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Abstract 
 

The aim of this thesis is to pull apart the narratives used by Yemeni, Saudi and Iranian news 

agencies concerning the conflict in Yemen, in order to understand how the conflict is framed by 

these agencies. In approaching the research question; How do the contending narratives of Saudi, 

Iranian, and Yemeni news agencies frame the conflict in Yemen between March 2015 and May 

2016?, this thesis identifies and analyses the narratives each of these agencies use to portray the 

conflict in Yemen, using a theoretical framework built around the concept of framing to analyse 

how each agency places blame, proposes solutions, and positions their country within the 

conflict, through the concepts and language they use to create their narratives. The analysis seeks 

to understand each agency’s stance towards the conflict, and analyse how this is perpetuated by 

their news coverage in order to further justify their understanding of, and intended outcome for, 

the conflict in Yemen. By outlining the role that the narratives in the media play in shaping the 

audience’s attitude, this thesis highlights the relevance of identifying and analysing how such 

narratives are framed. Rather than aiming to uncover facts, or truths, about the conflict in Yemen, 

its relevance lies in the result of highlighting and analysing the claims made by these news 

agencies, thus identifying points of contention between them and serving as an alternative 

perspective through which to understand the battle of words and ideas that is taking place 

surrounding the conflict. An awareness of the framing processes used to shape contending 

understandings of the conflict, and the solutions they propose, will allow a more critical 

overview of the conflict as it unfolds. Furthermore, this research highlights how a set of core 

concepts was manipulated by each agency; using the same bank of concepts to frame their 

evaluation of, and proposed solution for, the conflict in Yemen.  
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Introduction 
 

On the 26
th

 of March 2015, Saudi Arabia and a coalition of Arab states began ‘Operation 

Decisive Storm,’ launching their first airstrike against the Houthi in Yemen (Abdo & Grinstead 

2015). This marked the most recent stage in the transformation of Yemen’s ongoing internal 

struggles with Houthi uprisings, into a war involving military actors from outside of its territory. 

Following the Houthi takeover of the capital Sana’a in September 2014, the already fragile and 

instable state collapsed into a civil war (BBC 2015). As the Houthi continued to gain greater 

territory and control President Hadi was forced to flee, first to Aden in the south and eventually 

to Saudi Arabia, at which time he personally requested an intervention to halt the Houthi 

advance. By responding to his call, Saudi Arabia brought itself deeper into the discourse 

surrounding the conflict, and in doing so emphasized what it saw as the disruptive role played 

another regional power; Iran. As such, the conflict in Yemen has been viewed as a new front in 

the struggle between Saudi Arabia and Iran (Petrou 2015). 

 The main parties in the conflict in Yemen are now often identified not only as the Houthi 

and the Yemeni government, but included in the discourse are the governments of Saudi Arabia 

and Iran, and thus the contest over establishing a dominant narrative through which the conflict 

should be understood has become significantly more complex. The discourse of war is based on 

its justification and rationalization (Jabri 1996). As such, each party has had to respond to the 

role others perceive them as having in the conflict, by building a narrative through which they 

rationalize how they perceive the conflict, as well as justifying this opinion and their subsequent 

actions. Through such narratives, the parties legitimize how they view the situation in Yemen and 

establish their own position towards the conflict.  

One location in which narratives surrounding the justification and rationalization of a 

conflict can be identified is in the news. News reports are not direct reflections of real events, but 

represent a constructed version of reality (Jabri 1996) (Roy and Shaw 2016). As such, each news 

agency participates in its own construction of a narrative of events. In a conflict that is currently 

ongoing, such as the one in Yemen, news reports often act as the primary source of current 

information. Particularly in a situation when limited academic research is being done into the 

conflict, such an analysis of the narratives surrounding the conflict can play an important role. A 

critical analysis of the narratives of several news agencies, which act as important sources of 
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information surrounding the conflict, will provide an understanding of the frames used by such 

agencies and thereby allow a more critical perspective through which to view further reports on 

the conflict. 

These news agencies’ narratives portray the conflict in Yemen a simplified manner, by 

shaping it using distinct frames. By building and maintaining these narratives, the understanding 

put forth by the news agency of the nature of the conflict, and proposed solutions for it, are 

continuously justified. As such, identifying the frames used to portray the conflict in Yemen, and 

further pulling these frames apart to understand which core concepts are highlighted, how these 

are portrayed in a coherent narrative, and how the news agencies continue to create and maintain 

their narratives using these frames, allows for a broader understanding of the conflict in Yemen. 

This broader understanding is essentially a collage of different and contending narratives, an 

open-minded overview of the conflict that allows for the identification of each distinct frame 

used to shape a particular understanding. By taking a step back, and observing the continuous 

process of framing, building narratives through which contending sides seek to understand and 

portray the conflict in Yemen, the complexities of the situation can be understood. Such an 

approach does not seek to understand ‘the truth’ of the conflict in Yemen, but instead seeks to 

identify and understand the many narratives of the truth as they are represented by the main news 

agencies in the states that are involved. To investigate this, the research question - How do the 

contending narratives of Saudi, Iranian, and Yemeni news agencies frame the conflict in Yemen 

between March 2015 and May 2016? - has guided this thesis. By rooting these narratives in an 

understanding of the sources from which they come, the results of this research will allow a level 

of critical reflection on the main narratives that are put forth to the audiences of these news 

agencies, and the framing which shapes the complexity of explanations surrounding the conflict. 

In answering the research question, the thesis has directed its analysis through the 

following questions; 

 

1. What is the central narrative put forth by each agency? 

2. What are the core concepts highlighted by these narratives? 

3. What framing processes are used to shape each narrative, and how do they make use 

of the core concepts? 

4. What are the main points of contention between the narratives? 
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Before delving directly into the data, Chapter One of the thesis will provide the necessary 

background information on the roots of the conflict, as well as contextualizing it within a brief 

review of more academic literature in order to outline the foundation upon which the provisional 

codification of the data took place. This will be described in Chapter Two, which will first run 

through the data collection process by outlining the methodology used by the research. This 

section will include the justification for the approach this research took in selecting, collecting, 

organizing and codifying the data. Finally, the second chapter concludes with a detailed summary 

of the narratives put forth by each news agency. The analysis of the data is covered in Chapter 

Three. The research will analyse the narratives set forth by the news agencies to portray the 

conflict in Yemen using a theoretical framework built around the role of the media in conflict, 

and the concept of framing. This analysis seeks to understand each agency’s stance towards the 

conflict, and analyse how this is perpetuated by their news coverage to further justify their 

understanding of, and intended outcome for, the conflict in Yemen. Following the formulation of 

the theoretical framework, the analysis of the narratives will be covered in two stages. Firstly, the 

core concepts that were highlighted across the narratives of all three agencies through the 

codification of the data will be presented and briefly discussed. Finally, the diagnostic and 

prognostic framing of the narratives by each agency will be analysed based on the framing 

processes they use, and how these reveal the contestation that takes places between the 

narratives, surrounding the core concepts that were identified.  

Through these chapters, this thesis seeks to provide an overview of how the conflict in 

Yemen is represented by the selected news agencies by identifying their central narratives, and 

analysing how they each make use of core concepts in order to shape these narratives in terms of 

their diagnostic, prognostic and contentious framing. Understanding the role of news agencies in 

conflict, particularly how their narratives shape and perpetuate a specific understanding of the 

conflict, allows for a more critical view on the situation. Therefore, an investigation into the 

framing of the conflict in Yemen by news outlets in Saudi Arabia, Iran and Yemen will reveal the 

points of contention between these sides in their battle over of words, rather than on the ground. 

The aim of this thesis is not to reveal the main narratives of each government, but to focus solely 

on the narratives put forth by the agencies themselves, due to the fact that an investigation into 

one news agency does not allow for definitive statements to be made about an overall 

government narrative. Moreover, the agencies selected by this research were not all state run, 
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having been selected instead based on their audience and the position they hold in the media of 

that country. By doing so, the research was able to identify and analyse the narratives presented 

by the dominant news provider in each state, thus reflecting the frames through which the larger 

audiences were shown the conflict in Yemen. This unique perspective reveals how the conflict 

over 'truth' which occurs through the media reflects the conflict on the ground. Furthermore, the 

presence of contending narratives surrounding the conflict in Yemen often makes the situation 

appear incredibly complex. By outlining these narratives and highlighting how they each make 

use of the same core concepts, this research hopes to bring some clarity to these dominant 

understandings of the conflict. 
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Chapter One: Background Information 

This first chapter outlines important background information that will contextualize the analysis 

undertaken in this research. Starting with a brief profile of Yemen, it will run through an 

overview of the conflict n Yemen by outlining its history - from unification to the outbreak of the 

current conflict. Lastly, a review of academic research into the conflict in Yemen seeks to further 

contextualize the conflict within the academic field of understanding. This background 

information is particularly relevant as the conflict in Yemen is both complex and relatively 

unknown, with limited current research being done on the topic.  

Country Profile 
 

The Republic of Yemen was formed in 1990, and has an estimated population of 26 million 

people, 99,1 % of which are Muslim. A 65% majority of these are Sunni, the remaining 35% are 

Shia (CIA 2016). The current conflict has exasperated the country’s economic difficulties (Laub 

2016), and a staggering 82% of the population is thought to require humanitarian assistance (CIA 

2016). It is the poorest country in the Arab region (UNOCHA 2016), with more than half of the 

population living below the poverty line (CIA 2016).  

Figure 1.1 – Map of Yemen
1
 

 

                                                           
1
 Retrieved from http://www.intercarto.com/EN/produits_image/image_1535_BDM_Yemen_GB.gif 
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A History of Division and Unification 
 

According to the UN, Yemen is currently the poorest country in the Arab region; though it was 

once known as ‘Arabia Felix’ by the Romans (Retsö 2002), is thought to be the biblical land of 

Sheba (BBC 2011), and was long described as a fertile and bustling nation. When Islam came to 

Yemen in the 6th century AD, Shia Zaydi imams established control over the Northern 

territories. The Southern and Eastern regions flourished through the growing trade that ran 

through Sana’a and the port at Aden, which in the late 1950s was the second largest port in the 

world (Brehony 2011) and merchant towns became fortified settlements said to be the oldest 

example of people living in multi-story housing (such as at the UNESCO site at Shibam). 

 By the 19th century, Yemen’s position as strategically and geopolitically important in the 

region, with its control over trade routes and location near Mecca and Medina, meant that world 

powers began to seek control over the state. The Ottoman Empire had taken control over Yemen 

in the 1500s (BBC 2015), but in 1839 the British sought to gain influence in the region and 

captured the port city of Aden, driving the Ottoman Sultan out (Brehony 2011). This conflict 

between the British and the Ottomans was the birth of the official the division between North and 

South Yemen (Brehony 2011). The Ottomans, seeking to maintain their power in the region, took 

control of the North and established a capital in Sana’a, whilst the British maintained control 

over Aden and the South. The northern regions, where the Zaydi tribes had long thrived, were 

difficult for the Ottomans to control, and they did not succeed in fully established a centralized 

government before revolts in 1904 and 1911 lead to the Ottomans relinquishing control of the 

Northern highlands to the Zaydi imam. Following the death of the imam in 1962 and the 

subsequent civil war, the Yemen Arab Republic (YAR) was formed in 1968. This coincided with 

the British losing control over Aden in 1967, and in the South the People’s Democratic Republic 

of Yemen (PDRY) was established by radical Marxists, and supported by the Soviet bloc 

(Brehony 2011). 

The independent states of the YAR and the PDRY existed for a relatively short period, 

though their legacy continues to add to the internal divisions within modern Yemen. The 

Republic of Yemen was formed in 1990 by the unification of these two states, which had existed 

in complete opposition with each other due to their differing ideologies (the PDRY was the only 

Marxist state in the region), close proximity, and contending claims towards representing the 
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whole of the Yemeni nation (Dingli 2013). The Republic of Yemen continued to represent a type 

of pluralism, as the presence of a strong traditional civil society consisting of various tribal and 

religious groups prevented the new government from monopolizing power across all of its 

territory, and state-society relations were rarely peaceful (Bonnefoy 2011). Unification is 

generally seen as the result of the need for agreement on the exploitation of new found oil 

resources, as well as the weakening of the PDRY following the collapse of the Soviet Union and 

their growing crisis of legitimacy following a civil war in 1986 (Dingli 2013). Unification was 

entered into, therefore, with the members of the YAR having the upper hand, particularly 

President Ali Abdallah Saleh who consolidated his power by taking over the presidency of the 

Republic of Yemen in 1990. A lack of new institutions to bring about democratization and true 

unification, the failure to integrate the militaries of the YAR and the PDRY, and the concentration 

of government institutions in Sana’a, meant that members of the PDRY’s government and elite 

were left at a disadvantage whilst those who had previously been part of the YAR gained 

position, power, and greater wealth (Dingli 2013). Moreover, greater emphasis was set on the 

consolidation of power, infrastructure and administrative institutions in the capital of Sana’a, 

leaving peripheral regions chronically underdeveloped, adding to the hostility felt towards 

President Saleh (Lewis 2013). Combined with the lack of true unification, unrest between the 

North and south was never overcome, and a civil war broke out in 1994. It was won by those 

loyal to Saleh, the former North, and was expected to bring about further unification by 

eradicating the Southern opposition (Dingli 2013). However, what followed was increased 

oppression of civil society opposition and repression of the South by northern elites (Lewis 

2013). 

The beginnings of the current armed conflict can be traced to the sparks that lit the 

smouldering unrest between the north and south of the country in 2003, including the crackdown 

of President Saleh’s government on the so-called Believing Youth - part of the Zaydi community 

and later known as the Houthis (Winter 2011). Their leader, Husayn al Huthi, evaded arrest and 

the government crackdown that ensued led to further clashes between government forces and his 

followers in the Sada’a region, until his death in 2004. The government’s pursuit of al Huthi’s 

supporters after his death is thought to have increased support for the Houthis, who had now 

formed a more unified rebel unit and continued to carry out attacks in the Sada’a region with the 

government increasing their military response to the unrest. The Sada’a region has been at the 



Framing the War in Yemen |A. S. Vis 

14 
 

centre of conflict and unrest in Yemen due to its history as the seat of power for the first Yemeni 

imamate, until its decline in the seventeenth century. The region’s political power declined 

steadily, but it remained important for the scholarship of Zaydism, the branch of Shia Islam from 

which the Houthi spring. Government presence in the Sada’a province has been weak, 

particularly since the clashes in 2004 (Winter 2011). Appointed governors failed to control the 

region and balance the various factions present there. A new provincial governor appointed to 

Sada’a in 2006 was an attempt for the government to improve relations with the Houthi, leading 

to a year of relative peace. After 2007, several severe armed clashes broke out between the two 

sides, and unrest continued to grow, interrupted by periods of unstable peace brokered by Qatar 

and fuelled by Saudi Arabia’s involvement in 2009 against Houthi positions along their border 

with Yemen (Winter 2011). 

 Against the backdrop of this smouldering unrest in Yemen, 2011 brought an 

unprecedented wave of revolt and change across the Middle East. After the Arab Spring, an 

opportunity for real reform in Yemen seemed within grasp (Dingli 2013). The combination of 

youth revolts and grassroots organizations calling for change at a time of growing opposition 

within the government against President Saleh, the momentum was growing for this wave of 

change to put out the fires of unrest in Yemen. This lead to President Saleh signing a Gulf 

Cooperation Council (GCC) deal granting him immunity, in exchange for him standing down 

and establishing an interim government which would restructure the military and draft a new 

constitution by 2014. However, the potential promise of this wave of change quickly fell flat, 

with many remarking that this appeared to have been a “change in names and faces, but not in 

substance” (Dingli 2013: pg. 96). Furthermore, the problems of underdevelopment and lack of 

governmental control in the North were not resolved, and in fact have lead to increasing levels of 

self-governance in these regions (Lewis 2013). 

Nonetheless, in the immediate aftermath of the Arab Spring many were hopeful that the 

situation in Yemen was being turned around, particularly in the international community, 

prompting the rise of discourse surrounding transitional policies towards development and 

democratization. The new unifying government, supported by the international community, set 

up a period of transition including the establishment of the National Dialogue Conference 

(NDC), which concluded at the end of 2013 and was intended to spearhead the transitional 

justice process and bring about further unification and political change. However, though a “just 
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solution” document was signed by all parties, no real consensus was made on key issues of 

contention such as the division of power, resources, and the new federal system, leading to a 

weak support for the conclusions of the NDC and a lack of real progress (USIP 2014). The NDC 

was viewed as powerless, elitist and international, and the underlying conflict between the 

government and the Houthi continued throughout its process and after its conclusion (USIP 

2014). Moreover, those groups in positions of power continued their actions on all fronts, 

simultaneously taking part in the process of transforming government, and participating in acts 

of civil protest and even violence, making the implementation of the decisions of the NDC 

impossible (van Veen 2014). 

