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This publication was originally published for International Development Week 2019 

with funding from Global Affairs Canada. The final publication was translated 
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A comic strip on violence 
against women in Yemen

In 2018, the Nobel Peace Prize was awarded to Nadia Murad and Denis 
Mukwege for their efforts in trying to put an end to the use of sexual violence 
as a weapon of war. This served as a reminder that, throughout history, 
women’s bodies have been used and abused with impunity as loot or for 
revenge in times of war.

The Quebec Association of International Cooperation Organizations 
(AQOCI), whose feminist policy and commitment against militarism are at 
the heart of its vision, decided to focus on the crucial and sensitive topic that 
is violence against women in war and conflict during the Quebec edition of 
the 2019 International Development Week (IDW).

To illustrate this theme through the comic strip medium, AQOCI identified 
Yemen as an obvious choice. This forgotten war, the largest humanitarian 
crisis in the world today, is at the centre of complex geopolitical conflicts 
of which civilian populations bear the burden, as usual. Therefore, the 
goal was to document the violence experienced by Yemeni women and to 
emphasize their courage and determination, inviting D. Mathieu Cassendo, 
author and visual artist, to tell their stories. This approach sparked feelings 
of outrage at the situation but also of great esteem for the determination 
shown by these women. An approach that left no one indifferent.

AQOCI wishes to thank its member organizations which supported the 
production of this comic strip, the volunteers who donated their time, and 
particularly D. Mathieu Cassendo, who rose to this creative challenge with 
openness, flexibility and great talent.

We dedicate this comic strip to the women around the world who are facing 
the horrors of militarism. Women who are trying to protect their families and 
their own physical integrity while suffering the chaos caused by war.
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Humanitarian Crisis 
The conflict which has been raging in Yemen for more than four years has greatly exacerbated the dire situation that 
the population was already facing. In the ranking of countries based on the Human Development Index (HDI), Yemen 
has fallen from the 154th to the 191st position, out of 203 countries, between 2015 and 2018. 

Today:

• 22.2 million people are in need of humanitarian assistance or protection

• 16 million do not have access to drinking water and sanitation

• 17.8 million are experiencing food insecurity and famine is threatening 70% of the population

• 16.4 million lack access to adequate health care 

• More than a million suspected cases of cholera have been identified by the Red Cross since 2017  
(the largest epidemic of cholera ever recorded)

• More than 10,000 people, mainly civilians, have been killed by raids

Yemen: The World’s Worst  
Humanitarian Crisis Today

Historically, the territory of Yemen has been very coveted 
due to its favourable geographic location at the cross-
roads of strategic and trade routes in the region. The 
Romans referred to it as “Happy Arabia” while Voltaire 
once described it as “the most enjoyable country  
on Earth”. 

Today’s Yemen was born in 1990 from the fusion of two 
independent States: the Yemen Arab Republic (North) 
and the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen (South).  

The Yemeni population is Muslim and composed of 
between 60 and 75% of Sunnis (mainly in the South), and 
30% of Zaydi Shiites (mainly in the North). The country 
has a population of approximately 34 million. 

Violence against women in Yemen has increased by  
63% since 2015, with 10,000 cases identified in  
2016 alone.
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2011 - Yemen’s Arab Spring  
In 2011, in the wake of the Arab Spring, the Yemeni population organized several rallies aimed at putting an end to the 
three decades of President Saleh’s reign (Zaydi Shiite of Northern Yemen). That year, journalist Tawakkol Karman, 
one of the key figures of this “Yemeni Spring”, became the first Arab woman to receive the Nobel Peace Prize. This 
uprising finally led to the negotiated departure of President Saleh and the election of a new president, President Hadi 
(Sunni from southern Yemen), in February 2012.  

2014 - The Surge of the Houthis  
Houthi fighters (Zaydi Shiites from northern Yemen) who had felt marginalized since the departure of President Saleh 
launched a devastating attack in July 2014. They conquered the capital, Sanaa, in January 2015, helped by army 
units which had remained loyal to former President Saleh. After this initial success, they moved to the west, to the 
east, toward the centre and then to the south. This forced President Hadi, who had taken refuge in the southern city of 
Aden since 2015, into exile in Saudi Arabia. Some claim the Houthis are supported by Iran (the most powerful Shiite 
country in the region, even if it they are not of the same branch as the Houthis).

