Journal of Historical Findings
Volume 2, Number 1, Spring 2025

2

—  —
_—r Online ISSN: 3060-6411
Urmia University https://jhf.urmia.ac.ir/

The political role and responses of the Zaydi Imams of Yemen
amid the transformations of the 10th Century AH

Mohammadtaghi Sazandegi’

1- Assistant Professor, Department of Islamic History and Civilization, Dar al-Hikmah Institute of Higher
Education, Qom, Iran.

ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Avrticle type: In the 10th century AH (16th century CE), the Zaydi Imams of Yemen
Research Article sought to revive their political and religious authority but encountered

numerous internal and external challenges. This study examines the
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The leaders of the Zaydi movement in
Yemen, grounded in the principle of
enjoining good and forbidding evil (al-amr
bi-l-ma‘riif wa-n-nahy “an al-munkar), were
diligent and committed in implementing
religious rulings and teachings. Their belief
in jihad in the path of God led them to
oppose oppression and strive for justice and
the reformation of society. With a
revolutionary spirit, the Zaydi imams led
numerous  uprisings  against  their
adversaries and rivals, standing firm in the
face of both internal and external enemies.
Their ultimate goal was to establish Zaydi
rule and expand their influence in both the
northern (mountainous) and southern
(coastal) regions of Yemen.

This study seeks to answer the question:
What internal and external challenges did
the Zaydi imams face during the 10th
century AH (16th century CE), and how did
these political obstacles impact their
governance? Drawing upon reliable
historical sources and analyzing the major
events of this period, the research examines
Yemen’s political landscape in terms of
local regimes, foreign relations, internal
conflicts, and the position of the Zaydis in
relation to rival currents.

Material & Methods

The research adopts a historical-analytical
approach and is based on primary sources
and credible library-based studies.

Results and discussion

Analysis of the Internal Challenges of the
Zaydiyyah: As previously discussed,
various factors contributed to the
intensification of internal challenges among
the Zaydi families. Some of these are as
follows:

Political Fragmentation: The Zaydis of
Yemen were divided into different factions,
each claiming religious and political
leadership and authority. This
fragmentation severely undermined the

unity and strength of the Zaydis in the face
of external enemies;

Power Struggles: Ambition, rivalry, and
conflicts among the Zaydis in pursuit of
power and influence became one of their
main dilemmas. These struggles often
dragged Yemeni tribes into wars and
bloodshed;

Weak Leadership: The absence of capable
and strong leadership made the Zaydis more
vulnerable to both internal and external
challenges.

Conclusion

In the 10th century AH (16th century CE),
the Zaydis of Yemen were confronted with
a series of internal and external factors that
led to their gradual weakening and eventual
political collapse. A historical and political
analysis of these factors reveals that the
downfall of Zaydi authority was not the
result of a single cause but rather the
outcome of the interaction of multiple,
simultaneous, and interwoven crises that
manifested across ideological, social,
military, and diplomatic domains.

The first major factor lay in the absence of
a unified and authoritative religious
leadership among the Zaydis. During this
period, several imams—including al-
Mutawakkil Yahya ibn Sharaf al-Din, al-
Wushali, and al-Mutahhar ibn Yahya—
each upheld distinct interpretation of Zaydi
doctrine. While this diversity of thought
reflected a certain intellectual dynamism, it
also gave rise to internal religious schisms
and rivalries, severely diminishing the
Zaydis’ ability to mount a cohesive
resistance against external threats. The lack
of a single leader capable of consolidating
broad religious and political legitimacy
among the Zaydi followers ultimately
resulted in the fragmentation of their
political and military unity. According to
some sources, this fragmentation of
authority prevented the Zaydi imams from
forming a united front against external
powers such as the Ottomans and the
Tahirids.
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The second factor was the emergence of
widespread public dissatisfaction among
the masses. The local Zaydi
administrations—particularly in  certain
areas under the direct control of the
Imams—were accused of  social
discrimination, administrative inefficiency,
and  structural corruption. These
shortcomings eroded the loyalty of tribal
groups and local elites toward the Zaydi
central authority. Furthermore, several
prominent Zaydi scholars, in protest against
these conditions, either withdrew from
public life or migrated elsewhere,
contributing further to the ideological and

legitimational weakening of the Zaydi
regime.
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