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 This paper examines the Al-Houthi rebellion in Yemen, tracing from its origins to the 
present day in order to explore the ways in which the al-Houthi's have been able to 
achieve "success" against the Yemeni state. Since the removal of President Saleh in 
2011 following a deal brokered by the GCC states, Yemen has faced a renewed activism 
and rebellion from the al-Houthi's and their supporters. The al-Houthi's have captured 
and control larger portions of the north and west of the country, including the capital 
of Saana, and have removed the transitional government from power. The question is 
why has the movement been granted legitimacy by large portions of the population in 
northern Yemen, and how will this continue to play out in the face of both internal and 
external opposition to potential al-Houthi rule. The paper seeks to explore the al-
Houthi movement in depth in order to provide a greater understanding for the power 
of the narrative employed by the rebels, and the "success" it has thus far generated.   
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INTRODUCTION  
 In September of 2004 Hussein al-Houthi was killed by state forces in the 

northern portion of Yemen1. He, and his allied fighters, had been actively fighting the 
government of President Ali Abdullah Saleh, and attempting to establish autonomy for 
themselves in the northern Yemeni state of Saada. The death of Hussein al-Houthi was 
not the end of this rebellion against the state, rather it solidified the core group of his 
followers and relatives against the state and would serve as the impetus for a long 
running rebellion in the north of Yemen2. Since al-Houthi's death in 2004 his followers 
have continued a sporadic campaign against the central state in Yemen, but following 
the removal of President Saleh in 2011 during the height of the Arab Spring the calculus 
changed dramatically3. It was following Saleh's removal from power that the al-Houthi 
movement, as media accounts have called it, has achieved its greatest success: militarily 
and politically. The movement has largely consolidated its hold in the northern reaches 
of the state while continuing to expand southward. The capture of the capital Saana in 
September of 2014 has thus far been the culmination of the al-Houthi's success in 
capturing at least the physical trappings of the state4. It is still too early to tell whether 
this will translate into more substantial change in controlling Yemen as a whole, or 
where the success of the al-Houthi movement will drive Yemen's future. 

 The events of 2014, and the stunning capture of Saana by the al-Houthi 
movement, caught most Western observers and policymakers by surprise. It was 
assumed that the transitional government put in place by the Gulf Cooperation Council 
countries would be able to establish effective control within the state, and that the 
various elites involved in the struggle for power would be willing to come to the table to 
establish a new government designed to their liking5. The failure of the GCC's 
transitional government is not really all that surprising, however. The Saleh regime was 
left largely untouched by the GCC6, and it was assumed by many that Saleh himself still 
exercised considerable control over the direction of the country even while he remains 
in exile. Nonetheless, the removal of this transitional regime by the al-Houthi movement 
represents a serious challenge to the interests of regional powers, as well as the interests 
of the United States. Thus it is no surprise that a main point of emphasis in examining 
the rebellion has been to ask how and why they have been successful. By what 
mechanism has the al-Houthi movement been able to capture the state? Is this a fluke, 
or will there be actual change affected by the al-Houthi movement? And, what does this 
mean for the future of Yemen? 

                                                   
1 Novak, Jan. "Comparative Counterinsurgency in Yemen." Middle East Review of International 

Affairs 14, no. 3 (2010): 15. 
2 Novak, p 15-19. See also the report prepared by the RAND Corporation which explores the nature of 

the long running conflict in greater detail: Salmoni, Barak A. Regime and Periphery in Northern Yemen : 
the Huthi phenomenon. Politics and Governance, Arlington, VA: RAND Corporation, 2010 

3 Sohlman, Eva. "Yemen Fractures on the Brink of Civil War as Al-Qaeda Gains Ground." American 
Foreign Policy Interests 33 (2011): 236-237. 

4 New York Times. "Who are the Houthis?" The New York Times, January 20, 2015. 
 
5 April Longley Alley, "Yemen's Houthi Takeover." Website. International Crisis Group, December 22, 

2014. 
6 Ibid. 
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 This paper will examine why the al-Houthi rebellion has been 'successful' in 
capturing the Yemeni state. There are many potential explanations driving the success 
of the al-Houthi movement, but not all of them can successfully account for the 
complexity of the community which has rallied under the banner of al-Houthi. That 
complexity also will point us to potential outcomes from the al-Houthi's capture of 
Saana, and potential directions for government in the future. Nonetheless, I will begin 
this examination by briefly considering alternative explanations for the success of the al-
Houthi movement, and where, in my view, those explanations fall short in providing a 
useful picture of the events in Yemen. Next, I will briefly outline the history of the al-
Houthi movement in Yemen, and use this to explore the narrative and identity which the 
al-Houthi's have created and mobilized to bring other communities into their fold. 
Finally, I will explore the contingent nature of the al-Houthi identity in order to 
problematize our understanding of identity generally, and to explore how political 
communities utilize and adapt notions of identity in order to mobilize their membership 
in some desired direction: in this case that direction has been the removal of the Saleh 
regime in its entirety and the physical capture of Saana and much of northern Yemen. 

 In examining the case of Yemen I intend to draw out reasonable arguments which 
we can then apply to other movements in the region, and potentially elsewhere in the 
world. Identity as a mobile construct is not new, but it is imperative to our ability to 
understand and respond to movements such as the al-Houthi's. Western notions of 
identity in the Middle East have centered on "tribes," "sects," and other simplified 
notions which serve the purpose of eliminating complexity and differentiation7. By 
viewing a "tribe" as some fixed, unchanging community scholars and policy makers have 
enabled a view of the Middle East, and Yemen particularly, which has undermined 
effective governance and responsible action in the region. Through this examination of 
the al-Houthi rebellion it is my hope to show the hollow nature of these terms, and to 
replace them with a more fluid understanding of how identity works in Yemen, and 
particularly within the al-Houthi movement itself. 

