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Abstract Why might it not be beneficial for a clandestine or militant organization take
advantage of an upswell of potential recruits who can increase group strength and resilience? I
argue that when resource constrained organizations grow quickly, their leaders face the choice
of balancing short-term organizational survival with long-term mission focus. If leaders are
unable to quickly socialize their recruits, bottom-up internal pressures can transformation
priorities and operational focus. I illustrate the logic and outcome via the example of alQaeda in Yemen (AQAP). Changes AQAP’s activity patterns and self-presentation, suggest
that rapid introduction of personnel may come at the cost of fundamentally transforming
the character of an organization.
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Introduction
When might improving the strength and resilience of an organization profoundly undermine
the leader’s long-term success? This paper argues that taking advantage of some opportunities for recruiting can strengthen a group in the short run but introduce upwards internal
pressure on leaders to satisfy the priorities of their new recruits. This pressure encourages
leaders to adjust the strategies and goals of their movements to become more palatable to
the new membership base–even if these strategies and goals were not originally desirable to
the leader. This process of transformation suggests an under-explored trade-off that organizations face if they try to increase their resilience by deepening ties to a desirable recruitment
demographic.
For a issue-motivated organization, such as a revolutionary militant group, this process
risks undermining their very raison d’etre. As their interests and identity appear driven by
concerns of the new members, the group becomes less appealing to their former constituencies
and more appealing to a membership base mobilized by issues salient to the new members.1
A bottom-up transformation represents a particular trap for militant leaders, for whom
integration with local communities provides resources and protection but can leave them
beholden to the parochial interests of local recruits.
In highlighting a bottom-up mechanism of organizational transformation and presenting evidence consistent with this process in al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), I contribute
to the literatures on the organizational dynamics of rebel organizations and the social processes of civil war (Staniland, 2014; Weinstein, 2006; Wood, 2008) and terrorism (Asal and
Rethemeyer, 2008; Crenshaw, 1987; Gupta, 2008; Oots, 1989). I make a methodological contribution by adopting an empirical strategy that leverages two distinct sources of text data—
news reports and official communiques— to generate separate but complementary avenues
1

I assume a strategic interplay between the leaders, who intend to quickly socialize the new members
and thereby minimize the organizational cost and the members, who wish to harness the group’s capacities
to advance their personal agendas. Additional work formalizes this dynamic and identifies the contexts in
which each outcome can be expected.

2

of insight into internal dynamics of an opaque organization operating in a relatively information poor context. In aggregating multiple avenues of suggestive evidence, I strengthen the
conclusions that can be drawn from any individual component of the empirical approach.
This paper proceeds in three parts: I first outline a theory of bottom-up organizational transformation in militant revolutionary organizations and position the theory within the existing
literatures of civil war and terrorism. Secondly, I exploit a series of exogenous political and
military events in Yemen to suggest two points at which a bottom-up transformation should
be visible to outside observers. In each of these cases, events outside of AQAP’s control
influenced tribal reception of AQAP’s recruitment efforts, thereby encouraging an influx of
recruits with a particular set of priorities. As AQAP became more attractive to local Sunni
communities, AQAP’s self-presentation should have also become increasingly parochial.
The first large scale influx of tribal recruits was spurred by collateral damage from international counter-terror operations, which generated resentment against the Yemeni state
and international actors. The combination of physical threats and resentment made local
Sunni communities more open to the jihadi group’s overtures (Human Rights Watch, 2013;
Salama, 2014). The second recruitment shock followed rising domestic polarization along
sectarian lines. After 2014, Sunni tribes mobilized around AQAP to counteract the local
influence of a domestic Zaidi militia. I contrast these strategic events with a political development, the 2011 Yemeni Revolution. For reasons outlined below, the Yemeni Revolution
is expected to have a modest impact on the receptiveness of Yemeni tribes to the Sunni
insurgent organization.
To gather evidence that recruitment shocks were followed by shifting organizational priorities,
I carry out a qualitative reading of translated texts from al-Qaeda in Yemen. I then use
supervised clustering algorithms to analyze nearly 600 stories published by Yemeni and
international news sources between 2002 and 2014. These reports describe activities of
AQAP; a local spin-off, Ansar al-Shariah; and a local Shia militia also active in Yemen
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during these years. I supplement the qualitative reading and news analysis with a statistical
analysis of English translations of over 800 pieces of propaganda released by al-Qaeda in the
Arabian Peninsula and direct precursors from 2004 through 2016.2

Theoretical Contribution: Organizations Are Who They Recruit
My central theoretical claim is that organizations are subject to upward-driving pressure
from their grassroots. This paper addresses a significant empirical implication of the theoretical claim, namely that embedding into local communities and social networks increases
organizational resilience but entails costs that have been largely overlooked in the academic
literature. Unless socialization is comprehensive, incorporating a large number of recruits
with established preferences can introduces a new constituency into the organization. In the
most dramatic outcome, rapidly expanding recruitment from among a new social or political
base can cost the movement’s leaders control of their movement by facilitating a bottom-up
transformation of the organization.
The tension between resilience and mission purity occurs because failing to accommodate
the interests of new recruits can be catastrophic. First, recruits are logistically necessary:
without their manpower, resources, and networks, the organization will cease to operate.
Thus, some accommodation can be expected in order to keep the recruits satisfied.3 On
the other, if the new recruits feel that their goals are not being met, they can form an
internal faction within the group. Strong factions are dangerous for leaders, as they can lead
to internal fissures, thereby reducing operational efficacy and increasing the risk of schism
and collapse. For example, the stress of factional politics can lead militant organizations to
2

The text analysis was conducted using English translations as the morphology of Arabic presents challenges for topic modeling. Although the development of text-as-data methods for Arabic is an active research
area (see, for example, Abbas, Smaı̈li and Berkani 2011; Brahmi, Ech-Cherif and Benyettou 2012; Salloum
et al. 2018), the existence of an accessible corpus of professional translations for these texts allowed for a
more straightforward research design.
3
Some organizations attempt to restrict the exit options of their members, such as by encouraging them
to engage in illegal activity.
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splinter (Bakke, Cunningham and Seymour, 2012; Pearlman and Cunningham, 2012), while
competition between factions can have lethal implications for the conflict theater (Bloom,
2004; De Mesquita et al., 2008).
Recruitment shocks may generate a self-reinforcing cycle of internal transformation. First,
the production of violence is extremely sensitive to the private interests of combatants and,
where internal institutions of socialization and control break down, local actors use the
conflict as an opportunity to settle private grievances or enrich themselves, as Kalyvas (2003)
describes theoretically and Peters (2012) analyzes in the context of the Haqqani network in
Afghanistan).
Second, changes in rebel practices can generate downstream consequences for perception.
For example, Weinstein (2006) traces how recruitment strategies can influence how organizations interact with civilian communities via a self-reinforcing virtuous or vicious cycle
of restraint or predation. Likewise, Beardsley and McQuinn (2009) demonstrate an avenue
through which group actions influence perception, shape relationships with the population,
and can influence conflict termination. They identify how resource availability can influence
rebel organizational structures and behavioral patterns, which then characterize the conflict
environment. Indeed, they propose that “many of the ostensibly random behaviors of insurgents will begin to produce patterns of behavior by certain types of groups” (Beardsley and
McQuinn, 2009, 628).
In the absence of strong socializing or monitoring institutions, the preexisting motivations
that the new recruits bring into the organization are likely inform the actions carried out
under the auspices of the group. In this case, mobilization around an existing social cleavage
is likely to generate actions that enhance the relative position of the recruits’ social base.
This can result in violence and military operations that are intended to advance the interests
of that internal constituency rather than the organization as a whole. Such interests may
relate to the current conflict dynamics or to expectations about relative positions after the
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conflict has concluded (Balcells, 2010). Either way, when rank and file members pursue their
existing interests, these actions are likely to have follow-on effects as they are the behaviors
that the community will ascribe to the group. In this way, the actions of recruits inform the
expectations that other actors will use to shape their own involvement in the conflict.
Two examples from the previous century illustrate the transformative internal stresses that
can result from recruitment shocks. In each of the vignettes presented below, the organization
appeared to be able to strengthen their short-term position due to an influx of recruits.
However, for both groups, incorporating the new members triggered internal strains by
precipitating a bottom-up shift in the actions and priorities of the organization.
The first example comes from the trajectory of the Provisional Irish Republican Army during
and after the 1970s. After heavy-handed British repression, the Provisional Irish Republican
Army (PIRA) appeared to be in a position to benefit from an immense recruitment windfall.
Indeed, the so-called “Bloody Sunday” on January 30, 1972 resulted in a massive influx of
recruits for the PIRA. However, the gains in human capital came at a cost as “the new
members were not traditional Republicans, as the men who founded the PIRA had been;
rather, they were motivated by their everyday experience of British tanks and soldiers on the
streets, and attacks by Loyalist militias” (Kenny, 2010, 554). While the increased manpower
boosted their military success, in the long run the changing recruitment base instigated
nearly catastrophic schisms between the PIRA’s original leaders and the Northern-driven
factions. Moreover, the influx of volunteers who were motivated by revenge and anger
rather than political ideals drove the PIRA to take on a “very different character” and the
level of collateral damage that their attacks generated “rose precipitously after the early
1970s” (Kenny, 2010, 551, 554). Bowyer-Bell (2000) summarized the bottom-up evolution
of the IRA, writing that: “as the new [members] were being absorbed the balance in the
IRA shifted, became more representative of the emerging Provisional IRA rather than of
the organizing fathers.... The leadership became younger and those from Northern Ireland
grew in importance. The shift at the very top was slow but inevitable because of the focus
6