In February 2014 another wave of Houthi uprisings took Yemen, forcing President Hadi 

to flee first to Aden and eventually fleeing to Saudi Arabia (BBC 2015). This uprising, in which 

the Houthi have rejected the draft constitution, the propositions of the NDC, and appointed a 

presidential council to replace Hadi, has resulted in the most widespread attempt by the Houthi to 

taking control of power in Yemen (BBC 2015). In response to the actions of the Houthi, 

President Hadi called upon neighbouring states to intervene, and a coalition of five Gulf States, 

Jordan, Egypt, Morocco and Sudan, led by Saudi Arabia, began launching airstrikes against 

Houthi targets in March 2015 (BBC 2015).  The conflict is ongoing, as of January 2016 there 

have been 8,100 reported casualties, with 2,800 of these reported as civilians (Al Jazeera 2016). 

The conflict has deepened the humanitarian crisis in Yemen, with the threat of famine 

widespread (Laub 2016). Although the Saudi coalition has succeeded in regaining some territory 

from the Houthi (Laub 2016), an end to the conflict is not yet in sight. UN mediated peace 

negotiations that have been taking place in Kuwait, accompanied by an unstable ceasefire 

agreement, have failed to make any progress in ending the conflict between the Houthi and the 

government, and the Saudi coalition’s airstrikes continue (Reuters 2016).    
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Contextualizing the Conflict 
 

A review of the academic literature surrounding the conflict in Yemen has highlighted the key 

issues and theoretical concepts used understand the conflict in Yemen, which will be explained 

in the following section. This literature review informed the body of concepts used to form a 

provisional set of codes, through which the data was codified – a process which will outlined in 

depth in later chapters.  

 Firstly, the situation in Yemen is often understood as an example of the conflict that 

arises from the nature of a failed or fragile state. To what extent Yemen reflects such a situation 

is a difficult question to answer. It seems frequently assumed that the criteria of a fragile state, 

namely an “inability to provide basic services and meet vital needs, unstable and weak 

governance, persistent and extreme poverty, lack of territorial control, and high propensity to 

conflict and civil war” are met (Lewis 2013:2). Such criteria are mirrored by most academics, 

including Robert Rotberg, who also emphasizes enduring violence against the government and 

relentless demands for autonomy or shared power as important criteria (Dingli 2013). Yemen is 

often seen as an example of a failed state, predominantly due to the Houthi conflict revealing the 

government’s consistent failure to hold a monopoly over the means of violence and to control the 

territory. Various factors have been highlighted as root causes for the conflict, such as the 

presence of tribalism and sectarianism, local material inequalities, contesting identity claims, the 

attempts of the government at legitimization and the involvement of external powers such as 

Saudi Arabia in Yemen’s sovereign territorial issues, all of which are also seen as strong 

indicators of a failing state (Dingli 2013). Furthermore, Yemen can be seen as fragile due to the 

questioning of its legitimacy and legality of violence committed by the government against those 

within its territory, both locally and by the international community (Lewis 2013). 

It is such an understanding of a failed state, based off a Eurocentric conception of what a 

state is, that has shaped conflict analysis and even the creation of policy solutions for the civil 

war in Yemen. The extent to which a state portrays an ability to conform to Western norms of 

what a state should look like and how it should operate, determines its treatment as a legitimate 

sovereign state, or as a fragile or failed state, with all the international policy implications that 

come with either label (Dingli 2013). For the reasons highlighted previously, the failed state 

discourse is often applied to the case of Yemen. It meets the criteria of a failed state, and 
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importantly, through the presence of specific local conditions and socio-cultural associations, 

does not conform to the Western perception of state and government. However, it is for this same 

reason that the failed state narrative can be problematic when trying to understand conflicts such 

as that in Yemen. By oversimplifying the narrative to that of a failed state, the discourse focuses 

on exactly how and where Yemen ‘fails’ as a state and how to remedy this situation, often 

pushing local conditions aside and failing to emphasise the importance of underlying governing 

structures in Yemen, such as the role of tribal and patronage systems (Dingli 2013). 

Further discourse surrounding the conflict in Yemen lays emphasis on the proxy conflict 

being played out between Saudi Arabia and Iran. As highlighted in the previous section, Saudi 

Arabia has been involved in disputes between the Houthi and the government for some time, 

often combating the Houthi holding positions near the Saudi border. Moreover, the religious 

aspects of the conflict have been emphasized before, with ties between the Houthi and Iran, both 

practising Shi’ite Islam, often insinuated as a source of their external support. Recent 

developments in the Yemen conflict have added fuel to this understanding of the situation as a 

proxy war, reflecting the greater regional conflict between Shia Iran and Sunni Saudi Arabia. 

This narrative of the Sunni/Shia conflict in Yemen is often perpetuated by the parties themselves, 

as it is used by the Yemeni government and the newly formed Saudi coalition to support their 

action against the Houthi (Petrou 2015). However, as a deeper understanding of the conflict in 

Yemen shows, the contention between the Houthi and the government has been ongoing, and 

extend far beyond this most recent clash in which regional powers have been involved to a 

greater extent than previously. Though Saudi Arabia has always been involved in the margins of 

the conflict, due to its interests in border stability and opposition to what they see as the 

extremist religious Houthis, Iran’s connection to the conflict is more complicated. The Houthi 

have been rebelling against the Yemeni government for twelve years, and it is only the most 

recent outbreak of violence that a connection between their actions and Iran have been 

emphasized – though not by Iran, who continue to deny the presence of any alliance between 

them (Petrou 2015).  

The problem with focusing on this proxy war narrative is that it takes the current conflict 

out of its national context, as the latest in a long line of Houthi clashes, turning the issue into one 

of regional struggles rather than local, domestic contention (Petrou 2015). In fact, there is a fear 

that the increasing focus on the narrative of a proxy, Sunni/Shia conflict in Yemen is leading to a 
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self-fulfilling prophecy, as the Zaydi Houthis may grow to emphasize their connection to Shia 

Islam (overcoming significant theological differences) to benefit from such an ally in the face of 

a growing alliance of Sunni states fighting against them (Petrou 2015). In doing so, many think 

that by “fighting the Iranian mirage, the Saudis may have inadvertently made the genie real” 

(Abdo & Grinstead 2015). Furthermore, the regionalization of the conflict by Saudi involvement 

has meant that any peace agreement now requires their acquiescence, drawing them more closely 

into the core of the conflict and complicating the situation even further (Abdo & Grinstead 

2015). 
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Chapter Two: Data Collection 

This chapter details the research design of the thesis, covering the collection, analysis and 

presentation of the data. The chapter will outline and justify the method used for selecting 

sources, followed by an explanation of the codification techniques used to organize and analyze 

the data collected. Finally, this section will present detailed summaries of the data in the form of 

the narratives put forth by each news outlet. These central narratives are a summary of the story 

which each agency tells about the conflict in Yemen, and are the subject of the following 

analytical chapter. 

Source Selection 
 

As this paper has attempted to highlight, the situation in Yemen calls to attention the perspectives 

on the conflict and subsequent actions of external as well as internal actors. These key regional 

actors have an interest in the conflict due to the geopolitical position of Yemen – drawing both 

interests from their Saudi neighbours due to proximity, as well as calling upon the regional 

politics and sectarian divisions which have drawn Saudi Arabia and Iran into the conflict. Their 

interest in Yemen is also emphasized by their growing concern for the conflict’s impact on 

regional security and the humanitarian needs of the Yemeni population. The threat of terrorism, 

the spread of instability caused by the actions of the Houthi, and the deepening humanitarian 

crisis faced by some of the regions poorest have brought the conflict into the eye of the world’s 

media. In particular, the perspectives represented in the media in Saudi Arabia and Iran reflect 

their countries’ level of involvement in the conflict, as it is sometimes portrayed as a stage for the 

continued regional conflict between them. 

As will be detailed in a later theoretical framework, the framing of the conflict by news 

agencies from these countries has an impact on the understanding of the situation which is 

perpetuated and consequently acted upon. However, this research is not an investigation into the 

narratives of any particular government, per se. This is mainly due to the fact that such an 

investigation cannot be undertaken through the analysis of only one news agency. Instead, the 

focus of this thesis in on the narratives put forward by one of the main news agencies from each 

country, in order to analyse the frames through which their audiences are shown the conflict in 

Yemen. Understanding and analysing the narratives put forth by these agencies is a very relevant 
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insight into the conflict, as it will identify and discuss the central concepts, framing processes, 

and key points of contention between these narratives, and provide insight into how each agency 

portrays the conflict to their audience. To do so, this research has selected the following news 

sources from Saudi Arabia, Iran and Yemen. The sources that were selected are as follows; 

 

Yemeni News Agency 

The selection of a news source from Yemen focused on finding a legitimate news website with 

content in English, which kept up to date on the latest news and posted articles daily. At the 

outset of this research, there appeared to be an obvious choice, and the outlet selected for this 

research was the Yemen News Agency: Saba News. The Saba News Agency was established 

prior to unification in the former Yemen Arab Republic (North Yemen) in 1970. Saba was 

combined with the Aden News Agency upon unification in 1990 to form the official news 

agency of the Republic of Yemen, Yemen News Agency: Saba News. The agency is a member 

of several news organizations, including the Federation of Arab News Agencies and the 

Organization of Asian News Agencies, and has published a daily newspaper since 2007 with 

articles translated into English, French and Arabic. Furthermore, the Saba News Agency holds 

the claim of being the official state agency (Saba News Agency 2016). However, upon further 

research into Saba News it became clear that the agency had been taken over by the Houthi in 

May 2015, and was therefore reporting not the narrative of the Yemeni government but of the 

Houthi themselves (Telegraph 2015). As the aim of this research is not to define the narrative of 

the governments of Iran, Saudi Arabia or Yemen, it was decided that the Saba News Agency 

would in fact be a favourable addition to the research. The government had little to no voice for 

the news on the internet until the 30
th

 of May 2016, the end of the research period, when they 

established an alternative website for the Saba News Agency – which differs only slightly in its 

web address (Saba News Agency 2015). It would have been even more preferable for the 

research to have been able to analyse both the news coverage of the Houthi and the Yemeni 

government, in order to truly compare the narratives of all the significant actors in the conflict, 

however this option was not available. Nonetheless, as the aim of the research is to analyse the 

narratives put forth by the news agencies of each country, and the Houthi controlled Saba News 

was the main news agency during the period study, it is no less relevant to the conclusions of the 
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research. Data was collected from 127 articles published by Saba News over the course of the 

research period. 

 

Saudi Arabian News Agency 

Saudi Arabia has a significant number of news outlets, and is further involved in several Arabian 

news companies. However, this research wanted to focus on finding a news outlet which is 

geared more towards the Saudi public. Furthermore, the news source had to be active, and 

particularly had to be actively reporting on the situation in Yemen. This was observed by a 

simple scan of the news to check that it was up to date, as well as a check that there was an 

article released on the situation in Yemen at least every week. The Saudi Press Agency was 

selected due to their frequent and detailed reporting on the situation, as well as first hand access 

to official statements by officials in Saudi and other officials within the Coalition, the UN and 

the US. The Saudi Press Agency was established in 1971 and was the first, and soon the main, 

news agency in the kingdom. It was a founding member of the Federation of Arab News 

Agencies, the Gulf News Agency and the International Islamic News Agency (Saudi Press 

Agency 2016). The Saudi Press Agency published a significantly larger amount of articles 

concerning Yemen in the period of time this study took place, with the research collecting data 

from 243 articles in total. A report was published on the situation in Yemen almost every single 

day, often multiple articles on the same day, though a lot of information was repeated in these 

reports.  

 

Iranian News Agency 

The news outlet from Iran was selected through the same method, with the same criteria in mind. 

It was considerably more difficult to find a news source that published frequently and in English, 

therefore due to its position as a well established paper, the outlet that was included in this 

research is the Tehran Times. The Tehran Times was established in 1979 and was the first daily 

newspaper to publish in English, with current readership across 80 countries, and is known as 

Iran’s leading international daily (Tehran Times 2016). It was selected due to the frequency with 

which it reported on Yemen, as well as its considerable and widespread audience. Over the 

course of the research period, data was collected from 112 articles published by the Tehran 

Times. 
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Article Selection 
 

Upon selecting the news outlets, the next focus of the research was developing an accurate 

method for specifying, finding and selecting the individual articles to be analysed. To do so, a set 

of criteria was developed. Additionally, the distinct time frame within which this research was 

performed had to be decided. This set of criteria ensured a representative and comparable data 

set from each of the news outlets selected. 

 First of all, the research focused on news articles published within a strict time frame, 

beginning in March 2015 with the start of the Saudi coalition’s air strikes and ending in April 

2016. This time frame was heavily influenced by the time constraints on the research, as a more 

accurate and in depth analysis would have gone back as far as September 2014, to the Houthi 

take-over of the capital Sana’a, as this was the true start of the civil war. However, the time 

frame selected reflects a turning point in the conflict, as the intervention of the Saudi coalition 

brought greater media attention to the conflict from the news outlets selected, and reflects the 

point at which Saudi Arabia and Iran were pulled into the discourse surrounding the conflict. As 

such, the starting point that was selected seemed appropriate for the research as it marked the 

height of the external actors’ involvement in the conflict. The end point of the research was 

selected considering the scheduling of the thesis, allowing for just over a full year of data to be 

analysed, but would ideally have continued further. As will be discussed in later sections, the 

results of the research could have been influenced by the continued developments in Yemen after 

April 2016, particularly in relation to the growing negotiations for peace; however a strict time 

frame was vital to completing the research effectively and on time. 

 Within this time frame, articles were selected according to the following criteria. Firstly, 

the article had to be solely on the topic of Yemen. Articles discussing the conflict in Yemen as 

part of a larger analysis of the region or any other wider analysis were not included for several 

reasons. The first of these is pragmatism; such articles are often longer, including only a small 

section on Yemen or even simply a mention of the conflict without any real discussion. Here the 

situation in Yemen is used more as support for a larger argument, and the focus of the article is 

therefore not on representing a particular perspective on that conflict. It was felt that such articles 

often pre-empted a certain frame; for example a mention of Yemen in an article concerning 

terrorism in the Middle East would indicate that the conflict is being framed as part of a larger 
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narrative on terrorism. However, as the focus of this article is on terrorism in the Middle East as 

a whole, this does not provide a real window into how the conflict in Yemen itself is framed. 

Whilst it is useful additional information and supports the framing of the situation in Yemen in a 

certain way, such articles were considered less informative than articles in which the focus lay 

clearly on Yemen. Moreover, the inclusion of such articles would have increased the data set to a 

volume greater than a single researcher could process within the timeframe of the research. 

 Additionally, the research did not include articles considered low in content; for example 

articles which simply stated that a meeting had occurred, or that an attack had happened, and so 

forth. This decision was made because such articles did not include data suitable for coding, 

often being limited to one of two lines stating the bare minimum coverage of an event without 

evoking a certain framing of the conflict. In situations where it was possible to identify   

concepts and phrases which revealed a certain opinion, or frame, the article was included. In 

general, these were identified by the presence of concepts or phrases which had previously been 

identified as codes representing such a frame. For example, an article such as shown in Figure 

2.1 was not included, whilst 2.2 was; 

 

Figure 2.1 – Article Not Included2   Figure 2.2 – Article Included3 

 

 

                                                           
2
Retrieved from: http://www.spa.gov.sa/viewstory.php?lang=en&newsid=1431001 

3
Retrieved from: http://www.spa.gov.sa/viewstory.php?lang=en&newsid=1482915 

http://www.spa.gov.sa/viewstory.php?lang=en&newsid=1431001
http://www.spa.gov.sa/viewstory.php?lang=en&newsid=1482915
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Codifying Data 
 

Once the data sources were selected and the relevant articles identified, the final step in the 

research was to codify the data for further analysis. Essentially, codification of the data allowed 

for the easy identification of the central concepts in each article, which would form the basis of 

the analysis into how these concepts are used in the framing processes of each news agency. 

Coding is a technique in qualitative content analysis, which “goes beyond merely counting words 

to examining language intensely for the purpose of classifying large amounts of text into an 

efficient number of categories that represent similar meanings” (Hsieh & Shannon 2005:1278). 

