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AL-QAEDA AND ISLAMIC STATE IN YEMEN

A BATTLE FOR LOCAL AUDIENCES

Elisabeth Kendall

Introduction

Despite vast amounts spent on international counter-terrorism efforts and sig-
nificant losses inflicted by drone strikes, Yemen’s al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula (AQAP) remains one of al-Qaeda’s most active and deadly branches. 
A closer look at some of the jihadist1 narratives produced by AQAP reveals 
deep-rooted reasons why it has thus far managed to endure in Yemen and why 
it may continue to do so, despite the challenges posed both by counter-terrorism 
efforts and by the expansionist ambitions of the Islamic State (IS) Caliphate. On 
13  November 2014, IS officially announced the Caliphate’s ‘expansion into the 
Arabian Peninsula, Yemen’ with Caliph Ibrahim Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi’s accept-
ance of the oath of allegiance sworn to him in an audio recording by ‘Yemen’s 
mujahidin’. Significantly, the Caliph at the same time announced the nullifica-
tion of all other groups in Yemen.2 In other words, AQAP ceased to have any 
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legitimacy in the eyes of the new Caliphate. Nevertheless, despite some defec-
tions to IS and the self-proclamation of various IS provinces in Yemen, AQAP 
continues to flourish. How has this occurred?
 This chapter argues that AQAP’s staying power is explained, at least in part, 
by its production of jihadist narratives that are culturally attuned to their 
Yemeni context and adapted to prevailing local conditions. IS, by contrast, has 
produced little narrative (by the time of writing) that is culturally specific to 
Yemen beyond savaging the Houthis, tribesmen from Yemen’s north who 
swept down through Yemen’s south in 2015. Since the Houthis generally 
belong to the Zaydi branch of Shiism, they qualify for excommunication and 
death according to IS’s virulent sectarian doctrine, which seeks to reframe 
what are essentially disputes over power and resources as an existential reli-
gious battle of global jihad. However, that local tribal issues predominate over 
religious issues, at least in Yemen’s eastern region close to al-Qaeda’s strong-
holds, is borne out by the results of a comprehensive survey of over 2,000 
tribesmen and women conducted by this author in al-Mahrah governorate in 
December 2012 to January 2013. Only 30 per  cent of respondents considered 
the imam to be ‘the most trusted and respected position’, as opposed to 41 
per  cent for the tribal sheikh (and a further 29 per  cent for other non-religious 
choices). Likewise, only 21 per  cent of respondents believed that the imam’s 
role was ‘to advise on all matters (political, cultural, economic, legal, tribal)’, 
as opposed to ‘religious and personal matters only’.3 This indicates that the 
notion of an Islamic State Caliphate would be deeply unpopular. It also sug-
gests that attempts to win communities for a jihadist agenda would be more 
likely to succeed if linked to local grievances, as AQAP has done, rather than 
engaging immediately and uncompromisingly with the religious ideology of 
global jihad, as IS in Yemen has done.
 This chapter begins by showing how AQAP speaks to local audiences at 
both practical and emotional levels, rather than through religious ideology: 
practically, by latching onto community problems such as corruption, poverty 
and marginalisation and positioning itself as saviour-defender; and emotion-
ally, by deploying traditional cultural materials such as poetry and song. The 
chapter shows how AQAP narratives resonate strongly with local tribal codes 
of honour and revenge, and how these can then be harnessed to serve the 
global agenda of militant jihad. The theological discourses and position state-
ments on which jihad scholars lavish so much attention are important, and 
jihad devotees like to know that these supporting arguments exist, but ulti-
mately they are unlikely to serve as the major catalyst for winning hearts and 
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hence ultimately minds. Nor are they likely to win the kind of tolerance or 
even just indifference which are both key to AQAP’s survival among a well-
armed population. It is useful to remember that for the jihadist project to 
endure, it requires an infrastructure beyond just recruiting into the mujahidin. 
A certain degree of community buy-in is necessary for AQAP to survive in its 
tribal strongholds. This buy-in can range all the way from forging military 
alliances in the interests of fighting a mutual enemy such as the Houthis, to 
simply finding enough of a common cause or security vacuum to gain com-
munity acquiescence. This occurred perhaps most notably in parts of Abyan 
and Shabwa in 2011–12 and southern Hadramawt in 2015–16, from which 
AQAP was again able to spread west. The chapter then explores two key 
themes that thread through AQAP’s jihadist narratives: the celebration of 
death and the construction of the enemy. It shows how these themes are tuned 
towards local audiences and how they have developed since the Arab Spring 
uprising, the emergence of IS and the onset of all-out war in 2015. Lastly, the 
chapter looks at the relative appeals of AQAP and IS in Yemen. It outlines the 
potential trajectories of AQAP and briefly suggests ways in which the jihadist 
threat in Yemen might be countered.
 Yemen offers a natural refuge for terrorists, since its topography of deserts, 
mountains and wadis makes it easy for groups to melt into the landscape when 
they need to. AQAP emerged in January 2009 when Saudi and Yemeni jihad-
ist movements joined forces following a confluence of circumstances. Chief 
among these were the increasing crackdown on mujahidin in Saudi Arabia, 
causing them to flee across the border to Yemen, and the spectacular escape in 
February 2006 of 22 mujahidin from a high security prison in Sana‘a, includ-
ing charismatic and experienced figures such as AQAP leader Nasir al-Wuhay-
shi (d. 2015 in a drone strike). This coincided with widespread anger at 
perceived Western interference in Muslim countries, particularly Iraq and 
Palestine, and simmering discontent arising from regional neglect, injustice 
and rampant corruption under the regime of former President ‘Ali ‘Abd Allah 
Salih.4 Since then, the situation in Yemen has deteriorated still further. Today’s 
civil war chaos, government exodus, disintegration of domestic security, 
numerous prison breaks and burgeoning humanitarian crisis of epic propor-
tions leave Yemen ripe for further exploitation by jihadist groups.
 What kinds of individuals might be attracted to such jihadist groups? It is 
impossible to generalise globally about what makes a jihadist, since this will 
vary according to geographical and temporal circumstances and the cultural, 
political and other baggage that these bring. While compelling data-driven 
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research by Marc Sageman appears to explode seductive and popular theories 
for terrorist motivation such as poor education, economic hardship and sexual 
frustration, it relies on a sample compiled largely of terrorists who have con-
ducted operations against the US and Europe.5 It does not therefore speak for 
how jihad movements operate at a local level inside specific geographies. The 
levers that entice populations in the West, or for that matter Egypt, Syria, Iraq, 
North Africa and so on, do not necessarily apply in Yemen. Theories of pov-
erty and poor education cannot be discounted so readily in the context of 
Yemen. In the absence of a reliable database of Yemen’s mujahidin, this 
research attempts to unravel what motivates local support for jihad through 
the qualitative analysis of materials produced by AQAP and IS in Yemen, 
coupled with on-the-ground observation in eastern Yemen during numerous 
fieldwork trips by this author between 2011 and 2016.
 This chapter is therefore concerned with jihadist narratives directed at local 
audiences in Yemen. Although considerable attention has been paid by the 
international media to the English-language Inspire magazine (2010–ongoing), 
the brainchild of Yemeni-American AQAP ideologue Anwar al-‘Awlaqi (d. 
2011 in a drone strike), this was of little importance to local audiences in Yemen 
where the literacy rate in English is low. The West is of course right to worry 
about the radicalisation threat posed by AQAP narratives among its own popu-
lations. Al-‘Awlaqi and his Inspire magazine can be traced as the inspiration for 
home-grown atrocities such as the murder of a British solider in London in 
2013. It is also correct that al-‘Awlaqi’s sermons were downloaded by the bomb-
ers of the Boston marathon in 2013 and the perpetrators of the Paris massacre 
in 2015. However, despite these points, the international reach of AQAP’s mes-
saging is being dwarfed by the far more sophisticated media apparatus of the 
Islamic State. This switch of international interest from al-Qaeda affiliates such 
as AQAP to IS is evidenced by the flood of foreign fighters joining 
IS.  Nevertheless, a sophisticated English language media apparatus is not what 
inspires or guides local militants or sympathisers on the ground, and it is on 
these local audiences that AQAP relies for its ability to survive in Yemen.6

AQAP Messaging and the challenge from Islamic State

Working with jihadist materials designed to engage local audiences brings 
several challenges. First, vast quantities of these are produced, ranging from 
magazines, official statements, audio recordings and videos—in AQAP’s case 
often through its official al-Malahim and, more recently, al-Athir media 



AL-QAEDA AND ISLAMIC STATE IN YEMEN

  93

organisations—through to auxiliary Twitter accounts, Facebook pages and 
internet chat forums. Aside from keeping up with the sheer volume, other 
challenges include assessing the quality and reliability of sources;7 tracking the 
changing modes of dissemination, given that websites, Twitter handles, 
Facebook pages and online posts are constantly being taken down;8 and situat-
ing material chronologically (since original material is not always date-
stamped and is often re-posted). Meanwhile, secondary sources, such as 
monitoring or intelligence analysis organisations, can also prove problematic. 
They frequently rely on the same consolidated sources of translated materials 
and therefore repeat one another, which risks generating ‘facts’ by sheer force 
of apparent corroboration. Moreover, they tend to be less concerned with 
translating or reporting on cultural material (such as poems, music and 
advice), focusing instead on declarations, position statements and doctrinal 
discussions. This risks blinkering our view of precisely those kinds of jihadist 
narratives that are likely to resonate more readily with people on the ground.9