of the campaign. Further down as the Provisionals expanded rapidly local leadership went
directly to the competent volunteer. And increasingly the Northern units became central to
the focus of the movement” (Bowyer-Bell, 2000, 153).
Another recruitment-driven organizational change is alluded to in primary-source documents
from radical British environmentalists. A 2003 periodical released by and for “ecological resistance” activists bitterly traced what the editor(s) viewed as erosion of the seriousness of
the movement. The editor(s) of the tenth issue of a violent “ecological resistance” publication, titled Do or Die, complained that previous changes to recruitment strategies intended
to encourage wider social involvement resulted in a class of members who were “attracted to
’campaign’ jobs...[and] inclined to paper pushing rather than physical action” (Voices from
the Ecological Resistance, 2003, 3). As well, they blamed attempts to increase the popular
appeal of radical environmentalism with instigating “a terrible internal pressure crushing
the radical content and practical usefulness of the groups” (Voices from the Ecological Resistance, 2003, 3). As an example of this process, the document cited Greenpeace ejecting
a director, Paul Watson, for failing to moderate his activities. To the Do or Die editors,
former leaders were concerned that that illegal actions would alienate new and prospective
members, and thus the need to appease new members resulted in curtailing activists.
As the theory and vignettes suggest, access to a new recruitment base can be both vital
and dangerous. The influx of members and social connections has the potential to make
the group stronger, more resilient, and bring a new set of resources to exploit. However,
recruits are the future of an organization and changing the membership base may result in
transforming the organization’s own priorities as well as reshaping how other conflict actors
perceive the group.
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Case Study: Local and Transnational Tensions For AQAP In Yemen
I illustrate the trade-off between short-term strength and resilience and long-term mission
creep via the example of al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), a hybrid terrorinsurgent organization based in Yemen. Three factors make AQAP a particularly valuable
illustrative case. First, AQAP’s association with al-Qaeda heightens international interest in
the group, and so sufficient data exist to build a narrative of AQAP’s recruitment goals and
successes over a decade. As well, al-Qaeda affiliation means AQAP faces the challenge of balancing local-transnational push forces that run in countervailing directions. This balancing
act presents an extreme challenge, as “[constituents] interested in nationalist or parochial
concerns often have little interest in pursuing transnational religious violence, while the
international ambitions of globally oriented jihadists frequently alienate them from broadbased local support” (Koehler-Derrick (ed), 2011, 11). Due to AQAP’s participation in the
al-Qaeda network, there is documentation of strategic instruction indicating that al-Qaeda
Central (AQC) leadership strongly encouraged AQAP to avoid becoming entangled in local
conflicts.4 These documents indicate that any localizing evolution was likely directed by
either the local or the transnational al-Qaeda leadership.
In one such letter, believed to be written by al-Qaeda strategist Atiyah Abd al-Rahman,
directed the Yemeni branch away from local operations, writing that in the past “...many
jihadist groups did not succeed in gaining their objective because they concentrated on their
internal enemy.”(al-Qaeda strategist, 2006-2011, 11) AQAP was correspondingly chastised
for their domestic activities and urged to train their new members to prioritize the international struggle ahead of the local one:

“...it is very important to remind all of our brothers about it with a note to
the new generation, who joined the jihad road and were not advised about this
4

I referring to al-Qaeda’s Central Asian-based leadership as “al-Qaeda Central” to distinguish leaders
such as Ayman al-Zawahiri and Atiyah Abd al-Rahman from the Yemeni al-Qaeda leadership
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issue. Thus, they conduct separate operations rather than concentrating on the
main objective [the external enemy, i.e.,: the US] as we heard in the news about
operations in Marib and Ataq against the government forces. I hope these operations were important for the mujahidins self-defense only.”(al-Qaeda strategist,
2006-2011, 6)

Second, AQAP’s unsuccessful attempts to recruit within the tribal communities suggests
that they may quickly take in new recruits once that channel opened to them. Within
Yemen, domestic instability and international military engagements created the opportunity
for events outside of AQAP’s control to shape the recruitment environment. These events
can generate local shocks that create opportunities to recruit from previously-reluctant communities. Thus, evidence suggests that AQAP initially had difficulty establishing significant
recruitment networks within Yemen’s Sunni tribal communities, high casualty counter-terror
operations mobilized the tribes and made these communities more amenable to AQAP’s recruitment appeals (Abdul-Ahad, 2015).
Third, AQAP created a comparison case by founding a locally-focused spin off organization,
Ansar al-Shariah (Supporters of the Shariah). Ansar al-Shariah was established in 2011 as an
arms-length local wing that could focus on domestic grievances and administration rather
than AQAP’s transnational mission and which would be free of negative local sentiment
associated with the al-Qaeda brand (International Crisis Group, 2017). Although quickly
identified as an alias for AQAP, the two different brands provides a convenient referent point.
A transnationally motivated, transnationally behaving, AQAP should operate in ways that
are readily distinguishable from the Ansar al-Shariah local insurgency. In turn, both should
be distinguishable from other domestic insurgent groups.
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Trajectory of AQAP Recruitment
Although officially created only in 2009, the roots of AQAP can be traced to al-Qaeda
offshoots in Yemen and Saudi Arabia active in the late 1990s and early 2000s.5 In late 2008,
a Saudi crackdown on Al-Qaeda in Saudi Arabia sent the Saudi wing of al-Qaeda to Yemen.
The two branches merged shortly thereafter, making AQAP a child organization of al-Qaeda
in Saudi Arabia. In January 2009, the movement’s Yemeni and Saudi wings announce their
merger into the current form of the organization (Cutler, 2010).
An assessment built on interviews among Yemen’s Sunni tribes conducted from 2008 through
the fall of 2009 asserts that at the time of their official establishment, AQAP’s recruitment
was mainly drawn from urban centers, particularly from specific neighborhoods of Sanaa and
Taizz (Koehler-Derrick (ed), 2011, 138). The assessment added that two common strategies
of building local support were being rebuffed as their attempts to recruit from the tribal
areas of Marib and al-Jawf did not result in extensive marriage links with the local tribes.
Likewise, their attempts to generate support by solving tribal disputes or otherwise providing
public services also failed (Koehler-Derrick (ed), 2011). At the time of the 2009 merger, the
United States State Department estimated that AQAP’s membership was approximately
200-300 (Johnsen, 2012).
After their failures in 2008 and 2009, AQAP shifted their recruitment strategy to re-market
themselves with a more local face. In 2011, AQAP organization created a subsidiary, Ansar
al-Sharia, that could more credibly promote local concerns. Under the Ansar al-Shariah
name, AQAP could strike a more parochial message, exploit local grievances, and avoid the
encumbrances of the al-Qaeda brand (Swift, 2012). Although given a different name for
5

