of participation itself (240), 
defi ance against a repressive state apparatus (234), and the “pleasure of agency” (236) explain 
civilian participation in El Salvador’s risky insurgency. Wood’s analysis, however, relies on a 
problematic notion of intention, which she interprets from the statements of her inter viewees 
in the post–civil war period. As Hanna Pitkin notes in her critique of Peter Winch, who, like 
Wood, argues that action can only be explained in terms of the declared intention of the ac-
tor, social scientists must explain action through an analysis of an actor’s stated intention for 
acting and the observable consequences of her action. Th is is what I mean, following Pitkin, 
in understanding practices as “dual,” composed of what the observer can see and of the actors’ 
understandings of what they are doing (Pitkin 1993, 261; Wedeen 2002 and the introduction 
to this book). For a particularly sophisticated critique of intention as a way of understanding 
action, see Elizabeth Anscombe’s Intention (2000).

. Please note that I use moral and ethical synonymously throughout this book.
. Although per capita GDP seems to be a good predictor of violence, the explanations 

for this correlation diverge. Fearon and Laitin (2003) use GDP as a proxy for state capacity 
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(fi nancial and bureaucratic strength), claiming that weak states are unable to police insurgent 
groups adequately. Weak states, according to this view, tend to employ less costly indiscrimi-
nate violence against civilians who, as a result, support insurgent groups. Weak states are 
unable to establish infrastructures (such as roads, transportation, and communication lines) 
that make it more diffi  cult for insurgents to hide. Jacqueline Stevens (2007) points out that 
although the authors provide data demonstrating a correlation between GDP and lagged con-
fl ict, they do not provide evidence that GDP correlates with low levels of police and military 
spending. Nor do they show that low levels of police and military spending are good predic-
tors of civil war (5). Stevens argues that expenditure of GDP on the military has diff erent 
eff ects on recruitment in high- and low-income countries. Variation and lack of correlation 
mean that GDP is not a good proxy for military and police budgets. (High-income countries 
spend about 40 percent less of their GDP on the military than low-income countries do, but 
they have about 20 to 30 percent more military personnel, as a proportion of the labor force 
[2007, 15].) Fearon and Laitin’s understanding of weak state capacity includes not only actual 
police and military spending, however, but also infrastructural spending crucial to prevent-
ing insurgency. In Yemen, according to the CIA Factbook’s last assessment of the matter in 
2005, there are only 6,200 kilometers of paved road out of a total of 71,300 kilometers of road. 
See also Nicholas Sambanis’s critique of current coding criteria in the political science civil 
wars literature (Sambanis 2004). Whereas Fearon and Laitin concentrate on a state’s policing 
capacities, Collier and Hoeffl  er (2004) argue that poverty explains civil war because it creates 
opportunities for rebel recruitment. Given either story, Yemen would seem to be particularly 
vulnerable to such internal strife, and it has been historically. (Another robust predictor of 
civil wars is prior civil wars.) As I argue in the text, however, in poor states with weak infra-
structural services and an inability to “monopolize” violence, it may be when states attempt 
to seize more complete control than they have previously enjoyed that violence intensifi es, 
sometimes reaching “civil war” proportions.

chapter five
. For a discussion of satellite television’s impact on public debate in the Middle East, see 

Eickelman and Anderson (1999); Lynch (2006).
. Th e phrase “politics of piety” is from Saba Mahmood’s book of the same name.
. For example, in Latin America, the imposition of macroeconomic stabilization policies 