 The main AQAP magazine directed at Arabic-speaking audiences between 
2008 and 2011, Sada al-Malahim (The Echo of Epic Battles), clearly demon-
strates AQAP’s use of cultural material to win local communities for the jihad-
ist project. As a mixed content magazine, it could appeal to a range of 
consumers, including the illiterate to whom it could be read aloud, or, in the 
case of poems or advice, simply passed on by word of mouth. Large parts of 
Yemen remain a largely oral culture. In a comprehensive survey of 2,000 
inhabitants in east Yemen’s al-Mahrah governorate, this author discovered that 
only a quarter of households contained any book other than the Qur‘an and 
that three-quarters of the population considered poetry (an oral tradition) to 
be important in their daily lives.10 Alongside theological, juristic and political 
articles, Sada al-Malahim carries human interest content, such as personal 
testimonies, letters, memoirs, martyrologies and notices of congratulations to 
families or whole tribes on marriages, births and even deaths (when a martyr 
was involved). It also contains religious lessons directed at women in the 
‘Hafidat Umm ‘Ammara’ section, as well as tips on cookery and health. 
Bringing families on board with the jihad is clearly seen as an important strat-
egy for the success of the movement, both for bolstering support and toler-
ance among the tribes and ensuring a steady stream of willing recruits.
 The eruption of the Arab Spring revolution in Yemen marked a change in 
the types of narratives disseminated by Yemen’s jihad movement, as it 
attempted to turn domestic unrest to the service of the global jihadist agenda. 
The popular uprisings appeared to take AQAP media production by surprise 
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and it took time to react. Sada al-Malahim ended abruptly in January 2011 
and its successor, Madad, emerged only in September 2011. The opening issue 
referenced public queries about the recent lack of output from AQAP’s al-
Malahim media organisation and promised to respond to current events with 
a forthcoming video entitled ‘Umma Wahida’ (A Single Islamic Community).11 
This video demonstrates AQAP’s attempt to harness the uprisings for its 
jihadist project, offering analyses of the uprisings based on its own central 
position in unfolding events in which it claimed an instrumental role. In 
Madad, AQAP constructs links between immediate domestic events and the 
global jihadist project, with headlines such as ‘‘Ali Salih kills 13 revolutionar-
ies, and America supports that’.12 The paper tries to get on side with youth 
activists protesting against the Salih regime in major cities, sympathising with 
their apparent side-lining in the Gulf Initiative but reminding them that 
democracy is not the solution. AQAP’s Fahd al-Qus‘ (al-Quso) al-‘Awlaqi (d. 
2012 in a drone strike) explains: ‘The democratic game is rejected by us on the 
basis of Shari‘ah, because it is based on the rule of the people by the people 
and also based on majority votes. And this is a contradiction with Allah’s 
exclusive right to rule His creation.’ As usual, America is blamed on the basis 
of its backing for an election process, thus thwarting the Yemeni people’s pur-
ported desire to ‘rule by the Islamic Shari‘ah instead of the choices of the 
American regency council’.13

 The Arab Spring thus led AQAP to adapt its narrative for local audiences. 
The broader cultural narratives presented in Sada al-Malahim were replaced 
by a Robin Hood-like propaganda narrative that positioned AQAP as the 
saviour of local communities. This was disseminated through Madad, which 
was much shorter but more frequent than Sada al-Malahim, and through a 
series of short films called ‘‘Ayn ‘Ala al-Hadath’ (Eye on the Event). This more 
expedient media strategy was designed to match the urgent pace of develop-
ments on the ground as AQAP took advantage of the chaos to entrench itself 
in the southern governorates of Abyan and Shabwa, declaring various towns 
Islamic emirates.14 For this exercise, AQAP adopted a clever rebranding strat-
egy, calling itself Ansar al-Shari‘ah (Partisans of Islamic Law). Having dis-
tanced itself from any negative baggage associated with the global al-Qaeda 
brand, Ansar al-Shari‘ah focused hard on winning local hearts and minds for 
AQAP through claiming to fix everyday practical problems, ranging from 
infrastructure and utilities to education and meting out justice. AQAP’s nar-
rative included personal testimonies to illustrate how its Islamic rule solved 
problems caused by years of neglect and endemic corruption. One man tells 
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how he turned to AQAP after his land was stolen and the state courts refused 
to assist him without heavy bribes.15 At times the narrative can be wholly 
implausible. AQAP claimed that its introduction of shari‘ah law punishments 
in Ja‘ar in 2011 had been welcomed by locals and that a man who had his hand 
amputated for theft stated that he was honoured to have been the first to have 
shari‘ah law implemented on him.16 AQAP’s ‘Eye on the Event’ video series 
also contains several such testimonies. The first in the series sets the tone by 
filming the mujahidin clearing flood damage and building roads.17 Although 
IS has used similar community engagement tactics in Syria and Iraq,18 this has 
not yet been the focus of IS in Yemen.
 This narrative of positioning the mujahidin as protectors of the local com-
munity has persisted and evolved. Although the Yemeni military finally man-
aged to oust AQAP from control in central southern governorates in June 
2012, the narrative flared up again in Hadramawt in 2015. Again, AQAP was 
able to take advantage of a chaotic situation to seize control, this time result-
ing from the Houthi advance and subsequent Saudi-led coalition bombing 
campaign. In April 2015, AQAP overran al-Mukalla, releasing around 300 
mujahidin from prison, seizing military equipment and robbing the central 
bank. As it had done in 2011–12, AQAP introduced strict elements of Islamic 
law, including the banning of the popular narcotic qat. However, this time 
round, AQAP appears to be accepting a more accommodating approach to 
local governance. Although elements of Islamic law have been enforced inter-
mittently, AQAP has refrained from full-scale enforcement. The evidence 
suggests that it has entered into an alliance with local tribes to run Hadramawt, 
handing over control of infrastructure to the Hadrami People’s Council and 
undergoing another rebranding exercise with an even more local flavour: 
Abna’ Hadramawt (The Sons of Hadramawt). Given that al-Mukalla wit-
nessed periodic street protests against AQAP, it is unclear whether this flex in 
strategy is a conscious choice or a forced compromise. Either way, this local-
ised model was rolled out further towards the end of 2015 with AQAP’s 
spread west to reclaim the territory of its former emirate in Abyan, this time 
calling itself Abna’ Abyan (The Sons of Abyan).
 AQAP needs to steer a difficult line between avoiding a bloody confronta-
tion with local populations and satisfying the mujahidin of its commitment 
to Islamic rule. This is particularly tricky in the face of challenges from IS.  The 
IS magazine Dabiq, for example, featured a photo of al-Mukalla with the 
caption ‘The City of al-Mukalla, where al-Qa‘ida made no effort to implement 
the Shari‘ah after taking over’.19 These kinds of criticisms appear to have 
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pushed AQAP periodically to take a less conciliatory stance, particularly when 
rumours circulated of AQAP members from within its Hadramawt strong-
hold defecting to IS.20 It may be pressure from IS that led AQAP in July 2015 
to release a three-part series of testimonies entitled ‘Why We Chose al-Qa‘ida’, 
which plays up its community popularity. Moreover, following heavy swipes 
at AQAP’s weak implementation of shari‘ah made in videos by three separate 
provinces of IS in Syria and Iraq in mid-November 2015, AQAP released a 
feature-length film, Hurras al-Shari‘ah (The Guardians of Shari‘ah), in 
December 2015. This film justified AQAP’s long-term strategy and stressed 
its continuing commitment to and dominance of global jihad. More generally, 
the narrative accompanying AQAP’s local strategy became more militant dur-
ing 2015. A series of films released by AQAP in Hadramawt starting in 2014, 
Min al-Midan (From the Field), takes a significantly more combative approach 
and displays a hardening in sectarian rhetoric (discussed in the section below 
on constructing the enemy).
 Since the start of 2016, however, AQAP has refocused once again on its 
community development and social agendas, learning no doubt from experi-
ence what works best among local populations. AQAP’s new al-Athir media 
agency, launched in January 2016, has focused overwhelmingly on the dis-
semination of materials depicting the proactive ways in which AQAP works 
to improve the lives of ordinary people. The ‘Eye on the Event’ film series has 
been resurrected after a three-year gap to showcase activities ranging from 
fixing utilities and cleaning streets to renovating hospitals and combating 
mosquitos. It even afforded a rare glimpse of child indoctrination with footage 
of AQAP hosting an ice cream eating competition, Qur‘anic quizzes and sing-
alongs for young boys.21 A new newspaper, al-Masra (a name signifying 
Jerusalem), was launched in January 2016 with a significantly more global 
jihadist outlook and professional presentation style than its predecessor, 
Madad. Yet al-Masra still celebrates local news and successes—and, impor-
tantly, in early 2016 it explicitly articulated the new AQAP media priority of 
publicising community development work undertaken or facilitated by the 
jihadists.22 One full-page article replete with photographic evidence of good 
works is potently headlined, ‘How Do Areas under Ansar al-Shari‘ah Control 
Compare with the Rest of Yemen’s Cities?’23

 Since the emergence of IS, AQAP video production has become somewhat 
slicker and perhaps better able to engage angry young audiences. This may 
simply be a result of natural evolution, but it may also in part reflect an 
attempt to avoid being eclipsed by IS.  AQAP even introduced a travelling 



