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In its nature, the Yemeni society is a trib-
al and clan-based society. Simply, the tribe 
consists of a group of people living in a spe-
cific geographic range, who knitted together 
by shared lineages. This is evident from the 
names of those belonging to some tribes in 
which their family surnames often denote 
their own particular tribes. There are many 
anthropological and social studies on the 
concept of the tribe in general and the Yeme-
ni tribe in particular, most of which focus on 
the element of kinship or descent from one 
dynastic origin. The Yemeni tribe is more 
comprehensively known as “a solidarity hu-
man group of a common kinship origin and 
common culture, customs and interests. It of-
ten inhabits a specific land and forms a single 
social, political, economic, and military orga-
nization.”

Since time immemorial, the tribe has been 
closely associated with the history of Yemen. 
Most of the anthropological and social studies 

assert that most Arab tribes trace their origin 
back to Yemen. They descended either from 
those tribes that migrated from Yemen after 
the collapse of the Marib Dam in the era of 
the ancient Sabaean civilization or from those 
tribes that migrated in the early days of Islam 
for the purpose of jihad and Islamic conquests. 
Even if the features of civility emerged in 
some governorates, the Yemeni society re-
mains tribal in terms of origins and races.

No accurate and trustworthy statistics ex-
ist on the number of Yemeni tribes. This may 
be ascribed to the absence of a precise defi-
nition of the concept of ‘tribe’. For instance, 
the tribes in Hadramaut differ from those of 
Sana’a, and the tribes in Taiz differ from those 
of Sa’da. Some studies indicate that the tribes 
constitute about 85% of the population, and 
there are approximately 200 tribes in Yemen.

The tribe in Yemen is as old as Yemen itself. 
It has been rooted in its culture and awareness 
and has become a system of values, principles 

and ideas that define its scope of thinking 
and behavior. Through this system, Yemeni 
weaves its relationship with others and builds 
its stance on crises. In the modern history of 
Yemen, the tribe has maintained its centrality 
in the Yemeni social and political peace; it is 
the basis of the Yemeni social structure and 
plays a pivotal role in the Yemeni political life 
and the political decision-making. Some of 
the highest positions in Yemen were allocated 
to those with tribal weight, which led to the 
production of a state within the state. Tribal 
influence in all aspects of political, social and 
economic life cannot be overlooked. During 
wars and armed conflicts, the influence of the 
tribe increases to become a source of peace 
and reconciliation or a tool of violence at the 
disposal of one party or the other.

Despite the stereotypical image that the Ye-
meni tribe has been associated with, including 
that it is the main cause of the multiplicity 
of crises and failure in the country and goes 

against progress and modernity, it was also 
associated with positive images represented 
in finding solutions and ending thorny social 
issues and complex political crises.

The current conflict has caused a major rift 
in the status of the tribe in Yemen; it disrupted 
its structure and reduced its status. As a result, 
it resorted to the parties to the conflict to se-
cure its security and preserve its gains. Thus, 
it has become directly or indirectly involved 
in the conflict. The tribe in Yemen remains the 
problem and the solution and the influencer 
and the influenced at the same time. As some 
of Yemen’s political, economic and social 
problems are caused by the tribe, a lot of po-
litical and military conflicts were put down by 
the tribe. 

The conflict that has been going on in 
Yemen for seven years is beyond the tribes’ 
ability to overcome, but the direct or indirect 
involvement of tribal leaders in the upcoming 
peace negotiations is inevitable.
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Very limited are the tribes with a wide spread and of the 
same lineage; however, the Yemeni tribe comes to represent 
a model for this ancient type of tribes whose sons are spread 
in many Arab regions and their neighbors, without historians 
disagreeing on its origin. The Yemeni tribe distinguishes itself 
above the rest of the tribes and clans at the level of the region 
and the world by its lineage, tradition and characteristics. 
All of these made it the masters of the tribes and the most pi-
oneering. However, it is difficult to ignore other tribes at the 
Arab level or at the global level. As every tribe or nation has 
its own customs and culture that it adopt in its life, dealings, 
orientations, and all its life affairs.