seems to have benefi ted the poor, who had experienced a dramatic erosion of their meager 
salaries and savings during the hyperinfl ation crisis of the 1980s. Th e literature on neolib-
eralism and on the related phenomenon of globalization is simply too vast to do it justice 
here. What is intriguing, however, is that important work in history, anthropology, sociology, 
geography, and cultural studies, on the one hand, does not seem to converse with seminal 
studies in political science and economics, on the other. Most of the work in the former cat-
egory tends to be critical, which may be one reason why there are so few conversations. For a 
summary of works about neoliberalism in anthropology, see Peet (2002, 62–66). Much of the 
literature on globalization and neoliberalism overlaps or discusses similar phenomena, such 
as the growth of international trade, the proliferation of fi nancial fl ows and instruments (Sas-
sen 2001), and the integration of nation-states previously understood as more autonomous or 
bounded. In sorting out these arguments, helpful studies include Gilpin (2000) and Harvey 
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(2005). On labor, see Golden and Wallerstein (2006). Eric Hobsbawm’s Th e Age of Extremes 
(1994) permitted me to grasp the importance of the breakdown of Bretton Woods in the 
1970s; for an impassioned account of the fl aws in “Washington consensus” thinking from a 
World Bank insider, see Joseph E. Stiglitz’s Globalization and Its Discontents (2002). Gérard 
Roland’s discussion of privatization provides a helpful overview of the dramatic shift in insti-
tutions in eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, describing the welfare consequences 
of public assets sales in Transition and Economics: Politics, Markets, and Firms (2000). Jonas 
Pontusson’s Inequality and Prosperity: Social Europe vs. Liberal America (2005) provides a 
summary from a social democrat’s perspective. I am grateful to Carles Boix for helping me 
navigate this rich literature.

. See Al-Naqeeb (1991); Beinin and Stork (1997); Berman (2003); Chaudhry (1997); Hamzeh 
(2004); Henry and Springborg (2001); Kepel (2002); Medani (1997); Munson (2001); Sadowski 
(1987); Singerman (1995); Vitalis (1997); Wedeen (2003a); White (2002); Wickham (1997, 2002); 
Wiktorowicz (2004); Yamani (2002). For an alternative view, see Clark (2004). Clark argues 
that this claim about the provision of social services does not hold up under empirical scrutiny. 
In Cairo, many of the celebrated Islamic health clinics do not actually function (doctors do not 
show up) though the narrative is that the Muslim Brotherhood provides health services to poor 
Cairenes. Islamic groups do seem particularly good at providing emergency services, but it 
remains a question how well they operate on a more routine basis. For a discussion of services 
provided by the main Yemeni Islamic party, al-Is․lāh․, see the body of this text. As Melani Cam-
mett has suggested in unpublished papers, it is important to begin considering whether diff er-
ent kinds of services might also generate varied levels of loyalty, or whether service provision 
is doing the work of cultivating allegiance at all. Poor people are likely to accept services from 
anyone off ering them, but that does not mean that benefi ciaries experience receipt of services 
uniformly. Th is fi rst section is a fundamentally revised version of Wedeen (2003a).

. During the brief oil boom from the late 1970s to the mid-1980s in Egypt, the income of 
the poor seems to have improved and the gap between low- and middle-income families may 
have narrowed, but the wealthiest 5 percent increased their income share between the years 
1974–75 and 1981–82 from 22 percent to 25 percent in the case of rural households and to 29 
percent in the case of urban ones (Mitchell 2002a, 214). Importantly, Mitchell’s work does not 
make the sorts of causal claims I attribute to authors in note 4.

. In Th e Rule of Experts: Political Economies of Postcolonialism (2002a), Timothy Mitch-
ell demonstrates that grain imports were a result of an increased consumption of meat. In-
creasing wealth, together with growing numbers of resident foreigners and tourists, led to 
a large increase in the demand for meat and other products (214–15). A household survey 
in 1981–82 revealed that “the richest 25 percent consumed more than three times as much 
chicken and beef as the poorest 25 percent” (215). Greater demand for red meat required a 
large and costly diversion of staple food supplies from human to animal consumption. Ac-
cording to Mitchell, it was this switch to meat consumption, rather than a growth in popu-
lation, that required the dramatic increase in imports of food, particularly grain. Between 
1966 and 1988, the population of Egypt grew by 75 percent. In the same period, the domestic 
production of grains increased by 77 percent, but total grain consumption increased by 148 
percent, or almost twice the rate of population increase (215). For Mitchell the point is that 
population growth actually lagged behind the growth of domestic grain production in Egypt 
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but that development agencies were so intent on reducing population that they neglected 
other political solutions.

. Geneive Abdo (2000) suggests that what distinguishes the past from current revivals is 
the fact that “Islamic thought in the late 1880s, and again in the 1940s and 1950s, focused on 
anti-imperialist sentiment and socio-economic concerns while the contemporary Islamic fer-
vor emphasizes family values, traditional sexual mores, and cultural authenticity” (8). But this 
distinction is overdrawn. Current movements also invoke anti-imperialist and socio economic 
concerns, and previous Islamic theorists also advocated conventional sexual values and cham-
pioned cultural authenticity.