As such, coding is merely the initial stage of data analysis, in which key concepts can be 

labelled, linked, and counted. Codes are generally words or phrases which summarize or capture 

the essence of a portion of data for further analysis. “Just as a title represents and captures a book 

or film or poem’s primary content and essence, so does a code represent and capture a datum’s 

primary content and essence” (Saldana 2009:3). Therefore, once the raw data was codified, it 

could be grouped into series of codes representing the central concepts within the data, which 

were further analysed in order to form coherent and distinct categories. Each category represents 

a collection of coded concepts, which relate to a specific understanding of the conflict and were 

used to form the frames through which each news agency shaped their narrative. 

 As laid out in The Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers (Saldana 2009), there are 

many different approaches to coding qualitative data, which reflect both the nature of the data 

and the aim of its analysis. These approaches are not mutually exclusive, and each researcher 

adapts their methodology to use a combination of coding techniques to reflect the requirements 

of their research (Saldana 2009). The coding techniques used in this research most closely 

resemble a combination of simultaneous, holistic and provisional coding. Simultaneous coding 

recognises the complexity of data and presence of multiple possible concepts to be codified, 

which may overlap and can be analysed into a further possible pattern, such as the frames 

identified by this research. Holistic coding was used to work with the data as a whole, clustering 

key concepts together rather than analysing and codifying the data line by line. The data in this 

research was treated holistically, as often an entire article could be summed up by simply one or 

two codes. Furthermore, this research used the provisional coding approach, as it entered into the 

data with a pre-set list of potential codes with which to holistically codify the data, which were 
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developed from the review of the literature as detailed previously. The pre-set codes were 

continuously developed and adapted throughout the research as new and more detailed concepts 

emerged from the data. 

 Based on the background information that was gathered for this investigation, the 

research approached the data with the following provisional codes, with their given sub codes;  

 

Table 1 – Provisional Codes and their Sub-codes 

Proxy War Terrorism Failed State Failures of 

Unification 

Saudi-

government 

alliance 

ISIS Insecurity North/South 

tensions 

Iran-Houthi 

Alliance 

AQAP Poverty and 

unemployment 

Demand for 

separation 

Regional power 

struggle 

War against 

terror 

(government) 

violence 

Inequality 

between regions 

Sectarian 

tensions 

Extremism Failures in 

infrastructure 

Failures in 

government 

transformation 

 

These codes developed and transformed throughout the process of codification, with an emphasis 

on certain categories being clearly supported by the data, whilst others were less-relevant. 

Furthermore, certain concepts which were not included in the provisional codes were identified 

in the data as being central to the narratives and framing of each news agency, and were thus 

developed as codes from the data itself. 

 Each article was first processed by highlighting relevant concepts or phrases to their 

corresponding codes, which were colour coded to create an effective visual codification of the 

data. Following this the main codes present in each article were summed up separately, to create 

a chronological list of the articles and the codes used by each news outlet. Therefore, the 

codification of the data was completed through several stages, each one representing a further 

condensing of the codes used. To illustrate how this process developed an example of the 
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codification of an article has been included in appendix 1. The analysis of the data and process of 

distilling the codified data into key frames will be expanded on in a later section. 
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The News Agencies’ Central Narratives 
 

Before entering into the analysis of the codified data collected, the research initially formed a 

detailed overview of the central narratives put forth by each news agency. The central narrative 

of each news agency is herein identified and summarized, allowing for it to be pulled apart into 

its key concepts, and an analysis of the framing processes used by each to take place. These 

narratives represent a summary of the raw data collected from each news agency. The following 

chapter will focus on the analysis of this data; here the main aim is simply to outline how each 

news agency told the story of the Yemen conflict during the time covered by the research. 

 

The Saba News Agency 

Early reports on the situation in Yemen from Saba News appeared to reflect a relatively balanced 

and neutral position towards the conflict, which soon shifts towards the emphasis on the 

aggression of the Saudi coalition and the worsening humanitarian crisis. This shift can be related 

to the fact that the Houthi take-over of Saba news occurred in May 2015, after which the 

narrative of the agency took a definite turn. 

In the first weeks of March, 2015, most reports covered statements made by Yemeni, 

Saudi and Iranian officials, generally all calling for efforts to “maintain Yemen's unity, stability 

and sovereignty and reject any interference in its internal affairs”
4
 and reflecting the need to 

support President Hadi and a peaceful political process for change. Interestingly, the Saba News 

Agency frequently highlighted statements made by Saudi officials at this time, not only calling 

for support for the President and the political process in Yemen, but stating repeatedly that the 

Saudis regard the sovereignty and unity of the Yemeni state as an issue of great importance.
5
 

Similar statements were reported from Iranian officials, also calling for continued dialogue and 

political process in the face of what it called “terrorist acts.”
6
 Furthermore, Saba News reported 

on a statement made by the Arab League outright rejecting any interference in the internal affairs 

of Yemen, particularly condemning the use of violence and calling instead for support for 

                                                           
4
Saba News Agency (7 March 2015), ‘Yemen's delegate to AL urges continual support to dialogue'

 http://sabanews.net/en/news390484.htm 

Saba News Agency (8 March 2015) 'Saudi Arabia confirms its firm position towards Yemen's unity'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news390592.htm 

Saba News Agency (21 March 2015) 'Iran: Friday terrorist attacks aim to destabilize Yemen'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news391888.htm 

http://sabanews.net/en/news390484.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news390592.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news391888.htm
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national dialogue and the political process within Yemen to strengthen and respect the 

sovereignty and unity of the Yemeni state.
7
 Reports of statements from the UN reflect this 

warning against international interference, reiterating the call for “all parties and Member States 

to refrain from taking any actions that undermine the unity, sovereignty, independence and 

territorial integrity of Yemen” and to focus instead on supporting national dialogue in Yemen.
8
 

 Concerning the early stages of the conflict, Saba news emphasized reports by the UN and 

other international organizations describing the “patchwork of simmering feuds – an explosive 

mix of unresolved grievances,”
9
 including the problems of sectarian violence, political tensions, 

the deepening north-south divide, the failure of a political transition towards democracy since the 

introduction of the new government in 2014, increasing violent attacks by both the Houthi and Al 

Qaeda, and a deepening humanitarian crisis. These statements called for overcoming such 

“political, tribal and sectarian” divisions for the protection of the Yemeni people, and once again 

call for national dialogue and a political peace process against the trap of violent conflict and the 

war on terror within Yemen.
10

 In particular the continued actions of the Houthi against the 

government and the legitimacy of President Hadi were seen as undermining the political process 

and the potential for peaceful dialogue within Yemen, deepening the security crisis and creating 

further opportunities for Al Qaeda terrorist actions. In other words, the situation in Yemen was 

reported by Saba News as a self-perpetuating cycle in which a combination of political, tribal 

and sectarian and humanitarian grievances have lead to growing unrest and instability, 

highlighting divisions in society and allowing for the rise of opposition groups such as the 

Houthi, who's opposition of the government was seen as damaging the legitimacy of President 

Hadi's government and any potential movement for change, as well as creating a security 

vacuum in which terrorist groups such as Al Qaeda have been able to thrive. By emphasising 

international and regional support for the legitimacy of President Hadi and his government, and 

repeated calls for internal dialogue and peaceful political action, the early reporting of the Saba 

                                                           
7
 Saba News Agency (10 March 2015) 'AL's Ministerial Council rejects interference in Yemen affairs'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news390864.htm 
8
Saba News Agency (27 March 2015) 'UN: Negotiation is the only option for resolving Yemen's crisis'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news392599.htm 

Saba News Agency (28 March 2015) 'UN Secretary-General calls for peaceful solution in Yemen'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news392664.htm 
9
 Saba News Agency (23 March 2015) 'UN envoy says Yemen on 'rapid downward spiral' as tensions rise'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news392208.htm 
10

Saba News Agency (23 March 2015) 'OIC calls Yemeni parties to give priority to Yemen interests'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news392232.htm 

http://www.sabanews.net/en/news390864.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news392599.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news392664.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news392208.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news392232.htm
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news agency did not develop its own critical view on the situation, reporting instead in a 

relatively neutral manner on these statements. 

 Quite quickly this neutral stance shifted, particularly following the growing intervention 

of the Saudi coalition. Following the reports on various international organizations warning 

against intervention in Yemen's sovereign issues, the Saba News Agency quickly began including 

articles condemning this Saudi-led action. This included statements from Iran, Iraq, the Human 

Rights Watch, and Amnesty International condemning Saudi Arabia's intervention in Yemen, 

criticising them for perpetuating the violent conflict and deepening the humanitarian crisis, thus 

endangering civilians rather than promoting peaceful dialogue,
11

 in addition to further statements 

from China, Germany, Kuwait and the UN which called for a ceasefire from all sides, ending 

military efforts in favour of a political solution.
12

 In addition to these statements, the Saba News 

Agency at this time focused on criticisms of the violent conflict by reporting predominantly on 

the humanitarian consequences of the conflict. Frequent reports which discussed statements 

made by the World Health Organization, the UN, the Organization of Islamic Cooperation, 

Action Against Hunger, Save the Children, Oxfam, UNICEF, the World Food Program, 

International Medical Corps, and Médecins Sans Frontières, emphasised the effects the conflict 

has had in deepening the existing humanitarian crisis in Yemen, with extensive damage to 

infrastructure having a ripple effect in the areas of healthcare, food security, shelter, water, 

education, fuel, communications, and human rights.
13

 Several sources specifically condemned 

                                                           
11

Saba News Agency (2 April 2015) 'Iraq, Iran calls for halting military aggression on Yemen'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news393022.htm 

Saba News Agency (2 April 2015) 'HRW requests neutral investigations with Arab coalition forces against Yemen'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news393053.htm 

Saba News Agency (29 April 2015) 'AI calls for probing into Yemen's civilian deaths by Saudi-led airstrikes'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news394811.htm 
12

Saba News Agency (17 April 2015) 'UN Chief calls for immediate halt to fighting in Yemen'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news394107.htm 

Saba News Agency (22 April 2015) 'China welcomes ending Saudi airstrikes on Yemen'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news394383.htm 

Saba News Agency (23 April 2015) 'UN welcomes ending Saudi-led coalition airstrikes on Yemen'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news394462.htm 

Saba News Agency (23 April 2015) 'Iran, China affirms importance to end air raids, start dialogue in Yemen'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news394487.htm 

Saba News Agency (20 April 2015) 'Germany calls for int’l peace conference on Yemen, rules out success of

 military operations'  

http://www.sabanews.net/en/news394299.htm 

Saba News Agency (29 April 2015) 'Kuwait Deputy PM: No solution in Yemen except for the political one'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news394773.htm 
13

Saba News Agency (11 April 2015) 'UN warns of rapidly deteriorating security, humanitarian crises in Yemen'

http://www.sabanews.net/en/news393022.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news393053.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news394811.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news394107.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news394383.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news394462.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news394487.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news394299.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news394773.htm
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targeted attacks against civilians and health facilities
14

 whilst others tied the humanitarian crisis 

directly to effects of the Saudi-led intervention by emphasizing their blockade of Yemen's 

airspace and ports as preventing the ability of aid reaching those in need.
15

 Additionally, fears for 

the rise of terrorism in the growing instability in Yemen were referenced in statements from the 

EU
16

 These statements reflect the focus of the Saba News Agency's reporting in following the 

Saudi coalition’s intervention, during which time they emphasised the human costs of the 

conflict over any discussion of underlying causal factors or the nature of the conflict itself. 

 As the conflict in Yemen worsened, with casualty numbers increasing and the 

humanitarian crisis deepening, the reporting of the Saba News Agency shifted further towards 

outright condemnation of the Saudi coalition's intervention. In addition to articles similar to early 

reports, which emphasized the humanitarian crisis in Yemen, occasionally tying this to the 

actions of the coalition but often referring only to an “escalating conflict...upsurge in violence,”
17

 

the news agency began referring to the conflict as the “Saudi war against Yemen,” “Saudi 

aggression,”
18

 and the “Saudi massacre.”
19

 The language used by the news agency changed 

completely from May 2015 onwards, as they began describing the Saudi coalition as using 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news393631.htm 

Saba News Agency (14 April 2015) 'OIC appeals to support Yemen with medical aid'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news393882.htm 

Saba News Agency (21 April 2015) 'WHO warns of imminent health crisis in Yemen'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news394330.htm 

Saba News Agency (25 April 2015) 'Humanitarian crisis is worsening in Yemen: UN official'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news394556.htm 

Saba News Agency (3 May 2015) 'UN: Humanitarian situation in Yemen to collapse within days'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news395046.htm 

Saba News Agency (9 May 2015) 'UNICEF: Yemen’s children at immediate risk of severe malnutrition'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news395387.htm 
14

Saba News Agency (28 April 2015) 'WHO condemns attacks on health facilities in Yemen'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news394753.htm 
15

Saba News Agency (7 May 2015) 'Agencies warn of risk of preventing aid arrival to Yemen'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news395278.htm 
16

 Saba News Agency (7 May 2015) 'EU official: Situation in Yemen is extremely dangerous'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news395255.htm 
17

Saba News Agency (25 April 2015) 'Humanitarian crisis is worsening in Yemen: UN official'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news394556.htm 
18

Saba News Agency (7 May  2015) 'UN endeavors continue for pause in war against Yemen'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news395302.htm 

Saba News Agency (8 May 2015) 'Iran, Russia discuss Yemen development'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news395317.htm 

Saba News Agency (14 May 2015) 'Iran, Iraq emphasize halting war on Yemen, lifting siege'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news395729.htm 
19

Saba News Agency (29 September 2015) 'New deadly Saudi massacre in Yemen kills 131'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news405207.htm 

http://www.sabanews.net/en/news393631.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news393882.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news394330.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news394556.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news395046.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news395387.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news394753.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news395278.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news395255.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news394556.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news395302.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news395317.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news395729.htm
http://www.sabanews.net/en/news405207.htm
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“coalition war jets” to launch airstrikes in a joint “US-Saudi aggression” against Yemen, 

targeting civilians, refugees, and vital infrastructure, whilst allegedly breaching international law 

and human rights.
20

 This shift directly reflects the Houthi takeover of Saba News at this time. 

The news agency frequently reported on instances in which the Saudis breached ceasefire 

agreements, further painting the coalition as the aggressor in the conflict, and emphasising them 

as the main reason why the humanitarian situation continued to worsen and any attempts at 

negotiations failed.
21

 Discussion of Houthi actions within the conflict was no longer included in 

their coverage, from this point onwards the narrative focused on an attack of the Saudi coalition 

against Yemeni sovereignty, the humanitarian crisis which was being worsened by these attacks, 

the number of civilian casualties, and the prevention of aid and peaceful negotiation by the Saudi 

refusal to maintain a ceasefire.
22

 Saba News’ central narrative of Saudi aggression is most 

coherently summed up in an article from February 2016, an excerpt of which is included here 

with the full article available in appendix 2; 

 

“The Saudi aggression has killed and injured thousands of innocent people and has 

affected all the life aspects in the country. The death toll of the aggression amounted to 

7,018  martyrs, including 1,601 children and 1,161 women ... more than 340 medical 

facilities ... were destroyed by the aggression … damage resulting from the lack of the oil 

products and medical materials due to the unjust blockade on the country … the crimes 

and violations committed by the Saudi aggression in Yemen, which fall within the war 

crimes and crimes against humanity ... include the deliberate murder through targeting 

civilians and populated areas, devastating the infrastructure and the service facilities and 

starving the people via the complete siege on the country and preventing the entry of 

                                                           
20

 Saba News Agency (21May 2015) 'Coalition war jets kill 30 people throughout Yemen'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news396139.htm 

Saba News Agency (31 May 2015) 'More than 50 int’l personalities, org’s lodge claim to UN on Saudi aggression

 against Yemen' 

http://www.sabanews.net/en/news396773.htm 

Saba News Agency (8 July 2015) 'Amnesty International affirms reports on Saudi aggression on Yemen'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news399265.htm 
21

Saba News Agency (16 December 2015) 'Security source: Saudi-led coalition countries violate ceasefire in Yemen'

 http://www.sabanews.net/en/news412980.htm 
22

Saba News Agency (1 July 2015) 'Iranian Foreign Ministry denunciates Saudi attack against UN office in Aden,

 calls for sending aid to Yemen'  
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foodstuffs and goods and bombarding ports, airports, roads and bridges … In the 

agricultural sector, three million workers have lost their jobs because of the Saudi 

aggression, which destroyed 4,817 sites … the damage suffered by the Handicapped 

Fund and the social care houses due to the Saudi aggression, which caused the stopping 

of 350  thousand workers in the private sector. The oil exportation has stopped and the 

production declined due to the aggression on the country ... the telecommunications 

sector has suffered massive losses estimated at tens of billions of rials because of the 

Saudi aggression.”
23

 

 

 Repeated use of the phrases “the aggression” and “the Saudi aggression” by the news 

agency has transformed their narrative of the conflict completely, moving it from the early 

reports on internal divisions, tensions and grievances towards reports of a Saudi war against 

Yemen, not a civil war but a regional one, in which the coalition's intervention is emphasized 

over the internal conflict that initiated it. 