2015 - Military Operation against the Houthis conducted by Saudi Arabia  
In March 2015, in response to a call by President Hadi, Saudi Arabia launched a military operation to halt the progress 
of the Houthis. A coalition of nine predominantly Sunni countries, led by Saudi Arabia, included the United Arab 
Emirates, Bahrain, Jordan, Qatar, Morocco, Egypt, Kuwait and Sudan. Saudi Arabia’s strategic objectives in this 
conflict were to restore the power of President Hadi, fight the influence of Iran in the region, and legitimize the new 
leaders of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, in particular the Prince Mohammed Ben Salman (“MBS”), who had recently 
been appointed as Defense Minister by his father Salman. The United States, the United Kingdom and France also 
offered technical support (reconnaissance satellites, aerial photographs, assistance from military advisers, in-flight 
refuelling, etc.) to the coalition led by Saudi Arabia.

Religious Affiliations—One of 
many Keys to Understanding the 
Conflict at the Regional Level
The conflict in Yemen is complex and cannot be 
explained solely as a confrontation between Sunnis 
and Shiites. The religious affiliations of the various 
actors does, however, help us understand some of 
the conflict dynamics. Indeed, the rift between the 
two main branches of Islam (Sunnism and Shiism) 
divides the Muslim world, and the two main powers 
of the region—Iran and Saudi Arabia—have 
exploited this rift for political gains.  
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Evolution of the Conflict in 2017 and 2018

In August 2017, the alliance between the Houthis and President 
Saleh’s followers broke down following the openness shown by 
the former president toward Saudi Arabia. Saleh was killed by the 
Houthis in December 2017.  

In June 2018, the coalition led by Saudi Arabia stepped up its 
military operations, including by air, conducting attacks to Hodeida, 
Yemen’s main port [through which transit a large portion of the 
supply and humanitarian assistance needed by the country]. In 
the same period, President Hadi returned from exile and relocated  
in Aden.

In December 2018, a ceasefire agreement (Stockholm agreement) 
in Hodeida was negotiated, but the fighting continued. The talks 
between the warring sides in Yemen were expected to resume 
toward the end of January 2019 in an attempt to define a negotiation 
framework to reach a comprehensive settlement
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The types of violence against 
women in conflict situations  
In addition to the violence linked to the armed conflict 
itself, women are frequently victims of sexual violence 
that can take many forms, including rape, sexual 
slavery, sexual torture, mutilation, forced pregnancy, 
abortion, prostitution, forced marriage, sterilization and 
human trafficking.

Why is there an increase of violence 
against women in conflict situa-
tions? 
There are many reasons that can explain the increased 
vulnerability of women and girls in conflict situations. 
Here are a few:

• Sexual violence is often used as a strategy of war 
and is intended to humiliate, terrorize or force the 
target population to flee. 

• War promotes the most deviant behaviours and 
sexual exploitation is used to “reward” the deserving 
fighter. 

• Due to the conflicts, women and girls are often 
forced to leave their community to reach the camps 
of internally displaced persons and refugees, where 
the risks of sexual violence are further increased. 

What are the consequences of 
violence against women in conflict 
situations?
Firstly, there are the physical impacts (including serious 
physical injury, forced pregnancies, sexually transmitted 
diseases and even death). In the case of sexually trans-
mitted diseases, for example, a 2004 study showed that 
80% of the Rwandan women who were raped during 
the genocide had been diagnosed HIV-positive or suffe-
ring from AIDS. 

The consequences of conflict-related sexual violence 
also impact future generations, in particular through 
stigmatization, poverty, poor health and unwanted 
pregnancies. The victims and their children born of 
rape, for example, are often rejected by their family and 
their community.

Why is it that impunity reigns for 
perpetrators of violence against 
women in conflict situations? 
The fear of retaliation and cultural pressures deter 
the vast majority of victims of conflict-related sexual 
violence to lodge complaints. The weakening of insti-
tutions in times of conflict, and the dysfunctions of the 
judicial systems in war-torn countries, are such that 
very few aggressors are actually brought to justice. For 
example, not a single member of Daesh nor of Boko 
Haram has, to this day, been brought to justice for acts 
of sexual violence.

Violence Against  
Women in Conflict and War

In situations of conflict and war, women and girls are exposed to heightened risk of physical and sexual violence. 
Those responsible for the violence, however, remain largely unpunished. 



Dimani Mathieu Cassendo 
Author and visual artist

Dimani’s career began with the creation of comic 
strips about their daily life. These web comics led to 
their first physical publication, La Petite Suceuse, in 
2016. A year later, they published an Annual Comic 
Strip on Racism. In their work, they give great impor-
tance to respecting human beings’ identities. Their 
artwork can be seen in several journals (À Babord! 
#67, the Ligue des Droits et Libertés, among others), 
zines, colouring books and on the walls of the Librairie 
Racines bookstore in Montreal.
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