. Such attitudes fi nd expression in numerous fi eldwork accounts, including my own, as 
well as in survey research. In Turkey, for example, Ziya Onis (2004) argues that key segments 
of the electorate identifi ed a candidate “as an agent of the IMF” (117) because he had support 
from the transnational fi nancial community and had previously worked at the World Bank; 
he was therefore unable to appeal to a broad-based constituency.

. Interviews with Yemeni Socialist Party leaders, September and October 2001; see also 
the interview with T․āriq al-Fad․lī in al-Quds al-‘Arabī, November 10, 2001, reprinted in the 
YSP’s weekly al-Th awrī, January 3, 2002. Al-Fad․lī was a well-known Yemeni Islamic Jihād 
movement leader who joined the ruling General People’s Congress party in the mid-1990s.

. International Crisis Group (2003, 11).
. T․āriq al-Fad․lī discusses his past ties to Usāma bin Lādin in al-Quds al-‘Arabī, Novem-

ber 10, 2001, reprinted in the Yemeni Socialist Party’s weekly, al-Th awrī, January 3, 2002.
. Sādāt found tactical allies among the Muslim Brotherhood and among the newly 

growing radical Islamic movements in the universities. He released imprisoned Muslim 
Brothers in 1972–73, and encouraged them to attack leftists, whom he regarded as his major 
political adversary (Waterbury 1983; Sadowski 1987). As Timothy Mitchell points out (2002b), 
this alliance with the Muslim Brotherhood was indirectly supported by the U.S. government, 
and it was also used to repress at times more militant Islamic opposition.

. As Timothy Mitchell notes (2002b), the shah drew on a CIA-funded clerical leader-
ship to overthrow the nationalist government in Iran in 1953; in Saudi Arabia, the muwah․h․idīn 
(those who insist on the oneness of God, or Unitarians, called “wahhābīs” by many Western-
ers) were a pivotal social force that helped build the Saudi state, and hence facilitated the 
running of the American oil industry (see Vitalis 2002). Mitchell notes, pace Barber (1996), 
that although U.S. foreign policy has indeed been hobbled by contradictions, inconsistencies, 
and shortsightedness, the crisis in Afghanistan (to take one powerful example) underscores 
specifi c weaknesses in this form of imperial capitalism: it “can only exist by drawing on social 
forces [such as the mujāhidīn or the muwah․h․idīn] that embody other energies, methods, and 
goals” (4). On U.S. involvement in Afghanistan, see also Gates (1996); Cooley (2000); and Ru-
bin (2002).Th e point to be made here too, as the Iranian and Saudi example bring to the fore, is 
that there are important antecedents for U.S. support of religious movements in the 1970s.

. Such attempts have important antecedents in colonial administrations. In Elizabeth 
Povinelli’s (2002) study of northwest aborigines of Australia, for example, she argues that 
multiculturalism is a legacy of the colonial period, which has helped to maintain unequal, 
hierarchical systems of power, requiring aboriginal subjects to identify with an impossible 
standard of “traditional” indigenous culture in order to be legally recognized.
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. See also Eickelman (1997).
. See the statement of Christiaan Poortman, vice president for the Middle East and North 

Africa Region, December 12, 2005, discussed in the Yemen Times (December 12, 2003). Th e 
World Bank announced that it would decrease its subsidies by 34 percent, with the 420 million 
assistance reduced to 280 million in the next three years (last accessed December 18, 2005). 
Th e announcement registered the Bank’s frustration with the regime’s inability or unwillingness 
to fi ght corruption. Poortman argued “the poor should receive more subsidies in order to make 
progress.” According to the Yemen Times, only 15 percent of oil derived subsidies go to the poor; 
85 percent go to those “who are not poor.” (Note: In Yemen, there is no local chapter of Trans-
parency International, a global civil society organization that monitors corruption.) In a Bank 
document of 2004, the Bank’s analysts were a bit more circumspect. Th e report states: “On the 
one hand, the literature points to deteriorating living standards over the 1990s due to the Gulf 
War of 1991, the return of labor migrants, the civil war of 1994, and the falling of real public 
sector wages. On the other hand, some evidence also suggests that capita incomes and human 
development indicators have risen over the past decade.” Most of the literature suggests that 
Yemen is not only becoming more unequal but poorer, despite rises in GDP. Marta Colburn ar-
gues that poverty levels doubled between 1992 and 1998 in Th e Republic of Yemen, Development 
Challenges in the 21st Century (2002, 54). Paul Dresch also claims that Yemen has been getting 
steadily poorer over the last two decades in A History of Modern Yemen (2000, 186).