Within Yemen, AQAP has had at least three predecessor organizations: the Islamic Jihad in Yemen from
1990-1994, the Army of Aden Abyan from 1994-1998, and al-Qaeda in Yemen from 1998-2003. Reflecting
the strong influence of precursor movements, histories of the group’s activities often extend several years
before the formal establishment of AQAP. Thus, reports of AQAP’s activities often include actions carried
out by al-Qaeda in Saudi Arabia (see, for example, BBC News 2015) likewise a February 2006 jailbreak
that allowed senior jihadi leaders to escape a high security prison in Sanaa is often identified as the defining
moment in establishing the current incarnation of AQAP (Counsel on Foreign Relations, 2015).
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the purposes of local recruiting, Ansar al-Sharia is widely regarded as being an alias for
AQAP (United States Department of State, 2012).
Along with a more local message and a campaign of public service provision,Ansar al-Shariah
reportedly recruited new members with promises of salaries and equipment (Swift, 2012).
The result was a greater successes in making inroads not only among the underemployed
and impoverished Sunni communities, but also access to tribal elders who could reportedly
draw on Ansar al-Shariah fighters to provide manpower for public works projects (Swift,
2012). In keeping with the expectation that local recruits would be primarily invested in the
local conflict, many of these fighters “have deployed exclusively for an insurgency against
the Yemeni government” (Human Rights Watch, 2013, 14).
In 2011 and 2012 Yemeni military and political institutions imploded. The subsequent
political and military distractions allowed AQAP to take and hold territory in the southern
Abyan and Shabwa governorates, engaging with government force, and even approaching
Yemen’s capital, Sanaa.6 . In 2012 the White House counter-terror advisor John Brennan
estimated AQAP’s membership base as over thousand fighters (Cruickshank, 2013; Johnsen,
2013).
By the end of 2013, the United States State Department’s estimate of AQAP’s strength
had increased threefold relative to 2009, and the group was credited with nearly a thousand
members. AQAP was not the only local militia to capitalize on the weakness of the Yemeni
state: the Houthi movement, an association of militias that champion the cause of the Zaidi
Shia minority, consolidated their power and influence. The movement subsequently took
over the capital of Sanaa in 2014 to pressure—and then replace—the transitional government (BBC News, 2016). The rise of a Shia militia widely perceived to be backed by Iran
triggered Saudi Arabia and other Sunni Arab to mobilize to restore the Yemeni government
under President Abdrabbuh Mansour Hadi.
6

The Yemeni state reclaimed the lost urban areas during the following year, but AQAP has continued
fighting in southern provinces such as Hadramawt (Sharp, 2015, 9)
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Yemen’s civil war officially began in March, 2015, the following month AQAP captured alMukalla, Yemen’s fifth-largest city. In an action seen as an indicator of their new domestic
strategy, AQAP quickly appointed local forces to administer the city (Hubbard, 2015). In
doing so, the organization deliberately rebranded itself under the name “Sons of Hadhramaut,” to underscore their local connections. According to a self-described al-Qaeda member
interviewed by The New York Times, the decision to use a name with local references was a
deliberate attempt to undercut the ability of American-backed Yemeni forces to push them
out of newly seized territory. In the aftermath of their advance on al-Mukalla, a self-described
Qaeda member reported that the name selection was a deliberate attempt to give the impression of local connections (Hubbard, 2015). By 2016, international media organizations were
crediting AQAP with a “mini-state” in Yemen’s southeast (Yara Bayoumy and Ghobari,
2016).
Two additional trends accelerated AQAP’s newfound ability to rally local supporters: revenge for civilian casualties of counter-terrorism operations and internal balancing against
the Houthi militias. By alienating the population, drone operations are reported to have had
the effect of drawing otherwise-pragmatic tribes closer to the jihadi militant group and seeding widespread hatred of the United States. Thus, without considering a resilience-autonomy
trade-off, we should expect to see AQAP capitalize anti-American rhetoric to capitalize on
ill-will towards the United States, particularly with spikes just after major done incidents,
by pushing an anti-American jihadi ideology.
Fighters that join AQAP for revenge may have no particular ideological affinity for the movement, but are responding to perceived threats to their local interests and identities (Johnsen,
2013). This dynamic underlies the broader logic described in Kilcullen (2009), who traced
how transnational revolutionary movements embedded themselves within local communities.
Some of these fighters, who saw AQAP membership as an avenue to avenge relatives killed by
drone strikes, were reportedly so motivated by local concerns that, by late 2013, an AQAP
commander in the south-east of the country was complaining that his fighters were so in12

sufficiently ideologically motivated that they neglected basic religious obligations (Muslimi,
2014).
As well, the rise of a Shia Zaidi insurgency associated with the Houthi movement allowed
al-Qaeda to better integrate with the local tribes by making sectarian identity increasingly
salient, driving the Sunni tribes closer to the Sunni jihadi AQAP (Campbell, 2015; Hubbard,
2015; Worth, 2015). By mid-2015, reporting from Yemen indicated that AQAP was able to
use the Houthi threat to Sunni interests in order to forge the tribal alliances that eluded
them in 2009 (Al-Batati and Fahim, 2015; Hubbard, 2015). Summarizing the new accessibility to the tribes that AQAP enjoyed, a Sunni militiamen observed: “Even if al-Qaeda
and I have disagreements, if we are fighting in the same trench against the Houthis, he is
my brother” (Worth, 2015). At the same time, Yemeni and Saudi military preoccupation
with the Houthi uprising deflected state resources thereby allowing AQAP to expand their
territorial reach (Yara Bayoumy and Ghobari, 2016). In these areas, AQAP has sought to
publicize social service provision and pragmatic governance to reinforce support among the
communities that they control (Yara Bayoumy and Ghobari, 2016).

Empirical Implications and Quantitative Analysis
The theory of grassroots driven transformation presented above suggests that increased recruitment from among Yemeni tribes leads to shifting organizational priorities. After exogenous events boosted the group’s ability to leverage local grievances to recruit among, and
become more deeply tied to, Sunni tribes, AQAP should develop a large internal base for
whom security and political developments in Yemen are more relevant than abstract global
jihadi revolution.
An ideal quantitative test of the theory would draw on micro-level recruitment and operations
data that is sufficiently rich as to be able to identify actors, target priorities, and tactics.
However, existing conflict data sets emphasize accuracy of event counts rather than richness
13

of features for each event. One strategy to generate data that can suggest a transformation
of focus is to treat news texts as a source of feature-rich data that encode a combination of
observed behavior of local actors as well as the views of regional experts.
Under the assumption that reporting tracks behavior, clustering techniques should be able to
highlight on-the-ground changes in group behavior and perception. In particular, a growing
interest in local conflicts within AQAP’s base should induce the group to behave more as a
local Yemeni Sunni militia than as a transnational jihadi vanguard.
For example, a June 28, 2011 story from Xinhua news describing an al-Qaeda operation
highlights the target of an al-Qaeda offensive (a military hospital), remarks on a distinctive
weapon choice (heavy machine guns).

“Al-Qaida militants carried out offensive attacks targeting the 25th Mechanized
Brigade in the east of Zinjibar city, which aroused heavy clashes, leaving three
soldiers and eight al-Qaida militants killed in addition to injuring dozens of others
from both sides, the official told Xinhua, who asked to remain anonymous. Fierce
battles are still ongoing around the military brigade, which was surrounded by the
militants, the official said. Al-Qaida group was trying to bring down the military
brigade by using heavy machine guns, he added. Meanwhile, a local medic at
the Basuhib military hospital in Aden said that dozens of injured soldiers were
receiving treatment from the clashes...”

Similarly, a September 22, 2013 article from Agence France Presse about activities attributed
to Ansar al-Shariah likewise identified the target and tactics of the attack, and indicated
that the method of assassination has been a frequent strategy of Ansar al-Shariah.

“ADEN: Gunmen have shot dead a Yemeni man in the south of the country
because they suspected he was homosexual, police said yesterday, in the sixth
such killing this year. One of two men on a motorbike opened fire at the man
14

in his 20s outside his house in Huta, the capital of Lahij province, killing him
on the spot. Police said the attackers, presumed Islamist militants, escaped.
Similar murders in the nation’s provinces of Abyan and Aden have been blamed
on an al-Qa’ida-affiliated group, Ansar al-Sharia. For the past year,Ansar alShariah has imposed Islamic law on areas of Abyan where it still holds sway.
Its so-called courts have condemned to death several people. Others have had
hands amputated after being ’convicted’ of theft. After an army offensive in
May last year ousted the militants from areas they controlled, they holed up in
mountainous regions of south and southeast Yemen.”

Notably, in the two articles excerpted above—which were selected randomly from the corpus—
the two Sunni groups are presented as operating in different spheres. AQAP as a strong
military threat, using heavy weaponry against a hard military target, with Ansar al-Shariah
trying to impose local administration and social behaviors via a campaign of individual-level
violence and assassination.
The expectation is that if AQAP’s local membership induces a local focus, reports on the
activities of AQAP and Ansar al-Shariah should be sufficiently similar as to make news
stories difficult to distinguish from each other. Houthi militants are included as a point of
comparison: if inferring targets, tactics, and priorities via news reporting is viable, the Sunni
groups should be distinguishable from the Shia movement.