Yemeni Tribes and their Characteristics among Others
Regional and Global Models
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Dr. Muhammad Hadi Akhrash

Scientific research has shown that despite 
the political, social, economic and cultural 
transformations that life in general, and at the 
level of the Yemeni tribe in particular, have un-
dergone in the period following the outbreak of 
the Yemeni revolution in 1962 aand the chang-
es associated with this transformation in the 
nature of tribal political, economic and social 
relations. With everything that happened, the 
tribal structures kept retaining their power and 
influence within society. Rather, it continued 
to emphasize its presence and the strength of 
its influence, even at the level of the political 
arena through presenting itself as a support 
and protection force for the state itself or the 
various anti-state political forces. It is expected 
by many social workers and researchers world-
wide that the state or party forces of various 
orientations will contribute to changing the 
structure and tribal relations and accelerating 
their historical development. Yet, what hap-
pened was the opposite. Hence, the tribe rep-
resents the main pillar in the social structure of 
the Republic of Yemen. It is known that many 
of the tribes scattered in most Arab countries 
and some Asian and African countries are of 
Yemeni origin, including the tribes that mi-
grated from Yemen after the collapse of the 
Ma’rib dam in the era of the ancient Sabaean 
civilization or from those tribes that migrated 
in the early days of Islam for the purpose of 
the expansion of the state and the launch of the 
Islamic conquests. Moreover, many tribes have 
adapted itself- at different time periods - to the 
requirements and concepts of civil society. 

Therefore, they have come to be seen as civil, 
but originally they are considered tribal. No 
matter how small or weak the tribe is in terms 
of number and of territorial spread, this does 
not change the origin of lineage and blood rela-
tions, and the reality of affiliation that governs 
family ties between the sons of Yemen and the 
Arabian Peninsula in general. 

This confirms that the composition of Yeme-
ni society is based primarily on the fact that it 
is tribal. The tribe is of great importance in the 
orientations of the society, the ways of dealing 
with its members and making decisions by its 
sons in many aspects of life, especially social, 
cultural, and economic ones. Judgments are 
also implemented in tribal cases and disputes 
on the basis of the rules and provisions of tribal 
customs, often taking into account the non-vio-
lation of the provisions of Sharia.

The Composition of the Yemeni Tribes and 
their Divisions

The tribes in Yemen have their own cus-
toms, traditions, and men, which left strong ef-
fects in many aspects of life within the Yemeni 
society, even at the level of political reality and 
the concept of the state. Indeed, some govern-
ment positions may be assumed by those who 
have weight among tribes. The Yemeni tribes 
are concentrated in three large groupings: 
Hashid, Bakil, and Madhaj, all of which are 
concentrated in the north, and the rest of the 
tribes in the south return to the last assembly 
(Madhaj). Madhaj tribes gathering consists of 
three tribes centred in the areas of Ans, Murad, 
and Al Hada in the eastern regions of Yemen. 
The Himyarite tribes were concentrated in the 
southern mountainous regions and the central 
plateaus. The Hamdan tribe consists of Hashid 
and Bakil. Some researchers in this field go to 
include the Himyarite and Kinda tribes to the 
previous divisions, referring to other subdivi-
sions which are in the hundreds but belong to 
one of the five aforementioned subdivisions. 
Some studies indicate that statistics estimate 
the number of Yemeni tribes as two hundred, 
of which 168 are in the north, and the rest are 
in the south; most of them live in mountainous 
areas.

As a result of the political and econom-
ic conditions in Yemen during the medieval 
period and the beginning of the modern age, 
the shape of the tribal map of Yemen was re-
defined. Madhaj tribes joined the Bakil tribes 
group, and some of the Himyarite tribes met 
with the Hashid tribes group or union.