. As noted in chapter 1, the South’s PDRY was initially named the People’s Republic of 
South Yemen, but the name was changed in 1970.

. James Ferguson (1994) notes how reports generated by the World Bank help produce 
Lesotho as a least developed country or LDC, which then implies a certain set of characteris-
tics, needs, and interventions (see also Mitchell 1991, 2002a).

. According to the Republic of Yemen’s Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (2002), the 
proportion of the population defi ned as poor continues to vary signifi cantly among gover-
norates, with the highest incidences of poverty in the former North’s Ta‘izz (56 percent) and 
Ibb (55 percent), as well as in the former South’s Abyan (53 percent) and Lah․j (52 percent). 
Th ese statistics suggest that however important commitments to state-centered social re-
form and economic equality were in the PDRY, and however lax the state may have been in 
this regard in the North, citizens’ experiences of state institutions varied markedly within the 
delimitations of both nation-states.

. Th ese ma‘āhid ‘ilmiyya or religious institutes received funding from the Yemeni re-
gime as well, and by 1996 there were approximately four hundred at the secondary level with 
overall student enrollment estimated at 330,000. Of these pupils 12,600 were training to be 
teachers (Dresch 2000, 200). Th e regime has gradually made eff orts to incorporate these 
schools into the state education system, but the eff ects remain uneven.

. See UNDP (2002); Van Hear (1994).
. For a discussion of racial discrimination in Yemen, see Seif (2003, 2005); or the earlier 

work of Delores Waters, “Perceptions of Social Inequality in Yemen” (1987). Engseng Ho’s 
discussion of the category of the “muwalladīn” (1997, 2006) in the H․ ad․ramawt is also worth 
noting in this light.

. Th e Saudi intellectual tradition of tawh․īd is sometimes called “Wahhābism,” espe-
cially by foreigners or by Muslims (such as H․ izb al-H․ aqq’s leader in Yemen) who use the 
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label as an insult. Th e term refers to the eighteenth-century thinker Muh․ammad ibn ‘Abd 
al-Wahhāb.

. In this case, Dutch government and nongovernmental British programs were 
 involved.

. Th e loss of remittances may amount to about 400 million annually, with conse-
quences for local development projects previously funded by labor migrants. See Van Hear 
(1994). See also Colton (1991). For a discussion of the diminishing possibilities for labor mi-
gration in Yemen, see Ho (1999).

. Women in the village of Kuhhāl, a former center of leftist guerrilla resistance, claimed 
that they had taken to wearing the niqāb (or cloth covering all but the eyes) and the black 
bālt․ū (outer coat) because the Is․lāh․ party provided this clothing for free; they could look 
fashionable and modest like their city counterparts, while also protecting their skin from the 
brutal eff ects of the sun (October 2002).

. Allegations that his brief imprisonment was used by members of the security forces 
to “turn” al-Sa‘wānī into the assassin of the late YSP leader Jār Allāh ‘Umar are widespread.

. “Praise be to God! We praise Him, ask for His aid and for His forgiveness. We seek 
refuge in God from the evil of ourselves and the wickedness of our deeds. Whomever God 
guides, no one can lead him astray. Whoever goes astray, no one can guide him to the right 
path. I bear witness that there is no god but God, alone, who has no associate. And I bear 
witness that Muh․ammad is His servant and messenger, may God’s prayers and peace be upon 
him and upon his family, companions, wives, and descendants.”

{Mankind, fear your Lord, who created you from a single soul, and from it created its 
mate, and through them He bestrewed the earth with countless men and women; and fear 
God, in whose name you plead with one another, and honor the mothers who bore you. God 
is ever watching over you} (Sūrat al-Nisā’ :).