 The motivation behind the Saudi coalition's intervention in Yemen is an issue that is not 

frequently touched upon by the Saba News Agency. In fact, they make certain contradictions in 

their reporting of the Saudi's connection with the US – as mentioned previously the intervention 

was referred to as the US-Saudi aggression against Yemen, but the agency has also reported on 

statements by US officials condemning Saudi airstrikes for worsening the humanitarian situation 

in the country.
24

 Furthermore, the agency both emphasises the concerns of international 

organizations such as the UN, WHO and other humanitarian organizations regarding the situation 

in Yemen, whilst increasingly criticising such international bodies for failing to come to the aid 

of Yemeni civilians, disregarding the violations committed by the Saudi coalition and being 

unable to provide the promised support for dialogue and peace negotiation to end the conflict.
25

 

 In sum, whilst the narrative of Saba News changed from a more balanced overview of the 

conflict, focusing on the internal tensions, to a view that it will soon be made clear falls mostly in 
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line with the narrative set forth by the Tehran Times. This is particularly interesting considering 

this shift in narrative followed the Houthi takeover, as it becomes clear that the narratives of the 

Houthi and Iran surrounding the conflict are very similar. The emphasis lay predominantly on the 

humanitarian crisis in Yemen, and the position of the Saudi coalition as the aggressors, whose 

intervention in Yemen only deepened the human suffering experienced by the Yemeni people. 

Their narrative acts as a cry for help, in the form of humanitarian aid, a call for attention to the 

violence and alleged war crimes committed by the Saudis, and a request to respect the 

sovereignty and unity of Yemen. 

 

The Tehran Times 

Overall, the Tehran Times’ coverage of the conflict in Yemen treats the situation as Saudi 

Arabia’s interference into Yemen’s internal affairs, with the Saudi coalition targeting what are 

often referred to as “revolutionaries” -  the Houthis (also called Ansarullah fighters by the Tehran 

Times) - in order to reinstate the former President Hadi and thus bring Yemen back into their 

control.
26

 The Tehran Times' coverage of the conflict in Yemen centred on a very critical stance 

towards the actions of Saudi Arabia. Early articles suggested the motivations behind the Saudi 

intervention were purely out of self-interest
27

 and not only condemned the coalition's aggression, 

but denied its success and support from other Arab nations.
28

 Between such reports condemning 

the intervention, the Tehran Times positioned Iran as a peace broker, as the leading regional 

power calling for internal dialogue and an end to external aggression.
29

 However, this stance was 

not always clear cut. The majority of the coverage followed this narrative of the Saudis as the 

leaders of an aggressive intervening force, whilst denying any involvement of the Iranians in a 

military capacity, providing only aid and applying international pressure to pursue an alternative 
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approach to peace in Yemen.
30

 The general message was that Iran wished to see a peaceful 

negotiation take place in Yemen, following what has been called their 'four point plan' which 

outlines the need for peace to occur through internal dialogue, increased humanitarian aid, and 

renewed attempts at political transition through an inclusive new government, with minimal 

external involvement and an immediate ceasefire.
31

 Nonetheless, there was also mention of the 

situation in Yemen as a proxy war, relating the conflict there – and the subsequent Saudi 

intervention – as a consequence of deeper regional and religious struggles, as well as a continued 

emphasis that Iran would not accept the actions nor power-plays of Saudi Arabia, or their allies.
32

 

Creating this balance between portraying Iran as the voice of reason – calling for peaceful 

negotiation, emphasising humanitarian aid – and appearing strong against the aggression and 

interference of Saudi (and the US), characterises the coverage of the Yemen conflict by the 

Tehran Times. This was achieved by emphasising several aspects of the conflict, namely the 

humanitarian crisis in Yemen, the crimes of the Saudi aggression, and the implementation of 

Iran's 'four point plan.' 

 The Tehran Times reported consistently on the humanitarian crisis in Yemen, throughout 

which they emphasized the role Iran was playing in providing humanitarian aid, and condemned 

the actions of the Saudis for interfering in the supply of aid and deepening the crisis through their 

aggressive intervention. Iranian support was portrayed as being directed predominantly towards 

the Yemeni people, through the promise of continued humanitarian aid, and thus rejected the idea 

that Iran in some way supported the Houthi through a stronger – military – alliance.
33

 By 

describing the call for humanitarian aid in Yemen as a fundamental obligation for all humanity, 

not a representation of their alliance to any one group in Yemen; “Yemen is a historical test for 

the world; if our grief for Yemen is not equal to our grief to a certain European or Asian country, 

obviously we have violated all the principles of humanity, the Red Cross [the International 
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Committee of the Red Cross] and the Red Crescent,”
34

 the reports further condemned the actions 

of not only the Saudi coalition in preventing aid from being sent but also the international 

community for not taking further action against the Saudis and the humanitarian crisis in 

Yemen.
35

 The Tehran Times reported frequently on the Iranian aid efforts, mentioning the 

shipments of humanitarian aid sent to Yemen in thirty separate reports over the time studied (in a 

total of ninety-eight). In particular, the acts of the Saudis preventing several Iranian aid 

shipments were emphasized by the coverage. The first instance involved the interception of 

Iranian planes by Saudi fighter jets, forcing them to leave Saudi air space, in April 2015. 

Coverage emphasized the legality and humanitarian nature of Iran’s efforts, stating that the plane 

was carrying food, medicine and wounded Yemenis, and that all necessary arrangements for 

flying through Omani and Yemeni airspace had been made in coordination with both the Red 

Cross and the Red Crescent. In contrast, reports emphasized how the Saudis continued to deepen 

the humanitarian crisis; preventing aid, interfering in Yemeni affairs and violating its airspace, 

and continuing airstrikes and a blockade on Yemen despite announcements that the attacks had 

ended.
36

 The second instance reported by the Tehran Times appeared to portray a much tenser 

situation, in which Iran was described not only as the party standing up for the humanitarian 

needs of the Yemeni people as before, but also taking a strong stance against Saudi Arabia and 

the US. In May 2015, Iran sent a cargo ship carrying humanitarian aid to Yemen, following vows 

for renewed and strengthened attempts to see aid reaching the people of Yemen despite Saudi 

attempts at preventing them.
37

 Once again, the coverage emphasized the claim that these efforts 

were in coordination with the Red Cross and the Red Crescent, internationally as well as in 

Oman, Djibouti, and Saudi Arabia.
38

 However, the Tehran Times’ coverage of this event went 
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further, depicting a defiant Iran which was sending the cargo ship into Yemeni waters with 

support from the Iranian navy, and would not be prevented from reaching its intended target; “we 

send Iran’s relief aid ship to Yemen and will not allow any foreign power to inspect or stop it”
39

 

This action is described as a challenge to the efforts of Saudi Arabia and the US to prevent Iran 

from supporting Yemen
40

 and reports emphasize the claim that any attempt at preventing the ship 

from reaching Yemen will result in decisive action not only from Iran, but from the international 

community.
41

 By emphasizing Iran as the regional actor spearheading aid efforts to relieve the 

humanitarian crisis in Yemen, against direct preventative measures by Saudi Arabia, the Tehran 

Times’ coverage balanced an image of Iran as both a strong force against the Saudis and as a 

provider of aid for the citizens of Yemen.  

 This image of Iran as a strong regional leader was also built through the Tehran Times’ 

coverage of what were depicted as the crimes committed by the Saudi aggression against Yemen, 

and the failures of Saudi Arabia’s coalition. The intervention of the Saudi coalition in Yemen was 

consistently condemned throughout the Tehran Times' coverage of the conflict during the time 

period recorded. A clear line running through their narrative is that they view Saudi Arabia as the 

aggressors, as the party to be “held responsible as the country that has attacked Yemen.”
42

 

Reports labelled Yemeni citizens as the “defenceless and oppressed”
43

 victims to Saudi raids on 

their neighbours,
44

 condemning the Saudi’s stated objectives in Yemen as “they define the killing 

of defenceless women and children and the destruction of a country’s infrastructures as their pre-
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planned objectives.”
45

 Air strikes against Yemen using “Saudi warplanes” were condemned as 

illegitimate, and reports emphasized that Saudi Arabia acted without a UN mandate, interfering 

in Yemen’s internal affairs to restore their own strong supporter, the ‘former’ President Hadi to 

power. 
46

 This view of Saudi Arabia was summed up in an article which stated that “incessant 

military attacks” by the Saudi coalition meant that Yemen had “been taken hostage through a 

comprehensive land, sea and air blockade ... in order to meet the interests of Riyadh and its 

allies.”
47

 In one report, the Tehran Times quotes a senior advisor to the Supreme Leader of the 

Islamic Revolution, Ali Akbar Velayati, stating that “Saudi Arabia’s military deployment in 

countries like Yemen ... is considered a terrorist act,”
48

 revealing the extent to which the Saudis 

are portrayed as he aggressors. In addition to the idea that Saudi Arabia launched “savage 

attacks”
49

 on innocent Yemeni civilians, acting against “ all humanitarian, legal, and international 

norms,”
50

 the Tehran Times further denied Saudi Arabia any legitimacy by labelling their actions 

in Yemen a “failed ... “childish” offensive.”
51

 They reported on the coalition’s interference as a 

strategic mistake
52

, stating that “wise Saudis must now precisely assess their conduct, [and 
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realize] that such methods will not only have no benefit for their security but will totally lay to 

waste their Islamic dignity.”
53

 These articles outline the decision to intervene as the actions of the 

“ignorant ... inexperienced,”
54

 “politically naïve” new Saudi rulers, who have sought to display 

their power by following “the path of the bomb” and attacking “the impoverished people” of 

their neighbouring developing country.
55

 Their position as a regional power is portrayed as 

damaged, with reports quoting that “there are mutterings around the Gulf states now that the 

Saudi leadership is impulsive and rash ... there is hushed talk of a team out of its depth with no 

plan for an endgame.”
56

 Further criticism of the intervention by the Saudi coalition covered by 

the Tehran Times were reports that Saudi Arabia was guilty of committing war crimes and crimes 

against the Yemeni people, targeting civilian locations and violating the human rights of Yemen’s 

civilians.
57

 They reported that these crimes consisted of the Saudis preventing humanitarian aid 

from reaching Yemen,
58

 using cluster munitions against Yemeni civilians and even condemning 

them for committing the crime of genocide against the people of Yemen; calling the Saudi 
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regime a “child killer.”
59

 Having emphasized throughout their coverage the desperate 

humanitarian crisis Yemen was in, even prior to the conflict, the Tehran Times outlined in several 

reports how the actions of the Saudi coalition in the country have deepened this crisis – by 

destroying infrastructure, spreading terror among civilians and preventing the flow of much 

needed aid.
60

 This aspect of the Tehran Times’ coverage depicts Saudi Arabia as illegitimate 

aggressors, terrorising defenceless civilians and deepening the humanitarian crisis in Yemen by 

committing serious crimes against its people, whilst failing to achieve their objectives.  

 Finally, emphasising the Iranian 'four point plan' as the peaceful alternative to the 

aggressive intervention of the Saudi Arabians was a consistent feature of the coverage of the 

Tehran Times during this period.
61

 The four point plan outlines the need for dialogue, aid, a new 

government and an immediate ceasefire in order to bring peace and stability to Yemen. Firstly, 

the need for dialogue is emphasized in several articles as the need for internal dialogue, amongst 

all parties in Yemen, not involving foreign powers, and on neutral grounds that can be agreed 

upon by all parties.
62

 Furthermore, the Tehran Times’ coverage emphasized that the Iranians did 

not wish to involve themselves in these negotiations for Yemen, merely to aid in the fostering of 

dialogue alongside other nations and the UN, whose role in resolving the conflict was described 

as “active and independent.”
63

 This first point of the plan is further understood through an article 
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quoting Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Havad Zarif, who explains; 

 

“This is not a negotiation between the Yemenis and foreigners, nor is it a negotiation 

between foreign powers. Foreign powers should not set conditions for the future of 

Yemen, nor should they engage in negotiations. What they need to do is facilitate the 

dialogue among various Yemeni groups. And that is what we are prepared to do ... We 

should have inter-Yemeni dialogue, intra-Yemeni dialogue, dialogue among Yemenis ... 

this issue should be resolved by the Yemenis ... Iran and Saudi Arabia need to talk but we 

cannot talk to determine the future of Yemen.”
64

 

 

Besides dialogue between the parties in Yemen, the ‘four point plan’ outlines the need for 

humanitarian aid, which has been discussed extensively, and the formation of a new, inclusive 

Yemeni government. The demands of the Houthi, and further grievances of the Yemeni people, 

must be taken into consideration. It is outlined in the articles of the Tehran Times that this is best 

achieved by forming a more inclusive government and allowing the people of Yemen to “make 

decisions about their destiny themselves,” not by allowing the Saudi aggression to reinstate an 

ousted president.
65

  Several articles reflect this call for an internal political solution, rather than 

the “imposed and interventional approaches” of foreign powers.
66

 Furthermore, the ‘four point 

plan’ calls for an immediate ceasefire, stating that peace talks would not be successful without 

the end of violence
67

 – and the Tehran Times condemned in its articles the frequent violations of 

ceasefires which occurred throughout the time period of the study.
68

 

Through this emphasis of Iran’s ‘four point plan’ the Tehran Times depicted Iran as a 

regional leader, providing humanitarian aid and calling for the peaceful resolution of the conflict 
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in Yemen. This was built upon through articles outlining Iran’s willingness to work with the 

international community and specifically the UN to bring all sides of the conflict to the 

negotiating table,
69

 as well as their willingness to work with Saudi Arabia on the issue of Iran.
70

 

The UN and the international community at large was frequently called upon to do more - “it is 

imperative for the international community to get more effectively involved in ending the 

senseless aerial attacks and establishing a ceasefire, ensuring delivery of humanitarian and 

medical assistance to the people of Yemen and restoring peace and stability to this country 

through dialogue and national reconciliation without pre-conditions”
71

 – thus emphasising 

through such reports Iran’s position at the head of such efforts. It was further emphasized by the 

previously outlined focus on Iran’s leadership in humanitarian aid efforts, as well as their 

consistent calls to end the violence in Yemen. Military approaches to Yemen’s situation, the 

Tehran Times reported, would never work – instead the solution had to be political.
72

 The 

continued presence of violent conflict in Yemen was described by several reports from the 

Tehran Times as the root cause of insecurity, extremism and terrorism,
73

 outlining the fear that 

the deepening humanitarian crisis would “result in further exacerbation of the already tense 

circumstances in a region that has been plagued by one of the most barbaric types of extremism 

and (a) multi-pronged vicious campaign of foreign-backed terrorists.”
74

 Overall, the coverage of 
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the conflict in Yemen by the Tehran Times over the period studied followed the narrative of 

Saudi Arabia as an aggressive regional power attempting to interfere in Yemen’s internal affairs 

by reinstating former President Hadi, whilst Iran positioned itself as the regional leader in 

providing humanitarian aid to Yemen and focusing international efforts towards the resolution of 

the conflict through their ‘four point plan.’  

 

The Saudi Press Agency 

The red line that ran through the Saudi Press Agency’s narrative surrounding the conflict in 

Yemen was that the coalition they spearheaded acted in response to a request from the legitimate 

government, lead by President Hadi, to protect the stability of Yemen and the region by 

preventing the Houthi from seizing power. This narrative was built up out of several key 

components, namely the legitimacy of Saudi Arabia’s intervention, the threat of regional 

instability, and their responsibility to protect and aid the people of Yemen during this 

humanitarian crisis. 