Tribal Models at the Regional and Global 
Levels

Tribes vary around the world according 
to values, customs, and traditions and differ 
according to their ethnicities and races. It is 
important here to include examples of these 
tribes at the regional or global level to identify 
those customs and characteristics of each tribe 
and then compare them overall to the tribes in 
Yemen.

Tribes of Pakistan:
Among the most sensitive and important 

tribal areas at the regional and Islamic levels is 
the one that is dominated by the Pashtun tribes, 
in the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province and the 
tribal belt bordering Afghanistan known as 
the “Federally Administered Tribal Areas”. 
The Pashtun tribes are divided into four super-
tribal confederacies: the Arbanee (Sarabani), 
Betanee (Baitani), Gharghasht, and Karlanee 
(Krai, Kerlani). Pashtun tribes divided into 
about sixty tribes of varying size andsub-di-
vided into more than three hundred sub-tribes 
or clans. Many tribes are also famous for their 
bravery, chivalry, and the services they provide 
in the places they inhabit.

Tribes of Tajikistan:
The majority of historical sources indicate 

that the origins of the Tajik people go back to 
Persia. The Tajiks are of Iranian origin who 
migrated to neighbouring countries, primarily 
Afghanistan and large areas of Central Asia. 
These tribes have kept the Persian language. 
With the passage of time, the settlement of 
these tribes came through many neighbour-
ing countries. Their main concentration was 
in the state of Tajikistan, which hosts nearly 
eighty percent of the Tajik people. The Tajiks 
constitute about a quarter of the population of 
present-day Afghanistan. Despite their great 

historical status Uzbekistan, which is reflected 
in their concentration in southern cities such 
as Bukhara and Samarkand, which have their 
own peculiarities in Islamic history and a dis-
tinct position in the East, they are a minority 
in the state of Uzbekistan. In fact, Muslims in 
general owe the Tajik people to some scholars 
in the field of Islamic sciences, led by Imam 
Al-Bukhari, Imam Muslim, Al-Tirmidhi, Abu 
Hanifa, Ibn Sina (Avicenna) and Ferdowsi, 
and others who had an effective and important 
impact in Islamic history. They are of Tajik or-
igins and have a wide history in development 
of Islamic thought.

Tribes in Turkey:
The Turks are one of the largest ethnic 

groups in the world, with a population of more 
than 59 million people, i.e. approximately 
70% of the total population of Turkey, most 
of whom live in Turkey. Azeris come in sec-
ond place, with a population of more than 29 
million people, most of whom live in Iranian 
Azerbaijan (East Azerbaijan) northwest of 
Iran, and the Republic of Azerbaijan.

 The Göktürk: 
It is a nomadic confederation of the Turk-

ish people in Central Inner Asia. Under the 
rule of Bomin Khagan in 552 and his sons, the 
Göktürks succeeded the Rouran Khaganate 
to take the main power in the region and ran 
the lucrative Silk Road trade. The word (Gök) 
means sky in modern Turkish, and the Gök-
türks became the new leading element among 
the various Bedouin peoples in the regions of 
Central Asia.
 The Seljuks:

It is a Turkish dynasty that ruled in Iran, 
Afghanistan, parts of Anatolia, Syria, Iraq, and 
the Arabian Peninsula (1038-1157). They be-
long to the Qiniq tribe, one of the leading clans 
of the Turkish Al- Oğuz tribes. This clan con-
verted to Islam during the reign of its leader, 

Seljuk, in the year 960.

Tribes of Turkmenistan:
Turkmenistan is a country in Central Asia. 

It was one of the republics of the former Sovi-
et Union and formerly known as the Turkmen 
Socialist Republic. Upon the dissolution of the 
former Soviet Union in 1991, it became an 
independent country historically inhabited by 
the Indo-Iranians. The Turkic-speaking Oğuz 
tribe, part of a powerful Turkish tribal confed-
eration, moved from Mongolia to present-day 
Central Asia. The Oğuz is the ethnic basis of 
the modern Turkmen population.