AL-QAEDA AND ISLAMIC STATE IN YEMEN

  97

cinema to ensure that its films could be screened in Hadramawt’s coastal 
towns.24 The ‘From the Field’ series, with its snappy action-oriented films, is a 
long way from the more familiar AQAP videos providing religious guidance 
in classical Arabic from a talking head. For example, in 2011 AQAP outlined 
its position on the Arab Spring in Hisad al-Thawrat (Reaping the Revolutions), 
in which Ibrahim al-Rubaysh (d. 2015 in a drone strike) spoke at the camera 
for 28 minutes in classical Arabic, more heavily focused on criticising America 
than envisioning the future state. These kinds of narratives appear less capable 
of engaging local audiences. IS commented directly on the long-winded 
nature of AQAP video output in its magazine Dabiq. The IS magazine criti-
cised AQAP ideologue Harith al-Nazari’s rebuttal of Yemen as an IS province: 
‘he rambled on in his hollow statement … The portion of Amir al-Mu‘minin’s 
[Caliph Abu Bakr’s] statement that concerned the dissolving of parties and 
the current situation in Yemen did not exceed one minute in length. 
Al-Nazari, however, responded with a statement that was half an hour long.’25 
More recently, AQAP has launched various new video series focused on reli-
gious guidance, such as Mafahim (Concepts) in 2015, somewhat more 
expertly produced, resurrecting top names like Anwar al-‘Awlaqi (d. 2011 in a 
drone strike) and Sa‘id al-Shihri (d. 2013 in a drone strike) in much shorter 
clips of less than ten minutes, but they are no match for the action-packed 
dramas emanating from IS in Syria and Iraq.
 AQAP’s use of cultural traditions, such as poetry, continues to be a core part 
of its narrative appeal to local populations, but this use has evolved. AQAP’s 
handling of poetry as a means to engage local audiences prior to the Arab Spring 
has been well documented elsewhere.26 The evolution in AQAP media strategies 
since 2011 and the growing shift from magazine format to video and social 
media mean that poetry is no longer deployed as frequently in written form. The 
brevity required for social media, particularly Twitter, does not totally preclude 
the spread of written poetry, since links are frequently posted to such content 
hosted on sites like gulfup.com and justpaste.it.27 However, whereas previously 
we found poetry peppered throughout the pages of Sada al-Malahim (one fifth 
of the pages featured verses of poetry), its most widespread consumption now is 
as music, either in sung poetry sessions or as nashids (anthems). Videos featuring 
violent operations or celebrating martyrs generally have a constant background 
soundtrack of rousing jihadist anthems.
 Poetry is useful for engaging audiences at an emotional level at moments of 
great tension. It can encapsulate a message in a memorable and catchy way that 
can disseminate quickly, particularly when converted into a nashid. In July 
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2014 when al-Qaeda and its global leader Ayman al-Zawahiri in particular 
were coming under attack from IS for failing to recognise the new Caliph, 
AQAP leader Nasir al-Wuhayshi released an audio recording in which he paid 
tribute to al-Zawahiri. The tribute was followed by a poem that al-Wuhayshi 
claimed al-Zawahiri had sent him in early 2009.28 The contemporary-style 
poem entitled ‘Brother in Islam, Come!’ was perfect for conversion into a 
moving nashid, which would quickly disseminate AQAP’s important message: 
Muslims should not to be distracted by rivalries amongst themselves but stay 
focused on the bigger picture—fighting Western ‘crusaders’. The third verse in 
particular poeticised AQAP’s stance:

Listen not to the hatred of malevolence 
Listen to the appeals of help from the minarets 
For they have buried their claws into the heart of Jerusalem 
Surrender not its sanctuary or devotees

 Poetry also features as part of AQAP’s engagement strategy in other ways, 
ranging from highly formal to informal occasions. At the highly formal end of 
the spectrum are productions such as the AQAP video released to comment 
on the death of its leader Nasir al-Wuhayshi (d. 2015 in a drone strike), which 
ends with Khalid ‘Umar Batarfi reading a long poem featuring traditional 
mono-rhymed verses in classical Arabic. At the other end of the spectrum we 
find poetry used to engage with people as a natural part of a relaxed informal 
occasion. For example, AQAP threw a party after its suicide bombers had 
facilitated the escape of 29 inmates from Sana‘a central prison in February 
2014. The celebrations included a traditional sung poetry session mercilessly 
satirising the head of the state security apparatus.29 The poem constantly sings 
out the refrain ‘Ibn al-Qamish [head of the state security] has been van-
quished’ before a delighted crowd of what some sources claim to have been 
around 400 AQAP militants and sympathisers.30

AQAP Narrative themes

Celebrating death

There are numerous themes running through the narratives of AQAP.  Two 
recurrent themes that play an important role in their attempts to win local 
audiences for the global jihadist project are celebrating death and constructing 
the enemy. Glorifying fallen mujahidin through celebrating their deaths as the 
ultimate achievement of their lives is key to ensuring a steady stream of willing 
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fighters. This is particularly important in view of the large number of deaths 
by drone strike. This remote-control assassination sits awkwardly with tribal 
honour codes of dying gloriously in battle, but AQAP’s martyrdom narratives 
are able to reframe such ‘passive’ deaths as heroic acts. As one AQAP narrative 
tells us, ‘Speaking about martyrs and martyrdom revives and nourishes 
hearts  … We live their life stories step by step, so that we take their path and 
follow in their footsteps.’31 Even after the closure of the AQAP magazine Sada 
al-Malahim and the shift towards news bulletins and videos with the start of 
the Arab Spring, the written series of martyrdom narratives persisted. 
‘Shuhada’ al-Jazira’ (Martyrs of the [Arabian] Peninsula) ran to at least 16 
booklets up to June 2014, demonstrating the crucial importance of celebrating 
death as a means to embolden existing mujahidin and encourage new ones.
 The martyrology genre fits well with oral traditions on the Arabian Peninsula 
stretching back to pre-Islamic times, when tribal heroes were celebrated 
through the poetry of ritha’ (lament), madh (praise) and hija’ (lampooning 
the enemy). Martyr poems appear regularly in Sada al-Malahim and tap into 
well-established tropes capable of elevating even careless teenagers, rumbled 
and gunned down by the security services before getting anywhere near an 
operation, to the level of heroes of old.32 This is done by associating them with 
time-old symbols of power such as torrential floods, thunder, lightning and 
drawing parallels between them and famous warriors of the original Islamic 
conquests. Early attempts to do the same on video meet with mixed results. 
While poetry and story-telling can construct idyllic images of martyrs relaxing 
in the gardens of Paradise in the arms of beautiful virgins, film documentary 
risks exposing a more brutal reality. One such example is a grainy video from 
2009 entitled ‘Rabish wa-l-Qasas al-‘Adil’ (Rabish and the Just Punishment, 
2009). This tells the story of the assassination of Muhammad bin Rabish, a 
security director in Ma‘rib. The four martyrs in the video are not the glorious 
heroes of his 2009 assassination (he was blown up by parcel bomb) but rather 
the wretched victims of a 2007 operation for which he was deemed responsi-
ble. The shaky footage shows one of the ‘martyrs’ post operation with a badly 
mangled face. This is just the kind of material that al-Qaeda ideologue ‘Atiyyat 
Allah al-Libi (d. 2011 in a drone strike) advised excluding from media produc-
tion in his 2010 pamphlet on jihadist media guidelines.33

 In line with the evolution of AQAP’s overall media strategy for engaging 
local audiences, the martyrdom narrative has shifted increasingly to video, 
with feature-length film series such as ‘Rakb al-Shuhada’ (Convoy of Martyrs) 
from 2012, which can deal with twenty martyrs at once, to the series of 
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shorter videos ‘Wa-Yattakhidhu Min-kum Shuhada’ (And He Takes Among 
You Martyrs) from 2010, sometimes with written transcripts. The latter series 
is designed to celebrate a single significant martyr—with the exception of the 
initial release when there was clearly a backlog of martyrs to deal with. Several 
useful strategies present in the above-mentioned 2009 martyrdom video were 
picked up and developed in future video productions. For example, the 2009 
video attempts to tap into tribal codes of honour and pride by ensuring that 
the name of each martyr’s tribe appears in the on-screen credits as well as in 
the voice-over. In later films, such as Convoy of Martyrs 1, in which twenty 
smiling martyrs appear in turn to the swish of clashing swords, this naming of 
each tribal affiliation has the added effect of making AQAP appear broadly 
popular among the tribes and therefore well-protected. The 2009 video also 
makes a primitive attempt to locate the martyr’s image in an artificial haze of 
green, presumably meant to resemble the gardens of Paradise as the destina-
tion of the gory remains pictured. Better effects were introduced over time. By 
2011, the green haze had metamorphosed into graphics of luxuriant foliage 
dripping with dew drops, among which the carefully constructed image of a 
smiling martyr hovers radiantly.34 Unlike the poetry, however, which evokes 
images of welcoming virgins promising sexual gratification,35 the film footage 
falls short of creating such graphic scenes on screen.
 Finally, just like the poetry, the martyrdom video appeals to local pride by 
situating the contemporary martyr at the end of a long and glorious tribal 
warrior tradition. The 2009 video cuts to footage of impressive landscapes and 
praises various tribes, such as the Nahm of Hadramawt, for their ancient war-
rior lineage that continues to provide AQAP with brave mujahidin. More 
sophisticated expertise has enabled this tribal engagement strategy to be 
refined. The 2015 martyrdom film for ‘Ali bin al-Aqra’ (Lakraa’) al-Kazimi 
al-‘Awlaqi (d. 2014 in a drone strike), a prominent leader of Ansar al-Shari‘ah 
in Abyan, is designed to provoke tribal outrage and wounded pride. After 
linking the martyr to the historical glories of his tribe, the film cuts to images 
of wretched contemporary living conditions in dilapidated stick huts, juxta-
posing this with glossy footage of impressive oil infrastructure that ‘robs the 
wealth from under them’. This plays powerfully to the desires of frustrated 
youths to join in and ‘do something’. Many of the films end on an emotional 
high with the lingering on-screen caption ‘Join the Convoy’, which suggests 
the kind of camaraderie and group identity offered by becoming part of the 
broader jihadist project.
 The martyrdom narratives also engage local audiences for the global jihad 
by drawing parallels between their historical struggles and today’s jihadist 
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cause. The 2015 martyrdom film for ‘Ali bin al-Aqra’ (Lakraa’) al-Kazimi al-
‘Awlaqi cuts to footage of the tribe’s rebellion against the British in the 1960s 
to provide local evidence for the idea of an ongoing struggle against the global 
crusader enemy. The tribe’s honour and responsibility are also linked to the 
plight of Muslims globally by inserting footage of dead babies and Muslims 
being mistreated, including at the hands of the Israeli police, all to the back-
ground music of rousing nashids.36