REASONS TO SUCCEED AND FAIL 

 Sectarian Divides 
 There are many potential reasons explaining the why and how of the current 

situation in Yemen, but in many cases they fall short in their ability to explain the fluid 
nature of the conflict in Yemen and the parties involved. As the conflict continues to 
evolve over time it is only natural for competing explanations to seek simple 
explanations for what is, at heart, a very complex problem. Perhaps the most popular 
and pernicious view of  the conflict in Yemen centers on the supposedly sectarian nature 
of the conflict and the outside actors supporting the various movements8. Sectarian 

                                                   
7See  Blumi, Isa. Chaos in Yemen: Societal Collapse and the New Authoritarianism. New York: 

Routledge, 2011.  and Wedeen, Lisa. Peripheral Visions: Publics, Power, and Performance in Yemen. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008. Both of these books share an extensive critique of the 
simplistic notions of identity presented in media, political, and scholarly discourses. 

8 New York Times. "Who are the Houthis?" The New York Times, January 20, 2015. Also, Schmitt, 
Eric and Robert F. Worth. "With Arms for Rebels, Iran Seeks Wider Mideast Role." The New York Times, 
March 15, 2012. 
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identity, as already shown, cannot be seen as unitary, but is only part of a particular 
whole9. Yemen, by and large, has avoided the types of 'sectarian' conflict seen in other 
parts of the Middle East10, even though these conflicts too are more complicated than 
they are implied to be. Among the Western media the idea that the al-Houthi movement 
is being support by Iran has gained particular currency, even though links between the 
al-Houthi movement and Iran are tenuous at best11. In this narrative the al-Houthi's 
have become an extension of Iran's apparent hegemonic ambitions in the Middle East 
due to the al-Houthi's association with a particular branch of Shi'a Islam: Zaydiism. This 
argument again assume that all followers of Shi'a Islam share the same political and 
religious doctrine beliefs. Again, this type of argument, which is primordialist in nature, 
assumes there is no divergence in their interests. Simply put, there are significant 
political differences between the al-Houthi movement and Iran, and while the latter may 
in fact be providing some limited support to the al-Houthi's12 (although there hasn't 
been adequate evidence presented), Iran cannot hope to achieve political control of 
Yemen by proxy through this conflict. The character of this conflict is dominated by 
many competing factions seeking to control the political apparatus of Yemen13, and in 
some ways is a repeat of the civil wars the country has experienced in the recent past14.  

 The al-Houthi movement has still had to use force in order to capture the capital 
of Yemen, and create change in its government. The military of Yemen has thus come 
under great scrutiny since the removal of Saleh from power as a major player in Yemen's 
internal struggle. The inability and unwillingness of the military to stem the advance of 
the al-Houthi movement has given rise to its own explanation of why the al-Houthi's 
have been so successful: that the military collapse of the state allowed the al-Houthi 
movement to gain control15. However, this competing explanation misses the more 
complicated picture of Yemen's current struggle. While it is true the military largely did 
not engage with the al-Houthi movement, its lack of engagement did not necessarily 
lead to the success of the al-Houthi movement on the whole. Rather, the al-Houthi's 
have used other means beyond violence to ensure their cause is seen as legitimate by a 
significant portion of the population of Yemen16, and they have sought to consolidate 
their hold on power through their own ability to provide services and security to these 
same people17. The military's inaction in response to the al-Houthi's success can be as 
easily attributed to a desire to remove the trappings of the Saleh regime as they could to 
a desire on the part of the military establishment to see the al-Houthi movement achieve 

                                                   
9 Blumi, p 19-21. 
10 Yadav, Stacey Philbrick. "Yemen’s Houthis and Islamist republicanism under strain." Washington 

Post, February 2, 2015 
11 Milani, Mohsen. Foreign Affairs. April 19, 2015. 

http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/143707/mohsen-milani-irans-game-in-yemen (accessed April 25, 
2015). 

12 See the New York Times article summary. 
13 Day, Stephen W. Regionalism and Rebellion in Yemen: A Troubled National Union. New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2012 
14 Ibid. p 126-134. 
15 Knights, Michael. "The Military Role in Yemen's Protests: Civil-Military Relations in the Tribal 

Republic." Journal of Strategic Studies 36, no. 2 (2013): 261-262. 
16 Eissa, Abdulmalik Mohammad Abdullah. "Islamist Political Movements in Yemen." Contemporary 

Arab Affairs 6, no. 1 (2013): 45-46. 
17 Yadav. 
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success. Again, competing interests and narratives within this evolving conflict have 
played a significant role. 

 Additionally, and as alluded to elsewhere, the practice of governance in the 
Yemeni state has relied on the coercive use of patronage in order to achieve stability and 
success18. The use of patronage works so long as there is an ample supply of resources to 
spread around. When the system fails, collapse and conflict become increasingly likely. 
Such has been the case in Yemeni state to a large extent. The Saleh regime used 
patronage extensively in order to maintain control of the system and ensure their power 
went largely unchallenged19. However, by 2011 this system had already begun to falter, 
and was pushed over the edge by the events of the "Arab spring." These events helped to 
topple the system of patronage politics as employed by the Saleh regime, but they do not 
help explain the subsequent success of the al-Houthi movement in the country. In fact, 
the al-Houthi movement took as one of its principles the elimination of corruption from 
the government of Yemen20, a narrative through which the movement has been able to 
generate legitimacy, though actual reforms are likely quite a long ways off. 

