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Contextualization

Yemen’s civil war began in 2014 when Houthis - Shiite 
rebels backed by Iran- took control of the country's 
capital demanding a new government and lower fuel 

prices. In the following year, a Saudi-led coalition of Gulf 
States launched a campaign against Houthis insurgents, 
with the support of the United States and other Western 
countries. Eight years have gone by and this civil war not 
only hasn’t stopped but also is considered the world’s worst 
humanitarian crisis (WAR IN YEMEN, 2023). The aim of this 
analysis is to explore how the rivalry between Saudi Arabia 
and Iran affects children in Yemen through starvation.

In this context, Saudi Arabia and Iran compete for regional 
power by supporting opposite sides in the war in a way 
that can be considered a relationship based on rivalry.  
By definition, “rivalry” means “feelings of enmity between 
countries, materialized in a relationship characterized by 
extreme competition, and usually psychological hostility, in 
which the issues and positions of contenders are governed 
primarily by their attitude towards each other” (THOMPSON, 
2001). 

more than 23.4 million people- half of which are children- 
are in need of humanitarian assistance, accounting for 
three-quarters of the entire population. In the first three 
years of the war it was estimated that 85 000 children 
were killed because of hunger or disease (UNICEF, 2022). 
With these horrifying numbers in mind, we ask: is starvation 
being used as a weapon of war in Yemen? If so, how does 
the rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Iran affect children in 
Yemen by using it as a warfare tactic?
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Starvation can be defined broadly: not only the lack of 
access to food and water, but also to medicines, vaccines 
and objects indispensable for survival. (GARRAWAY, 2021). 
It has been used as a weapon of war for a long time 
(RUNGE & GRAHAM, 2020). Hitler, for instance, designed a 
“Hunger plan” aiming to starve populations in the Soviet 
Union, especially Ukraine, by denying food to natives in 
order to support Operation Barbarossa (RUNGE & GRAHAM, 
2020). Even though the racist component is not replicated 
in Yemen, what the Nazi Hunger Plan and the civil war in 
Yemen have in common is that famine does not happen for 
natural reasons: it is imposed through political acts of men. 

It is so frequently used that there is a term for it: “food 
wars''. Messer apud Collison & Macbeth (2014), define food 
wars as “situations of organized armed political violence, 
where combatants on one or both sides use hunger as a 
weapon, and where destruction of farming populations, 
infrastructure, waterworks and markets result in disruptions 
to agricultural production, food markets, health services 
and human nutrition”. It means that starvation of civilians 
does not “happen” as an effect of the war: it is intentionally 
used as a tactic of war.  

A clear example of this is the military campaign of the 
Saudi-led Coalition- backed by Western powers such 
as the United States, French and United Kingdom- which 
deliberately used aerial attacks targeting Yemen’s civilian 
infrastructure such as medical, economic and cultural 
facilities (MUNDY, 2021). Along with that, the Coalition also 
imposed naval and air blockade, keeping civilians from 
accessing clean water, food, fuel, and health services.The 
World Organization Against Torture even said in a report 
in 2022 that the blockade had contributed substantially to 
the starvation of Yemeni civilians and can be considered a 
form of torture (RELIEF WEB, 2022). But they are not the only 
ones. The indiscriminate use of landmines by the Houthis 
has also affected access to agricultural lands, worsening 
the scenario (MUNDY, 2021).

In 2018, four years after the war in Yemen started, the 
Security Council adopted the Resolution 2417 (UNITED 
NATIONS, 2018) strongly condemning starving of civilians 
and denying humanitarian access as warfare tactics. Even 
so, it was not enough to stop the combatants in Yemen to 
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use starvation to leverage civilian suffering in order to put 
pressure on enemy parties (HELLESTVEIT, 2021). It should 
be clear by now that since civilians in Yemen have been 
experiencing sieges, blockades, sanctions and deprivation 
of objects indispensable for survival, they are  not starving, 
they are being starved by the parties at war.

Final remarks
The rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Iran has 
internationalized the conflict in Yemen and has dragged it 
for a long time with no foreseeable end. Since it became 
an international conflict they are committing a war crime 
under the Rome Statute by using starvation of civilians 
as a warfare tactic, as it was explained in the text above 
(IIEA, 2022). Although maybe not in a direct way since the 
conflict is primarily local in its origin (CLAUSEN, 2022), Saudi 
Arabia and Iran are both responsible for the prolongation 
of the war and the more than 233 000 deaths. And all of this 
suffering for what? Is it gaining regional power really worth 
all these deaths?