Constructing the enemy

This brings us to a second key theme of jihadist narratives in Yemen: con-
structing a coherent enemy that can play to al-Qaeda’s global agenda whilst 
still appealing to locals by resonating with their immediate grievances and 
historical concerns. The ultimate enemy is America and the West who are 
blamed for propping up secular Arab regimes to serve their own selfish desire 
for oil and power, thereby preventing the possibility of just rule in Muslim 
countries through the application of shari‘ah law. Again we see the deploy-
ment of culturally attuned materials, like poems and nashids, to instil the idea 
of this global enemy among local populations. The advantage of such materials 
is that they can reach even those who are illiterate and technologically iso-
lated. Moreover, unlike the doctrinal and juristic materials, cultural produc-
tion can telescope a complex political landscape into a simple apocalyptic 
battle between good and evil that is easy to understand and difficult to refute. 
On the side of good are the virtuous mujahidin, defenders of the people, 
whom jihadist narratives implant into the popular imagination through the 
deployment of age-old tropes of lions, heroes, knights and warriors. On the 
side of the bad are America, the West, Israel, the Yemeni regime, other Arab 
regimes, the military and, by vague extension, their ‘clients’ and ‘allies’. 
Cultural production glosses over the doctrinal debates about which Muslims 
merit excommunication and blurs this rich range of enemies into convenient 
stigmatised images of crusaders, Zionists, infidels, dogs and ants. The power 
of such narratives lies in the illusion they create of reflecting the world while 
in reality they are actively structuring it in people’s minds.
 AQAP narratives have also attempted to play to local audiences, particu-
larly in Yemen’s south, by blurring local enemies such as the Houthis with the 
Western crusading enemy of global jihad. Several AQAP ideologues explicitly 
claimed Houthis to be conniving with America to occupy Islamic lands,37 
presumably helped along by rhetoric emanating from various Gulf states react-
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ing to the growing rapprochement between America and Iran. This narrative 
became more difficult to sustain in Yemen after America backed the Saudi 
bombing campaign against the Houthis in March 2015. As a result, the sectar-
ian dimension to the narrative increased, justifying the Houthis as enemies on 
purely religious grounds, without necessarily requiring association with the 
crusading West, although the Houthi—US identification persisted in some 
quarters38 and was given a new lease of life following the start of concerted US 
airstrikes against AQAP targets in March 2016.39 Analysts frequently draw a 
neat distinction between al-Qaeda and IS, based on the idea that the former 
is focused on ‘the far enemy’ (America and the West) and the latter on ‘the 
near enemy’ (Arab regimes and Shiites). Daniel L.  Byman, for example, writes 
that al-Qaeda ‘considers Shi‘a Muslims to be apostates but sees their killing to 
be too extreme, a waste of resources, and detrimental to the broader jihadist 
project’, namely the fight against the US and its allies.40 This reflects the posi-
tion outlined by al-Qaeda’s global leader, al-Zawahiri, particularly in relation 
to his disapproval of al-Qaeda in Iraq’s brutal targeting of Shiites under al-
Zarqawi (d. 2006) in the mid-2000s, out of which, of course, IS evolved. 
However, it is perhaps an overstatement for Yemen today.
 The sectarian dimension to AQAP’s narrative became more prominent 
with the turmoil that accompanied the 2011 uprising and the increasing 
Houthi influence that this threatened. One opening headline from AQAP’s 
Madad in 2011, for example, reads ‘Shaykh Ibrahim al-Rubaysh: The Houthi 
Microbe is like cancer; it can only be treated by cutting it out.’41 As early as 
2011, al-Rubaysh was calling on Sunnis everywhere to fight jihad against the 
Houthis. Houthis were framed as the enemy on religious grounds, accused of 
‘spreading their Shi‘ite perversity, fables and innovations among the 
Muslims’.42 Hence the killing of non-combatants was permissible, and Madad 
celebrates three suicide bombers who blew themselves up in Houthi crowds 
in 2010, reportedly leaving hundreds of non-combatants dead.43 AQAP’s 
attempt to harness local tribal concerns to its increasingly sectarian narrative 
can be seen in its claim that its targeting of Houthis in 2012 ‘met with a lot of 
satisfaction from the honourable tribes of Ma‘rib after the Houthi attempt to 
spread followers in their areas to propagate the Rejectionists’ devious beliefs’.44 
It is of course far more likely that both the Ma‘rib tribes and the Houthis were 
battling over territory and resources, not religion.
 The sectarian dimension to AQAP’s rhetoric has increased dramatically 
since 2014. There are likely to be three reasons for this: the natural hardening 
of its existing narrative following the Houthi takeover of the capital Sana‘a in 
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September 2014 and subsequent advances; an effective strategy for ‘selling’ a 
jihadist agenda to southern tribes fearful of Houthi incursions; and a reaction 
to the whirlwind rise of IS which has publicly criticised AQAP for its weak 
sectarian stance and tried to muscle in on AQAP in Yemen. IS has seized on 
the Houthi advances to criticise AQAP as ineffective and to position the new 
Caliphate as the natural solution for Yemen’s Sunni Muslims. IS slammed 
AQAP’s video denial (released 21  November 2014, featuring Harith bin 
Ghazi al-Nazari) of allegiance to Caliph Abu Bakr, blaming AQAP’s contin-
ued allegiance to al-Qaeda’s al-Zawahiri for obstructing Yemen’s sectarian 
battle against the Houthi scourge.45 It attempted to undermine the credibility 
of AQAP by offering only two interpretations of AQAP’s behaviour: either 
AQAP’s weak sectarian stance was facilitating the Houthi advance, or its 
gradual recognition of Houthis as apostates was evidence of its hypocrisy since 
it contravened al-Zawahiri’s guidelines.46 AQAP’s ratcheting up of its sectar-
ian narrative in its construction of the enemy may in part be a response to the 
risks of defection brought by such criticisms from IS.  Hence AQAP framed 
its ‘From the Field’ video series, launched in 2014, as a project to ‘defend 
Sunnis from Houthi Rejectionists’ despite the fact that it is set in Hadramawt, 
far from the Houthi front line. What the series in fact records are operations 
against the Yemeni military, which it describes as ‘Houthi-ised’. The fact that 
attacks on Yemen’s military are now justified on the grounds of being linked 
to Shiism rather than to America marks a distinct shift in AQAP’s narrative 
in the direction of IS’s extreme sectarianism. This brings us to the broader 
issue of how AQAP is dealing with the emergence of IS in Yemen.

AQAP versus Islamic State in Yemen

Assessing IS appeal in Yemen is difficult. To what extent do AQAP’s official 
spokesmen really reflect or control attitudes within the organisation as a 
whole? And, conversely, how far can the actions of particular AQAP cells be 
taken to represent the approach of the group as a whole? AQAP leaders ini-
tially tried to adopt a neutral position towards IS, with two notable excep-
tions.47 The start of the US-led coalition bombing campaign against Islamic 
State in mid-2014 elicited an AQAP statement of solidarity ‘with our Muslim 
brothers’ against ‘the crusade’. As we have seen, this changed in November 
2014 after a group calling itself ‘The Mujahidin of Yemen’ released an audio 
recording swearing allegiance to the IS Caliph.48 IS accepted this oath and 
publicly nullified AQAP in the process.49 The denial of the oath by AQAP’s 
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leadership in turn elicited a furious response from IS.50 This dispute clearly 
reveals divisions between key AQAP leaders and at least some of their rank 
and file. IS itself stated that its supporters in Yemen came ‘from the soldiers 
and leaders (not including the top-level leadership)’.51 These divisions have 
been acknowledged by al-Qaeda itself. Leadership figures from Jabhat al-
Nusra in Syria as well as AQAP referred to the rift caused by IS among Yemen’s 
mujahidin.52 Even Ma‘mun Hatim (d. 2015 in a drone strike), a jihadist media 
activist and strong early advocate of IS in Yemen, revealed in his Twitter feed 
that he considered the Caliphate’s move on AQAP untimely and unhelpful.
 Nevertheless, IS narratives of violence appear to have found approval 
among AQAP’s more radical militants, and this suggests that AQAP’s leaders 
may not be in full control of their movement. The gruesome beheading in 
August 2014 of up to 14 Yemeni soldiers by AQAP in Hadramawt, for exam-
ple, bore the hallmarks of an IS copycat operation. Senior AQAP spokesman 
Nasr bin ‘Ali al-‘Anisi (d. 2015 in a drone strike) acknowledged that ‘some of 
our brothers were influenced by seeing scenes of beheadings that were spread 
recently’.53 This marked a violent departure from previous AQAP narratives. 
An AQAP film from 2009, by contrast, showed seven captured Yemeni sol-
diers being treated to a religious lecture and assured that ‘the door of repent-
ance is still open’.54 This violent ‘turn’ is compounded by the fact that Jalal 
Bal‘idi al-Marqashi (d. 2016 in a drone strike), who allegedly orchestrated the 
Hadramawt beheadings, had himself previously demonstrated compassion. 
Whilst leading Ansar al-Shari‘ah in Abyan in March 2012, he assured 73 cap-
tured soldiers that they would be treated well, saying: ‘You will eat from the 
same that we eat and be clothed from the same quality of clothing with which 
we clothe ourselves.’55 His hardening attitude can be glimpsed in a short video 
from October 2013 in which, having swapped his traditional dress for military 
fatigues, he complained bitterly about the maltreatment of mujahidin by the 
state security. The hardening attitude among AQAP cells in Hadramawt is 
also evidenced by the film series ‘From the Field’, with its open celebration of 
violence (fighters gloating over bloodied corpses) and its firm focus on the 
military aspects of operations. This, together with the fact that the operations 
are attributed to Wilayat Hadramawt, makes it tempting to view this as an IS 
phenomenon. Yet Wilayat Hadramawt is a name that AQAP had announced 
as early as 201256 following its expulsion from Abyan and should not be taken 
as evidence of association with IS.  Moreover, the films bear the insignia of 
AQAP’s al-Malahim media and carry the concluding AQAP caption, ‘O 
Aqsa, We Are Coming’.
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 While the above does not evidence IS expansion, it does indicate that a 
range of attitudes currently exists within AQAP and that the top leadership 
may not be wholly in control. The ‘From the Field’ series, for example, contra-
venes media guidelines set out by al-Qaeda ideologue ‘Atiyyat Allah al-Libi (d. 
2011 in a drone strike). Originally published in 2010, their re-release in April 
2015 by an al-Qaeda associated media group suggests an attempt to rein in a 
perceived uptick in brutality that may have arisen among AQAP rank and file, 
although it is unclear whether this arose out of rivalry with or sympathy for 
IS.  The guidelines advise jihadist media to avoid exaggeration and refrain from 
using images of executions or mujahidin taking pleasure in lethal operations.57 
Interestingly, IS’s Caliph Abu Bakr was also reported to have issued media 
guidelines in July 2015 instructing Islamic State media to tone down their 
images of overt brutality in order not to alienate the broader Muslim public.58 
Even if the latter report is true, the jihadist horror genre has gained a momen-
tum that will be difficult to stop.
 The AQAP leadership has clearly tried to steer away from the alienating 
effects of extreme brutality in a bid to maintain broader support. Nasr bin ‘Ali 
al-‘Anisi referred to the Hadramawt beheadings as ‘individual acts’ and ‘a big 
mistake’.59 AQAP even apologised publicly for its attack on a Ministry of 
Defence hospital in 2013. This apology again suggests that AQAP does not 
have full command and control, stating of the attacker: ‘We did not order him 
to do so, and we are not pleased with what he did… We offer our apologies and 
condolences to the victims.’60 AQAP was also quick to dissociate itself from 
IS’s devastating spate of mosque bombings, which began with the double 
bombing of Friday prayers in Sana‘a on 20  March 2015, resulting in over 135 
Muslim deaths and injuring over 350 further Muslims. It restated its commit-
ment to ‘avoid targeting mosques, markets and crowded places’,61 earning an 
angry response from the Caliphate whose magazine Dabiq called AQAP ‘two-
faced’.62 Perhaps even more significantly, given its religious dimension, AQAP 
also denied any link to the 4  March 2016 attack on a Catholic-run old peo-
ple’s home in Aden that killed 15, including four nuns, stating ‘this is not our 
way of fighting’.63