Greed and Governance At Issue 
 Another among these explanations is perhaps the most well established when 

explaining the rise of civil war or insurgency: greed and grievance. In seeking to explain 
the rise of civil wars in states Paul Collier and Anke Hoeffler focus on the appearance of 
severe grievances in the economic realm21. Theirs is an explanation based on economic 
reasoning and has been applied to the case in Yemen. Using the logic established by 
Collier and Hoeffler, the conflict in Yemen between the al-Houthi's and the central state 
is seen as one for control of the resources of the state which have been denied to 
members of the al-Houthi movement in the past22. The prize is the state itself, and the 
income that it can generate for the group in power. However, this explanation privileges 
a unitary view of the al-Houthi movement, and assumes the movement has a singular 
focus and set of goals. Collier and Hoeffler's model discounts notions of narrative and 
identity in group formation, and assumes that those same members are purely 
motivated by economic grievances against the state. While it is true that Yemen, under 
Saleh in particular, did not invest in the more northerly sectors of the country, thereby 
ignoring the needs of the Saada population, it does not account for the vastly different 
communities which have coalesced around the al-Houthi banner in this current conflict.  

 In a similar vein, poor governance is seen as a precursor to conflict on its own. 
While certainly a contributing factor, poor governance alone cannot help us in 
explaining the outbreak and success of the al-Houthi movement. Poor governance on 
the part of the Saleh regime has certainly advantaged certain groups while 
disadvantaging others23, but it only partly explains why a group like the al-Houthi's have 
been able to generate significant success against the state apparatus. In a real sense, 

                                                   
18 Wedeen, Lisa. Peripheral Visions: Publics, Power, and Performance in Yemen. Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press, 2008. 
19 Day, p 179-185. 
20 Brandt, Marieke. "Sufyan's "Hybrid" War: Tribal Politics during the Huthi Conflict." Journal of 

Arabian Studies: Arabia, the Gulf, and the Red Sea 3, no. 1 (2013): 125. 
21 Greed and grievance  
22 ibid 
23 Day, p86-88, Wedeen p 148. 
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President Saleh sowed the seeds of his regime's own destruction by his consistent 
method of dealing with crisis in the Yemen state: divide and rule24. President Saleh 
deliberately utilized tactics in governing Yemen which created division within 
opposition movements in order to exert control over the country. These tactics are not 
new, nor are they unique to Yemen, but they provide some of the reasoning behind the 
collapse of the Saleh regime. In creating division within the country Saleh sought to 
limit the opposition's ability to coalesce against him and his regime25. This worked for 
awhile, but eventually the conflict against the state became one that was personalized 
and this aided in its downfall. Saleh's purposeful use of disorder allowed  his regime to 
claim power through its use of force to quell, at its choosing, any opposition 
movements26. For much of Saleh's tenure as president these opposition movements 
were either co-opted within the regime, or were geographically dispersed with no real 
hope of achieving success27. However, these divide and rule tactics and the purposeful 
use of spaces of disorder as a means of controlling the country planted the seeds for the 
regime's eventual downfall, and the success of the al-Houthi movement in mobilizing a 
large portion of the population ( in the north) against the state. Again, poor governance 
and the choice of tactics by the Saleh regime in governing help provide context and 
opportunity to the al-Houthi movement's success, but they do not fully explain why they 
have been so successful. 

Regionalism 
 A different explanation, argued by Stephen Day in his book Regionalism and 

Rebellion in Yemen, presents a more complicated view of the geography of Yemen, its 
various groups, and how this has historically played in the country. Day’s thesis is that 
Yemen’s political system is centered on distinct regional identities, and Saleh’s failure to 
manage these identities led to his eventual fall from power28. Day establishes seven 
different political regions in Yemen, and assumes the political identities within these 
regions are distinct, and can be easily separated from the other political identities 
operating within Yemen29. However, assuming a primordial view of political identity is 
problematic at best. Day discounts the notion of political identities being fluid and able 
to change and adapt to the circumstances presented by the other complex networks at 
play in the political system of Yemen. While tribalism and regionalism are both present, 
Day’s argument assumes they are of primary importance and fixed in nature.  Day’s 
establishment of these regional identities also glosses over important intra-regional 
differences in political identities. These identities are of particular importance regarding 
the highlands region from which Saleh and many of the political elites have come30. The 
split between political identities in the highlands can be seen between those groups 
espousing a form of Salafism and those adhering to Zaydi identity, the al-Houthi 
movement. While power was largely concentrated in the hands of Saleh’s clients in the 

                                                   
24 Day, p 179-181. 
25 Jones, Clive. "The Tribe that Bind: Yemen and the Paradox of Political Violence." Studies in Conflict 