{O believers, fear God as He should be feared, and do not die except as Muslims} (Sūrat 
Āl ‘Imrān :).

{O believers, fear God, and speak appropriate words. He will set right your deeds for you 
and will forgive your sins. Whosoever obeys God and His Messenger has won a mighty vic-
tory} (Sūrat al-Ah․zāb :–).

. Al-Sa‘wānī specifi cally cites a media whose commitments to sensationalist stories 
subvert its moral authority. And he worries too about women with “dyed hair” who under-
mine proper modes of gendered propriety.

. Th e U.S. Baptist doctors at Jibla who were shot to death two days after Jār Allāh 
‘Umar by ‘Alī al-Sa‘wānī’s confederate are accused here of putting Qur’āns in the toilet, as 
are Christian missionaries in Ibb: “It is appropriate to mention to you that more than a year 
ago the people of Ibb entered the toilets belonging to some mosque and discovered copies 
of the Qur’ān in them, exactly in the same fashion as it occurred in Jibla a few years ago. Th e 
state defi nitely knows more than this, and knows greater matters than this. For who opened 
the path for the Christians other than the state?” Th e state encourages Christians’ access to 
vulnerable Muslims. But Yemen is also imperiled by other enemies from within, particularly 
by secularists: “Religious scholars have asked the secularists to repent before God and to 
repudiate every thought that goes against Islam and contradicts it. And on a pulpit similar 
to this one I have heard the Shaykh al-Zindānī demanding this from the secularists, and 

notes to pages 199–204 / 259



taking as reference the words of God: {If they repent, and perform the prayer, and pay the 
alms-tax, then they are your brothers in religion. Th us we make plain the signs for people of 
understanding}” (Sūrat al-Tawba 9:11). Al-Sa‘wānī then connects secularism to members of 
the Yemeni Socialist Party in particular: “In the midst of these accusations and uttered criti-
cisms against this noble shaykh and against other scholars, in the midst of these accusations 
and criticisms the current secretary general of the Yemeni Socialist Party, ‘Alī Muqbil ‘Ubād, 
declared at a press conference more than a year ago during the conference of the Socialist 
Party: ‘We adhere to secularism.’ And a colloquium was held during the party’s fourth general 
conference at the Center for the Study of the Future with the title ‘Th e Future of the Social-
ist Party.’ And at this colloquium, the secretary of the central committee, Jār Allāh ‘Umar, 
said openly and with insolence: ‘We are not convinced by Islamic law, and we will not please 
people in this matter. We do not want a religious state. Our problem is with the earth and not 
with heaven.’ ” (All from al-Sa‘wānī’s audiocassette.)

. Th ere are a plethora of anthropological studies on audiocassettes, including Bull 
(2000); Greene (1999); Manuel (1993); Qureshi (1995); Rogers (1986). For other works dealing 
explicitly with Islamic sermons in the Middle East, see Gaff ney (1991) and Antoun (1989). I 
am grateful to Charles Hirschkind for this list.