 AQAP narratives have thus tried to strike a balance between eschewing 
extreme brutality to maintain broader support whilst ramping up militant 
sectarian rhetoric to keep the rank and file on side. Nevertheless, it is clear that 
defections to IS have occurred. For example, dozens of armed fighters from 
AQAP’s Ansar al-Shari‘ah in Lahj reportedly drove through the city of al-
Hawta in late February 2015 brandishing IS flags, pinning notices with IS 
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headers to shops and demanding that residents declare allegiance to IS.64 So, 
how popular is IS in Yemen? One estimate placed the number of IS militants 
in Yemen in July 2015 at between 250 and 300, owing to increasing defections 
from AQAP.65 However, despite indisputable indications that fault-lines exist 
within AQAP, there is also a risk that analysts and media buy into IS rhetoric 
creating the illusion that it has gained more traction than it actually has. Does 
a group of disgruntled youths waving a flag in front of a camera and pledging 
allegiance to the Caliph make them a province of the Islamic State? Does the 
local dissemination of identical photocopied announcements of new Islamic 
State provinces in Hadramawt, Aden and Lahj testify to a significant IS expan-
sion, or just wishful thinking?66

 AQAP’s response to the self-proclamation of various new IS provinces 
around Yemen in late February 2015 is instructive. It reveals that IS uses 
money to recruit and that some AQAP fighters had indeed defected, causing 
ill-feeling, for example, by rejecting invitations to discuss the situation and 
refusing to return their AQAP weapons and cars. But it also implies that IS in 
Yemen had no clear leader at the outset, that it was gaining little traction in 
the tribes, and that its recruits were being coordinated from Syria by someone 
called Jamil al-Zahiri.67 It is also important to note that the claiming of attacks 
by an Islamic wilaya (province) does not automatically signal the presence of 
IS.  AQAP has a history of using the term wilaya to claim territory for Islamic 
rule, as distinct from the term muhafaza (governorate) used by the secular 
state. Despite the proliferation of ‘emirate’ (‘imara) in many media reports 
concerning AQAP-held territory in Yemen’s south in 2011–12, the term 
wilaya was already widely used in AQAP’s own media output. Hence it is 
natural (rather than derivative of IS practice) that AQAP today should also 
refer to Wilayat Hadramawt, Wilayat Abyan and so on. Moreover, IS official 
media in Iraq and Syria have shown little interest in the seven or more self-
proclaimed provincial IS affiliates in Yemen outside Wilayat Sana‘a, raising the 
possibility that domestic political players may be seeking to exploit the IS label 
to their own advantage. Thus there appears to be little evidence up to the time 
of writing of a centrally coordinated strategy by the Caliphate itself to prolif-
erate the number of IS provinces in Yemen much beyond the notion of 
Wilayat Sana‘a.
 There are several reasons why IS nevertheless continues to attract support 
among a certain sector of Yemen’s jihadist community. First, it offers victory. 
It has enjoyed a meteoric rise in Iraq and Syria, while AQAP could not even 
prevent the Houthis from sweeping through Yemen. Second, it offers money. 
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This is suggested by AQAP’s complaint that IS is winning over young men 
with offers of wealth.68 Third, it offers identity. The IS brand represents a 
heady mix of violence, power and piety. Its global community ideology is 
accessible to anyone with an internet connection and may also be being spread 
by Yemeni mujahidin returning triumphant from Syria and Iraq to assist in 
Yemen’s current war.69 A further factor pushing some AQAP militants 
towards IS may be leadership issues within AQAP.  Guiding figures from the 
Islah party (Yemen’s religious party) with close ties to AQAP disappeared to 
Saudi Arabia to watch the civil war play out.70 More significantly, many key 
AQAP leaders, including some who stood up to IS, were picked off by drones 
in quick succession just as IS began to emerge on the scene in Yemen.71

 While IS may have found support among the most radical of Yemen’s muja-
hidin, it appears to have found little traction within Yemen’s tribes.72 This may 
be where AQAP’s strategy of culturally attuned engagement targeting local 
communities gives it the advantage. The first IS video from Yemen, released in 
late April 2015, does not suggest much of a threat to AQAP and appears 
somewhat alien to local culture. It features eighteen men in matching beige 
uniforms and sandals in a desert pledging allegiance to IS and vowing to fight 
the Houthis. It is a sophisticated production, beginning with the dramatic and 
highly symbolic act of planting the Islamic State flag in the (presumably) 
Yemeni desert to three cries of ‘Dawlat al-Islam’ (Islamic State). The men per-
form carefully choreographed military exercises in unison, in a manner remi-
niscent of a dance routine, to the soundtrack of a stirring nashid, clashing 
swords, gunfire and desert winds. When this author showed the film to tribes-
men from Yemen’s eastern deserts, the reaction was one of bemusement. They 
puzzled at the synchronised routines, the pronunciation of certain words and 
the inexpert way in which some of the men handled their weapons and had 
tied the headscarf such that it would not offer protection from the desert. This 
suggests that foreign influence was involved in this production. Likewise, a 
video posted by IS Wilayat Shabwa at the end of April 2015 entitled ‘The 
Cleansing of the Rejectionists (Houthis)’ is unlikely to have engaged local 
audiences beyond the most radical mujahidin. It evidences a level of brutality 
highly unusual for Yemeni jihadist videos. The video begins with wailing cap-
tive soldiers who are lined up and beheaded. A second group of soldiers is 
blindfolded and shot. Subsequent IS videos are less sophisticated productions 
but appear more authentic to the Yemen context. Both Wilayat Shabwa and 
Wilayat Sana‘a posted videos in May 2015 featuring the popular tradition of 
sung poetry. The Wilayat Sana‘a video, entitled ‘Nawafidh Min Ard al-Yaman’ 
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(Windows from the Land of Yemen), features a group of men, this time 
dressed as Yemenis might naturally dress (under their combat jackets), sitting 
on the ground enjoying a sung poetry session laden with threats against the 
Houthis. The video then cuts to shaky footage of primitive assassination 
operations against alleged Houthis in less than heroic circumstances—with 
one victim sleeping and another cowering behind a container. Even with the 
addition of traditional ingredients like sung poetry, it is unlikely that the kind 
of gratuitous brutality being marketed by IS in Yemen will find widespread 
appeal. This is borne out by the video testimony of one defector from IS in 
Yemen who explicitly criticized IS for ‘lacking respect for Muslim blood’.73