and Terrorism 34 (2011): 906-907. 
26 Wedeen p. 178-180. 
27 Ibid. See also Day's extensive history section on the tactics of the Saleh regime: 162-191. 
28 Day p 16. 
29 Ibid p 226-227. 
30 Ibid, p 86-90. 
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highlands region of the country, much of Saleh’s use of violent repression focused on the 
most northern section of the highlands and the Houthis in particular31. Hence the, 
problems with assuming political identities are geographically fixed by regions and are 
not subject to their own internal differences. Day is still correct in arguing that a 
national identity in Yemen has never existed in the past. While both the north and south 
in Yemen have existed as independent states pre-1990, there has never been a truly 
national identity and the present politics which have emphasized the differences 
between regionally aligned groups bears this out32. Southern groups still argue for 
distinct, separate governance for their areas of the country while allowing for the idea 
and development of a more federalized system within Yemen33. Still, the desire for more 
local control and autonomy points out the complicated notion of some unifying national 
identity which Day has correctly assessed as failing to hold currency. Day shows how 
Saleh managed to construct and implement a system of rule across Yemen which 
consolidated power in the hands of political elites selected by Saleh himself. Further, the 
analysis shows how Saleh would routinely employ members of the opposition parties in 
“key” roles throughout his administration, but Saleh himself would consistently 
undermine their authority in order to exert his own influence in their assigned area34. 
Saleh’s actions provided for the performance of democratic rule in that the opposition is 
given the chance to appear in positions of power within the government, when in reality 
the opposition’s ability to actually use power within the system to affect change was 
limited at best and mainly non-existent35. Day lays out the argument that Yemen was 
well primed for the events of the Arab Spring, and had been undergoing various levels of 
rebellion and protest for many years prior to the outbreak of the events in Tunisia36. He 
usefully argues these underlying issues helped to consolidate the movement against the 
Saleh regime and agitate successfully for his removal from power, but the events in 
Tunisia and elsewhere in the Arab world were not the cause of the Yemen public’s 
uprising against the Saleh regime. Rather, Day successfully argues that Saleh failed to 
adequately maintain the internal balance of power in Yemen in order to continue to rule 
the country through division, and therein lost his control over other political actors in 
Yemen37. Stephen Day provides a further view of the impact of Saleh's style of 
governance in the ability of the al-Houthi movement to expand in northern Yemen and 
create a narrative which has allowed various other communities to coalesce under their 
banner. 

Specificity in Yemen 
 Lisa Wedeen also helpfully examines Yemen and provides more evidence of the 

Saleh regime's tactics and methods. The purposive use of disorder by the Saleh regime 
to maintain control of disparate groups throughout the country38. In using disorder to 
purposely manage internal conflicts in the country and thereby prop up the usefulness 

                                                   
31 Ibid, p 214-218. 
32 Ibid, p 14. 
33 Jones, C, p 906-907. 
34 Day, pp 180-182. 
35 Wedeen pp,212-215. 
36 Day p 273-281. 
37 Ibid, p 179. 
38 Wedeen, p 178-179. 
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of the centralized state, Saleh planted the seeds of his own downfall and created groups 
of enemies who eventually coalesced for his removal. In particular, the Houthi 
movement, while initially a very specific group of followers, has since taken into its fold 
other disparate and marginalized groups from the Northern sections of Yemen39. These 
groups do not take the form of tribal loyalty etc, but are rather based towards the 
common goal of crafting autonomy for themselves from the state in Sana'a. Wedeen also 
helpfully deconstructs ideas of tribe and other markers of identity largely imposed by 
outside observers. In problematizing these notions of identity Wedeen is able to show 
that the relationships and politics at play in Yemen cannot simply be reduced to a 
simple denominator, but instead rely on a complex web of interrelated factors which 
have coalesced to form particular group dynamics40. And these dynamics can shift at 
anytime. In view of the current conflict in Yemen much has been said assuming a 
primordial view of identity, but assuming a primordial perspective for identity does not 
allow for agency and variation within the community. In being primordially constructed, 
identity must be viewed as the same among all people of a particular group, variation is 
anathema. Instead, Wedeen and others helpfully show how identity is constructed and 
can be used by groups to motivate and mobilize particular groups of people towards a 
common purpose41. 

Wedeen is joined in a more contextualized assessment of the politics at play in 
modern Yemen by Isa Blumi. Blumi's book, Chaos in Yemen: Societal Collapse and the 
New Authoritarianism, serves as a critique on much of the scholarly and popular 
literature which attempts to simplify notions of identity and politics in modern Yemen42. 
Blumi sees this trend as ultimately harmful to the people of Yemen, and for the 
application of any useful policy towards the many problems with which Yemen is 
currently faced. Much like Wedeen, Blumi sees Yemen as a multi-faceted country where 
the politics have taken on a very specific flavor43. Reductions to a supposed "sectarian" 
or "tribal" nature for Yemeni politics rings hollow in this regard, as these explanations 
cannot help in understanding the many complex drivers which have pushed the politics 
of Yemen to the point which it is at today44. 

 Additionally, Blumi argues for a transactional nature within Yemen's political 
system. In other words, Yemen's politics are largely the result of personal transactions 
between individuals and groups of individuals which have generated specific results. 
This type of explanation allows for Yemen's politics to be seen in a very fluid light. As 
transactions occur between parties there will naturally be reactions from others whom 
were not involved in the original deal45. In particular, the extensive patronage system 
employed by President Saleh can be examined in this light and how it came to dominate 
the types of political relations held between the various groups involved in Yemen's 
politics. 

                                                   
39 Juneau, Thomas. "Yemen and the Arab Spring: Elite Struggles, State Collapse, and Regional 

Security." Orbis 57, no. 3 (2013): 413-414 
40 Wedeen pp 148-175. 
41 Ibid, pp 148-152. 
42 See Blumi, Isa. 
43 Ibid, pp 19-26. 
44 Ibid., pp 39-40. 
45 Ibid, pp 139-141. 
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 Specifically, Blumi's argument shows how the past in Yemen's political history 
exerts significant influence on the manner in which current politics is conducted. In fact, 
many of the political movements currently at work in Yemen can be seen as inherently 
local forms of political resistance against the centrality of the state46. In essence, the 
various political movements in Yemen are responding to specific local concerns and 
interests which they are seeking to protect against the intervention or manipulation by 
the state47. This shows how contingent the nature of identity and politics are in Yemen. 
Reductionist ideas, while seeming to simplify the problem, actually serve to mask the 
true nature of the issues and relationships at play in Yemen. By developing an 
understanding of Yemeni politics as fluid and dynamic we can begin to see the many 
varying undercurrents which are currently driving the political seas in the country. In 
particular, by using the ideas presented by Day, Wedeen, and Blumi we can more 
accurately assess the development and rise of the Al-Houthi movement as a particular, 
and contingent identity which has primarily been used to protect specific local interests 
through resistance to the manipulating power of the central state. As such, it is 
appropriate to examine the development of the movement in detail in order to show just 
how this has worked, and why the al-Houthi movement has achieved relative success in 
the country. 