Data and Analysis: News Corpus
To assess similarities of behavior attributed to AQAP and Ansar al-Shariah, I pulled all media
reports of violent activity from Yemen for 2009-mid 2015 from the ICEWS database. This
generated 10818 stories, covering November 1993- January 2015. For tractability, I randomly
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sampled 1,772 stories of violent activities, which were then hand-coded for primary actor.7
To tighten the focus on whether AQAP is distinguishable from Ansar al-Shariah, the stories
were filtered to 566 stories that reported activities attributed to al-Qaeda in the Arabian
Peninsula, Ansar al-Sharia, and the Houthi militia.8
The stories were randomly divided into training and test sets at a .67-33% ratio yielding
a training set of 432 news stories and a test set of 144 new stories with publication dates
ranging from October 30, 2002 through January 3, 2015. The temporal distribution of the
news articles and actor labels can be seen in 1.
In order to convert the news articles into data for classification, I tokenized each story and
removed numbers, standard English stopwords, whitespace, and stray HTML markup. I
additionally removed a custom list of stopwords that strongly signal the group, such as variations on the group name and signifiers of sectarian identity. Word frequency was normalized
via term frequency-inverse document frequency (tf-idf), producing a pair of tf-idf matrices,
from which I took the intersection of features (i.e. words).9 . This generated a set of 2,222
“features” for classification in the texts.
An initial visualization of these news articles can be accomplished using t-Distributed Stochastic Neighbor Embedding (tSNE). Essentially, tSNE allows visualization of high dimensional
data into two or three dimensions by converting distance between data points (here: stories)
into conditional probabilities of similarity based clustering under an abstract Gaussian distribution of all data points (Maaten and Hinton, 2008). Since being introduced in 2008, tSNE a
widespread tool for visualizing similarities in high-dimensional data. Figure 2 presents tSNE
clustering for all stories from 2011 through 2014, after Ansar al-Shariah was established.
7
Approximately 15% of the data was coded by workers on Mechanical Turk, the rest was coded by the
author.
8
Activities attributed to the Yemeni government would introduce considerable noise and, as the classification is focused on predicting militant authorship, were removed as the noise would outweigh the insight of
the extra information.
9
As Denny and Spirling (2018) observe, decisions in processing can have significant effects on the outcome.
In this case, I minimally process the texts as I am looking for potentially subtle differences in the presentation
of the groups, rather than thematic similarities among the texts.
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Distribution of News Articles by Year and Group
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Figure 1: Distribution of News Articles
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These indicate a consistent separation between the Sunni and Shia groups and moderate
separation between AQAP and Ansar al-Shariah.10
To more precisely analyze the distinctiveness of reporting about the local Ansar al-Shariah
branch and AQAP, I classified news articles using a random forest classifier, using the randomForest() method from the R package randomForest, and a support vector machine using
the kvsm() method from the kernlab R package. In each case, the classifier’s predictions
were assessed against hand-coded labels. The results of these supervised approaches reinforce broad outline of the tSNE visualization: within the test set, the Sunni and Shia groups
are relatively separate and Ansar al-Shariah stories are consistently predicted as being associated with AQAP. I use three approaches, all of which produce generally the same findings,
to increase confidence in the validity of the results.
The first classification algorithm was a random forest, an approach that is particularly effective for high-dimensional data and which has been widely used to a analyze text data (Beauchamp,
2017; Jones and Linder, 2016; Muchlinski et al., 2015; Siroky et al., 2009; Spirling, 2012).
The random forest analysis is consistent with the tSNE visualization in that articles about
AQAP and the Houthi insurgency separate relatively cleanly. This separation is shown in
3, which uses a principle component analysis implementation from the edarf package for R
to plot proximity of stories, as measured by the proportion of times that individual stories
are in the same terminal node (Jones and Linder, 2016). However, the random forest model
consistently misclassifies Ansar al-Shariah stories as belonging to al-Qaeda in the Arabian
Peninsula. 1 shows the confusion matrix for the random forest model, indicating that any
differences in reporting on the activities of al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula and Ansar
10

The visualization presented here was generated by running the tSNE algorithm on for 5,000 iterations
on the pooled data. The perplexity hyperparameter presented below was selected after grid sweeping from
5-50, at intervals of 5. To address concerns that the observed clustering is random noise or driven by
a specific initialization, the clustering was carried out with the same specifications on different machines.
While adjusting the hyperparameters changes the exact outcome, as expected from a probabilistic approach
to summarizing structure in complex high dimensional data, the conclusions are broadly consistent across
specifications. Additional discussion of parameterization choices for the tSNE, random forest, SVM, and
STM models are discussed in an online Technical Appendix.
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Figure 2: tSNE Clustering, 2011-2014
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Figure 3: PCA Visualization of Group Classification

al-Shariah are overwhelmed by the differences between the two Sunni groups and the Houthi
group.

Ansar al-Shariah
AQAP/Al-Qaeda
Houthi/Ansarallah

Ansar al-Shariah AQAP/Al-Qaeda
0.00
24.00
4.00
240.00
0.00
7.00

Houthi/Ansarallah
2.00
3.00
152.00

class.error
1.00
0.03
0.04

Table 1: Random Forest Confusion Matrix
One advantage of the random forest approach for text classification is that as the features are
also terms in the document, evaluating the most important variables may produce readilyinterpretable insights into the data. The fifteen most important words for the random forest
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15 Most Important Words For Story Classification
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Figure 4: Important Words for Classification

classification—after removing stopwords that describe or name the active group— suggest
that reason for the relatively clean split across the Sunni and Shia movements is simply in
journalist framing. Houthis are consistently described as “rebels” while the Sunni fighters
are frequently presented as “militants.” From there, words that describe the location of
operations and military occupations are, unsurprisingly, important classifiers: Aden, Saada
and Sanaa are regions associated with Houthi territorial gains, while Abyan is more closely
linked to AQAP and Ansar al-Shariah activities.
A second classification, using a support vector machine, generated similar results. As in the
random forest classification, Ansar al-Shariah stories are consistently identified with AQAP.
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SVM Mispredictions: AQAP and Ansar al−Shariah
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Figure 5: SVM (Mis)Predictions over time

Indeed, as with the random forest classification, the SVM fails to predict any stories as
being Ansar al-Shariah. Figure 5 provides a closer look at whether the SVM’s confidence in
whether to assign stories to Ansar al-Shariah or AQAP change over time. Ideally, support
for the transformation theory would indicate the SVM assigning more and more weight to
the Ansar al-Shariah label for news stories about AQAP activities. The plot depicts the
predicted probability that an article would be assigned to AQAP given that the story was
labeled as being an Ansar al-Shariah action (blue) or that a story would be labeled as an
Ansar al-Shariah action given that the label was AQAP (red). Throughout the corpus, the
SVM model consistently assigns a low probability, to Ansar al-Shariah, remaining relatively
stable at a predicted probability of the Ansar al-Shariah label at about p = .015.
Although the results of the clustering indicate convergence between coverage of the activities of al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula and Ansar al-Sharia, these methods don’t reveal whether AQAP is like Ansar al-Shariah, whether Ansar al-Shariah acts like AQAP, or
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whether there are simply so few articles that directly attribute activities to Ansar al-Shariah
that the differences between the Sunni and Shia groups overwhelm within-Sunni differences.
The two most straightforward avenues to keeping these members are to socialize the members into alignment with with AQAP’s goals or to adjust AQAP to fit the interests of
the new members. Both predict a convergence between AQAP and their local offshoot,
Ansar al-Sharia, but imply different directions of movement: if the former dominates, the
local branch should gain a greater international focus as local actors are socialized into the
transnational jihadi ideology. If the later avenue dominates, AQAP itself should gravitate
towards parochial Yemeni concerns over transnational jihadi concepts.
As an illustration, consider interaction between AQAP and the Houthi militia. A narrowly Yemeni political and religious movement, the Houthis have little resonance with a
transnational jihadi cause beyond the general contours of the Sunni-Shia sectarian conflict.
If the local Sunni community is converging towards AQAP’s transnational agenda, AQAP
could present their combat with the militias within an established, transnational, anti-Shia
framing. Moreover AQAP could link the conflict to other hotspots in jihadi sectarian battlegrounds, particularly in Syria and Pakistan. Conversely, if the influence of the new tribal
grassroots is driving AQAP to adopt more local preferences, the group could be expected to
move away from a transnational Sunni-Shia framing and towards specifically Yemeni facets
of the Houthi movement.
Moreover, the news classification approach does not directly measure activity, but rather
what is covered and how it is attributed. Third-party discussions about local events are sensitive to idiosyncrasies introduced at the descriptive level. So, for example, we should expect
over-attribution to AQAP, given that the al-Qaeda name is of high salience. Additionally,
we should expect under attribution to Ansar al-Shariah, as many journalists have associated
AQAP and Ansar al-Shariah.11
11
For example, 11 of the stories in the corpus carried language explicitly blur the distinction between
AQAP and Ansar al-Shariah, such as the following quote from Xinhua News stating: Al-Qaida in the
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Finally, the consistent increase in uncertainty about story classification across the years of
the news corpus is likewise ambiguous. The uncertainty largely derives from mispredicting
AQAP-Houthi pairs. This may be a result of journalists increasingly including discussion
of the security situation in the country, thus dedicating article space to similar terminology.
Alternately, the conflation of AQAP and Houthi stories may pick up a tendency of writers
to frame AQAP mobilization using the rebellion frame that dominates coverage of Houthi
activities.
In order to identify the origins of the convergence and to evaluate differences in messaging
in a more controlled domain, I turn to communiques and self-presentation as a second data
source.