. Most of these tapes concern the ethical obligations and proper behavior of Muslims. 
Some of the most popular ones in the early 2000s in S․an‘ā’ were the following: ‘Alī, ‘Abd 
Allāh Ah․mad, “al-‘Ashr al-Wājibāt lil-Fard al-Muslim”; ‘Alī, ‘Abd Allāh Ah․mad, “al-Th abāt ‘alā 
al-Mabādi’ ”; al-Ānisī, Muh․ammad, “al-Tans․īr f ī al-Yaman”; al-Ānisī, Muh․ammad, “Sakarāt 
al-Mawt”; al-Ānisī, Muh․ammad, “al-Taskhīr wa al-Tadhlīl”; al-Duwaysh, Muh․ammad, 
“Akht․ā’inā [sic] f ī Mu‘ālajat al-Akht․ā’ ”; al-Duwaysh, Muh․ammad, “Kayfa Nata‘āmal ma‘ 
Ma’āsī al-Muslimīn?”; al-Duwaysh, Muh․ammad, “Fann al-Taharrub min al-Mas’ūliyya”; 
al-H․ azmī, Muh․ammad bin Nās․ir, “Layl al-Z․ālimīn”; al-H․ azmī, Muh․ammad bin Nās․ir, “al-
T․ūfān al- Mudammir”; Kishk, “Mumayyizāt al-‘Ālam al-‘Āmil”; Kishk, “al-Qulūb Th alāthat 
Aqsām”; Kishk, “al-S․idq wa al-Kidhb”; al-Miswarī, Hazzā‘, “Risāla ‘Ājila ilā H․ ukkām al-‘Arab 
al-Mutakhādhila”; al-Miswarī, Hazzā‘, “Inna lil-Muttaqīna Mafāzan”; al-Miswarī, Hazzā‘, 
“Lā H․ ayā bi-dūn Īmān”; al-Qaranī, ‘Ā’id․, “Lā Tah․zan”; al-Qaranī, ‘Ā’id․, “Man Yas․na‘ Majd al-
Umma”; al-Qaranī, ‘Ā’id․, “al-T․arīq ilā Allāh”; al-Qat․t․ān, “Ahammiyyat al-Istighfār”; al-Qat․t․ān, 
“al-Farāgh al-Rūh․ī”; al-Qat․t․ān, Ah․mad, “al-Mawt wa ‘Adhāb al-Qabr”; S․a‘tar, “An Urīd lā 
[sic] al-Is․lāh․”; S․a‘tar, “al-‘Aqliyya al-Jāhiliyya”; S․a‘tar, “Quwwat al-‘Adl lā ‘Adl lil-Quwwa”; 
al-Zindānī, ‘Abd al-Majīd, “al-‘Asal wa Āthāruh ‘alā al-Amrād․”; al-Zindānī, ‘Abd al-Majīd, 
“Sharī‘a li-Kull Zamān”; al-Zindānī, ‘Abd al-Majīd, “al-Īmān bil-Yawm al-Ākhir.” Note: most 
of these preachers are Yemenis, but Kishk is a well-known Egyptian preacher whose tapes 
circulate widely throughout the Middle East and al-Duwaysh is from Saudi Arabia. Th e tapes 
of the salaf ī preacher Ibn Bāz (from Saudi Arabia) also seem to be popular; his sermons can 
be heard in urban Yemeni households (in both the capital and in Aden). I am grateful to Aram 
Shahin for his help in translating these tapes.

. As noted earlier, this is Brubaker and Cooper’s distinction (2000), one inspired by 
Bourdieu.

. Th e sermon, “Khut․bat ‘Īd al-Ad․h․ā,” then goes on to blame the Americans and “the 
Jews,” which in the context of the tape sometimes refers to a religious group (as opposed 
to Christians or Muslims), sometimes to global fi nanciers, and sometimes to the state of 
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Israel’s eff orts to establish a “Greater Israel.” Al-Zindānī may be a popular preacher especially 
among the urban poor, but he tends to be an embarrassment to leaders of the mainstream 
Islamic party, al-Is․lāh․. He is particularly well known for his sermons on science that focus on 
science’s compatibilities with Islam.

. On the one hand, leftist intellectuals generally depict systematic welfare retrench-
ment. On the other hand, some scholars argue that empirical evidence suggests otherwise, 
with considerable expansion until the 1980s, followed by stability.

. Th e Mexican case may demonstrate some of the problems with Mares’s willingness to 
take offi  cial rhetoric at face value, however. It is unclear whether stated policy translates into 
actual welfare provision, as many Mexicans have pointed out to me. In the Yemeni case, new 
clinic buildings funded by international donors are often left empty, for example; without 
medical staff  or electricity, even a proliferation of clinics does not necessarily mean access 
to health care.

. Personal communication, September 2006.
. Pan-Arab movements in the 1950s and 1960s and the earlier pan-Islamic movements 

in the 1920s and 1930s may have created the precedent for some of today’s transnational cir-
cuits, and the circuits themselves also need to be examined through ethnographic work and 
network analyses. Salaf ī trends in the Arab world have a profound impact on movements in 
South Asia and Turkey, for example. What are the mechanisms through which this infl uence 
has been eff ected?