THE AL-HOUTHI STORY 

Believing Youth to Al-Houthi Rebellion 
 The rise of the Al-Houthi movement is traced back to 2004 and the death of 

Hussein Badr al Din al Houthi48. Hussein had originally founded a movement known as 
the Believing Youth in the 1990s which engaged in the emerging politics of a unified 
Yemen. The Believing Youth were primarily concerned with leading a revival of Zaidism 
within Yemen, and acted as a sort of paramilitary organization in the northern region of 
Saada49. While originally engaged with the government, Hussein’s organization became 
increasingly estranged from it. As President Saleh continued to consolidate his power 
throughout the 1990s he became increasingly aligned with Saudi Arabia and the United 
States50. In response, Hussein al-Houthi and his political organization began to organize 
protests against the state, against Salaafism imported from Saudi Arabia, and against 
the central government itself51. During this time, al-Houthi continued to consolidate his 
own support in Saada, and with the surrounding tribal confederations, particularly the 
Bakil who were not well represented in the central government52. Even at this relatively 
early stage of development, al-Houthi had begun to craft an identity for the 

                                                   
46 Ibid, pp 155-158. 
47 Ibid, p 115. 
48 Freeman, Jack. "The al-Houthi Insurgency in the North of Yemen: An Analysis of the Shabab al 

Moumineen." Studies in Conflict and Terrorism 32 (2009): 1008-1010. 
49 See International Crisis Group Report, pp 5-15. 
50 Sharp, Jeremy M. Yemen: Background and U.S. Relations. Congressional Report, Washington, DC: 

Congressional Research Service, 2015, p 1. 
51 Senate Foreign Relations Committee: Testimony of Gregory D. Johnsen, Ph.D. Candidate, Near 

Eastern Studies, Princeton University, United States Senate.  2010, pp 26-30. 
52 Ibid, pp 31-33. 
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organization: one based on an enduring social justice mission, autonomy for Zaidis, 
freedom to practice their religion without the influence or interference of Salafist 
leaders, and removal of foreign powers from the internal dealings of Yemen53.  

 With Saleh’s increasing grip on power, and the patrimonial nature of politics in 
Yemen, the people of Saada became increasingly marginalized politically, economically, 
and socially by the apparatus of the state. Al-Houthi saw this marginalization, and yet 
the relative wealth of those in power, as signs of its moral decay and increasingly corrupt 
nature. In turn, this led to increasing protests on the part of al-Houthi, the Believing 
Youth, and the other politically marginalized people whom had joined the cause of 
rallying against a corrupt government54. Nonetheless, throughout much of the 1990s the 
movement was little more than a paramilitary organization with a political wing. They 
were able to achieve success in broadening their base of support to some of the 
surrounding regions with the message of social justice, but they were not able to create 
any sort of real change within the government of Yemen or the political process itself. 

 However, in 2003 the game began to change for Hussein al-Houthi and the 
Believing Youth. With the United States' invasion of Iraq in March 200355, and 
President Saleh's close ties to the U.S., Al-Houthi aligned his organization in opposition 
to this alliance. Rhetorically, al-Houthi used the U.S. invasion to claim an attack on the 
general Muslim populations of the Middle East, and of more particular influence in the 
affairs of Yemen. The Believing Youth began a campaign of organizing political rallies, 
speeches, and other events to generate local popular support for their cause of ridding 
Yemen of the influence of outside powers56. 

 As a result of the increasingly disruptive nature of the Believing Youth's political 
rallies, President Saleh began cracking down on the group in early 200457. It was during 
this time that the first of what would eventually be six major internal conflicts began 
between the state of President Saleh and the al-Houthi rebels in the Saada region58. The 
government of Yemen further used specific narrative throughout these conflicts in order 
to extract both internal and external support for their efforts against the al-Houthi 
rebellion. Specifically, the President Saleh would accuse the al-Houthi's of wanting to 
return Yemen to an Imamate under Zaidi rule, as it was pre-1962. Additionally, 
President Saleh, himself a Shi'a Zaidi, would use the specter of a Shi'a revival in the 
southern Arabian peninsula and an extension of the alleged activities of Iran throughout 
the region59. The conflict grew with the government seeking the capture of Hussein al-
Houthi in order to attempt to decapitate the movement. Government efforts resulted in 
Hussein al-Houthi being killed by government forces in September of 2004 in Saada 
province60. As a result of his death, the Believing Youth began to morph into what is 

                                                   
53 Sharp p 18. See also Brandt pp 125-128. 
54 Phillips, Sarah. "Al-Qaeda and the Struggle for Yemen." Survival: Global Politics and Strategy 53, 

no. 1 (2011): 113-114. 
55 Bush, George W. White House Archives. March 19, 2003. http://georgewbush-
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now the al-Houthi movement. The followers of Hussein, and his father whom took over 
control of the movement, saw his death as a martyrdom against the oppression and 
corruption of the central government in Saana. From Hussein's death in September of 
2004 until President Saleh's removal from office during the "Arab Spring" in 2011-2012, 
the government of Yemen conducted more or less continuous security and combat 
operations against the al-Houthi rebellion in Saada and the surrounding provinces. 
While these operations ebbed and flowed, the goal for President Saleh was to ensure the 
security of the regime he had constructed in order to control Yemen. Protection of the 
regime stood in opposition to the need to provide government services to the people of 
Saada province, particularly since they were to be seen as supporters of the al-Houthi 
rebellion, and thereby served to exacerbate and underscore some of the reasoning 
behind the al-Houthi's opposition to the central government of Yemen. 