Topic Modeling To Identify Direction of Convergence
A second approach to using text data as a window into opaque organizations leverages
topic models, applied to materials issued by the groups themselves. These methods have
gained wide adoption, and notably in other difficult-to-reach domains. organizations, such
as understanding how military elites influenced Russian foreign and defense policy under
Putin’s leadership (Stewart and Zhukov, 2009) and how signals from leaders influence Russian
policy makers (Baturo and Mikhaylov, 2013). Within scholarship on the transnational jihadi
movement, Nielsen (2014, 2013) has used statistical text modeling techniques to investigate
how career and educational networks influence the adoption of jihadi rhetoric.
In order to assess the apparent convergence in AQAP and Ansar al-Shariah activity, I use
the structural topic model, to characterize propaganda messages by uncovering latent topics
within the document. I interpret a rise in in Yemeni specific topics and decreases in transnational and pan-jihadi rhetoric as suggestive of increased influence of a parochial interest base.
The structural topic model allows researchers to incorporate document-level information as
Arabian Peninsula, also known locally as Ansar al-Sharia.
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a covariate that is statistically related to topic prevalence (Roberts, Stewart and Tingley,
2014), which permits modeling group-level changes in attention over time. Existing work
has applied the STM to a variety of corpora comprised of short and moderate-length documents (Roberts et al., 2014), such as open-ended surveys (Tingley, 2017), social media
messages (Bail, 2016), and deepweb forum posts (Munksgaard and Demant, 2016).

Communique Analysis
I present three models: the first of which illustrates a general localizing trend in the selfpresentation of AQAP and Ansar al-Shariah. The second highlights changes in AQAP messaging following events, such as the introduction of drone warfare to Yemen and the deaths
of Usama bin Laden and Anwar al-Awlaki, that can be expected to have an influence on
AQAP’s self-presentation. In order to account for the possibility that observed shifts in
messaging were driven by top-down directions from al-Qaeda leadership or general trends
in the jihadi environment, the third model contrasts the rhetoric of AQAP with materials
released by as-Sahab.12
I focus on media released online to jihadi media platforms and outlets. Officially-released
propaganda is an illustrative area to demonstrate changes in organizational preferences because we can expect these documents to be an area in which the group can choose, within
ideological and alliance constraints, how to best represent their movement. Moreover, since
2011, online platforms have been a “major means of communication” within Yemen (Carapico, 2014, 33), so issuing releases online means that the same document can be consumed
domestically as well as internationally. The potential for their messages to be consumed
by both a domestic and international audience can be expected to discourage AQAP from
differentiating the priorities that they signal in propaganda media from their local priorities.
The documents included in this study were aggregated and translated by an American-based
12

As-Sahab is closely associated with the core of al-Qaeda’s “central” leadership, which is why their releases
were chosen for the comparison.
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research organization, the SITE Intelligence Group, and represent a large sample of media released by AQAP.13 In analyzing AQAP’s releases, I use a corpus of 875 documents associated
with al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula’s propaganda output from June 18, 2004 through
September 18, 2016.14 The corpus is predominantly comprised of English translations of
documents originally released in Arabic.15
Preprocessing removed words that occurred in fewer than two or more 70% of the documents
in the corpus.16
The three models are based on a corpus of 1353 documents, spanning October 25, 2005
through September 21, 2016. Approximately 500 documents are associated with as-Sahab.
A histogram of the distribution of can be seen in 6.

Model One: Comparison of Ansar al-Shariah and AQAP Branding
To provide more specific indicators of how AQAP’s messaging differed from communiques
released under the Ansar al-Shariah brand, I estimated I estimated a 18-topic model on 875
13
The SITE Intelligence Group collects and translates official and unofficial jihadi media releases, with
near real-time coverage of prominent online distribution sites. As no official universal archive of AQAP’s
releases exists in the public domain, the corpus is necessarily a sample of the releases. However, as the
SITE Intelligence Group is an internationally-focused monitoring organization that specializes collecting alQaeda and jihadi propaganda, we can expect that any selection effect would prioritize AQAP documents
aimed at an international audience and with an internationalist message. Thus, any selection effect would
be expected to increase the percentage of documents aimed at an international audience, and which could
be expected to prioritize an internationalist message. Likewise, readers may worry that the relatively low
internet penetration rate of Yemen may imply a largely international audience for their propaganda. However,
if this the case, it should bias my results against finding a drive towards local self-presentation.
14
The corpus includes content from both the current–i.e. post-2006— AQAP and a predecessor organization of the same name that is occasionally referred to as al-Qaeda in Saudi Arabia. As I have argued in
the above section, the post-2009 iteration of AQAP grew directly from the latter, and the post-2009 AQAP
leadership actively sought to present the organizations as a linked entity. Therefore I allow the AQAP corpus to accommodate both organizations as this permits examination of the impact of the upswing in drone
casualties in 2009 and 2010.
15
A small subset of the documents, such as selected articles from Inspire Magazine, were originally released
in English. However, these make up a very small portion of the corpus. The documents were all translated
by the SITE Intelligence group, which has internal procedures to ensure consistent translation in style and
tone.
16
In the AQAP corpus, there was no change to the number of tokens in the corpus for an upper bound
threshold between 70-95%. I evaluated coherence and exclusivity at an upper threshold of 50%, but did
not find results that would suggest either a coherence or exclusivity benefit from the additional reduction in
corpus size.
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Figure 6: Distribution of AQAP and AQC Materials
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AQAP statements released from 2004-2016. The primary covariate was a binary variable for
whether the communique was branded by AQAP or Ansar al-Shariah. A second covariate
located the document in time, by counting elapsed days between the date of the first document in the corpus and the release of the specific document’s translation. Expected topic
proportions can be seen in Figure 10 and the substantively interesting topics are summarized
in Figure 11.17
Each topic is summarized by its FREX words, which are words or tokens that are that are
highly associated with the topic but relatively unlikely elsewhere in the corpus. Finally,
as a post-processing step to enhance interpretability of the topic presentation, I clustered
the topics into four thematic groupings: locally-focused war reports, discussions about and
threads of clandestine operations, topics with a transnational jihadi sentiment and goals, and
jihadi-associated descriptors. After estimating the model, I grouped topics into thematically
similar clusters.18 Topics are generally similar those estimated in the first STM model,
although the re-estimation with covariates generated a few notable differences. For example,
although both models identify a topic linked to individual attacks, the FREX words for the
second model places a greater emphasis on recruitment for emigration to Yemen than in the
corresponding topic in the first model.
Figure 9 shows the change in topic prevalence for each of the 18 topics for material issued
under the Ansar al-Shariah name. The results underscore the attempt to position Ansar
al-Shariah, as topics related to local battleground significantly grow in prevalence. Correspondingly, several of the broadly transnationalist topics become significantly less common.
Among these less common themes are a number of telling topics, including references imprisoned jihadists and incarcerated Muslim women. The latter of which is often a jihadi rallying
cry to mobilize far-flung audiences to become emotionally invested in otherwise-local man17