 The concept of legitimacy is used consistently throughout the Saudi Press Agency’s 

coverage, particularly in reference to the legitimate government of President Hadi
75

, even going 

so far as to frequently use the phrase as a synonym for the restoration of the Yemeni 

government
76

. The centre of this narrative is that the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, along with other 

Arab nations, was implored by President Hadi to defend the security and stability of Yemen by 

any means necessary. This letter from President Hadi requesting Saudi Arabia to come to the aid 

of Yemen’s legitimate government against the “Houthi coup”
77

 was referred to throughout the 

research period, and more significantly was included in full in the article which reported the 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 http://www.tehrantimes.com/news/246196/Iran-submits-four-point-Yemen-peace-plan-to-United-Nations 
75

 Saudi Press Agency (26 March 2015) ‘Saudi Ambassador to USA holds press conference on Military Operations

 in Yemen’  

http://www.spa.gov.sa/viewstory.php?lang=en&newsid=1342515  

Saudi Press Agency (27 May 2016) ‘Coalition command in Yemen: Statement on operations’

 http://www.spa.gov.sa/viewstory.php?lang=en&newsid=1504715  
76

Saudi Press Agency (26 March 2015) ‘Chairman of Shura Council: Determination Storm supports Yemen’s

 legitimacy’ 

http://www.spa.gov.sa/viewstory.php?lang=en&newsid=1342614 

Saudi Press Agency (31 January 2016) ‘Command of Yemen Legitimacy Alliance: Independent Group on Weapons

 and International Humanitarian Law Formed’

 http://www.spa.gov.sa/viewstory.php?lang=en&newsid=1461122  
77

 Saudi Press Agency (15 December 2015) ‘Recording dozens of violations of the truce by militia coup in the

 Yemeni province of Taiz’  

http://www.spa.gov.sa/viewstory.php?lang=en&newsid=1429583  

http://www.spa.gov.sa/viewstory.php?lang=en&newsid=1342515
http://www.spa.gov.sa/viewstory.php?lang=en&newsid=1504715
http://www.spa.gov.sa/viewstory.php?lang=en&newsid=1342614
http://www.spa.gov.sa/viewstory.php?lang=en&newsid=1461122
http://www.spa.gov.sa/viewstory.php?lang=en&newsid=1429583


Framing the War in Yemen |A. S. Vis 

43 
 

Saudi’s intention “to respond to the request ... to protect Yemen and its dear people from Houthi 

militias' aggression, which was and is still a tool in the hands of foreign powers that did not stop 

tampering with the security and stability of brotherly Yemen.”
78

 President Hadi’s letter is an 

important insight into the coverage of the situation in Yemen, as he request laid out in it was used 

by the Press Agency to establish very clearly the legitimacy upon which the Saudis based their 

intervention. Due to its length, it has been included in full in appendix 3. Included here are the 

following excerpts, which illustrate how this letter was used as the foundation for the Saudi Press 

Agency’s narrative by highlighting several key concepts around which it was built; 

 

“... due to the ongoing aggressive actions and the continuing violence against the sovereignty 

of Yemen that the Houthi coup orchestrators are undertaking ... with the intention to 

disintegrate Yemen and to strike its security and stability. We have exerted all possible efforts 

to end these Houthi criminal sinful aggressions against our people ... We sought with all our 

power to reach a peaceful solution to get Yemen out from a dark tunnel that the coup Houthi 

orchestrators put the country in ... But all our peaceful efforts and our continuous 

determination faced a categorical refusal by the Houthi coup orchestrators who are 

continuing their transgressions ... This sinful aggression executed by internal Militias 

supported by forces from within ... and also supported by regional powers, whose objective is 

to dominate this country and to make it a base for their dominance in the region. This threat 

is not only menacing the security of Yemen only, but also the security of the entire region as 

well as the world peace and security ... I am out of my constitutional responsibilities that 

necessitate that I have to take care of people and the preservation of the nation's unity, 

independence and territorial integrity, and taking into account what have been and being 

carried out by Houthi militias of aggressive acts ... and that fears spread of the exploitation of 

al-Qaeda of the current instability to provoke further chaos which makes the country slide 

toward more violent conflict and fragmentation, I appeal to you my brothers and your sisterly 

nations to stand - as you have accustomed us always- by the Yemeni people for the protection 

of Yemen, and I ask you, based on the principle of self-defense in Article 51 of the Charter of 

the United Nations, and on the basis of the Charter of the Arab League and the treaty of joint 
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Arab defense, to provide instant support by all necessary means, including military 

intervention to protect Yemen and its people from continuous Houthi aggression... and to 

help Yemen in the face of al-Qaeda and ISIS. "
79

 

 

The portrayal of the Houthi, and the nature of the conflict in Yemen, in the publications of the 

Saudi Press Agency reflected the language and sentiments of Hadi’s letter – further emphasising 

that the Saudi government was seen to be standing on the same side as Yemen’s ‘legitimate’ 

government. The Houthi were labelled “a Houthi violent and extremist militia,”
80

 the “Houthi 

rebel organization,”
81

 the “Houthi terrorist militia,”
82

 an “insurgent group,”
83

 and “war 

criminals.”
84

 Throughout these reports the Houthi are described as the aggressors against the 

citizens of Yemen, targeting civilians and infrastructure whilst seeking to destroy the unity of the 

state and its people through the promotion of violence, terror and sectarianism
85

 This description 

further legitimizes the actions of the coalition, who’s actions were described as being directly 

focused on the military targets of the Houthi, whilst denying any allegations that they too 
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targeted civilians during their campaigns.
86

 Furthermore, the language that was used to describe 

the relationship between the coalition states and Yemen reflected the language in President 

Hadi’s letter, and further underlined the legitimacy of their intervention. The letter was addressed 

“dear Brothers,”
87

 and this reference to the “duty of brotherhood and neighbourhood”
88

 between 

Yemen and the Islamic, Arab, nations in the coalition was emphasized in several articles. This 

duty to defend “the brotherly people of Yemen”
89

 – or alternatively the “sisterly people”
90

 – 

made use of common language for describing those bound by a strong relationship – in this 

instance through the bond of faith - and thus strengthened the narrative that the Arab coalition 

was legitimately coming to the defence of a group inherently tied to themselves. 

The key criticism against the coalition’s intervention in Yemen is the issue of Yemen’s 

sovereignty. The clear request from President Hadi for Arab nations to defend this very 

sovereignty, to protect Yemen’s national unity and security by military means, is used throughout 

the Saudi Press Agency’s coverage to legitimize the intervention and undermine this criticism. 

The legitimacy of President Hadi’s government to make such a request, and for his regime to be 

supported against the Houthi, is further built up by the frequent inclusion of reports from 

regional and international powers voicing their support for this position.
91

 Moreover, throughout 
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the period researched there were frequently articles published reaffirming that President Hadi – 

and thus the legitimate government of Yemen – stood behind the coalition.
92

 Such statements 

emphasized that they were acting in accordance with the wishes of the Yemeni leadership, and by 

extension “the Yemeni people [who] will still remember the fraternal stances of the Arab 

coalition and their support for legitimacy in Yemen.”
93

  

The Saudi Press Agency further highlighted how the actions of the Saudi coalition were in 

support of the citizens of Yemen of by emphasising their role in supplying aid to those affected 

by the conflict and the humanitarian crisis. The humanitarian crisis in Yemen was strongly linked 

to the disruptive actions of the Houthi, and the instability they have created in the country.
94

 

Furthermore, the coverage focused on how Saudi Arabia, as well as other coalition forces such as 

the United Arab Emirates, were stepping up to the demands of humanitarian assistance.
95

 Such 

articles painted the Saudis not only as the leaders of the coalition, prepared to step up and defend 

the people of Yemen, but also as leaders in the effort to support civilians through shipments of 

food, medical supplies and the protection of refugees.
96
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In direct contrast with this image of Saudi Arabia as the regional leaders in providing 

humanitarian assistance and military protection to the people of Yemen, the Saudi Press Agency 

highlighted the role played by Iran in worsening the situation in the region. The alliance between 

the Houthi and Iran is frequently emphasized,
97

 with the root cause of the Houthi coup described 

as an attempt by foreign powers to intervene and disrupt the unity and stability of Yemen and the 

region.
98

 Iran was depicted as a disruptive force, attempting to seek power in the region and 

acting without regard to regional stability or security, their actions in Yemen even being labelled 

“Iran’s expansionist project.”
99

 Against this depiction of Iran, the image of the coalition forces 

that was created by the Saudi Press Agency, with the legitimacy, support, leadership and concern 

for the humanitarian situation as described above, is strengthened. The enemy in Yemen is not 

really the Houthi, a rebellion from within Yemen and therefore reflecting to some extent the 

Yemeni people, but the actions of a group of extremists supported by a foreign power seeking to 

destroy Yemen from the inside.
100

 Therefore, intervention by the coalition was further justified, 
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as the conflict was shown as less of an internal issue, and more of a regional struggle. 

 This narrative of the Saudi Press Agency remained consistent throughout the time period 

studied, including during the final months as the attention turned towards the peace negotiations 

in Kuwait which took place in May. During this time similar reports were published as described 

previously, emphasising the support of the ‘legitimate’ government for the actions of the 

coalition, applauding the humanitarian contributions of the coalition nations, and denouncing the 

actions of the Houthi and Iran. In terms of the peace negotiations, the reports focused on the 

optimism of the Yemeni government and their supporters that a solution could be found, once the 

military aggression had ended and a political process could begin.
101

 The government was 

described as making the necessary sacrifices and compromises to take steps towards this process, 

including the maintenance of a ceasefire.
102

 The slow pace and lack of progress was blamed 

consistently on the Houthi, who were accused of breaching the ceasefire and not taking the peace 

process seriously enough.
103

 The negotiations took place under the guidance of the UN, which 

was called upon to put pressure on the Houthi to participate more seriously in the negotiations by 

meeting their obligations to the peace process.
104
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Chapter Three: Data Analysis 

In this final chapter, the narratives summarized previously will be analysed, pulling them apart in 

order to identify the core concepts upon which they are built, and the framing processes through 

which the formation of these narratives takes place. In order to do so, this chapter will begin with 

a detailed construction of the theoretical framework, which will subsequently be applied to the 

data. Following the process of identifying in the codified data categories of core concepts, 

through to their use in the diagnostic and prognostic framing undertaken by each news agency, 

this chapter will highlight how each narrative is formed by a diverse use of framing and counter-

framing processes. 

Theoretical Framework 
 

In order to analyse the central narratives set forth by the news agencies, the following theoretical 

framework has been put together to provide the tools and analytical lenses used by the research 

to approach the data. It underlines the role of the media in conflict, in order to provide a 

theoretical basis for this investigation into the news coverage surrounding the conflict in Yemen. 

The previously summarized narratives, which have been identified in the news coverage from 

each agency, represent the story being communicated by that news source to its audience, and it 

is this storytelling process which will be contextualized within the following theoretical 

framework. As this research is based on the understanding that these narratives are built upon a 

core set of concepts, framed by each agency to represent a particular interpretation of the 

conflict, the theoretical framework will further focus on the concepts of framing and contention.  

 

The Role of Media and the News in Conflict 

Often, when discussing the way in which wars are reported on, the concept of propaganda is 

brought into play. “War, as a distinct form of social and political activity, has had deep impact on 

the public sphere, and one of the most distinctive aspects of that impact has to do with the way in 

which war planners attempt systematically to manage public opinion in wartime” (Hallin in 

Seethaler 2013:96). This focus on propaganda - which is understood as the instrumental use of 

communication by those in a position of power, to influence the public - is understandable, 

however it emphasizes the negative, manipulative, connotations of communication in conflict 
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and disregards the finer relations between conflict and culture which can be revealed through a 

study of the media at large (Hallin in Seethaler 2013:96). Communication can be defined as “the 

practice of creating meanings or symbolic resources,” and intercultural communication as “a 

process of interaction between groups of people with different systems of symbolic resources” 

(Klyukanov 2005:10 in Roy and Shaw 2016:33). Intercultural communication and conflict have 

a clear overlap; as such interactions between different cultures can often form their own ‘clash of 

civilizations.’ In other words, Huntington’s concept of conflict as a ‘clash of civilizations’ is not 

restricted to armed conflict, as “there can be clashes of perspective, the beginnings and outcomes 

of which are affected by information flows; how people see the world shapes their attitudes 

toward other cultures” (Seib 2004:80). The effect of these information flows are often 

concentrated in the ability of news coverage to influence the attitudes and perspectives of the 

audience, an effect which has been strengthened and shaped by the growth of the internet as a 

source for news (Seib 2004:81). Conversely, the internet could act as a diffuser of such cultural 

clashes, as it can provide a diverse source of information which undermines many myths and 

stereotypes (Seib 2004:82), though this affect requires the audience to actively seek out 

information from diverse source, limiting it considerably. 

Conflict and communication can be seen as both essential and universal features of 

human life, tied inextricably together. War and communication are shaped by each other, and 

violence itself is an act of communication (Karmasin, Melischek, Seethaler and Wohlert in 

Seethaler 2013:ix). In this intersection between war and communication lies propaganda, the tool 

used in the struggle over the framing of conflicts. As communication technology has advanced - 

introducing photographs, telecommunications, and ever expanding forms of mass media - the 

role of propaganda in conflict has grown ever more influential; “war was not only waged on the 

battle field; it also fought for acceptance and – in the words of Lyotard – for metahistory: the 

struggle to determine the dominant interpretation of war” (Karmasin, Melischek, Seethaler and 

Wohlert in Seethaler 2013:xi). However, in terms of the research undertaken by this thesis an 

over emphasis on the idea of propaganda has been avoided – focusing instead on the general 

theory concerning communication and narratives used by news media. This is due to the fact that 

an analysis of a select few news agencies’ narratives surrounding the conflict in Yemen does not 

allow for a significant analysis of propaganda. “Propaganda must be total,” and cannot be 

identified in the sporadic use of certain media but is formed by the strategic use of all media 
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(Ellul 1972:9). Therefore, whilst news media – and the analysis performed by this research – can 

be understood as one representation of propaganda, it is not representative of a propaganda 

scheme as a whole.  

The media both reflects and shapes the audience’s perception of reality, and in conflict 

“the media are missiles” which, in today’s globalized world have a significant influence over the 

progress of conflict (Karmasin, Melischek, Seethaler and Wohlert in Seethaler 2013:xiii). 

Moreover, modern wars require greater levels of consent and involvement from the public than 

wars in the past, making the role of media in formulating and perpetuating narratives 

surrounding a conflict vital in order to attain such popular support (Lazzarich in Seethaler 

2013:39). In order to garner such support a narrative of the conflict must be formed that is 

deemed acceptable by the public, as it must transform the common sense idea that war leads to 

death by associating the conflict with socially preferable outcomes (Lazzarich in Seethaler 

2013:53). 

 The extent to which the government narrative on a conflict reflects that which is 

published in the media, depends on the relationship that the news media has with the government 

– built through the use of government sources, the presence of state-run news agencies, and the 

level of diversity and criticism reflected by the media (Seib in Seethaler 2013:12). There is some 

dispute about how the news is formed, as it can be understood as either professional, 

organizational, economic or political – in other words the selection of newsworthy stories is 

based on the work of professional journalists, the organization of news agencies, or external 

factors such as economic interests or political/ideological pressures from leadership or the 

audience (Gitlin 1980:251). However, the news can also be understood as a representation of all 

these factors, “as information which is transmitted from sources to audiences, with journalists – 

who are both employees of bureaucratic commercial organizations and members of a profession 

– summarizing, refining, and altering what becomes available to them from sources in order to 

make the information suitable for their audiences. Due to the fact that news has consequences, 

however, journalists are susceptible to pressure from groups and individuals” (Gans 1979 in 

Gitlin 1980:251). This understanding of the news highlights how it can also be understood as 

“the exercise of power over the interpretation of reality” (Schlesinger in Gitlin 1980:251). This 

highlights that, whilst it is not the main feature of the news, in general the news that is reported is 
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influenced by outside forces. It is clear therefore, that communication through media such as the 

news can be used strategically, as a tool for influencing public opinion. 

Strategic communication is “the use of words, actions, images, or symbols to influence 

the attitudes and opinions of target audiences to shape their behaviour in order to advance 

interests or policies, or to achieve objectives” (Farwell 2012:xviii). The language used to express 

an idea, through the creation of a specific narrative, can be analysed in order to understand the 

strategy behind that narrative, to identify the main themes and messages contained within that 

narrative (Farwell 2012:57). In the case of contending narratives, language acts as a tool of 

contention through the dichotomy in the use of language to define and evaluate key components 

of a narrative. Farwell uses the example of the Israel-Palestine conflict, in which both sides use 

language to convey themselves as the victims and the other as the aggressors (Farwell 2012:58). 