Conclusion

The lightning rise of the brutal Islamic State with its expansionist ambitions 
has several possible outcomes for Yemen’s jihad movement. Three of the more 
plausible outcomes, all of them negative for Western counter-terrorist efforts, 
are: (1) AQAP shifts its allegiance from al-Qaeda to IS, either en masse or 
gradually; (2) AQAP escalates its barbarity to compete with IS; (3) AQAP 
distances itself from the barbarity of IS, meaning that the most radical muja-
hidin will splinter off to IS and that AQAP may gain broader support by 
appearing as the lesser of the two evils in fighting off Shiite/Houthi expansion, 
whilst at the same time implementing community development projects 
where the state has failed. As has been shown above, at the time of writing, the 
first outcome seems unlikely given AQAP’s efforts to entrench within local 
communities by marketing itself more as protector than overlord, albeit with 
some exceptions. The second outcome has taken place to a limited extent, in 
that AQAP has been at pains to highlight its periodic meting out of shari‘ah 
punishments in the light of criticism from IS, and its narrative has adopted a 
more extreme sectarianism. This escalation is unsurprising given the polarisa-
tion that civil war generates, and it may be exacerbated by the loss of some of 
AQAP’s guiding voices—both by drone strikes in the case of militants, and by 
voluntary exodus to Saudi Arabia in the case of previously influential figures 
from Yemen’s Islah party. The third outcome appears most probable, although 
broader support for AQAP will likely wane as it increasingly becomes a target 
of the coalition in 2016 (as opposed to a tacit ally in 2015). Long term, how-
ever, AQAP’s tribal strongholds will only disappear if credible alternatives to 
its community development work are found. Meanwhile, there is little evi-
dence to suggest that IS enjoys widespread support even within Yemen’s jihad-
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ist community, and no evidence at all to suggest that the broader population 
of Yemen subscribes to the idea of a Caliphate. The main risk is that sectarian-
ism is allowed to take root amid ongoing instability. Yemen is not a naturally 
sectarian country, but this may change as both AQAP and IS use the war and 
its aftermath as an opportunity to pin the local Houthi enemy onto a global 
jihadist agenda. The jihadist narrative, helped along by sectarian rhetoric ema-
nating from Saudi Arabia and picked up by the international media, risks 
turning what were essentially political and tribal disputes over territory, 
resources and power into a long-term cycle of bloody sectarian violence.
 AQAP’s staying power in Yemen may in part be due to its culturally attuned 
narratives that appear to have given it the advantage over IS.  AQAP practises 
a dual-stranded engagement strategy—emotional and practical—to win local 
hearts for its global agenda. As we have seen, it does this in a culturally specific 
way: emotionally, by harnessing local traditions of poetry and song, and practi-
cally, by positioning itself as the saviour and defender of local communities, for 
example by the use of brands like Ansar al-Shari‘ah, Sons of Hadramawt or 
Sons of Abyan. Both strands of local engagement play off tribal codes of hon-
our/disgrace, pride/shame or revenge/compassion. It is these local narratives 
that can strike a chord with Yemeni communities. While the militants them-
selves like to know that the doctrinal discourse of global jihad supports their 
actions (and al-Qaeda has produced this in significant quantities), this dry 
material does not have the immediacy and heady emotional appeal of the cul-
tural material—photos of dead children to avenge, peaceful smiling martyrs to 
emulate, green meadows of Paradise to aspire to. And all this is imbued with a 
local flavour and interspersed with rousing poetic verses, many of them easily 
converted to anthems—suited to journeying, or long evenings around the 
campfire. IS, by contrast, has not yet attained the same level of cultural attune-
ment in Yemen. Its first highly choreographed video release from Yemen seems 
culturally remote. Although subsequent video releases from IS Yemen gained 
in cultural credibility in terms of dress, setting and their showcasing of sung 
poetry, this is unlikely to be sufficient to offset the abhorrent levels of barbarity 
and indiscriminate violence, at which even AQAP has baulked.
 How can we respond to the persistence of jihadism in Yemen? Military 
action is unlikely to be the solution because assassinations, particularly by 
drone strike, incite angry cycles of revenge, and leaders are easily replaced. 
Policing the internet is only a small part of the solution because ideas live on 
in the popular imagination. Jihadist cultural production is especially potent 
because film and photo images are branded into the collective memory, while 
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the circulation of jihadist poetry and nashids persists in oral tradition. 
Therefore, we need to shore up our existing expedient strategies with the 
propagation of counter-narratives that engage at a culturally specific level, as 
AQAP itself does. This is unlikely to succeed unless those narratives are pro-
duced locally, albeit perhaps with sensitive external facilitation.
 Scholars today are waking up to the idea that speaking to emotions may be 
at least as important as speaking to minds through ideological argumentation. 
It does not, however, follow that economic imperatives are therefore less of a 
priority than some counter-terrorism experts believe.74 One must ask: would 
the emotional appeal of militant jihad still hold if locals were able to get on 
with their lives in a stable and secure economic environment with the possibil-
ity of education, jobs and advancement based on meritocratic criteria? Put 
more bluntly, alleviating misery and creating aspiration means that attaining 
Paradise through death can await its natural moment instead of appearing to 
be an immediate practical solution. Hence, counter-narratives should be cou-
pled with a long-term strategy to remove the underlying reasons for joining 
radical groups or even just tolerating them.
 Some communities, such as those in Yemen’s far eastern al-Mahrah gover-
norate are already trying to initiate basic social programmes to reduce their 
youth’s vulnerability to AQAP outreach activities.75 And they are coupling 
this with a positive narrative that publicises inspiring initiatives and engages 
local concerns through their community newspaper Sawt al-Mahrah (The 
Voice of al-Mahrah). Although this is funded by an international grant facili-
tated by this author, the content is generated locally and gives voice to al-
Mahrah’s marginalised communities. As long as international attempts to ‘fix’ 
Yemen continue to interact with the same old leaders and elites, who claim to 
speak for ‘the people’ but without engaging seriously with deep-seated local 
concerns, vulnerability to militant jihadism will remain. This is particularly 
the case in Yemen’s outlying tribal areas where AQAP is most easily able to 
spread its influence and dig in.



NOTES

216

pp. [81–90]

Tunisia’, Carnegie Middle East Centre, 15  October 2015, available at http://carn-
egie-mec.org/2015/10/15/market-for-jihad-radicalization-in-tunisia/ij5l, accessed 
24  January 2016.

12.  For the apparent pledge of allegiance, see SITE, ‘Statement Attributed to Uqba 
Ibn Nafi Battalion in Tunisia Pledges Allegiance to IS’, 19  September 2014, avail-
able at https://news.siteintelgroup.com/Jihadist-News/statement-attributed-
to-uqba-bin-nafi-battalion-in-tunisia-pledges-support-to-is.html, accessed 27  Jan-
uary 2016. For an example of the group’s reaffirmation of its affiliation to AQ and 
AQIM, see this video including a lengthy excerpt from a speech by AQ leader 
Ayman Al-Zawahiri: Aaron Zelin, ‘New Video Message from Katibat Uqbah Ibn 
Nafi: “Indeed, God Does Not Like Traitors”’, Jihadology, 11  November 2015, avail-
able at http://jihadology.net/2015/11/11/new-video-message-from-katibat-
uqbah-ibn-nafi-indeed-god-does-not-like-traitors/, accessed 27  January 2016.

13.  For some discussion of the importance of clandestine criminal networks in Tunisia, 
see Mehdi Mabrouk, ‘Tunisia: the radicalization of religious policy’, in G.  Joffe, 
ed., Islamist Radicalisation in North Africa: Politics and Process, Abingdon: 
Routledge (2012), p. 66.

14.  UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, ‘Un groupe d’experts 
de l’ONU appelle à des mesures urgentes pur arrêter le flux de combattants étrang-
ers de Tunisie’ (A group of UN experts calls for urgent measures to stem the flow 
of foreign fighters from Tunisia), OHCHR Online, 10  July 2015, available at 
http://www.ohchr.org/FR/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=162 
23&LangID=F, accessed 26  January 2016.

15.  This includes the highly publicised instances of teenage girls from the United 
Kingdom travelling to Syria and Iraq to join IS.  See for example Tom Whitehead, 
‘Secret cell of British Muslim women encouraging others to join Islamic State 
exposed’, Daily Telegraph, 23  November 2015, available at http://www.telegraph.
co.uk/news/worldnews/islamic-state/12012683/Secret-cell-of-British-Muslim-
women-encouraging-other-to-join-Isil-exposed.html, accessed 27  January 2016.

16.  Bel Trew, ‘Deliver your daughters to us, militants tell Libyan city,’ Times, 
5  September 2015, available at http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/news/world/mid-
dleeast/article4548001.ece, accessed 27  January 2016.

6.  AL-QAEDA AND ISLAMIC STATE IN YEMEN: A BATTLE FOR LOCAL 
AUDIENCES

1.  The word ‘jihad’ means ‘striving’ for the path of God and can be interpreted in a 
broad range of ways. In this chapter, it is used to refer to militant jihad.

2.  ‘Remaining and Expanding’, Dabiq, issue 5 (November 2014), p. 24.
3.  More information about the survey can be found in Elisabeth Kendall, ‘The 

Mobilisation of Yemen’s Eastern Tribes: al-Mahrah’s Self Organisation Model’, in 
Marie-Christine Heinze, ed., Building the New Yemen, London: I.  B.  Tauris (2016).



NOTES

  217

 pp. [91–96]

4.  For a highly readable and well-researched account of al-Qaeda’s history in Yemen, 
see Gregory Johnsen, The Last Refuge: Yemen, al-Qa‘ida, and the Battle for Arabia, 
New York: Oneworld (2012).

5.  Marc Sageman, Leaderless Jihad, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press 
(2008).

6.  Although President Hadi in 2014 claimed that 70 per  cent of AQAP were for-
eigners, the evidence suggests otherwise. Most of the hundreds killed in a major 
military crackdown in 2014 were Yemenis, many of them local tribesmen. Menas, 
Yemen Focus, 5: 5 (May 2014): 2.

7.  A first basic step is to look for the official al-Malahim or al-Athir insignias and a 
recognisable concluding on-screen caption, usually ‘Qadimun Ya Aqsa’ (‘O Aqsa, 
We are Coming’, referring to Jerusalem’s holiest mosque).

8.  For those short of time, an excellent curated site for original primary source mate-
rials is jihadology.net, founded and run by Aaron Y.  Zelin.

9.  Some scholars are starting to recognise this and address the gap. Thomas 
Hegghammer of the Norwegian Defence Institute is currently editing a volume 
that promises to address a wide range of material largely ignored by analysts to 
date: Thomas Hegghammer, ed., Jihadi Culture: The Art and Social Practices of 
Militant Islamists, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (forthcoming).