 While President Saleh was largely able to marginalize the effects of the al-Houthi 
rebellion while he maintained his grip on power, after his removal from office in 2011 
through a GCC negotiated agreement61, the al-Houthi movement morphed into a more 
successful insurgency in opposition to the state. From 2012 on the al-Houthi movement 
was able to generate significant positive momentum towards the consolidation of 
control of the Saada region of Yemen as well as some of the surrounding areas. As the 
Saleh regime began to collapse from in-fighting including a split within the military 
establishment62, the Houthi's have been able to exploit this disorganization on the part 
of the state in order to make deeper in-roads throughout the northern highland regions 
beyond their traditional strongholds in Saada province.  

 Saleh's removal from power by the GCC initiative, and the formation of a unity 
government with President Hadi, Saleh's former Prime Minister, and the opposition 
parties with greater say did little to stem the complaints of the al-Houthi rebels in the 
North and others equally dissatisfied with the political regime. During this transition 
period from 2011-2014 the al-Houthi rebellion still centered largely in Saada province, 
but it had begun to stretch beyond with its continued promotion of a particular narrative 
which held sway with large portions of the population who saw themselves as 
marginalized under the system President Saleh, and by extension the current 
transitional government, had put into place in Yemen. The central state further 
complicated matters through its continued use of violent means of suppression against 
any opposition, and sometimes against unintended targets. In Hadramawt province in 
late 2013 a tribal leader was killed by military forces at a checkpoint, sparking intense 
anti-government protests63. Even with the adoption of a new federal constitution in 
2014 the government under President Hadi was continuing to be challenged by multiple 
parties seeking significant reforms within the regime64. 

 Meanwhile, the al-Houthi's had begun expanding their influence throughout the 
northern stretches of Yemen and further south into the capital of Sana and surrounding 
areas. By the end of September in 2014 the al-Houthi movement controlled much of 
northwest Yemen, and its militiamen could operate without government interference in 
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many places. Additionally, the al-Houthi's briefly clashed with the military in Sana, and 
then quickly consolidated their control over the capital city65. President Hadi and the 
"elected66" government of Yemen fled to Aden. In their place, the al-Houthi's began to 
put into position their own political leaders and executives, began to provide some form 
of security services, and continued their clashes with Al-Qaeda and other armed groups 
throughout the central and increasingly southern parts of the country. The al-Houthi 
rebels have since continued to consolidate their military control of much of western and 
northern Yemen. By April of 2015 they had captured the southern port city of Aden and 
forced President Hadi into exile in Saudi Arabia, and ominous place for the president to 
flee as it again reinforces the narrative behind much of the success of the al-Houthi 
rebellion67. 

The Making of a Message 
 President Saleh's grip on power since the founding of a unified Yemen and the 

extensive patronage network he employed to ensure his regime's security served as the 
basis for many of the grievances leveled against the state by the al-Houthi movement. 
Additionally, Yemen's alignment with the United States following the 2003 invasion of 
Iraq further alienated the followers of al-Houthi, as well as other groups, who saw 
foreign influence and manipulation in Yemen as negatively impacting their own abilities 
and agendas within the state. This resentment towards the state, a popular sentiment 
beyond just Saada and the followers of al-Houthi, have come to define much of the 
movement and its characterization. If the political leaders of al-Houthi are taken 
seriously for what the allege and desire, then their narrative is one of eliminating the 
oppression of the state towards disenfranchised populations, eliminating the corruption 
of the Saleh regime, dismantling the complex network of power centers President Saleh 
put into place in order to secure his control of the regime, and further ensuring the 
abilities of the Zaidis of Saada to freely practice their religion without influence from 
Wahaabist or others68. 

 Additionally, the al-Houthi movement has set itself up as a provider of what 
would normally be functions of the government. Since Saleh's removal from power, and 
the subsequent uprising by the al-Houthi movement in the north, the al-Houthi rebels 
have been able to provide effective security to regions where none had existed before69. 
The regime of President Saleh in many cases purposefully ignored the security of various 
provinces in order to allow a chaotic environment to ferment. This, in turn, would lead 
to a brief use of government force to restore order in the region and thereby assert the 
centrality of the state in that regions affairs. For the most part, Saleh had been content 
to manipulate and use local power brokers to keep the peace in various regions, but after 
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his removal and the fragmenting of the military the al-Houthi rebellion was given an 
opportunity to step in70. 

 Tellingly, some of the supporters of the al-Houthi movement have made a specific 
case for why the al-Houthi rebellion is seen as legitimate and better than any 
alternative: 

Ansar Allah is a Yemeni movement for freedom and dignity. The 
Yemeni people are against the entire corrupt old regime, not just one 
person [Saleh]. But thus far the GCC initiative has preserved the same 
pattern of corruption. The transition has been a time of dividing the 
spoils between traditional forces [GPC, JMP and their allies].71 

 
The lack of effective governance, government services, and basic security from the 

regime under Saleh and his successor, have reinforced the preferred message of the al-
Houthi rebels. The al-Houthi's have been successful at maintaining their status as 
outsiders to the regime, and as fundamentally untainted by its failings and corruption. 
To a population which had come to see the excess and blatant corruption of the Saleh 
regime this image of the Houthi's as untarnished grants them legitimacy which the GCC 
transitional government under President Hadi cannot achieve72. 