It is generally accepted that the public perception of friends and rivals is a considerable 

constraint on foreign policy, and thus the use of the media to communicate a strategic perception 

of ourselves and others – of ‘us’ and ‘them’ -  in order to justify policies such as the decision to 

go to war is vital (Seethaler and Melischek in Seethaler 2013:188). The ability to use the media 

to name and label the enemy is central to the role communication has in conflict. Farwell 

emphasises specifically the power of naming something, of assigning a particular label to a 

group or situation, as words have the ability to influence attitudes by directing how the audience 

associates that label with a certain understanding of that which is being labelled (Farwell 

2012:58). Strategic communication essentially outlines how the power of language (as well as 

images, symbols and deeds) can be used effectively in propaganda campaigns – through for 

example speeches, manifestos, reports or statement – to garner support, influence public opinion, 

and create a central narrative of events. The potential reach communication has also influences 

how powerful it can be – the printing press allowed Martin Luther to launch “a full-scale media 

campaign” through cheap and widespread pamphlets, whilst Barack Obama’s campaign made 

extensive use of the internet to reach and influence voters (Farwell 2012:65). Here we can once 

again make a distinction between identifying narratives within strategic communication, such as 

an election campaign, and the narratives contained in propaganda. Ellul (1973) distinguishes 

propaganda by highlighting its continuous nature – in contradiction to the short time-span of, for 

example, a campaign. News reports often communicate specific events, particularly through the 

immediacy of live reporting, which can be considered as part of a wide propaganda scheme, but 
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particularly in small-scale, short term, studies such a connection is difficult to make. Instead, 

concepts such as strategic communication outline similar processes undertaken by actors to 

influence an audience, without the implications of a wider propaganda narrative. 

The example of election campaigns to illustrate the power of language in strategic 

communication is particularly interesting, as the process of targeting and  influencing voters to 

accept, support, and internalize the candidate and their position is compatible with most 

situations in which strategic communication is used. Language is vital as “political campaigns 

combine deeds, images, symbols, and language, but every aspect of them starts with developing 

a credible rationale for a cause or candidacy, a narrative, and the themes and messages that 

emanate from them” (Farwell 2012:72). Thus, the language used to build up a certain narrative is 

the foundation of any form of strategic communication.  

 

Communication through Framing Processes 

The power of language to influence an audience can be further understood through the concept 

of framing; “the power of a frame can be as great as that of language itself” (Entman 1993:55). 

Framing can be identified in four points of the communication process; (1) in the communicators 

who frame a situation; acting either consciously or subconsciously, and guided by the frames 

which make up their own beliefs, (2) in the texts which contain the key words, ideas, stereotypes, 

images and sources of facts and judgements, (3) in the receiver; whose frames may differ from 

those of the text or the communicator, and (4) in the culture; which forms the bank of commonly 

used frames (Entman 1993:52). Individual actors in a society are not simply the carriers of a 

certain meaning, or understanding, but are instead actively involved in the formation and 

maintenance of the frames which determine this understanding, along with the media, local 

government and the state (Benford & Snow, 2000). Framing is seen as the interactive, dynamic 

processes that create the frames through which people view certain issues. Frames guide the 

perception of reality, as they are formed through negotiations in which meaning is given to 

certain issues, and reflects their representation to one’s self and to others (van Hulst & Yanow, 

2014). Frames used in the news “reflect broader cultural themes and discourses, providing 

audiences with ways to think about issues” (Roy and Shaw 2016:35). Whilst framing can be 

understood as a subconscious process that occurs through communication; research has also 

emphasized the strategic nature that framing can take (van Hulst & Yanow, 2014) which follows 
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more along the lines of framing as a form of strategic communication. This strategic altering of 

frames, of the definitions of reality, is used by actors to shift the understanding of the situation in 

their favour. In the news, framing can be seen as the process of selecting “some aspects of a 

perceived reality and [making] them more salient in a communicating text in such a way as to 

promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment 

recommendation” (Entman 1993:52). Rein and Schon highlight three specific processes involved 

in framing; naming, selecting and storytelling. Through these processes, the language used to 

name a situation reflects and portrays the actors' understanding of that issue, selecting the aspects 

that should be included in this understanding and presenting this through the act of storytelling 

(van Hulst & Yanow, 2014). In terms of framing in the news, these processes can also be seen as 

the “persistent cognitive ways in which information is selected, excluded, emphasised, and 

organised into discourse” (Chong and Druckman 2007:100 in Roy and Shaw 2016:35).  

 For a frame to be successful, it should be culturally congruent; “the more a frame is 

clearly congruent with a schema that dominates the political culture, the more readily it will be 

accepted” (Kutz in Seethaler 2013:114). In other words, the meaning attributed to a situation 

through the language used should be made acceptable to the audience by seeming in line with the 

pre-existent relevant narratives. More specifically, successful framing in the world of modern 

news media requires speed, particularly in crisis and conflict situations, as news is expected to be 

reported live. Therefore, framing has to take place constantly and is no longer always given the 

luxury of well planned articles and interviews (Kutz in Seethaler 2013:118). In terms of conflict 

framing, a successful frame is often based on the concept of just war, or ius ad bellum and ius in 

bellum, which outline the right to go to war – based on the principles of just cause, legitimate 

authority, right intention, proportionality, last resort, reasonable hope for success and the aim for 

peace – and the just way to act whilst at war – based on the principles of proportionality and non-

combatant immunity (Kutz in Seethaler 2013:113). This concept, or a variation on its main 

principles, is a feature of many frames surrounding conflict, as it represents the most widely 

accepted justifications for violent action. Under the circumstances of a just war a conflict 

“despite its consequences as a destructive force, is defined as a positive good” (Jabri 1996: 104). 

In simple terms, frames define problems, diagnose causes, make moral judgements, and 

suggest remedies (Entman 1993:52). This can be more technically understood as the various 

types of framing which can be used, often within a single narrative. In such terms, frames can be 
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understood as being diagnostic, prognostic, or motivational (Benford & Snow, 2000). The 

identification of the source of the blame is vital in situations of contention, as the attribution of 

blame through diagnostic framing allows for the mobilization of collective action. This relates to 

what Tilly refers to as the blame game (2010), which involves the attribution of credit and blame 

through simplified stories of cause and effect. This takes place in everyday life, assigning blame 

to those who do not meet their obligations, and award to those who exceed them, however Tilly 

also applies it to major public events (Tilly 2010:384). The blame game sets up a distinction 

between those responsible for an action and their victims, in many ways similar to the us-them, 

victim-aggressor, distinction described by Farwell and in the work of Seethaler and Melischek. 

By naming a certain group the aggressor, that group is diagnostically framed as responsible for 

the conflict, as the party to be blamed. Moreover, attributing blame and thus responsibility to a 

specific group can frame further actions, such as conflict or intervention, as justified. As Tilly 

puts it, the blame game matters both retroactively and prospectively (2010:388). Assigning 

blame and credit creates the narratives of the past, in other words framing those actions, 

behaviours, and peoples which should be condemned, and building a narrative of the events 

which represents a certain perspective. Such frames become lenses through which we understand 

the world, thus informing future opinions and decisions, and will form part of the bank of 

narratives from which future frames are built. 

Often following diagnostic framing is the introduction of a prognostic frame, which 

proposes a solution to deal with the problem that has been identified. This will differ with the 

nature of the actors involved in the framing, and often forms as a source of contention between 

the frames of opposing groups, through which they attempt to highlight their own prognoses as 

more appropriate and effective (Benford & Snow 2000).   

Furthermore, frames are developed, generated and elaborated on through the use of 

discursive, strategic and contested processes (Benford & Snow, 2000). Discursive processes 

describe the communication of meaning which create and portray frames; the speech acts and 

written texts which articulate reality, amplifying those aspects which make up this version of 

reality. Strategic processes are deliberate and directed towards a certain goal, using frames to 

further action towards that goal – this relates directly to the concept of strategic communication 

(Farwell 2012). Lastly, contested processes involve the construction of frames in contest with a 

contending frame. This involves counter framing, through which the opposition attempts to 
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challenge the diagnostic and prognostic frames used in order to further their own (Benford & 

Snow, 2000).   

This contention between frames can be understood as part of a larger theory, namely that 

of contentious politics. Tilly and Tarrow (2007) outline what they label 'contentious politics' or 

the coordination of efforts based on claims on shared interests and goals, which combine 

contention, collective action and politics. This relates to framing as they investigated how groups 

or communities make claims through the use of performances and repertoires, as well as 

alliances, political opportunities and institutional routines. Tilly and Tarrow explain how 

successful claim-making occurs through the use of particular performances, as well as modular 

performances, to make contentious politics both diverse and regular. They argue that the process 

of making claims follows a fairly restricted set of performances that are available in the 

repertoire of a group, thus indicating that performances of collective action will have many 

similarities across different incidents. However, the use of innovative new performances which 

are built around the specific features of a particular claim also allow for change within the 

repertoire. Understanding a repertoire of actions as various possible performances reveals the 

conscious decision made by the claimants to evoke certain emotions and reactions through their 

actions. This relates again to the idea that successful frames must be culturally congruent, as such 

repertoires have a history of use which is embedded in the culture of that group. As in the 

prospective implications of playing the blame game, such repertoires are built from 

performances and narratives used in the past. In terms of framing, this can be found in the third 

location identified by Entman in which framing can be identified, namely in the culture of the 

group. It can be said that every culture has a “framework of frameworks;” constituted by the 

collection of frames accepted by the members of the group to understand their world (Goffman 

1974:27). This bank of commonly used frames, and the repertoire described by Tilly and Tarrow, 

reflects a similar idea that collective action, such as the performance of a specifically framed 

narrative, is most successful when it builds upon a history of similar performances. Thus, the use 

of a certain frame from a repertoire which has been used and adapted to several different 

incidences, gives it greater meaning and more cultural and historical significance. Contentious 

politics outline the conscious decisions made by a group's leadership to carry out performances 

in a certain way, evoking a certain tradition of claim making, specific emotion, or history, in 

order to benefit the strength of mobilization behind their claim.  
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Analysing the Agencies’ Narratives 
 

Using this theoretical framework, the narratives put forth by each news agency will be analysed 

in order to highlight the core concepts used in the framing of the conflict, and the specific 

framing processes through which each narrative is built. Looking back at the second chapter on 

data collection, this section will follow the process of analysing the data from the codification of 

the narratives in their raw form, through to the separation of these narratives into categories of 

core concepts, and specific acts of framing and counter-framing which are performed by the 

news agencies using these core concepts.  

 

Codifying the Narratives 

The codification of the data was a long process, which lead to a large body of data being 

condensed into simplified lists of coded articles. Each article was coded by highlighting extracts 

that identified certain concepts according to their corresponding codes, which were colour coded 

for clarity. Statements which reflected a certain perspective on the conflict, either following the 

provisional codes or through their repetitive use throughout the articles, were codified. 

Subsequently, each article was summed up by the main codes identified in that article, in order to 

form a chronological list of the main codes found in the coverage of each agency. This allowed 

for the subsequent ordering of the codes data from each outlet, ranked from most to least 

frequently identified; as shown in the following table; 
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Table 2 – Key Codes  Found Across News Sources 

News 

Source 

Codes 

from most to least frequently identified 

 

Yemen       

Saba News Saudi 

aggression 

Terrorists 

taking 

advantage of 

security 

crisis 

Humanitarian 

crisis 

deepened by 

Saudi 

intervention 

Saudi war 

crimes 

Western 

states/UN 

inactive 

against 

Saudi 

actions 

(complicit) 

Yemen 

conflict 

internal 

affair, not 

regional 

Saudi 

Arabia 

      

Saudi Press 

Agency 

Saudi 

Coalition 

defending 

legitimate 

government 

against 

Houthi coup 

Regional 

Insecurity 

Iranian 

support of 

Houthi rebels 

spreading 

Shi’ite 

influence 

Houthi war 

crimes 

Terrorists 

taking 

advantage 

of security 

crisis 

Humanitarian 

crisis 

deepened by 

Houthi 

Iran       

Tehran 

Times 

Saudi 

aggression 

Yemen 

conflict 

internal 

affair, not 

regional 

Humanitarian 

crisis 

deepened by 

Saudi 

intervention 

Saudi war 

crimes 

 

Terrorists 

taking 

advantage 

of security 

crisis 

Western 

states/UN 

inactive 

against Saudi 

actions 

(complicit) 

 

As these codes are laid out in the above table, certain key concepts stood out in the narratives 

across all of the news outlets, and though these concepts were often treated differently by each 

outlet, it is interesting to highlight that they appear to be considered central features of the 

conflict by all. These concepts can be grouped into the following categories; regional conflict, 

terrorism and humanitarian crisis. These three categories form the basis of the framing of the 

conflict as performed by each news outlet. The research has identified these categories, therefore, 

as the broader cultural themes and discourses (Roy and Shaw 2016:35) used by the news 

agencies in order to build culturally congruent (Kutz in Seethaler 2013:114) frames. In other 

words, the categories that have been highlighted as the key concepts through which framing of 

the conflict in Yemen occurs, are the news agencies’ repertoires (Tilly & Tarrow 2007) or banks 

of commonly used frames (Entman 1993:52). Before progressing into a more detailed analysis of 

the framing processes identified in the news agencies’ narratives, a brief overview of these key 
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categories has been included. This will strengthen the later analysis, as it reveals how the 

framing of the conflict essentially involves the processes of building a narrative from these 

categories, using them as a basis from which each agency names, selects, and tells a story (van 

Hulst & Yanow, 2014) which reflects their intended message. The identification of these three 

categories of core concepts as being the common foundation in each of the agencies’ narratives, 

reflects what Prince (1982) said different cultural group’s having telling similar, comparable 

narratives. He explains this by highlighting that despite the presence of contention between 

narratives, there is often consensus between different groups concerning the symbols that 

constitute narratives, and at their core even contending narratives are based on framing the same 

situation or event (Prince 1982:171). Thus, regardless of “what the "real" point of the narratives, 

their ultimate implications, or their symbolic significance are taken to be,” a situation can be 

framed through a narrative in a large – but not infinite – variety of ways, as responses to the 

situation must have some connection to the actual events (Prince 1982:181). 

 

Regional Conflict 

This category of key concepts was based on the provisional code surrounding the concept of a 

proxy war, as many of the concepts corresponding to the sub codes of this (such as the emphasis 

of an alliance between the Houthi and Iran, or Saudi and the Yemeni government) were present 

across all news outlets. This was clearly a dominant feature of each narrative, however, each 

agency used the concept differently in their process of framing the conflict in Yemen.  Labelling 

this category as a proxy war would not have been appropriate, as it would not have represented 

its use across all of the agencies. In the cases of the Saudi Press Agency and the Tehran Times in 

particular, the concept of a proxy war was not only avoided but actively denied. In fact, the main 

aim of many articles published by both sides was to highlight the involvement of the other in 

perpetuating the conflict and endangering the humanitarian situation in Yemen. It was therefore 

decided that the label regional conflict would be more appropriate, as it encompasses the 

concepts of a proxy war, but also of the tension and counter-framing which occurred between the 

Saudi Press Agency and the Tehran Daily, and which will be further analysed in the following 

section. 

 The category of concepts regarding a regional conflict summed up the situation in Yemen 

as one in which regional actors were playing the part of an external power attempting to take 
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control of Yemeni internal affairs, interfering in their sovereignty, and further endangering the 

lives of a population already facing a humanitarian crisis. The specific actors which were 

selected and named, identify the blame game (Tilly 2010) played by the news outlets concerning 

who was responsible for making the conflict in Yemen a regional conflict. In this category, the 

codification of concepts showed that the narrative of a regional conflict was perpetuated by the 

constant emphasis of the alliances that were either pledged or alleged between key regional 

players. This consisted of the reports that the Saudi coalition was working in support of the 

Yemeni government, which was framed positively by the Saudi Press Agency, and negatively by 

both Saba News and the Tehran Times. It also showed the emphasis on the Houthi’s alleged 

alliance with Iran, which again was framed by the Saudi Press Agency as a strong, disruptive, 

military alliance, whilst being firmly denied in the Tehran Time in favour of a narrative of 

support and friendship. Moreover, each side made attempts at justifying their own position by 

emphasising in their reports those international actors, organizations and states which supported 

them, as both the Iranian and Saudi news outlets emphasized any instance in which either the 

UN, international organizations or other states made statements in which they could be seen 

agreeing with their position. 

 Framing the conflict in Yemen through the use of concepts describing a regional conflict 

places it within the wider context of Middle Eastern regional politics. It reflects a history of 

viewing the region through this frame, making reoccurring use of the concepts which make up 

the repertoire of this frame. Firstly, the presence of Saudi Arabia as a significant regional power 

bordering Yemen brings the pre-existing concepts of regional leadership, influence, and 

instability into the narratives, to be used in the framing processes of each agency. Furthermore, 

concepts concerning the sectarian tensions that have been identified as underlying many of the 

conflicts within the region, between the Shia and Sunni sects of Islam and in turn between the 

policies of Saudi Arabia and Iran, have shaped much of the framing of regional issues, both from 

within these states and by outside sources. These concepts therefore form a well-known, widely 

used, and culturally accepted repertoire from which each news agency shaped their own frames. 
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Terrorism 

The codification of the news coverage revealed that each agency’s narrative surrounding the 

conflict in Yemen highlighted not only the conflict between the Houthi and the government 

within Yemen, but also emphasised significantly the rise of extremism and terrorist activity in the 

country. These reports focused on the growing influence of terrorist groups Al-Qaeda in the 

Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and a growing branch of ISIS in Yemen. Each news agency related 

the growing problem of terrorism in Yemen to the opportunities that a deepening security 

vacuum and increasing instability have given them, as well as the pattern of terrorist groups 

making use of the existing divisions within Yemeni society to build support for their own aims 

and activities within the region. In the case of the Saudi Press Agency, the category of terrorism 

extended to include the Houthi, who were themselves framed as terrorist by labelling them a 

terrorist, extremist, militia. 

