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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: Iran has successfully coopted local separatist movements 

and uprisings in an effort to create a globalized and integrated network of proxies 

with international reach. The Houthi Hashemite “Khums” tax is the first step 

toward systematizing the acquisition of lands, property, and natural resources in 

support of Iran’s geopolitical agenda. It is also intended to resurrect the concept of 

Hashemite descent for rulers and religious authorities in an effort to displace the 

Arab governments that stand in the way of the Islamic Republic’s dominion and 

control over the ultimate prize: Mecca and Medina. 

While most of the Western world is preoccupied with Iran’s role in Iraq and Syria, 

Yemen—the “forgotten conflict”—remains an integral and growing theater of 

operations for the expanding Iranian sphere of influence.  

The Houthis of Yemen are much more than the nemesis of Saudi Arabia. They are 

radicalized Shiites with Persian roots. While they come from a once peaceful Zaidi 

tradition, they are increasingly a global menace. They have threatened the UAE 

and Israel and have expressed hatred for the US.  

By taking advantage of side conflicts between other Yemeni factions, such as the 

separatist Southern Traditional Council (which has broken with the fragile Riyadh 

agreement and declared autonomy in part of Aden) and the local Muslim Brotherhood 

branch (known as the Islah Party and Brigade), the Houthis have been expanding their 

territorial control while making a political power grab. They are essentially displacing 

the internationally recognized Hadi government, which is now in exile. 

With the rise of the Houthis, Yemen has become a global hub for ballistic missile 

import, terrorist operations, and centralized corruption and money laundering. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-saudi-aramco-houthis-emirates/yemens-houthis-threaten-to-attack-united-arab-emirates-targets-idUSKBN1W3282
https://www.jpost.com/israel-news/houthi-rebels-threaten-israel-in-statements-to-arab-media-610419
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-52428998
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-52428998


While many analysts have recommended a strategy to separate the Houthis from 

their Iranian masters and funders, this advice has largely fallen on deaf ears. This 

could be due to the sheer commitment and level of coordination required for such a 

task, the US move away from participation in long-term strategic operations, or the 

differences and miscommunication among the anti-Iran Arab states. In any case, as 

the Houthis consolidate their control over the country and gain international 

legitimacy while integrating into the broader network of Iran’s other regional and 

international proxies, this approach is becoming increasingly difficult to implement. 

The relationship between the Houthi movement’s founders and the Islamic 

Republic predates the current civil war, which started with the “September Coup.” 

Tehran’s strategy of exporting the Islamic Revolution took root when it figured out a 

way to do so cheaply, without having to spread its military everywhere: by coopting 

Shiite-leaning local grievance groups, separatist movements, and ostracized factions. 

By doing this, Iran could build entire armies of followers. As the expense of foreign 

adventurism began to add up, Iran turned these affiliates into effective fundraisers. 

Iran has transformed its Lebanese proxy Hezbollah into a lethal quasi-formal 

military that also runs criminal schemes around the world. Hezbollah can be thrown 

into any theater of war to supplement the IRGC and other Iran-backed forces. 

Hezbollah is also used to train other forces. Groups like the Houthis were promised 

eventual power and control in exchange for complete fealty not just to Iran as a 

power but to Khomeinist principles. 

After Hezbollah, Iran set about training similar forces in Iraq, Syria, and Nigeria, and 

is even eyeing converts in Latin America. While Hezbollah runs Iran’s shadow 

economy through a globalized organized crime network, the Houthis supplement 

this effort by fundraising for Hezbollah.  

Their relationship evolved over time, with the Houthis morphing from a separatist 

movement allegedly confronting state corruption into a miniature model of Iran itself. 

It has a similar approach to governance, a colonialist frame of reference for running 

the country, and a deep-rooted racism applied to policies with increasing formality. 

The Houthis practice preferential treatment in the distribution of humanitarian aid 

in the territories they control, using it as an incentive to recruit followers for their 

militias. A recent and broad-reaching example is the “Khums” tax, which exacts 

20% of all public and private property as a tribute to the “Hashemites,” descendants 

of the tribe into which the prophet Muhammad was born. The tax has been widely 

condemned by most of the country as discriminatory, outdated, and religiously 

unfounded. 

http://cimsec.org/why-yemen-matters/43710
https://republic-underground.com/a-racist-tax-cripples-a-country-iranian-influence-has-destroyed-yemen-western-media-failed-to-tell-the-truth/?preview=true&_thumbnail_id=5028&fbclid=IwAR1-gKbUpMu0fjwYGLoyYgvipItjQJm1elAXTd0oevQje1Y7gCmx0jhYTcI
https://besacenter.org/perspectives-papers/iran-deals-wishful-thinking/
https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2019/05/yemens-houthis-fundraise-for-hezbollah.php
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-06-10/yemen-s-houthis-slammed-for-descent-from-prophet-tax-change?cmpid=socialflow-twitter-business&utm_medium=social&utm_content=business&utm_source=twitter&utm_campaign=socialflow-organic
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-06-10/yemen-s-houthis-slammed-for-descent-from-prophet-tax-change?cmpid=socialflow-twitter-business&utm_medium=social&utm_content=business&utm_source=twitter&utm_campaign=socialflow-organic


It does in fact have previous applications in Yemen’s past, even if the origins of the 

idea may be obscured by history. 