 In essence, the al-Houthi rebellion has capitalized on the failures of the regime, 
and aligned its narrative in direct opposition. This narrative coupled with the al-
Houthi's being regarded as outsiders to the corrupt power construct of the central 
government have granted the rebellion a great deal of legitimacy in the eyes of the 
population. This legitimacy has been turned into direct support through the limited 
success the Houthi's have had at managing security and basic government services for 
the areas under their control. Coupling the narrative of opposition and their status as 
outsiders with the outright failure of the regime after the removal of Saleh from power 
in 2011-2012, points to how the al-Houthi rebellion has come to be so successful in its 
quest to capture political domination of the state in Yemen. By using a narrative 
focusing on the corrupt nature of the regime, and how little of that changed even with 
the removal of Saleh, the Houthi's have been able to mobilize significant parts of the 
population which had felt marginalized or oppressed under the former government. 
Additionally, the Houthi's have willingly aligned themselves with other opposition 
movements in the south of Yemen, and have directly confronted the opposition political 
parties which did participate in the government under Saleh, namely Islah and the 
GPC73. Through their use of local power dynamics and a narrative which has aligned 
them with all those opposed to Saleh and his cronies in government, the Houthi's have 
achieved otherwise unthinkable success. Nonetheless, much of that success is also 
directly related to the utter collapse of the regime and the military as a unified body 
after Saleh's removal from power. Without Saleh to hold all of the strings together the 
government quickly failed to function at even its prior rate, and the military, much of it 
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under the supervision of Saleh's relatives, was quickly weakened and divided by the 
defections of those seeking to play their own role in the unfolding drama74. 

Capturing the Military 
 Another aspect of the Al-Houthi’s success has been in their successful alliance 

and co-opting of portions of the military system that had been left in disarray following 
the collapse of the Saleh regime. Through this, the Houthi movement has notably 
increased its military effectiveness throughout the country and has been better able to 
exploit, control, and defend increasing swaths of territory. Simply, the al-Houthi 
movement was able to take advantage of a military system which had been created 
within the patronage network of the Saleh regime75. In particular, many of the top 
military commanders were members of President Saleh’s family, or close tribal affiliates. 
As such, they owed personal allegiance to Saleh. Nonetheless, other sections of the 
military were under commanders with no familial connection to Saleh and were thereby 
less inclined to provide him with their support during and after the protest movements 
of 201176. 

 Yemen’s military had been dominated by tribal affiliations since the end of the 
Imamate in 1962. These tribal allegiances have, in turn, created a factionalized military 
beholden to many masters. Instead of the creation of a truly “national” army Yemen’s 
army instead developed as many small fiefdoms dominated by particular men and 
families with their own agendas even as they largely maintained their support to the 
state. In many ways, it was these varied tribal and personal allegiances that played out 
to the advantage of the al-Houthis following the protest movement of 2011 and the 
eventual collapse of the Saleh regime. These allegiances were particularly assertive in 
the history of North Yemen from 1962 until the ascendance of Ali Saleh in 1978 via 
military coups. Prior to Saleh’s rise the previous military rulers of North Yemen had 
either been assassinated, or forced to abdicate due to the myriad of tribal alliances at 
play within the military and the broader politics of North Yemen77. This tradition of 
tribal influence of the military would continue under Saleh, and two other players in 
particular: General Ali Mohsen al-Qadhi al-Ahmar (commander of the armored forces) 
and Sheikh Abd’allah Al-Ahmar (leader of the Hashid tribal confederation78. 

 During the intervening years to the present President Saleh used the military 
more and more extensively in internal operations. In particular, he engaged the al-
Houthi movement in 2003-4 with as much of the active Yemen army as he could 
muster. This conflict eventually wore down the infrastructure of Yemen’s military, and 
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its continuous operations in the northern made Saleh’s use of the military deeply 
unpopular even among members of his own tribal confederation.  Further, Saleh created 
parallel forces within the military in order to subdivide power, reduce the abilities of 
particular units, and to satisfy the patronage network he had built by putting close 
family members in charge of the larger and more important sections of the military. This 
strained relations between the professional officers of the military, the tribal politics, 
and the Saleh regime.  Thus, we begin to see the cracks developed, largely of Saleh’s own 
making, which would ultimately splinter the military and its political support and make 
an alliance with the al-Houthi’s useful79. 

 The Arab Spring protests of 2011 would eventually prove the split within the 
Yemeni military, and would unseat President Saleh from his role as leader of the regime. 
Once the protests began, feeding off  the success they saw in Egypt, the protestors 
(backed by the Hashid and Bakil tribal confederations) began to focus on the removal of 
Saleh from power. Saleh’s response was to use his security forces to disperse the 
protestors, and contain the dissent through violent repression80. These tactics failed. In 
response General Ali Mohsen declared the Army’s, or at least that portion of which he 
controlled, support for the peaceful protest movement, and he was quickly joined by 
other professional officers within the Yemeni military establishment. Most of these 
officers were responding not just to the popular uprisings, but also due to the fact that 
they had all been pushed aside by the Saleh regime in favor of Saleh loyalists and 
relatives81. What these defections accomplished was that they provided symbolic and 
actual protection to the protest movements, and eventually provided the space need for 
Saleh to be removed from power and Vice president Hadi to be elevated to president 
with the support of Ali Mohsen and the Hashid tribal confederations.  