The figure omits three topics that are associated with the editing and production of the releases.
The three remaining topics relate to the actual communique document and are less interesting as a
reflection of AQAP’s self-presentation. Words associated with this topic relate to videography, habitual
sign-off terms, and transcript production.
18
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Figure 7: Expected Proportion of Topics in Model 2
Top Topics Model 2
AQAP Corpus With Event Indicators
Topic 1: Operations Against Houthis
Topic 12: Ansar al−Shariah
Topic 7: Signoffs
Topic 3: Condolences for Martyrdom
Topic 5: Blessings
Topic 11: Imprisonment
Topic 18: Videography
Topic 10: Prayers
Topic 4: Southern Provinces
Topic 6: Operational Security
Topic 14: Secularism
Topic 15: Hijrah and Lone Wolves
Topic 13: Quran and Hadith
Topic 8: American Meddling
Topic 17: Global Battlegrounds
Topic 9: Media Process
Topic 16: Factionalism
Topic 2: Universalist Jihadi
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ifestations of the American War on Terror, such as the American occupation of Iraq and
the incarceration of Aafia Siddiqui.19 Interestingly, the group also decreases their emphasis
on religious themes, which would be consistent with downplaying their identity as a revolutionary religious organization in favor of self-presentation as an actor in the domestic social
conflict. These results are all the more striking, given the directions featured in the al-Qaeda
strategic guidance highlighted in the case introduction but the lack of separation in the news
corpus. Thus, while AQAP was explicitly warned against focusing on local conflicts, and
appears to have made some effort to separate their al-Qaeda brand from local conflicts, this
separation did not extend to local perception of their activities.
19

For a discussion of Siddiqui’s position in jihadi propaganda, see Di Giovanni (2014).
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Topics Focused on Domestic Conflict

Religion

Operations Against Houthis
ibb, albayda, alzah, dhi, saturday, rada, houthi, deton,
turnedhouthi, monday, truck, explos, wednesday, dhamar, devic,
sunday, tuesday, thursday, alzahir, august

Blessings
bless, apost, ummah, taubah, worshipp, glad, promis, faith, firm,
believ, disappoint, bewar, supplic, patienc, rafidha, satan,
master, great, disbelief, honest

Southern Provinces
madad, waqar, zinjibar, razzaq, opposit, fahd, resid, alquso,
revolut, abyan, jaar, regim, aljam, azan, didnt, lawdar,
battalion, journalist, dofa, confirm

Quran and Hadith
vers, imam, quran, sunnah, hadith, curs, fatwa, scholar, ibn,
quot, slander, levant, god, infidel, apostasi, shiit, suleiman,
murjiah, hanafi, sect

Ansar al−Shariah
alshariah, ansar, exclus, hadramawt, correspond,
yemeniturnedhouthi, station, capit, armor, sana, news, southern,
central, muharram, clash, eastern, yesterday, injuri, four, ten

Clandestine Operations

Transnational Jihadi

Universalist Jihadi
gaza, zionist, traitor, palestin, baseer, jewish, infidel,
missil, treason, guantanamo, britain, confer, jew, london, oil,
program, jerusalem, palestinian, lutfi, ziocrusad
Operational Security
chip, parcel, spi, airport, ahm, compani, detect, boobytrap,
oper, jihd, issa, inform, recruit, sudan, airplan, murjan,
execut, intellig, room, servic

Condolences for Martyrdom
martyrdom, martyr, chant, merit, knight, condol, griev, noor,
jamil, biographi, tariq, poetri, aliv, rejoic, aldhahab, journey,
alimran, chanter, patient, sheikh
American Meddling
hadi, rabbuh, abd, nidal, ambassador, consul, obama, govern,
crime, america, countri, hasan, citizen, demand, presid,
american, tunisia, libya, dammaj, justic
Imprisonment
prison, imprison, captiv, stori, sister, releas, nayef, got,
saeed, interior, aziz, stay, king, escap, youth, cell, sultan,
ministri, saw, tortur

Hijrah and Lone Wolves
lone, ansaar, idl, manhaj, hijrah, can, need, decept, mujahidin,
shaytan, innov, etc, measur, dog, kuffar, cost, easi, umar,
convey, mind

Global Battlegrounds
somalia, franc, freedom, global, west, econom, mali, shabaab,
occupi, jihad, pakistan, war, immigr, muslim, afghanistan,
almujahideen, defeat, palestin, america, invad

Figure 8: Groupings of Substantive Topics in Event Covariate Model
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STM Model Two: Evolution of AQAP Messaging
The first model presented the estimated thematic divergence of communiques associated
with AQAP or Ansar al-Shariah, which indicated that although event reporting does not
differentiate between the groups, the jihadi group itself did present each wing differently.
The second model evaluates trends in the thematic content of AQAP’s messaging. Although
general trends alone are unable to directly test the predictions of my theory, changes in topic
proportions can indicate the general plausibility of my argument—that increased access to
local recruits should drive a localized agenda—in the case of Yemen and suggest a driver of
why AQAP and Ansar al-Shariah activities are difficult to correctly categorize.
The bottom-up transformation theory predicts that an influx of local recruits should encourage AQAP to adopt increasingly local priorities, and thus that convergence between AQAP
and Ansar al-Shariah should be driven by changes in AQAP messaging. This should manifest in the topic model identifying an increase in AQAP attention paid to domestic fissures,
such as the Houthi-Sunni civil war, and a decline of pan-jihadi topics.
As this is a completely separate model from the one presented above, the topics differ slightly
in composition from the topics presented in the first model. The topics, summarized in 10
and 11 are generally consistent between the first and second models.
Figure 12 depicts the expected document-level topic proportion for three topics from the
“local conflict” cluster. The FREX words for each of these three topics include tactical terms
that refer to specific local geography and operations, and thus likely to not be motivated
by incitement for (trans)national revolution. I identify these topics according to the content
or place names that are emphasized by the FREX words, and name them as “Houthis,”
and “Local Targets.” Each of the selected topics appears to suggest a close local focus,
as one might find in battlefield reports and communiques issued to an audience with an
interest in local territorial control. Notably, the emphasis on the bellwether Houthi topic
has dramatically increased in recent years.
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Top Topics Model 1
AQAP Corpus With Day Covariates
Topic 17: Houthis
Topic 7: Local Targets
Topic 8: Editing: Structure
Topic 12: Ummah and Brotherhood
Topic 4: Rewards to the Martyr
Topic 14: Prisoners and Memoirs
Topic 18: Attacks on West
Topic 1: Editing: Transcripts
Topic 13: Fire and Brimstone
Topic 5: Clash of Civilizations
Topic 9: Jihadi Revolution
Topic 3: Southern Yemen
Topic 6: Greetings to Leaders
Topic 11: US in Yemen
Topic 10: Operational Security
Topic 15: Jihadi Factionalism
Topic 2: Demise of al−Saud
Topic 16: Editing: Narration
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Figure 10: Estimated Topic Proportions in al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula Corpus
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Figure 11: Groupings of Substantive Topics in General Trends Model
Local Conflict Topics

Attacks and Operations
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Operational Security
chip, spi, humam, ahm, nayef, alasiri, alkheir, inform, recruit,
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told, communic, assassin, servic

Local Targets
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militari, ten, clash, sana, marib, martyrdomseek, aljawf,
explosivesladen, polit, armi, guard, armor

US in Yemen
razzaq, alqaeda, journalist, organ, hadi, aljam, revolut, yemeni,
presenc, rabbuh, region, presid, fahd, alquso, anwar, popular,
parti, relationship, abd, recent

Attacks on West
lone, nidal, parcel, inspir, economi, obama, alfarouk, jihd,
shaykh, franc, hostag, umar, econom, clinton, britain, hasan,
boobytrap, french, america, samir

Houthis
albayda, ibb, truck, saturday, turnedhouthi, sunday, monday,
deton, akher, exclus, yesterday, alzah, dhi, wednesday, explos,
rada, devic, tuesday, thursday, yemeniturnedhouthi

Trasnational Jihadi

Jihadi Platitudes and Religion

Rewards to the Martyr
merit, paradis, hereaft, heaven, deed, hadith, almighti, sin,
verili, life, vers, love, manhaj, sake, alimran, magnifi,
resurrect, garden, prophet, hellfir

Demise of al−Saud
saudi, isi, saud, arabia, interior, ministri, imprison, prison,
king, releas, sudan, consul, channel, demand, sharia, reform,
kidnap, iran, detaine, minist

Greetings to Leaders
sheikh, ibrahim, tariq, knowledg, merci, may, aldhahab,
alrubeish, nasser, eulog, noor, immigr, preach, vast, usama,
qaid, knew, manner, son, moral