. Th is phrase is cited from Geoff  Eley’s “Historicizing the Global” and it is taken from 
Justin Rosenberg’s critique of Giddens, Th e Follies of Globalization Th eory: Polemical Es-
says (2000, 89). Rosenberg is referring to Anthony Giddens, Th e Consequences of Moder-
nity (1990). See also Giddens, Runaway World: How Globalization Is Reshaping Our Lives 
(2003).

. Ankie Hoogvelt (2001) asks whether the shift from what she calls Fordist production 
to a post-Fordist world of fl exible production means that the geographical understanding of 
core-periphery polarization (to use her Wallersteinian vocabulary) is being supplanted by 
social core-periphery polarizations that cut across territorial boundaries and geographical 
regions. She invites us to consider how money is increasingly being made out of the circula-
tion of money, so that capital is being disconnected from the social relationships in which 
money and wealth were previously embedded. Th is has meant the intensifi cation of linkages 
within areas of core wealthy countries of the global system while peripheralization becomes a 
process of marginalization and expulsion cutting across territories and national boundaries. 
Parts of the traditional core are vulnerable to the same sorts of marginalization as large areas 
in Africa, Latin America, and Asia. But I would argue, as the Yemeni example suggests, that 
there have always been large swathes of nation-state territory, particularly in poor places, that 
have been outside the domain of welfare provisioning and redistribution. Indeed, the terms 
Fordism and post-Fordism do not seem to accurately portray worlds where industries have 
been scarce or ineffi  cient.

conclusion
. Qānūn raqm 6, bi-sha’n al-jinsiyya al-yamaniyya, Law No. 6, Article 2, 1990. Transla-

tion modifi ed by the author.
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. Not surprisingly, in the Yemeni example the genealogical connections are least prob-
lematic when established through patrilineal descent: Yemeni nationality can be “enjoyed” 
by those who are born to a father with Yemeni nationality, regardless of where the person 
resides. But territorial rootedness is also important, and may even trump the specifi cs of 
lineage, for whoever is born in Yemen to a mother who holds this nationality may also be 
legally considered Yemeni, as can an infant who is born to unknown parents in the nation-
state’s territory. As in many cases these days, transnational commitments do not necessarily 
override national ones, and this too is refl ected in the law: emigrants may enjoy dual citizen-
ship. Yemeni citizenship can also be “granted” to spouses of Yemeni citizens, to the child of a 
mother who holds Yemeni citizenship but was born abroad (if the child has lived in Yemen in 
“a legitimate manner for a period of ten successive years”), and so forth.

. Key articles, in addition to Brubaker and Cooper’s (2000), that raise some of these 
conceptual problems are Gleason (1996); Fearon (1999); and James Cliff ord’s classic, “Identity 
in Mashpee” (1988). For a recent overview of the vast literature on identity, see Abdelal et al. 
(2008).

. In much of the sociological and political science literature “framing” is the term used 
either to stress the importance of discourses or to describe the relationship between cogni-
tive patterns and interpretations of political events. But this metaphor implies that language 
simply outlines or frames action rather than suff using or being integral to it. Goff man (1974) 
gave the concept of framing its sociological formulation and made the metaphor famous. He 
drew on Bateson (1985 [1955]). See also Snow et al. (1986) and Snow and Benford (1988). In 
addition, Gamson and Modigliani (1989), Gamson (1992), and Esser (1999) have made im-
portant contributions to the literature, as has Brubaker, whose chap. 4 (2004) deals with the 
ethnic framing of violence. On the related concept of schema, see D’Andrade (1995).

. For a discussion of criteria for analyzing “political identities in transition” see Courtney 
Jung’s Th en I Was Black (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000). She looks at “historical 
precedence, political institutions, mobilizing discourse, material conditions, organization, 
available ideology, and resonance.” I have preferred to streamline my analysis (some of her cat-
egories seem to overlap) and to highlight too the importance of events and everyday practices. 
As my argument makes clear, I assume that material conditions are important to many of these 
rubrics—to the possibilities of organization, for the interpretive construction of group affi  lia-
tions, to the kinds of relationships among members of a particular organization, etc.

. Th anks are owed to Rosalind C. Morris for helping me formulate this passage.
. I am grateful to Linda Zerilli here. See also her discussion (2005, 16-21).
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