 The defection of military members also strengthened the fighting capacity of the 
numerous tribes in northwest Yemen, the al-Houthi’s among them. Much of the fighting 
during this transition period was conducted by these tribal, or clan affiliated political 
groups and their fighters became rather practiced in the conduct of combat. 
Additionally, the al-Houthis actively supported the protest movements in and around 
Sana, providing both fighters and protestors who regularly clashed with the security 
forces. Still, the al-Houthis largely bought into the transitional regime, even while they 
expanded their control in the north of the country. Moreover, the military of Yemen 
post-Saleh was still deeply divided, depleted of manpower, and lacking adequate 
equipment to function as an effective deterrent for the transitioning state.  It is largely 
this factionalization and dilapidation of the Yemeni state military that has allowed the 
al-Houthi’s to be successful in capturing large areas of the state. Along the way, the 
movement has continually captured military equipment from the regime and military 
units that have been defeated or abandoned the equipment.  

 In a larger sense, the relative marginalization of the Yemeni army during the 
current conflict can be seen as a reflection of the factionalization, patronage, and 
dissension created by the manner in which Saleh formed and maintained the military 
under his rule. This mismanagement, and increasingly insular network of individuals in 
charge, served to undermine the professional military officer in Yemen and ultimately 
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served to disintegrate the military as a cohesive force capable of providing defense for 
the state and its institutions.  
  

CONCLUSIONS 
 The al-Houthi rebellion has gained control of much of Northern Yemen, and 

continues to spread its grasp on the territory of the state further South. However, the al-
Houthi's cannot be said to exercise control over the whole of Yemen. As much of its 
history has shown, Yemen has been, and continues to be, a very regionally dominated 
country. Centralized rule has been difficult for much of its history, and all of its history 
as a unified country since 1990 has been dominated by some divide amongst its people. 
Nonetheless, the al-Houthi rebellion has still largely been successful in capturing 
important sectors of power within the state, and affecting dramatic change on the 
country moving forward. The contingent identity created and mobilized by the al-
Houthi movement has been the driving force behind their success. Their ability to 
coalesce otherwise disparate groups under a broad banner associated against the state 
has proven its utility. However, this same broad banner will very likely cause the 
movement to stall going forward.  

 The movement is not some unified band of believers with one core 
understanding. Rather, being a member of the community of al-Houthi at this time is 
more like being a part of a broad coalition of disparate voices uniting against the 
perceived, and real, injustices of the state. Years of poor governance, mismanagement, 
and marginalization have combined to allow the al-Houthi movement's identity to take 
root, generate meaning, and coalesce support against the central government of Saana. 
By problematizing our notion of identity in Yemen we can begin to see how being a 
member of al-Houthi is contingent, not fixed. The face of the community may have an 
underlying set of beliefs, religious or otherwise, but these beliefs are not necessarily 
shared by all members nor should they have to be. Communities can, and will, change as 
their members change, and the al-Houthi rebellion has shown just that. In 
understanding this, that group identity is not some fixed construct to which we can give 
permanent meaning or understanding, we can begin to more fully understand how 
communities form, develop, and change over time and particularly how the variety of 
voices within the community of the al-Houthi movement will contribute towards either 
its success or failure in the state of Yemen. Only time will tell if the al-Houthi movement 
will be able to generate lasting political and military success in Yemen, and develop a 
system of governance which is seen as legitimate by the people.  

 Additionally, what the al-Houthi movement also illustrates is the perniciousness 
of simplistic narratives in politics and in scholarship. Through seeking to simplify the 
struggle for control of Yemen to a regional battle between Iran and Saudi Arabia for 
control of the balance of power in the Middle East misses the crucial complexities which 
can help us understand the actual nature of the insurgency. This Shia versus Sunni 
narrative obscures the localized nature of the political struggle for control of Yemen. 
Many disparate groups and elements have come together in opposition to the state, and 
seeking to exert their own influence on the situation. These groups widely cross religious 
divides which the Shia-Sunni argument sees as critical to understanding the conflict. 
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From a policy perspective such a simplistic narrative will not allow outside government 
to actually understand the nature of the conflict and create policies which could help to 
manage the outcome in a way that would create actual stability and governance in 
Yemen. Furthermore, if the goal of scholarship is to explore the essence of a given object 
then explanations purporting a "sectarian," "tribal," or "regional" nature obscure rather 
than clarify for us the actual dynamics at play. Through problematizing our 
understanding of identity, and taking seriously the narratives put forth by the parties 
involved in a given insurgency, we can begin to develop a better grasp of how 
insurgencies work more broadly than just the case of the al-Houthi's in Yemen allows. 
Simply by understanding that simple narratives which reduce complex issues to an 
alleged root cause can be a hindrance to good policy and understanding, we can 
hopefully come to better craft solutions to other nations afflicted with ongoing conflict 
and rebellion. 

 What I have attempted to show is just how and why the contingent identity 
created and managed by the al-Houthi movement has significantly contributed to the 
success of the movement. Without this contingent identity the movement would not 
have been able to establish as broad a base of support in the north, co-opt former 
members of the Saleh regime to their side (particularly the military), or put forward a 
narrative which resonated with the broader public. While other explanations for these 
events certainly contributed, it is my view that the identity crafted by the al-Houthi 
movement has been central to their success. Eventually however, it may also prove 
central to their failure to consolidate power, and form effective governance in Yemen. 
Nonetheless, it's a much more useful avenue for continued examination than assuming 
that all Shia groups are inherently the same, and therefore Iran must be involved in the 
al-Houthi rise to power. Such assumptions fail to understand the power of identity and 
its contingent nature, and further erode the agency of individuals. The al-Houthi 
movement shows how such contingent notions of identity can be mobilized, can produce 
some semblance of success, and how they will likely handle change in the future. Yemen, 
needless to say, is still very much in flux. 
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