 The problem of a growing terrorist threat across most of the Arab world is an issue can be 

seen as central to many narratives surrounding the areas of conflict or tension in the region. The 

rise of ISIS and the presence of Al-Qaeda, and its counterpart AQAP which is active in Yemen, 

are frequently used concepts in the framing of the Middle East. It is therefore unsurprising, what 

with the presence of both ISIS and AQAP in Yemen, that this issue would be emphasized so 

significantly in the narratives of each of the news agencies included in this research. As 

mentioned, framing is most successful when it reflects a pre-existing, widely accepted, narrative. 

As the concept of terrorism is so widely used surrounding conflicts and instability in the Middle 

East, it provides an readily accessible, emotive and easily acceptable language to use in framing 

the conflict in Yemen. To fully understand how the news agencies’ respective uses of this concept 

fit into the larger context of the issue of terrorism in the Middle East, involves understanding this 

pattern of emphasising terrorism in the wider discourse surrounding the region.  

 In relation to this category of terrorism, the narratives of Saba News and the Tehran 

Times in particular, use concepts similar to those of terrorism to name and blame the Saudis as 

aggressors in the Yemen conflict. In fact, just as the Saudi Press Agency used the concepts of 

terrorists and extremists to define the Houthi, the Tehran Times defined the actions of the Saudis 

in Yemen as terrorist acts. Thus, in the process of framing the conflict using the concept of 

terrorism each agency extended beyond the narrative of AQAP and ISIS to include other parties 

in the frame, using the language of terror and violence. The emphasis of war crimes committed 
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by the Houthi in the articles of the Saudi Press Agency, and those committed by the Saudi 

coalition in the articles of Saba News and the Tehran Times, further reveal how such concepts 

were used in the framing of the conflict. This is part of the diagnostic framing of the conflict, 

which will be discussed in detail in the next section. 

 

Humanitarian Crisis 

The emphasis on the humanitarian crisis in Yemen was somewhat unexpected in the initial 

approach to the research, and was not included in the provisional codes used to organize the data. 

However, as this research took a combined approach to codification, taking into account the 

development of new codes according to the prominent concepts found in the data, a new 

category of concepts quickly formed around the issue of a humanitarian crisis. As revealed in the 

identification and summary of each news agency’s central narrative, the issue of the 

humanitarian crisis in Yemen was central across the board. Just as the categories of regional 

conflict and terrorism were used differently in the framing processes of each agency, the 

humanitarian crisis was used to serve several distinct purposes in their narratives. 

 Firstly, the dire humanitarian crisis in Yemen served as a concept which was used to 

underline the urgency of the situation in the country. Frequent reports, based both on internal 

sources and data from international and aid organizations, emphasized the human costs of the 

conflict, as well as the widespread damage to infrastructure, livelihoods, provisions in healthcare, 

food, shelter, water, electricity, transport, communications, education, industry and infrastructure. 

These were used to legitimize immediate action, and mobilize further action not only in 

providing humanitarian aid, but also through intervention and a call for dialogue and negotiation. 

In other words, as will be analysed in more detail later, the concepts of a humanitarian crisis 

were used by agencies to diagnose the problem in Yemen, propose a possible solution, and by 

placing their own nation at the forefront of such calls for action, frame themselves as a leader in 

the provision of humanitarian aid. 

Furthermore, concepts related to the humanitarian crisis in Yemen were used by each of 

the agencies in playing the blame game; for in their narratives it was clear that each agency 

sought to place responsibility for the deepening of the crisis at the hands of one of the parties, or 

blame them for failing or preventing the successful provision of aid. The use of the humanitarian 

crisis in Yemen through each narrative took a different approach to identifying the problem, 
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evaluating the cause, naming the party to blame, and proposing the solution to the crisis. The use 

of this concept in framing the conflict in Yemen therefore spans not only the placing of blame, 

but also the issues of legitimacy and leadership, as well as the framing of proposed solutions. 

These are the key forms of framing which will be further analysed by the research. 
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The Use of Diagnostic and Prognostic Framing 
 

This final section of the thesis will delve deeper into the analysis of each news agency’s 

narrative, by highlighting the distinct framing processes being used to build up these narratives, 

and the counter framing which occurred between them. To do so, this section will rely heavily on 

the theoretical framework outlined previously. In short, this section will analyse the diagnostic 

and prognostic framing undertaken by the news agencies. These focus around key concepts, and 

key framing processes. Firstly, the analysis will look into diagnostic framing using primarily the 

concept of the blame game (Tilly 2010). The blame game consists of assigning blame as well as 

taking credit – in other words it consists of the processes of selecting, naming or labelling, and 

storytelling (van Hulst & Yanow 2014) which take place in order to create a narrative of ‘the 

good’ and ‘the bad.’ Applying this theory to the narratives surrounding Yemen, these processes 

will first be analysed in terms of the agencies’ framing of those to blame, followed by their 

framing of those to be given credit for their actions – and specifically their leadership. The latter 

also plays into the idea of framing as a tool for establishing, presenting and perpetuating a sense 

of legitimacy, in order to justify an action either retroactively or proactively. Lastly, the analysis 

will look into the contested prognostic frames used by each news agency, reflecting upon how 

these are built from their respective diagnostic frames in order to legitimize their position to 

propose solutions, and how this corresponds with their position towards the conflict.  

 

Placing the Blame 

Framing, particularly the framing that occurs in the news, consists of the telling of a particular 

story through a distinct lens, which is created by the selection, evaluation, naming and labelling, 

and presentation of certain key concepts of the story. Issues are strategically framed in order to 

express an understanding of the situation, influence the attitudes of the audience, legitimize or 

justify a reaction to the situation, propose potential solutions or possible reactions to the 

situation, or mobilize the audience behind such an opinion or proposition. As has been expressed 

in the theoretical framework, one of the most powerful tools in framing is language; naming and 

labelling are highlighted as their own vital process in building an effective frame. The process of 

naming and labelling is the essence of the blame game, the form of diagnostic framing which 

emphasises indentifying a certain group, or factor, as those responsible for the situation. Placing 
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the blame is inherently a negative framing process. Naming a group as those to blame for a 

conflict is often done through the use of emotive language, applying negative labels to the group 

to indicate that they are to be understood as bad - as guilty - often even distancing that group 

along the lines of us and them (Tilly 2010). 

 So, where do the narratives of Saba News, the Tehran Times and the Saudi Press Agency 

place the blame; which groups do they name as guilty and what kind of language do they use to 

label them? Analysing how each of these agencies played the blame game reveals the first mayor 

point of contention between them; and their contending allocations of responsibility form the 

basis of the counter-framing processes that seek both to tear down each other’s narratives, and 

build upon their own by opposing the narrative of the other.  

 In playing the blame game, both Saba News and the Tehran Times followed a similar 

process of framing, using the same language to name and label the Saudis as the party to blame 

in the Yemen conflict. Once the Saudi coalition was named the guilty party, the processes of 

evaluating and justifying this position, and using emotive language to label them as guilty, built 

up the frame used in their narratives. Firstly, the naming of the Saudis as the guilty party was 

justified through the use of all three of the key categories previously identified. The concept of 

regional conflict was used to contextualize the actions of the Saudis within a history of regional 

tension, particularly by the Tehran Times, who used the position of power Saudi Arabia claims to 

have as a criticism for their violent attacks against a weaker neighbour, infringing on their 

sovereignty and interfering in their internal affairs based on a naive, childish, strategic mistake. 

In terms of the language used to label the Saudis as the guilty party, both the Tehran Times and 

Saba News build their frames using emotive language. The Saudi coalition itself is labelled the 

aggressor, as war criminals and child killers. Their actions are labelled the Saudi war against 

Yemen, the Saudi massacre, terrorist acts described as savage, incessant military attacks. The 

Tehran Times most effectively plays this blame game, opposing this description of the Saudi 

aggressors against the defenceless and oppressed civilians – particularly emphasising victims 

that are women and children. Lastly, the framing of Saudi Arabia as the party to blame was 

further justified by the Tehran Times in particular by emphasising their role in deepening the 

humanitarian crisis in Yemen, and specifically through the Saudi blockade of Yemen which was 

described as taking the people of Yemen hostage and preventing the arrival of desperately needed 

humanitarian aid.  
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 In contest with this, the Saudi Press Agency placed the blame for the conflict in Yemen 

with the Houthi, and by extension named Iran the guilty party behind the actions of the Houthi. 

The concept of regional conflict is central in the justification of this allocation of blame, as the 

agency emphasized repeatedly throughout their coverage the alleged connection between the 

Houthi and Iran, describing Iran as a foreign power attempting to intervene in Yemen in order to 

disrupt national unity and regional stability. The Houthi are labelled as violent, extremist terrorist 

militias, as an insurgency and a rebel coup, and as war criminals, whilst Iran’s involvement in 

Yemen is labelled Iran’s expansionist project. In a parallel logic to that of the other news 

agencies, the Saudi Press Agency further justified the naming of the Houthi as the party to blame 

by emphasising their role in deepening the humanitarian crisis in Yemen, frequently reporting on 

how their actions have been disruptive and furthered the instability which fostered the 

humanitarian crisis, as well as the problem of terrorism, in the country. 

 The blame game represents the process of counter framing in action, as the labelling of 

the key parties served as a key point of contention between the narratives of the news agencies 

studied. Whilst the Saudi Press Agency labelled the Houthi using negative language to place 

blame, the Tehran Times labelled them revolutionaries. Soldiers fighting for the Yemeni 

government or the Saudi coalition were labelled martyrs by the Saudi Press Agency, whilst Saba 

News emphasized the deaths of innocent civilians, of women and children. The use the label war 

criminals by all of the agencies as a label for what they framed as the guilty party also reflects 

how the same concepts can be used by opposing groups to form contending frames.  

 The labels used in the blame game are effective because they have emotional weight or 

significance, and relate the justification of the placement of blame to a larger narrative. As such, 

the label war criminals invokes the significance of international law, and calls for attention from 

other actors – often the United Nations and other international organizations – to investigate such 

claims. The labels aggressors, acts of war, violent attacks, all have an emotive effect, relating the 

party blamed to a wider concept of conflict, of a strong bully against a weaker victim, thus 

calling for and justifying support for that victim. In this way, the naming and labelling of a guilty 

part not only selects the ‘bad guys’ in the narrative surrounding the conflict, but in doing so also 

forms a concept of the victim, and the ‘good guys,’ though as ill be shown in the following 

section, these are not always the same group. 
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Legitimacy and Leadership 

Besides the negative side of the blame game, selecting, labelling and telling the story of the 

guilty party in the conflict, the news agencies also built their narratives through the positive 

process of taking credit – of framing the ‘good guys.’ This was done predominantly by the Saudi 

Press Agency and the Tehran Times, who each sought to present their own country as the 

deserving the credit for playing a positive part in the conflict. The narrative set forth by Saba 

news focused more on the previously mentioned blaming of Saudi Arabia, and the development 

of a prognostic frame, which will be put forth in the final section.   

 The process through which the Tehran Times and the Saudi Press Agency both framed 

their own country as the ‘good guys’ involved the strategic storytelling surrounding their actions 

in relation to the conflict in order to portray them as playing a leadership role, and to establish 

the legitimacy of their actions.  

 In the case of the narrative of the Saudi Press Agency, their approach can be analysed 

using the just war concept, as this outlines the principles which determine the right to go to war – 

in other words the legitimacy of Saudi Arabia’s decision to intervene in Yemen. These principles 

include just cause, legitimate authority, right intention, proportionality, last resort, reasonable 

hope for success and the aim for peace (Kutz in Seethaler 2013:113). All of these principles were 

reflected in the coverage of the Saudi Press Agency. The principles of just cause, legitimate 

authority, and right intention were represented in their framing of their actions as a response to 

the request from the legitimate leader of Yemen, President Hadi, to come to their assistance and 

return the country to stability and unity. Furthermore, their legitimacy was built upon through 

frequent reports emphasizing the support of not only the legitimate government of Yemen for the 

Saudi coalition, but also that of other states, and of regional and international organizations. The 

intentions of the Saudis were also framed as being just and right, through the use of emotive 

language such as labelling the people of Yemen as their brothers and sisters. This concept of 

fraternity, based on the proximity between the two countries, as well as their shared Arab and 

Islamic identities, was used to frame the actions of the Saudis coming to the defence of Yemeni 

civilians as a moral requirement. Their narrative paints the idea that not responding to President 

Hadi’s request, standing up to the intervention of Iran through the violence of Houthi extremists, 

would be to deny the responsibility the Saudis have towards their brotherly neighbours. The 

principles of proportionality, last resort, reasonable hope for success and an overall aim for peace 
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are emphasized in the narrative of the Saudi Press Agency by focusing on two concepts. The first 

is the need for dialogue, reflected by a parallel reporting on the military successes of the 

campaign whilst including reports on the peace negotiations taking place, framing Saudi Arabia 

as a leader in both by emphasizing their role in maintaining ceasefires and allowing all parties to 

come to the negotiating table. The second is the emphasis of Saudi Arabia, and the other 

coalition nations’, role in providing humanitarian assistance to alleviate the crisis in Yemen. By 

emphasizing each of these principles, the Saudi Press Agency frames Saudi Arabia as a leader in 

solving the conflict in Yemen, simultaneously through their military intervention in order to 

reinstate the legitimate government and their efforts in providing humanitarian aid and 

supporting peace negotiations. This leadership position is strengthened by the news agency’s 

emphasis on the legitimacy of Saudi Arabia’s actions. 

 In contrast, the Tehran Times did not frame Iran’s role in the Yemen conflict along the 

lines of a just war, as they did not label their involvement in any military sense. In fact, the 

reports in the Tehran Times reflected a distinct denial of any alliance between Iran and the 

Houthi – framing their relationship instead as one of moral support. The coverage rarely 

mentioned the Houthis specifically, other than in a simple explanation of the nature of the 

conflict as taking place between the Houthi and Yemen’s government. Moreover, the Tehran 

times selects as their victims the citizens of Yemen as a whole, labelling the victims as innocent 

civilians. Instead, their narrative focused on the role Iran plays in regards to the humanitarian 

crisis in Yemen, framing their nation as leading the effort to provide aid to the people of Yemen 

against the Saudi blockade. This frame is built by selecting in their articles stories of Iranian 

shipments of aid being prevented from entering into Yemen by Saudi Arabia, thus further 

demonizing the Saudis and painting the Iranians as strong and persistent as they continue to send 

aid to Yemen. Reports in the Tehran Times emphasized the amount of aid Iran sent, every event 

in which the Saudi sought to stop this aid, statements of determination from Iranian officials that 

they would get the people of Yemen the supplies they needed, and calls to other countries to 

follow in their lead. This framing of Iran in this leadership position was further strengthened 

through reports of their coordination with, and support from, international organizations such as 

the Red Cross, and their condemnation of other nations and organizations for not doing enough.  
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The Solution to Peace 

Lastly, the narratives of the Tehran Times, Saba News, and the Saudi News Agency are each 

built through a distinct use of prognostic framing. Each agency puts forth a proposed solution for 

the conflict, which in many ways reflects the diagnostic framing employed by each as they built 

upon an intended outcome in relation to their diagnosis of the nature of the conflict, who is to 

blame for it, and how they view their own country’s position within the conflict. 