 We see everyday the terrible effects that disputes of 
power can have on people. Children are dying every single 
day in Yemen because of it and it seems that the only 
thing that matters to Saudi Arabia and Iran is to fight for 
regional power and gain influence in the region. Maybe it’s 
time to think about a new definition of power, one that does 
not imply that terrible things can be done and excused 
if it means exerting power. And from that we can start to 
question the ways that actors are exerting their power and 
hopefully, change it for the better.

CRUELTY HIDDEN IN PLAIN SIGHT: STARVATION OF CIVILIAN POPULATION AS 
A WEAPON OF WAR IN YEMEN 

Recebido em 14 fev. 2023 | Publicado em 5 mai. 2023[v. 5 | n. 2] [maio | 2023]



108

CLAUSEN, Maria-Louise. Delegation or intervention: Yemen as 
a theatre for the rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia. In: Saudi 
Arabia and Iran. Manchester University Press, 2022. p. 156-172.

COLLINSON, Paul; MACBETH, Helen (Ed.). Food in zones of 
conflict: cross-disciplinary perspectives. Berghahn Books, 2014.

DAHL, Robert A. The concept of power. Behavioral science, v. 2, 
n. 3, p. 201-215, 1957.

GARRAWAY, Charles. Starvation as a method of war 
affecting vulnerable communities in Syria and Yemen. 2021. 
Available in: https://www.inclusive-citizenship.no/wp-content/
uploads/2021/03/Inclusive-Webinar-report-2021.pdf. Accessed 
on February 9th,  2023.

HELLESTVEIT, Cecilie. Starvation as a method of war 
affecting vulnerable communities in Syria and Yemen. 2021. 
Available in: https://www.inclusive-citizenship.no/wp-content/
uploads/2021/03/Inclusive-Webinar-report-2021.pdf. Accessed 
on February 9th,  2023.

IIEA. The Institute of International and European Affairs. The 
Rome Statute and Hunger as a Weapon of War -  The Journey 
Towards Ending Impunity for Starvation Tactics, 2022. Available 
in: https://www.iiea.com/blog/the-rome-statute-and-hunger-
as-a-weapon-of-war-the-journey-towards-ending-impunity-
for-starvation-tactics#:~:text=The%20intentional%20starvation%-
20of%20civi l ians,the%20parties%20of%20said%20treaty. 
Accessed on February 9th,  2023.

MUNDY, Martha. Starvation as a method of war affecting 
vulnerable communities in Syria and Yemen. 2021. Available 
in: https://www.inclusive-citizenship.no/wp-content/
uploads/2021/03/Inclusive-Webinar-report-2021.pdf. Accessed 
on February 9th,  2023.

RELIEF WEB. Torture in slow motion: the economic blockade of 
Yemen and its grave humanitarian consequences, 2022. Available 
in: https://reliefweb.int/report/yemen/torture-slow-motion-
economic-blockade-yemen-and-its-grave-humanitarian-
consequences#:~:text=Attachments&text=The%20naval%20
blockade%20imposed%20on,in%20a%20report%20published%20
today.. Accessed on February 22nd, 2023.

RUNGE, Carlisle Ford; GRAHAM, Linnea. Hunger as a weapon 
of war: Hitler’s Hunger Plan, Native American resettlement and 
starvation in Yemen. Food Policy, v. 92, p. 101835, 2020.

Referências



109

THOMPSON, Willian R. Identifying Rivals and Rivalries in World 
Politics. In: International Studies Quarterly 45 (4), 2001. p.557-586.

UNICEF. More than 11,000 children killed or injured in Yemen, 
2022. Available in:  https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/more-
11000-children-killed-or-injured-yemen#:~:text=Between%20
March%202015%20and%2030,(5%2C299%20boys%3B%20
1%2C946%20girls).  Accessed on February 10th,  2023.

UNITED NATIONS. Adopting Resolution 2417 (2018), Security 
Council Strongly Condemns Starving of Civilians, Unlawfully 
Denying Humanitarian Access as Warfare Tactic, 2018. Available 
in: https://press.un.org/en/2018/sc13354.doc.htm.  Accessed on 
February 10th,  2023.

WAR IN YEMEN. Global Conflict tracker, 2023. Availabe in: 
https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/war-yemen. 
Accessed on February 12th,  2023.

YEMEN: 85 000 children may have died from starvation since 
start of the war. Save the Children, 2018. Availabe in: https://www.
savethechildren.net/news/yemen-85000-children-may-have-
died-starvation-start-war.  Accessed on February 10th,  2023.


