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tions and conquests during the Roman 
times until the advent of Islam in the 
seventh century A.D. Differentiation 
along confessional lines, however, conti
nued during the Islamic period, with 
groups belonging to different sects con
centrating in different parts of the coun
try. The Zaydis who came to the Yemen 
at the end of the ninth century A.D. 
have settled predominantly in the central 
and northern highlands, and in the 
eastern Ma'rib. They now constitute 
about half the population of the Yemen 
Arab Republic and continue to cherish 
their tribal affiliations. The orthodox 
Shafi'is who, in contradistinction to the 
Zaydis, gave precedence to agricultural 
economy and developed a "village
oriented culture" in the southern high
lands where they chiefly settled.' A signi
ficant portion of the population in the 
coastal Tihama region are African in 
origin. The thatch houses and wattle 
fences they build not only point to their 
East African heritage but are in keeping 
with the ecology of the area. In the vici
nity of Manakha, the mountainous region 
between Sana'a and the port of Hodei
dah, is to be found a community of 
Ismailis whose origins go back to the 
Fatimid times. Yemen's "social diversity 
despite a relative ethnic homogeneity" 
can also be illustrated by the presence, 
over a period of a millenium, of a Jewish 
community whose remnants can still be 
found in the north. 2 

The Yemeni traditions of building, how
ever, were defined by geographic, ecolo
gical, political and economic factors 
rather than confessional or local-cultural 
particularism. In the coastal areas can be 
found traces of cosmopolitanism dating 
back to the days when port cities such as 
Mokha and Hodeidah figured in the net
work of the international maritime trade. 
Certain architectural styles were also 
brought to the coastal towns with the 
Ottoman occupation. Yet it is in the 
highlands that the truly indigenous forms 
of Yemeni architecture were developed, 
utilising local materials and answering the 
needs of a tribal society. The tall, for-
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tress-like residences of the highlands 
were built to last with materials more 
permanent than can be found in the low
lands and the coastal plains. A conglo
merate consisting of several such build
ings constitutes a "small-village" - the 
urban centre of a tribal entity - and 
nearly a third of the population of the 
Yemen Arab Republic live in communi
ties of this size. (Table 1). 

It is with the foregoing in mind that the 
site visits were organised to highland 
towns, which collectively account for 
some seventy per cent of the population. 
Brief descriptions of nine of these towns 
have been included in this volume to 
provide a better glimpse into the texture 
of Yemeni environment. 

That environment, however, is changing 
fast, especially in so far as the built envi
ronment is concerned. Whereas moderni
sation has been a protracted process in 
most areas of the Middle East, it has 
begun in the Yemen quite recently, after 
the revolution of 1962, and has been 
accelerated by a variety of factors in
cluding massive foreign aid and migrant 
labourer circulation. As such, the 
Yemeni experience with development has 
been intense, with all the positive pro
gress and deplorable side effects imme
diately visible. The redistribution of 
population as a result of migration to 
major urban centres leave villages de
populated. Meanwhile serious housing 
shortage and the lack of adequate means 
to afford properly constructed residences 
force the migrants to resort to sub-stan
dard shelters. Infra-structure and services 
remain inadequate in the face of such 
rapid expansion of urban centres, notably 
of the capital Sana'a. As in many other 
countries, growth means building even at 
the expense of destroying the existing 
balanced texture, and efforts toward con
servation become difficult and costly. 
The economic transformation in the 
Yemen Arab Republic underscores vivid
ly the need to search for solutions to
wards creating a culturally, ecologically 
and technologically suitable environment 
for tomorrow's needs. 
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Table 1 Yemen's Population by Size of Settlement, 1975 

Settlement Number of Number of Settlements Percent of Population 
in Category Designation Inhabitants in Category 

City Over 50,000 
Large Town 10,000-50,000 
Medium Town 2,000-10,000 
Small Town 1,000-2,000 
Large Village 500-1,000 
Medium Village 250-500 
Small Village 100-250 
Settlement 50-100 
Small Settlement Under 50 

3 
3 

45 
83 

600 
2,000 
9,000 

13,000 
28,000 

52,734 

6.4% 
1.1% 
3.6% 
2.3% 
8.6% 

14.3% 
29.6% 
19.6% 
14.5% 

100.0% 

Source: Final Report prepared by the Airphoto Interpretation Team o/the Swiss Technical 
Co-operation Service (Zurich, 1978). 

The emphasis placed upon local develop
ment, stemming from the fundamentally 
decentralised nature of tribal society, is 
another unique characteristic of the 
Yemeni political culture. As discussed by 
two contributors to this volume, the cen
tral government distributes a portion of 
its revenues to Local Development Asso
ciations and encourages these associations 
in their endeavours to initiate, plan, 
finance and operate various projects that 
are most relevant to the needs of the 
communities throughout the country. It is 
through this kind of effort that develop
mental schemes can be promoted best, 
especially in remoter areas, and the 
specific requirements of a variety of com
munities can be addressed. The successful 
functioning of the Local Developmen t 
Associations and the support given to 
them by the government exemplify the 
Yemeni case of national integration 
based on a tradition of tribal autonomy. 

Finally, the Yemen Arab Republic is also 
unique in the region, a point which 
clearly emerges in Jim Antoniou's survey. 
Geologically its terrain is vastly different 
from any other part of the Arabian peni
nsula, and as far as climate is concerned, 
the range is broader in the Yemen than 
in any neighbouring country. These were 
perhaps the most important factors that 
helped create the extraordinary diversity 

of the Yemeni culture in the past. But 
today, too, the Yemen remains far apart 
from its oil-producing neighbours in so 
far as its economic resources are con
cerned. Most of the countries of the 
Arabian peninsula can afford to pay for 
developmental schemes and act as clients 
in building for the future. But Yemen 
can succeed in achieving balanced deve
lopment through creating its own resour
ces, revitalising its native industries and 
crafts, and utilising at home its skilled 
labour. 
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