 Both the Tehran Times and Saba News emphasize the need for dialogue, and specifically 

dialogue between the parties within Yemen. As these parties have negatively framed the Saudi 

intervention as an aggressive invasion into the internal, sovereign affairs of the Yemeni people, 

the diagnostic roots of this prognostic frame are clear. The Tehran Times in particular lays out a 

very clear solution; with their prognostic framing following Iran’s ‘four point plan.’ This plan 

outlines the prognosis that for peace to be achieved in Yemen, the solutions must be sought 

through internal dialogue, humanitarian aid, political transition through an inclusive new 

government, and an immediate ceasefire, with minimal external involvement. In many ways, 

their prognostic framing has a dual effect of furthering the blame game, by continuing to frame 

Iran as a leader in the peace process, whilst simultaneously framing Saudi negatively, as they 

condemn the involvement of foreign powers in determining Yemen’s future. Their prognostic 

framing strengthens Iran as the party deserving credit by labelling the points of their solution 

with language that highlights democracy, dialogue, peace and aid, whilst emphasising that the 

key to peace should be placed in the hands of Yemenis themselves – for example by labelling 

one step in the plan inter-Yemeni dialogue. Reports on the Saudi coalition breaching ceasefire 

agreements, preventing aid, and interrupting negotiations serve to further this dichotomy 

between the Saudis as the party to blame, and Iran as the leaders to guide Yemen out of its crisis. 

 On the other hand, the Saudi Press Agency has emphasized in their diagnostic framing 

the legitimacy and justification behind the coalition’s military intervention in Yemen. In terms of 

a prognostic frame, their proposed solution balances the continued framing of the intervention as 

necessary to reinstate the legitimate government and return unity and stability to Yemen, whilst 

including reports which emphasize the need for dialogue and negotiation. However, the latter 

reports often tend to focus not on an actual plan for peace negotiations, but are used to highlight 

alleged instances of the Houthi breaching ceasefire agreements, and preventing the smooth 

running of negotiations. Nonetheless, to a certain extent the political process is framed as a 
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potential solution for the conflict, one for which they portray themselves as backing if the stage 

of military aggression has passed. However, the Saudi Press Agency’s emphasis in their 

diagnostic frames on extremist and terrorist actions within Yemen – by both the Houthi and 

terrorist organizations – legitimized a more aggressive, military, interventionist approach. This 

framing, alongside that of the legitimacy that President Hadi’s support provides them, 

strengthens their intervention as a just solution to the conflict. It is therefore unsurprising that 

most of the coverage by the Saudi Press Agency emphasises the aims and progress of these 

military operations over those of the peace negotiations. 
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Conclusion 
 

In answer to the research question - How do the contending narratives of Saudi, Iranian, and 

Yemeni news agencies frame the conflict in Yemen between March 2015 and May 2016? – the 

results of this thesis conclude the following. The contending narratives of the Saudi Press 

Agency, the Tehran Times, and Saba News, were diagnostically and prognostically framed using 

the core concepts of regional conflict, terrorism, and humanitarian crisis. Each agency 

manipulated these concepts through their distinct framing of the conflict, and they served as the 

main points of contention between them. This counter-framing took place through the act of 

placing blame and justifying legitimacy, which was framed by the process of labelling the 

various actors in the conflict and their actions as either positive or negative; as either aggressors, 

leaders or victims. Furthermore, the use of proposed solutions served to further frame certain 

actors as leaders in the process of establishing peace and stability in Yemen, whilst others were 

condemned for disrupting this process.  

From the theoretical framework, which outlines the role that narratives in the media play 

in shaping the audience’s attitude, this thesis has highlighted the relevance of identifying and 

analysing how such narratives are framed. Rather than aiming to uncover facts, or truths, about 

the conflict in Yemen, its relevance lies in the results of highlighting and analysing the claims 

made by these news agencies, thus identifying the points of contention between them and serving 

as an alternative perspective through which to understand the battle of words and ideas that is 

taking place surrounding the conflict. An awareness of the framing processes that were used to 

shape the contending understandings of the conflict, and the solutions they proposed, allows for a 

more critical overview of the conflict as it unfolds. Furthermore, this research has highlighted 

how a set of core concepts was manipulated by each agency; using the same bank of concepts to 

frame their evaluation of, and proposed solution for, the conflict in Yemen.  

The current conflict in Yemen reflects a history of complexities, and this research 

recognizes that any attempt to shape the situation through the use of a particular frame is an act 

of simplification. Understanding that the current conflict between the Houthi and the government 

is part of a history of contention, set against a background of further division between North and 

South, different tribes, and different religious sects, is understanding that there is no single frame 

which can encompass all of these issues into a coherent or complete picture. Add the narratives 
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of external actors, and the framing of the conflict as regional in its nature, and you are left with a 

great variety of contending stories. This research has highlighted how the act of focusing on 

certain concepts within the conflict, and manipulating them into frames through which the 

situation in Yemen can be understood, reflects an often conscious decision to portray the 

situation in a certain light. Be it to justify or condemn military intervention, to call for internal 

negotiations or international mediation, the ways in which the conflict is framed reflect an 

intended outcome or solution for the conflict. This combination of diagnostic and prognostic 

framing used by the news outlets perpetuated a certain version of events, emphasising the 

justifications for the behaviour of certain actors whilst condemning that of the other.  

This research has sought to emphasize the importance of critical analysis when it comes 

to viewing news outlets as a source of information. Whilst this is not exactly groundbreaking 

within the academic sphere, in situations such as the conflict in Yemen where very little 

academic research is being done due to the current nature of the crisis, the news and official 

reports are often the only source of current and up-to-date information. Moreover, there seems to 

be a relation between the views perpetuated by the media and those investigated by academics, 

such as the emphasis on the conflict as a proxy war. The amount of coverage this understanding 

of the conflict receives, both in the news and in academic literature, has seemingly emphasized 

its role in the conflict itself, at the very least lending legitimacy to narratives based on the 

concept of a regional conflict. The literature review already highlighted this idea that framing the 

conflict in Yemen as a proxy war could lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy (Petrou 2015) (Abdo & 

Grinstead 2015). Further investigation into this possible relationship would be very interesting, 

particularly if it takes into consideration the role of narratives in the media in perpetuating this 

narrative of Yemen as a proxy war.  

 Further implications of this research lie in the role these actors have to play in the peace 

negotiations and efforts towards the resolution of this conflict. Having identified and analysed 

the diverse and contesting narrative frames that have been used to portray the conflict in Yemen, 

the research identifies the need to critically consider the various understandings of the conflict. If 

the concept of regional conflict is emphasized, the claims made by all actors concerning who the 

aggressors are, and who has been guilty of committing war crimes, should be considered. 

Conversely, the framing of the conflict in terms of the internal divisions at the root of the conflict 

should be taken into account when parties are brought to the negotiating table. The longer the 
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conflict continues, the more important it will be that the process towards peace addresses the 

stakes each actor has in the conflict, by giving voice to their understanding of the conflict. This 

idea of a self-fulfilling prophecy in which the expectation of a Saudi-Iranian face-off over 

volatile areas within their spheres of influence has not only justified, but to a certain extent 

required their involvement in the conflict, giving legitimacy to their framing of the situation and 

the solutions they propose. Perhaps the solution lies with the argument that these regional 

interests should be put aside, in order to focus instead on the internal root causes of the conflict. 

 The limitations of this research lie mostly with the time constraint of the thesis period, the 

problems of access and language, and the necessity of limiting the volume of data for analysis. 

Firstly, the conflict in Yemen is still ongoing. As outlined in the methodology, the research 

collected data in the time period between March 2015 and May 2016. This limited time period 

was necessary in order to complete the collection and analysis of the data, as it already 

represented a significant volume of articles to be organized, codified, and analysed – 482 to be 

precise. However, as the conclusions made by this thesis only apply to this time period, they do 

not go back to the very start of the conflict – particularly if that is defined as prior to the Houthi 

takeover in September 2014 – and cover only just over a year of the conflict. This decision was 

justified, as the starting point chosen reflects the moment in which the conflict significantly 

pulled Iran and Saudi Arabia into the discourse surrounding it; however a more accurate and 

detailed investigation would look back into this early period in order to make a more significant 

analysis. For example, such an investigation could serve to highlight whether or not news 

coverage surrounding the conflict from Saudi Arabia and Iran increased after the coalition’s 

intervention, and any changes in the narrative before and after this point. Moreover, a further 

investigation that follows the current peace negotiations and this new stage of the conflict for a 

longer period of time will again be able to make more significant statements concerning any 

changes in narratives. Secondly, the investigation was limited by the problem of finding and 

accessing news from Saudi Arabia, Iran and Yemen. Whilst in the end internet news sources 

offered fully in English were found for each, this posed a challenge, and in the case of Iran and 

Yemen the relative scarcity of online news media limited the options even further. In the case of 

Yemen in particular, Saba News was presented as the main news agency in the country providing 

consistent English news coverage. When I realised that the agency had been taken over by the 

Houthi I first considered that this would mean discarding Yemeni news as a point of analysis 
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entirely, however upon reflection it seemed that the inclusion of a news agency controlled by the 

Houthi was actually an interesting aspect to the research. As the scope of the research was 

limited to the analysis of only one news agency from each country, in order to keep the volume 

of data manageable, the aim was never to come up with a narrative that represented the views of 

the governments of Saudi Arabia, Iran or Yemen. As such, the research focused on the narratives 

of news agencies themselves, and the influence these had on their audiences. Future research in 

which multiple sources from each country are analysed could build upon the narratives and 

frames identified in this research, in order to make more general claims concerning the framing 

of the conflict by their governments.   
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Appendix 1 – Initial Codification of Data 

 

 

Appendix 2 – Saba News: Aggression kills over 7,000 in Yemen so far
105

 

 

“SANA’A, Feb. 17 (Saba) – The acting ministers held here on Wednesday a press conference, 

reviewing the Saudi aggression crimes and the destruction it left in the public and private 

facilities. Over 325 days, the Saudi aggression has killed and injured thousands of innocent 

people and has affected all the life aspects in the country.  The death toll of the aggression 

amounted to 7,018 martyrs, including 1,601 children and 1,161 women, and the number of 

wounded reached 16,551 people, including 2,247 children and 1,755 women, as well as 147 

handicapped, the acting health minister Dr. Ghazi Ismail said in the press conference.  Dr. Ismail 

stated that more than 340 medical facilities, including hospitals, medical centers and specialized 
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units were destroyed by the aggression. He also referred to the damage resulting from the lack of 

the oil products and medical materials due to the unjust blockade on the country, which led to the 

death of many patients with chronic diseases. The acting minister of human rights Ali Saleh 

Taiseer indicated that his ministry has issued recently its annual report on the crimes and 

violations committed by the Saudi aggression in Yemen, which fall within the war crimes and 

crimes against humanity. Those crimes include the deliberate murder through targeting civilians 

and populated areas, devastating the infrastructure and the service facilities and starving the 

people via the complete siege on the country and preventing the entry of foodstuffs and goods 

and bombarding ports, airports, roads and bridges, Taiseer explained. In the agricultural sector, 

three million workers have lost their jobs because of the Saudi aggression, which destroyed 

4,817 sites, 19 water dams and barriers, 98 water pumps and irrigation networks and 20 

agricultural buildings and facilities, according to the acting minister of agricultural and irrigation 

Dr. Mohammed al-Ghashm. The aggression also caused damage to 11 central markets for 

vegetables and fruits, 40 rural souks, two ports for agricultural exports, 300 livestock stables, 110 

poultry farms, 19 cold storage stores and six agricultural cooperatives, as well as the damage 

resulting from the lack of the oil derivatives, which led to drought in large agricultural areas and 

crops spoilage. The Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs has stopped presenting its services to 

more than 5.7 million beneficiaries, the acting minister said. The amounts paid via the social 

security network, estimated at 97 billion Yemeni rials (Y.R.) annually, have been suspended 

because of the situations being experienced by the country, he explained. He indicated to the 

damage suffered by the Handicapped Fund and the social care houses due to the Saudi 

aggression, which caused the stopping of 350 thousand workers in the private sector. The oil 

exportation has stopped and the production declined due to the aggression on the country, the 

acting minister of oil and minerals Yahya al-Ajam said. In addition, the aggression has destroyed 

244 fuel stations, 189 oil trucks and 37 installations, including the Seismology Center and the 

Yemeni Petroleum Company brunch in Dhamar province and Ras Isa oil facility, as well as the 

lay-offs in the oil companies. For his part, the acting minister of Telecommunications and 

information technology Musleh al-Ozair confirmed that the telecommunications sector has 

suffered massive losses estimated at tens of billions of rials because of the Saudi aggression.” 
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Appendix 3 - Letter from President Hadi, quoted by the Saudi Press Agency
106

 

 

“Dear Brother the Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques, King Salman Bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, 

The King of the brotherly Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Dear Brother, His Highness, Sheikh Khalifa 

Bin Zayid Al Nahayan, The President of The Brotherly United Arab Emirates. Dear Brother, His 

Majesty King Hamad Bin Isa Al Khalifa, The King of The Brotherly Kingdom of Bahrain. Dear 

Brother, His Majesty the Sultan Qabus Bin Said, The Sultan of the Brotherly Oman. Dear 

Brother, His Highness Sheikh Sabah Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah, The Emir of the Neighborly 

State of Kuwait. Dear Brother, His Highness Sheikh Tamim Bin Hamad Al Thani, The Emir of 

the Brotherly State of Qatar. 

Dear Brothers, I write to you this letter with sadness and my heart is overwhelmed with great 

sadness and sorrow as a result of the security situations in the Republic of Yemen, the result of 

the enormous deterioration and the great danger due to the ongoing aggressive actions and the 

continuing violence against the sovereignty of Yemen that the Houthi coup orchestrators are 

undertaking and continuing to undertake with the intention to disintegrate Yemen and to strike its 

security and stability. We have exerted all possible efforts to end these Houthi criminal sinful 

aggressions against our people, which left deep wounds in each Yemeni home. We sought with 

all our power to reach a peaceful solution to get Yemen out from a dark tunnel that the coup 

Houthi orchestrators put the country in, to safeguard our people from the fire of chaos and 

destruction, and to avoid implicating the country into a war that will burn the entire land that the 

coup orchestrators sought and continue to seek its ignition. But our all peaceful efforts and our 

continuous determination faced a categorical refusal by the Houthi coup orchestrators who are 

continuing their transgressions to bring the remaining region and especially in the south under 

their control, which led the Republic of Yemen to go through the most difficult conditions in its 

history. The people of Yemen, who abide by our Islamic religion, have never witnessed such a 

similar sinful aggression, which is refuted by Islamic principles and traditions as well as 

International charters. This sinful aggression executed by internal Militias supported by forces 
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from within who sold their conscience and are only concerned about their self-interests, and also 

supported by regional powers, whose objective is to dominate this country and to make it a base 

for their dominance in the region. This threat is not only menacing the security of Yemen only, 

but also the security of the entire region as well as the world peace and security.In the face of 

these serious developments, and the keenness on Yemen's security and stability and the security 

of the region and international peace and security, and the protection of the Yemeni brave people 

who pay a heavy price as a result of the Houthi coup, I am out of my constitutional 

responsibilities that necessitate that I have to take care of people and the preservation of the 

nation's unity, independence and territorial integrity, and taking into account what have been and 

being carried out by Houthi militias of aggressive acts, the most recent one is monitoring military 

convoys destined to attack Aden and seize it and the rest of the South, and the announcement of 

that criminal militias of their intentions to move militarily towards the south which was 

confirmed by the recent report of the special envoy of the Secretary-General of the United 

Nations submitted to the Security Council including the confirmation that the so-called Houthi 

Revolutionary Committee has issued an appeal for Public Mobilization in the military units 

controlled by it in the north in preparation for the campaign on the south, and the report also 

confirmed that the Houthis are continuing their occupation of government institutions and 

expansion into new areas, despite repeated demands by the Security Council, and that the Air 

Force aircraft seized by the Houthis are continuing to fly over and bombarding the city of Aden, 

which is considered a serious unprecedented escalation. And as the United Nations envoy's 

report has confirmed that the Houthis began to move now toward the south, Lahaj and Aden, and 

that fears spread of the exploitation of al-Qaeda of the current instability to provoke further 

chaos which makes the country slide toward more violent conflict and fragmentation, I appeal to 

you my brothers and your sisterly nations to stand - as you have accustomed us always- by the 

Yemeni people for the protection of Yemen, and I ask you, based on the principle of self-defense 

in Article 51 of the Charter of the United Nations, and on the basis of the Charter of the Arab 

League and the treaty of joint Arab defense, to provide instant support by all necessary means, 

including military intervention to protect Yemen and its people from continuous Houthi 

aggression and deter the expected attack to occur at any hour on the city of Aden and the rest of 

the southern regions, and to help Yemen in the face of al-Qaeda and ISIS. The Yemeni people 

will not forget the standing of his brothers by its side in these difficult circumstances and threats 
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to it. In conclusion, I assure that the Yemeni people's trust in Allah Almighty will never be 

shaken, and would remain committed to their national fundamentals imposed to make it dearly in 

order to maintain the pride and dignity of the nation and its sovereignty. Abd Rabbo Mansour 

Hadi, March 24, 2015." 

 

 

 

 