10.  For more detail on this result, see Elisabeth Kendall, ‘Yemen’s al-Qa‘ida and Poetry 
as a Weapon of Jihad’, in Elisabeth Kendall and Ewan Stein, eds, Twenty-First 
Century Jihad, London: I.  B.  Tauris (2015), pp. 247–69, 251–3.

11.  Madad, 1 (September 2011), p. 4.
12.  Madad, 8 (December 2011), p. 1.
13.  Madad, 10 (February 2012), p. 1.
14.  For more detail on AQAP’s brief attempt at Islamic rule, see Robin Simcox, 

‘Governance in Southern Yemen’, Hudson Institute, 27  December 2012, available 
at http://www.hudson.org/research/9779-ansar-al-shari’ah-and-governance-in- 
southern-yemen#

15.  Abu al-Ḥasna’ al-Abyani, ‘Limadha Ikhtarna al-Qa‘idah’ (Why We Chose al-
Qaeda), Part 1 (al-Hikma, 2015), http://justpaste.it/m5fi. Al-Hikma media was 
founded mid-2015 to replace al-Husam media, whose chief was allegedly discov-
ered to be collaborating with Saudi intelligence.

16.  Madad, 2 (October 2011), p. 2.
17.  Madad News Agency, ‘‘Ayn ‘Ala al-Hadath’ (uploaded to YouTube 6  November 

2011), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cSmH6YPBRcI
18.  Note, for example, the IS Health Service video released on 24  April 2015; or vid-

eos of IS mujahidin repairing infrastructure around Palmyra in June 2015.
19.  ‘In the Words of the Enemy’, Dabiq, issue 10 ( June/July 2015), p. 67.
20.  ‘Jalal Bal‘idi Yu‘linu ‘an Ta’sis ‘Da‘ish’ bi-Iftitah Mu‘askar Tadrib fi Sahra’ Hadramawt 

Qurba al-Hudud al-Sa‘udiyya’ ( Jalal Bal‘idi Announces the Foundation of ‘Da‘ish’ 



NOTES

218

pp. [96–99]

with the Opening of a Military Training Camp in the Desert of Hadramawt close 
to the Saudi Border), al-Masdar Online, 27  June 2015, http://almasdaronline.
com/article/72987

21.  Al-Athir Media Agency—Hadramawt, ‘Jawanib Min Taghtiyat Multaqa Qadimun 
Ya Aqsa bi-Madinat al-Mukalla’ (Aspects of the Coverage of the ‘O Aqsa, We are 
Coming’ Gathering in al-Mukalla), 9  March 2016, https://justpaste.it/
AqsaComing

22.  ‘Qa‘idat al-Jihad fi Jazirat al-‘Arab Yudashshin (sic) Mawqi‘ Wikalat al-Athir al-
Akhbariyya’ (AQAP Inaugurates the Website of al-Athir News Agency), al-Masra, 
3 (31  January 2016), p. 1.

23.  Hasan Ba-Muhsin, ‘Kayfa Tabdu Manatiq Saytarat Ansar al-Shari‘ah Muqaranat-an 
bi-Baqi al-Mudun al-Yamaniyya?’ (How Do Areas under Ansar al-Shari‘ah Control 
Compare with the Rest of Yemen’s Cities?), al-Masra, 7, 14  March 2016, p. 3.

24.  ‘al-Qa‘ida Tastahdithu Sinama Mutajawwila li-Taghyir Wa‘y al-Hadarim’ (al-Qa‘ida 
Introduces a Travelling Cinema to Change the Consciousness of Hadramis), Sada 
al-Mukalla, December 2016, http://www.sadaalmukalla.com/2015/12/blog-
post_9.html

25.  Abu Maysarah ash-Shami, ‘The Qa‘idah of Adh-Dhawahiri, al-Harari, and an-
Nadhari’, Dabiq, issue 6 (December 2014/January 2015), p. 18.

26.  Elisabeth Kendall, ‘Yemen’s al-Qa‘ida and Poetry as a Weapon of Jihad’, in Elisabeth 
Kendall and Ewan Stein, eds, Twenty-First Century Jihad, London: I.  B.  Tauris 
(2015), pp. 247–69.

27.  For a useful discussion of social media trends in the jihad movement up to 2013, 
see Aaron Y.  Zelin, ‘Jihad’s Social Media Trend’, Foreign Policy, 5  February 2013, 
http://foreignpolicy.com/2013/02/05/jihads-social-media-trend/

28.  The text of the poem can be read here: https://ia902302.us.archive.org/32/items/
aimn.Zawahry.verse/aka.eslam.pdf/ The sung poem can be downloaded here: 
http://www.mp3searched.net/download/sc/177320426

29.  ‘Ibn al-Qamish Qad Ghada Maqhur’, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v= 
FWI6FDdXWYQ

30.  Yara Bayounmy, ‘Al Qa‘ida’s Second-In-Command Vows to Strike America in New 
Video’, Reuters, 16  April 2014, http://www.businessinsider.com/yara-bayoumy- 
al-Qa‘ida-vows-to-strike-america-in-new-video-2014–4?IR=T

31.  ‘Wa-Yattakhidhu Min-kum Shuhada’ (And He Takes Among You Martyrs), film 
series, no. 5. This video is now hard to locate, but can be found embedded in  
this longer flim: https:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=EYUt1W_za-Y&feature= 
youtube_gdata_player

32.  See for example two poems under the title ‘Malhamat Tarim’ (The Massacre of 
Tarim), celebrating five young mujahidin killed by local police who stormed their 
house in Tarim in Hadramawt in August 2008. Sada al-Malahim, 10 ( July 2009), 
pp. 45–6.



NOTES

  219

 pp. [99–103]

33.  ‘Atiyyat Allah al-Libi, ‘Tawjihat fi al-‘Amal al-I‘lami al-Jihadi’ (Guidelines in Jihadist 
Media Work) (Majmu‘at Nukhbat al-Fikr, 2010; again 2015), p. 7, available at 
https://justpaste.it/klwe

34.  A good example of this can be found one minute into ‘Wa-Yattakhidhu Min-kum 
Shuhada’: Hani al-Sha‘lan‘ (And He Takes Among You Martyrs: Hani al-Sha‘lan), 
3 (August 2011?), https://videopress.com/v/7JMxtVEe

35.  See, for example, the verses in Sada al-Malahim, 13 (April/May 2010), p. 34. 
These are an extract from an unattributed poem of over 70 verses that was already 
in circulation.

36.  ‘Wa-Yattakhidhu Min-kum Shuhada’: ‘Ali bin al-Aqra‘ al-Kazimi’ (And He Takes 
Among You Martyrs: ‘Ali bin al-Aqra’ al-Kazimi), 7 ( July 2015), https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=rduyrtN7ihM&feature=youtube

37.  AQAP’s Sa‘id al-Shihri (d. 2013 in a drone strike) warned of a Houthi—US alli-
ance in a video from February 2011 and in an audio message entitled ‘And do not 
incline toward those who do wrong’ (March 2012), extracts of which also featured 
in Madad, 12 (March 2012), p. 2. AQAP’s current leader, Qasim al-Raymi, spoke 
about a ‘Houthi—American alliance’ facilitated by the UN, in an audio message 
in November 2014.

38.  Jalal Bal‘idi al-Marqashi (d. 2016 in a drone strike), for example, continued to 
claim a Houthi—US alliance in a video released by al-Malahim media in August 
2015: ‘Mujaz ‘an ‘Amaliyyat al-Mujahidin fi Jazirat al-‘Arab’ (Summary of 
Operations by the Mujahidin on the Arabian Peninsula), https://ia902307.us.
archive.org/30/items/mojz_y/1435.mp4

39.  Alleged US support for the Houthis made headlines in AQAP’s newspaper in late 
March, ‘Darabat al-Ta’irat al-Amrikiyya … Tawatu’ ‘Ala Ahl al-Sunna fi al-Yaman 
wa-Da‘m li-l-Tamarrud al-Huthi’ (American Airstrikes … Collusion Against Sunnis 
in Yemen and Support for the Houthi Rebellion), al-Masra, 8 (26  March 2016), 
p. 1.

40.  Daniel L.  Byman, ‘Comparing Al Qa‘ida and ISIS: Different goals, different tar-
gets’, Brookings Institute, 29  April 2015.

41.  Madad, 7 (December 2011), p. 1.
42.  Madad, 9 (February 2012), p. 1.
43.  Madad, 7 (December 2011), p. 1.
44.  Madad, 9 (February 2012), p. 2.
45.  Abu Maysarah ash-Shami, ‘The Qa‘idah of Adh-Dhawahiri, al-Harari, and an-

Nadhari’, Dabiq, issue 6 (December 2014/January 2015), p. 19.
46.  Ibid., p. 20.
47.  See Saud as-Sarhan, ‘A House Divided: AQAP, IS, and Intra-Jihadi Conflict’, King 

Faisal Center for Research and Islamic Studies, November 2014, http://rd-kfcris.
com/all-commentaries-pdf/Commentaries-1.pdf

48.  ‘Bayt al-Maqdis fi Misr wa-Mujahidi al-Yaman yubayi‘un al-Baghdadi’ (Bayt al-



NOTES

220

pp. [103–106]

Maqdis in Egypt and Yemen’s Mujahidin Swear Allegiance to al-Baghdadi), http://
www.alghad.com/articles/835576. The audio file can be found here: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?t=72&v=RAau476d1Gc

49.  Foreword, Dabiq, issue 5 (November 2014), p. 3.
50.  Abu Maysarah ash-Shami, op.  cit., pp. 18–19.
51.  Ibid., p. 23.
52.  ‘The Keys of Jannah: A Message from Shiekh [sic] al-Mujahid Abdullah al-Muhay-

sini’, Al-Risalah, 1 ( July 2015), p. 14; and Harith bin Ghazi al-Nazari, ‘Statement 
on the Content of Sheikh Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi’s Speech’, video (21  November 
2014).