Clash of Civilizations
humili, faith, defeat, idl, jew, bewar, christian, allianc, till,
palestin, victori, apost, injustic, land, conquer, today, helper,
ummah, uniti, somalia

Ummah and Brotherhood
patienc, belov, afflict, sham, firm, supplic, bless, congratul,
wait, tide, patient, jihad, knight, poetri, tast, glad, reward,
heal, ummah, heroic

Jihadi Revolution
implement, sunni, shariah, shiit, democraci, countri, revolut,
secular, truce, rule, law, parti, societi, scholar, peopl,
corrupt, fight, ruler, rafidah, constitut

Fire and Brimstone
curs, evil, messeng, transgress, prayer, insult, peac, women,
ibn, woman, prophet, freedom, upon, slander, apostasi, sister,
alsaud, sanctiti, dare, polytheist

Jihadi Factionalism
loyalti, method, infidel, can, faction, restrict, imam, matter,
univers, argument, answer, allegi, discuss, brand, clarifi, mean,
realiz, idea, pledg, disagre

Prisoners and Memoirs
chant, jamil, muwahhid, memor, atta, alsayaari, saeed, beauti,
albara, chanter, qualiti, stori, qur, join, poetri, muhajireen,
escap, sufyan, smile, cri
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Figure 12: Changes over time to attention dedicated to local topics

Local Targets Topic
soldier, vehicl, brigad, offic, hadramawt, led, sanaa, injur, militari, ten,
clash, sana, marib, martyrdomseek, aljawf, explosivesladen, polit, armi, guard,
armor

Houthis Topic
albayda, ibb, truck, saturday, turnedhouthi, sunday, monday, deton, akher,
exclus, yesterday, alzah, dhi, wednesday, explos, rada, devic, tuesday,
thursday, yemeniturnedhouthi
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The two remaining Yemen-centric topics are topics 3 and 11. Topic 3, labeled as the “Southern Yemen” topic strongly relates to AQAP’s 2011 seizure of territory in the south of the
country during the 2011 Revolution. The topic rises in prominence while the organization
controlled territory in 2011 and 2012, and then quickly recedes as an expected thematic
topic. As such, the topic is a useful indicator that the STM model identified are reflective of
underlying events. The third Yemen-related topic, loosely named the “US in Yemen” topic,
does not has as clearly interpretable thematic structure as do the other three Yemen-centric
topics, and so is not presented here.
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A localizing trend is underscored by looking at changes in the expected prevalence of two
of the four topics that speak to a transnational jihadi sentiment. Figure 13 depicts the
expected proportion of the transnational jihadi topics presented according to time.20 The
y-axis represents the expected proportion of each document dedicated to each topic. For
context, I added four vertical lines marking important dates identified above. From left to
right, the lines represent: the al-Majalah airstrike on December 17, 2009; the start of the
Yemeni Revolution on January 27, 2011; the death of Usama bin Laden on May 2, 2011;
the end of the first Obama Administration on January 19, 2012; and the Houthi takeover of
Sanaa on September 21, 2014.
The first topic is dedicated to naming groups that the jihadi worldview considers global
enemies of Islam. I term this the “Clash of Civilization” topic, as the FREX words reflect a
pervasive jihadi doctrinal focus on fighting a perceived global alliance of Jews and Christians
who are attempting to subjugate Muslims. The “Clash of Civilizations” topic begin to
decline after about 2009, an important benchmark, as the year saw a number of high-profile
drone strikes that caused widespread resentment. This decline may speak to the bottom-up
transformation of interest described above: if localizing rhetoric was driven by top-down
marketing decisions, and the group turned away from global jihadi branding to capitalize on
domestic frustrations, we might expect to see a sharper decline in the topic during 2009.
The second transnational jihadi topic, topic 15, I label as the “Jihadi Factionalism” topic,
as the topic is focused on terms that indicate an attempt to navigate conflicts between
jihadi communities and other Muslim groups and among jihadi communities themselves.
The FREX words for the topic feature words used when presenting the jihadi cause and in
attempts to recapture ideological legitimacy. The topic declines throughout 2009 and 2010,
The third topic presented in Figure 13, the “Jihadi Revolution” topic, is centered around
concepts used to incite for overthrow of secular governments and implementation of an
20
For interpretability, the x-axis is labeled by year. The model was estimated according to the number of
days from the start of the document corpus.
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Figure 13: Changes over time to attention given to global jihadi topics

Clash of Civilizations Topic
humili, faith, defeat, idl, jew, bewar, christian, allianc, till, palestin,
victori, apost, injustic, land, conquer, today, helper, ummah, uniti, somalia

Demise of al−Saud Topic
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Islamic theocracy. Such revolutionary rhetoric is central to the transnational jihadi view
of themselves as a vanguard of social and political revolution. The topic declines briefly
after the first inflection point, then rises from mid-2010 through mid-2013 before taking a
more dramatic downturn at the second point. One reason why the “Jihadi Revolution” topic
may not behave as expected of the transnational jihadi topics may be that the 2011 Yemeni
Revolution increased the group’s interest in presenting itself as a viable alternative.
The fourth transnational topic in Figure 13 is topic 2, which I have labeled “Demise of
al-Saud.” The topic is focused on Saudi-centric themes, with references to Saudi repression
of jihadi dissidents along with references to Saudi government officials. The topic is largely
stable at an expected prevalence of approximately 5% throughout the time period.

Comparison to As-Sahab
Thus far, the analysis has suggested that local observers generally characterized AQAP and
Ansar al-Shariah using similar terminology and framing, but that the Sunni group attempted
36

to differentiate their own transnational and local brands. However, despite the apparent
investment in a local alias, AQAP’s communiques become progressively more thematically
local. Although these results are generally consistent with the theory’s expectation that
incorporating an influx of local fighters has generated internal pressure on AQAP to focus on
local issues, an alternate explanation could point to broader forces among the transnational
community. In particular, 2011, the year of the Yemen Revolution, also saw a series of
shockwaves through the jihadi world after Usama bin Laden was killed on May 2, 2011. His
second in command, Ayman al- Zawahiri, subsequently assumed leadership of the global alQaeda network. In September of that year, an American drone strike killed Anwar al-Awlaki,
an American-Yemeni cleric who had been a strident internationalist face for AQAP.
The deaths of bin Laden and Awlaki, and Ayman al-Zawahiri’s subsequent ascendancy to
the leadership of al-Qaeda, are challenging for the theory developed above. al-Zawahiri has
long been associated with an internal al-Qaeda faction that prioritizes focusing on implementing country-specific social and political revolutions in the home countries of al-Qaeda’s
operatives, rather than engaging in civilizational struggle against the American-lead global
system (Miller, 2015, 147). Correspondingly, Awlaki was instrumental in AQAP’s efforts to
radicalize and mobilize fighters internationally, particularly from the West.
Thus, one possible counter-narrative to the bottom-up transformation argument maintains
that the change in al-Qaeda’s leadership may have triggered a wider ideological shift that
filtered to local branches and that the loss of Awlaki amplified the effect in Yemen. Indeed,
if AQAP was following the lead of as-Sahab after 2011, the effect may directly contravene
the predictions of the theory as it would suggest that the group’s messaging demonstrates a
closer adherence to al-Qaeda’s direction as their local membership increased.
To differentiate a locally-driven change in Yemeni rhetoric from a centrally-motivated change
prompted by changing al-Qaeda strategy, this section presents selected results from a structural topic model that estimated topic prevalence in a corpus of propaganda released by
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both AQAP and as-Sahab, al-Qaeda’s central media wing. AQAP’s changing rhetorical
style is presented alongside that of the central al-Qaeda media wing to establish that observed changes in AQAP rhetoric are not driven by an underlying pan-jihadi trend. As a
separate model estimated on a different set of data—a corpus of AQAP communiques and
releases from as-Sahab—the resulting topics differ from those presented in models one and
two.
Figure 14 provides an overview of twenty-nine substantively interesting topics identified by
the model.21 For ease of interpretation, the topics are clustered into four general categories:
those primarily relating to Yemen, topics with strong religious overtones, topics that suggest engagement with global jihadi issues, and topics that address specific countries and
battlefields other than Yemen.
Within each cluster, topics are summarized according to the top FREX words. The point
estimates of the difference in topic prevalence are presented along with 95% confidence
intervals. Positive values indicate a stronger association with AQAP’s corpus, while negative
values indicate topics more strongly associated with as-Sahab.
The patterns are generally intuitive: overall AQAP is more likely to talk about Yemenrelated topics while topics that discuss other battlegrounds and targets for revolution are
more associated with as-Sahab.
Figure 15 highlights three outcomes from the model, which predicted topic prevalence in the
corpus as a linear function of time interacted with issuing group.
The first is a topic analogous to both of the “Clash of Civilizations” topics above which I
call “Crusaders and Zionists.” This topic is notable for having a particularly transnational
jihadi focus; exactly the type of subject that AQAP should cease to discuss if their domestic
recruitment is driving a local focus. Indeed we see that although al-Qaeda Central’s rhetoric
21