Dr. Arwa Khattab, an academic writer and human rights activist based in Berlin, 

spoke at a recent symposium about a much earlier era in which the tax was applied 

in Yemen. The Houthis are using that earlier instance to justify their reimposition of 

the tax as compensation for past alleged discrimination.  

The tax was first introduced 1,300 years ago by the Imam Yahya Ibn Hussein. It 

came in the context of a power grab by local self-declared Hashemites who were 

issuing fatwas and rulings to help them consolidate power and wealth. Later, Imam 

Abdullah Ibn Hamza would use it to confiscate the property of 100,000 members of 

the Mutafiya sect. In the 17th century, Imam Mutawakkil once again imposed the 

measure. The last time this forcible confiscation of funds took place was during the 

period of imams, from 1918 until 1962. During that time the Yemenite people 

suffered multiple famines, but the money was nevertheless demanded of them and 

the grain they were forced to hand over rotted in the imam’s warehouses. 

The timing of the Houthis’ imposition of the new tax is no coincidence. Up to this 

point, they have been making illicit profits by looting hospitals, diverting 

humanitarian aid, and running schemes. In April, however, members of WHO 

announced they would be cutting aid to Yemen by half due to the inability to track 

where it was going and to allegations of the Houthis’ systematic appropriation of the 

resources.  

At the same time, the global context of the tax is more significant. The text of the 

measure that has been imposed by the Houthis—despite the lack of a parliament to 

approve it into law—allocates a portion of land and natural resources, including 

mines, to the Hashemites. It even diverts mandatory zakat (charity) away from the 

poor and toward the Hashemites. This could be seen as a ploy to fill Houthi war 

coffers for the sake of their ongoing efforts against the Arab Coalition, but the story 

is more complex. True Hashemite descent is very difficult to prove, but the simple 

claim of being a Hashemite earns a level of respect among Khomeinist followers. 

Hezbollah’s Hassan Nasrallah and even some of the ayatollahs claim to be of 

Hashemite descent. 

Why the need for this sham? Iran is taking advantage of regional chaos and a 

vacuum of power to consolidate control over local resources and destabilized states, 

and is imposing the Khomeinist system of governance wherever it can. The ultimate 

ambition for the Islamic Republic is not merely control over the regional “Shiite 

Crescent,” but the resurrection of a chimera of the Persian Empire based on 

Khomeinist ideological principles. The object is to combine extreme nationalism and 

https://www.commondreams.org/news/2020/04/28/after-us-suspension-funding-who-expected-cut-80-humanitarian-aid-war-torn-yemen


ethnocentrism based on a mythological perception of Iran’s history, as well as 

revolutionary Shiite Islamism. 

However, to secure religious legitimacy in the region, particularly among Sunnis, 

Iran needs to gain access to Mecca and Medina, holy sites for all Muslim sects. 

Achieving that goal will not be easy given that not all Shiites, much less Sunnis, are 

on board with Iran’s geopolitical agenda. For that reason, Iran is seeking to 

reintroduce the concept of Hashemites as the sole religious and political authority (in 

the Islamist view). The idea is to delegitimize and displace governments in those 

Arab/Muslim majority states that are not governed by descendants of the Hashemites 

(Morocco and Jordan). 

Saudi Arabia, Iran’s regional foil, is the ultimate target of this maneuver. Building 

support for Hashemite control will take time, but Iran is willing to align itself with 

any state, organization, movement, or entity that shares its agenda, if only until the 

goal of displacing inconvenient governments is accomplished. 

The imposition of the Khums tax is the first step toward a systematic reintroduction 

of these principles to the region on a mass scale. Iran might have made successful 

inroads with this strategy due to the US withdrawal from regional affairs—or 

perhaps the US was forced to withdraw because of Iran’s overwhelming aggression, 

which made it impossible for the US to maintain a serious presence. Whichever of 

these is the case, Iran is continuing to expand its influence with little pushback. Even 

its seemingly localized proxies, such as the Houthis, are coordinating with better 

known militias and are becoming an integrated part of a network that presents a 

global, not just a regional, threat. 
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