53.  AQAP recorded press conference from December 2014.
54.  Untitled video from al-Malahim media, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v= 

NE4kJgQKV0Y (uploaded September 2009).
55.  Madad, 13 (March 2012), p. 1.
56.  A news release in July 2015 reporting the declaration of an Islamic Wilaya in 

Hadramawt actually refers to a declaration dated 12  August 2012. See http://
yemen-press.com/news33296.html. Other reports date back to May 2013: ‘Ansar 
al-Shari‘ah al-Yamaniyya Tu‘linu Hadramawt Wilayat-an Islamiyyat-an’ (Yemeni 
Ansar al-Shari‘ah Declares Hadramawt an Islamic Province), al-Sakina online, 
25  May 2013, http://www.assakina.com/news/news2/25116.html

57.  ‘Atiyyat Allah al-Libi, op.  cit.
58.  Wa‘il ‘Isam, ‘Al-Baghdadi Ya’muru bi-Waqf Taswir ‘Amaliyyat al-Dhabh fi Isdarat 

“Da’ish”’ (Al-Baghdadi Orders a Stop to the Depiction of Massacre Operations 
in Da’ish Publications), All4Syria Online, 17  July 215, http://www.all4syria.info/
Archive/233218

59.  AQAP recorded press conference with Nasr bin ‘Ali al-Anisi (December 2014), 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aNvxarFzey0

60.  Al-Malahim media, ‘Commentary on the targeting of the Ministry of Defence, 
Sana‘a’, video featuring Qasim al-Raymi (December 2013), https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=vPEMmorBhWk

61.  The Arabic statement can be read here: https://azelin.files.wordpress.com/ 
2015/03/al-qc481_idah-in-the-arabian-peninsula-22denying-a-relationship-with-
the-bombings-of-the-e1b8a5c5abthc4ab-mosques-in-e1b9a3anac48122.pdf

62.  ‘Soldiers of Terror’, Dabiq, issue 8 (March/April 2015), p. 19.
63.  Ansar al-Shari‘ah, Wilayat ‘Adan, ‘Bayan Nafy al-‘Alaqa bi-Hadithat Dar al-Musin-

nin wa-Maqtal al-Shaykh ‘Abd al-Rahman al-‘Adani’ (Statement Denying the 
Connection to the Incident at the Old People’s Home and the Assassination of 
Shaykh ‘Abd al-Rahman al-‘Adani), 5  March 2016.

64.  ‘al-Qa‘idah Tu‘linu al-Hawta bi-Muhafazat Lahj Wilayat-an Islamiyyat-an’ 
(Al-Qaeda announces al-Hawta in Lahj Governorate as an Islamic Province), Aden 
Observer, 1  March 2015, http://adenobserver.com/read-news/13548



NOTES

  221

 pp. [106–110]

65.  Aimen Dean, cited in Sami Aboudi, ‘Insight—In Yemen chaos, Islamic State grows 
to rival al Qa‘ida’, Reuters, 30  June 2015, http://uk.reuters.com/article/2015/ 
06/30/uk-yemen-security-islamicstate-insight-idUKKCN0PA1T320150630. 
This author followed up with Aimen Dean in a public Twitter exchange which 
attributed the information to a Salafi cleric in Yemen, 26  July 2015.

66.  Copies of the 24  February 2015 announcements of the creation of Wilayat 
Hadramawt, Aden and Lahj can be read on the blog of Aymenn Jawad al-Tamimi, 
‘Some Evidence for the Islamic State’s Presence in Yemen (Part 2)’, 3  March 2015, 
http://www.aymennjawad.org/2015/03/some-evidence-for-the-islamic-state-presence- 
in-1

67.  Muhannad Ghallab (AQAP media strategist, d. 2015 in a drone strike), ‘Atba‘ al-
Khilafa fi al-Yaman: Haqa’iq wa-Tasa’ulat’ (The Followers of the Islamic State in 
Yemen: Facts and Questions), 28  February 2015, http://justpaste.it/jo90

68.  Ibid. This document freely confesses to defections from AQAP to IS, so it is 
unlikely that the statement about IS’s lack of tribal support is mere AQAP 
propaganda.

69.  Saud al-Sarhan, ‘A House Divided: AQAP, IS, and Intra-Jihadi Conflict’, King 
Faisal Center for Research and Islamic Studies, November 2014, http://rd-kfcris.
com/all-commentaries-pdf/Commentaries-1.pdf

70.  ‘Ma‘lumat Tuthbitu Tawarrut Hamid al-Ahmar wa-Qiyadat Ukhra fi al-Islah bi-
Da‘m Tanzim al-Qa‘idah’ (Intelligence Confirms the Involvement of Hamid al-
Ahmar and Other Islah Leaders in Supporting al-Qaeda), Lahj News, 28  May 
2012, http://www.lahjnews.net/news/news-20958.htm

71.  In the first half of 2015 alone, drone strikes have killed the following prominent 
AQAP figures, alongside numerous less prominent ones: Abu Anas al-Libi, Harith 
bin Ghazi al-Nazari, Ibrahim al-Rubaysh, Abu Hafs al-Misri (Muhannad Ghallab), 
Ma‘mum Hatim, Nasr bin ‘Ali al-Anisi (often incorrectly transliterated as al-Ansi, 
which is a different tribe), Nasir al-Wuhyashi (overall leader of AQAP) and Abu 
Hajir al-Hadrami.

72.  Muhannad Ghallab, op.  cit.
73.  Hidaya Media Foundation, ‘Shahadat ‘Antar al-Kindi, Amir Ihda Majmu‘at al-

Baghdadi—Far‘ al-Yaman—Sabiq-an’ (Testimony of ‘Antar al-Kindi, Former 
Commander of One of al-Baghdadi’s Groups—Yemen Branch), https://archive.
org/details/CertIFfic. Several dozen IS fighters in Yemen are also said to have 
rebelled against the centrally appointed leader of IS Yemen in December 2015. 
See Bill Roggio and Thomas Joscelyn, ‘More Islamic State Members Reject 
Governor of Yemen Province’, Long War Journal, 28  December 2015, http://www.
longwarjournal.org/archives/2015/12/more-islamic-state-members-reject-gov-
ernor-of-yemen-province.php

74.  Thomas Hegghammer talking to Karl Morand, ‘Studying Jihadi Culture’, Middle 
East Week podcast, 6  May 2015, 17 minutes in.



NOTES

222

pp. [110–113]

75.  See Elisabeth Kendall, ‘The Mobilisation of Yemen’s Eastern Tribes: al-Mahrah’s 
Self Organisation Model’, in Marie-Christine Heinze (ed.), Building the New 
Yemen, London: I.  B.  Tauris (2016).

7.  INSIDE THE PROPAGANDA MACHINE OF AL-QAEDA IN THE 
ISLAMIC MAGHREB AND ITS EVOLUTION FOLLOWING THE RISE 
OF ISLAMIC STATE

1.  See for instance Jean-Pierre Filiu, ‘Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb: Algerian 
Challenge or Global Threat’, Carnegie Papers 104 (October 2009): 1–10; Filiu, ‘The 
Local and Global Jihad of al-Qa‘ida in the Islamic Maghrib’, Middle East Journal 
63:2 (2009): 1–14; Filiu, ‘Could Al-Qaeda Turn African in the Sahel?’ Carnegie 
Papers 112 ( June 2010): 1–10; S.  Harmon, ‘From GSPC to AQIM: The Evolution 
of an Algerian Islamist Terrorist Group into an Al-Qa‘ida Affiliate’, Concerned 
African Scholars (Spring 2010): 12–29; R.  R.  Larémont, ‘Al Qaeda in the Islamic 
Maghreb: Terrorism and Counterterrorism in the Sahel’, African Security 4:4 (2011): 
242–68; G.  A.  Smith, ‘Al-Qaeda in the Lands of the Islamic Maghreb’, Journal of 
Strategic Security 2:2 (2009): 53–72.

2.  See also Charlie  Winter, ‘The Virtual “Caliphate”: Understanding Islamic State’s 
Propaganda Strategy’, Quilliam Foundation (2015), http://www.quilliamfounda-
tion.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/publications/free/the-virtual-caliphate-under-
standing-islamic-states-propaganda-strategy.pdf

3.  UN Security Council, Letter dated 13  May 2015 from the Chair of the Security 
Council Committee established pursuant to resolution 1373 (2001) concerning 
counter-terrorism addressed to the President of the Security Council, S/2015/338.

4.  Notable exceptions include V.  Bartolucci and S.  Corman, ‘The Narrative Landscape 
of al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb’, White Paper No. 1401, Arizona State 
University: Center for Strategic Communication (2014); A.  Black, ‘AQIM’s 
Expanding Internationalist Agenda’, Combating Terrorism Center Sentinel 1:5 
(2008): 12–14; M.  Lynch, ‘Al Qaeda’s Media Strategies’, National Interest 83 (2006): 
50–56; Manuel R.  Torres Soriano, ‘The road to media jihad: the propaganda actions 
of Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb’, Terrorism and Political Violence 23:1 (2010): 
72–88; Torres Soriano, ‘The evolution of the discourse of Al-Qaeda in the Islamic 
Maghreb: themes, countries and individuals’, Mediterranean Politics 16:2 (2011): 
279–98.

5.  C.  Winter, ‘The Virtual “Caliphate”’.
6.  ‘Discourse’ is a contested term. Here it is intended as ‘a practice not just of repre-

senting the world, but of signifying the world, constituting and constructing the 
world in meaning’. See N.  Fairclough, Discourse and Social Change, Cambridge: 
Polity Press (1992), p. 64.

7.  Fairclough, op.  cit.; T.  A.  van Dijk, ‘Discourse, Ideology and Context’, Folia 
Linguistica 30:1–2 (1992): 11–40.