Of the five topics excluded from the summary, four were associated with editing and document preparation and the fifth consists of declarations of defiance and intention. FREX words for this last topic include:
“know”, “think”, “can”, “see”, “thing”, “happen”, and “now”.
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Figure 14: Summary of 34-Topic AQAP and As-Sahab Model
Yemen Topics
(FREX Word Summaries)

obama, anwar, american

Religious Topics
(FREX Word Summaries)
infidel, moder, devil ●
●
husainan, hadith, qualiti
ulama, shaykh, jordanian ●
disbeliev, disbelief, ●
exalt
chapter, libi, section ●
realm, mufti, fanat ●
condol, martyrdom,
●
patienc
●
taubah, verili, allah
chant, jamil, muwahhid ●

●

chip, spi, asiri

●

waqar, madad, zinjibar

●

albayda, alzah, dhi

●

correspond, alshariah,
exclus

●

●

●

−0.3 −0.2 −0.1
0.0
0.1
0.2
Difference in Expected Topic Proportions
AQAP compared to As−Sahab

−0.3 −0.2 −0.1
0.0
0.1
0.2
Difference in Expected Topic Proportions
AQAP compared to As−Sahab

Global Jihadi Topics
(FREX Word Summaries)
women, sister, children

●

resolut, recognit, recogn

●

parcel, lone, boobytrap
nidal, isi, hasan

●
sham, caliph, pledg
bandar, alqaida, saddam ●
●
maulana, india, pakistani
libya, revolut, libyan ●
prison, sufyan, saudi
bora, tora, laden ●
iran, question, lebanon ●
treati, egypt, egyptian ●

●

gaza, somalia, palestin

zawahiri, german, crisi

Non−Yemen Battlegrounds Topics
(FREX Word Summaries)

●
●
●

sunni, shiit, qaedat

●

●

●

●

−0.3 −0.2 −0.1
0.0
0.1
0.2
Difference in Expected Topic Proportions
AQAP compared to As−Sahab

−0.3 −0.2 −0.1
0.0
0.1
0.2
Difference in Expected Topic Proportions
AQAP compared to As−Sahab
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does increasingly feature this topic, AQAP become progressively less and less inclined to
use words associated with the topic. Interestingly, this move away from the “Crusaders and
Zionists” happens even though at the outset of the dates covered in the corpus, AQAP was
more likely to refer to the topic than was as-Sahab.
Similarly, after 2011, as-Sahab documents become more likely to discuss a topic addressing
alleged injustices against vulnerable populations such as women and children. The topic,
termed, “Defending the Weak,” expresses indignation about alleged crimes against Muslim
women and children and is a pervasive component of general jihadi rhetoric. Throughout the
time period covered by the corpus, the topic becomes increasingly less prevalent in AQAP
documents and progressively more prevalent in As-Sahab releases.
For the third highlighted topic— termed “Strike the US” as the FREX words make specific
references to attempted and successful attacks within the United States— the general pattern is again the same. Although the expected prevalence of the topic remains statistically
indistinguishable across the two groups, the predicted prevalence of the topic drops slightly
for AQAP documents, while trending upwards for content from as-Sahab.

Limitations
The theory of organizational change that I present above is agnostic about the direction
through which group changes influence rhetoric. One possibility is that the organization
changes their presentation to appeal to a local population. In this case, tone presages
recruitment drives and the ensuing internal changes. Alternatively, rhetorical changes may
follow the incorporation of local recruits, as their interests begin to dominate. Although the
textual evidence presented above cannot adjudicate between these two alternatives, results
can remain agnostic about the exact sequencing of the shifts while still supporting the theory
of bottom-up transformation.
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Figure 15: AQAP and As-Sahab Divergence
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Figure 16: AQAP and As-Sahab Divergence
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A second limitation of the analysis presented above is that the text data from which I
draw may not be representative of the full scope of al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula’s
local outreach efforts. First, documents released online may be disproportionately aimed
at an international audience. Secondly, as an international research organization, the SITE
Intelligence Group might systematically feature internationally-focused media from AQAP.
If non-sampled local messages differ significantly from those directed online, then AQAP
may have more opportunity to tailor different messages for different audiences. Given the
poverty of Yemen and relatively low internet penetration in the country—reported as 15%
in 2011, rising to 25% by 2016 and with a 42% smartphone penetration according to a 2016
industry publication (GSMA Intelligence, 2016)—AQAP may view their online audience as
largely international. Thus, while scholars have reported that AQAP targets media output
at a domestic audience—for example, the Sada al Malahem magazine is identified by Yemen
analysts such as Phillips (2011) as being an avenue through which AQAP directed specific
messages at local tribes—the text-based approach may not capture the full spectrum of their
messaging.
However, this bias would make for a harder test for my theory, as the direction of the bias
would encourage over-representation of international themes. If AQAP is able to separate
their transnational messaging from their local messages and my data disproportionately
selects transnational messages, the resulting media should heavily target the transnational
jihadi community. As AQAP is clearly identified as the al-Qaeda wing in Yemen, the group
has little opportunity to disassociate from the transnational jihadi movement. By adopting
the name of the organization, they have committed to the association. Thus, the group is
incentivized to speak to an audience that is friendly to al-Qaeda. If this is the case, we
should expect to see the topics to which the group is attentive either remain transnational
or otherwise closely track the messaging from al-Qaeda Central.
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Conclusion And Larger Research Agenda
In this paper, I have presented a theory of grassroots-driven, bottom-up organizational transformation with the specific context of a militant organization faced with the opportunity to
incorporate a coveted local population. Future work extends this framework to other types
of organizations operating in a contested domain or under threats to organizational survival
and models the identified trade-off to analyze when organizational cohesion will diminish
and thus suggest when interventions may be most efficacious. Refinement of the theory will
evaluate the effect of institutional design on organizational vulnerability to upwards pressure.
The paper makes a methodological contribution, by applying both unsupervised (tSNE and
the structural topic model) and supervised (random forest and support vector machine)
machine learning tools to two distinct text data sets and in treating the text of event reporting
as a source of feature-rich data about the tactical and strategic goals of a local actor.
When there are tight control mechanisms and powerful internal institutions, leaders can
ensure that their new recruits implement the actions that the group’s leadership wants.
Training and indoctrination procedures can reorient the preferences of the membership base
towards those of the leadership. However, in the absence of strength in either, or both, areas,
leaders can easily lose control over their movements. The process is especially dangerous
if leaders find themselves recruiting from already-cohesive populations or recruiting under
heavy repression. The risk of losing their mission is one reason why an ambitious movement
might not want to seize the opportunity to become locally embedded. This observation
has consequences for domains beyond the militant context presented here: it suggests that
what appears to be a process that brings in much-needed strength and resources can create
internal strains and transformative pressure.
The upwards drive of the theory suggests that we should see AQAP and Ansar al-Shariah
acting similarly, despite their official (and top-level) strategy of remaining at arms-length
from each other. Due to lack of fine-grained event data from Yemen, a strategy to get
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around this is to take newspaper reporting of violence in Yemen as being indicative of how
close observers of the country attribute expectations about the behaviors of armed groups
in the country. Due to lack of fine-grained event data from Yemen, a strategy to get around
this is to take newspaper reporting of violence in Yemen as being indicative of how close
observers of the country attribute expectations about the behaviors of armed groups in the
country. The goal is to identify whether activities attributed to AQAP and Ansar al-Shariah
are easily distinguished from each other— as they should be if the al-Qaeda branch was
following al-Qaedas strategic guidelines and their own attempts to generate an arms-length
local organization or if AQAP and Ansar al-Shariahs activities are difficult for a machine-lead
clustering approach to distinguish. Introducing stories about the Houthi uprising provides a
counter-point to assess whether the clustering techniques are able to capture operational or
descriptive differences that signal different insurgents in the country. In order to to assess
the degree that AQAP and Ansar al-Shariah were perceived by close observers to maintain
a similar profile of activities, I treat the news articles as data points to be classified, using
hand-coded tags of actor authorship.
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