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Introduction: Yemen's tumultuous history has been defined by factionalism, a complex 
interplay of regional, tribal, sectarian and geopolitical forces that continues to shape the 
nation's destiny. Amidst this intricate tapestry, the Houthi insurgency emerges as a key factor, 
seeking to consolidate control over the entire country. Understanding this multifaceted 
scenario requires an examination of the various factions and their strategic manoeuvres. An 
excellent summary of this can be found here on a recent TDLR News video on YouTube.1  

The Current Landscape: Yemen is a country along the southwestern Arabian peninsula. It has 
some 34 million people, with most living in the country’s northwest. The country is currently 
divided into three major zones of influence. The Saudi-backed national government headed 
by Rashad Muhammad Al-Alimi; an Emirati-supported secessionist Southern Transitional 
Council (STC) controlling around 90,000 fighters, and the Houthi rebels – a Zaydi 
(nominally Shiite) clique supported by Iran. The Houthi objective is ambitious – to unite 
Yemen under their banner. However, political realities on the ground make this objective a 
formidable challenge. For instance, the Houthis are not a monolithic bloc. Alexandra Stark, 
an Associate Policy Researcher at Rand recently argued this was demonstrated by the violent 
repression of their own Zaydi people during the 26 September 2023 Revolution Day protests. 
Therefore, military escalation against a hated external enemy boosts Houthi domestic 
standing and suppresses the desire to engage in domestic dissent. Consequently, Houthi 
attacks on international shipping transiting through the Bab El Mandeb enhance the group’s 
legitimacy. A peaceful environment, on the other hand, pressures the Houthis to conduct 
good and effective governance while rolling back regressive measures. A direct military 
confrontation between the Houthis, the Yemeni government and the STC would amount to a 
war of reconquest, a battle the Houthis are ill-equipped to fight. 

Houthi Strategy: Recognising their military limitations, the Houthis adopted a nuanced 
strategy. Leveraging widespread discontent fuelled by years of poverty, ineffective 
governance, and factional conflicts, they seek to unite disenfranchised Yemenis, irrespective 
of sectarian background, by projecting military strength against foreign extra-regional 
adversaries. In a move characteristic of Middle Eastern politics, the Houthis aligned 
themselves with the sentiment of the broader ‘Arab Street’ which can be summarised as 

 
1 Or cut and paste the following link for the TDLR News story on Yemen’s factionalism: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m4thxaYghPA  

https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/yemen-crisis
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m4thxaYghPA
https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/08/01/why-the-united-arab-emirates-is-abandoning-saudi-arabia-in-yemen/
https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2023/12/a-precarious-moment-for-yemens-truce.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m4thxaYghPA
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hostile to Israel and generally sceptical of America – a feeling prevalent within Yemen itself 
with much of the Yemeni population, predominantly ‘pro-Palestinian.’ And post-October 7, 
2023, ‘pro-Hamas.’ 

The Palestinian Connection: By declaring military support for Gazans, specifically Hamas, 
the Houthis aim to tap into the prevailing pro-Palestinian sentiment among Yemenis. This 
calculated move seeks to galvanize diverse factions under a common cause, portraying the 
Houthis as champions against corruption and foreign (Jewish & American) influence. This 
also elevates them to a major regional player prepared to fight ‘the enemy’ while others only 
talk. 

Domestic Support and National Popularity: The Houthi strategy hinges on winning local 
support across factional lines. Portraying themselves as the pious underdog, the honest broker 
in a sea of corrupt politics, the Houthis aim to cultivate a form of 'national' and wider regional 
(pan-Arab) popularity. The hope is that by positioning themselves as the voice of the people, 
they can undermine Saudi and Emirati influence and pave the way for their eventual takeover 
of a united Yemeni state. The problem with this is that, as mentioned previously, Houthi 
governance leaves a lot to be desired and many Houthis are underwhelmed by how their 
political elite functions, leading to the conclusion that war against the lesser and greater 
‘Satans’ of Israel and the United States are distractions from popular discontent. 

Challenges Ahead: While the Houthi narrative may resonate with a segment of the Zaydi 
population, the question of unifying Yemen without descending into another internal war 
remains doubtful. The complexities of Yemen's socio-political fabric and the deeply 
entrenched factionalism pose formidable challenges to any cohesive national vision. There 
are deep-seated hatreds among what used to be the former independent states of North and 
South Yemen which will be difficult to overcome. However, the enemy of my enemy is my 
friend is an old tactic designed to make an alliance with one group of enemies in order to 
fight another.  

Conclusion: As the Houthi belligerence unfolds, Yemen stands at a critical juncture. The 
struggle for control is not just a military one but a battle for hearts and minds. Whether the 
Houthi quest for unity can navigate the treacherous waters of Yemen's factional landscape 
remains to be seen, but the dynamics of this intricate chessboard are poised to shape the 
nation's destiny in the coming years. 

This analysis is subject to evolving developments in the region, and further updates may be 
warranted. 
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