Many researchers in the fields of history and 
sociology have explained the positive and ac-
tive roles played by hundreds of Yemeni tribes-
men in the regions of Asia hundreds years ago. 
The sons of those tribes, especially during the 
Rasulid and Sulayhid states, contributed to the 
development of relations with Asian countries 
on the economic, scientific, and cultural levels 
between Yemen and India. This helped dissem-
inate the distinctive and high-end culture and 
values of the Yemeni state and the Yemenis, 
including the great values of Islam in a number 
of regions of India and in Indonesia, in which 
they settled on the shores of Sumatra and other 
Indonesian islands. Thousands of inscriptions 
were found in the country of Indonesia, some 
in the Himyarite (musnad) script and others in 
the Arabic script, which indicates the settle-
ment of Yemenis in it through various histori-
cal stages spanning long periods of time.

Tribes of Ethiopia:
Ethiopia is made up of many ethnic groups, 

which some sources estimate as nine major 
and eighty subdivisions. Certain nationalities 
circulate power in this country while others 
complain of their marginalization and depriva-
tion of political participation. Oromo is among 
the most prominent major ethnic groups in 
Ethiopia in terms of population and political 
influence. It is the largest ethnic group in Ethi-
opia spread in the southwest of the country. It 
represents 40% of Ethiopia’s population which 
is estimated about one hundred million people. 
More than 70% of the Oromo people embrace 
Islam, who are considered one of the oldest 
peoples living in the Horn of Africa. The Am-
hara ethnic group comes after. It spreads over 
the north of the Ethiopia and is estimated at 
25% of the population. It ruled the country for 
decades; mong its most prominent politicians 
to which they belong was Emperor Haile Se-
lassie. This ethnic group dominated all other 
ethnicities and made their language the official 
language of the country. Somali ethnic group, 
which is estimated at 6.2%, comes after. Its 
inhabitants live in the Ogaden region, which 
is known as the Fifth Region according to the 
Ethiopian administrative division and from 
which the Ogaden tribe, one of the Darod 
tribes, is descended. It has been annexed to 
Ethiopia since 1954.

There are also the donakla groups, an Arab 
community that settled in the region and live 
together with its population since ancient 
times. Many researchers also confirmed the 
presence and spread of Yemeni tribesmen in 
Ethiopia (Al-Habash), Sudan, and Kenya, 
for trade. Through their actions and dealings, 
they set the best living and influential models 
in spreading and consolidating the great hu-
man and religious values such as: honesty in 
dealing, humility, tolerance, loyalty, and other 
important civilized values in high human deal-
ings.

It is clear from a review of many different 
tribes and clans around the world that:

1. The various clans and tribes of 
these countries are diverse in the matter, with 
different origins and roots of their upbring-
ing. The reference of the Yemeni tribe, with 
all its categories and regions, comes from 
three major Yemeni tribes, from which all 
tribes are branched, and their origin go back 
to Yemen.

2. The diversity of the languages 
of many of the tribes covered in this article, 
such as Turkey, Pakistan, and Afghanistan 
where the language of one tribe differs from 
another, even though they belong to one na-
tionality. Yet, there is no such difference and 
diversity among the Yemeni tribes, for their 
language is one, the simple Arabic language.

3. The multiplicity of nationalities 
and origins of these tribes or some of them in 
the world. As some of them trace their origins 
to a state or nationality other than the state or 
the place in which they live, the origin of Ye-
meni tribes, with all their diversity and plu-
rality, go back to Yemen, which is the home 
of all of them.

4. The strangeness of some of the 
customs and cultures of some of those tribes 
and their deviation from the norm in some 
behaviours from those approved values and 
traditions (natural) by the majority of human 
and civilized societies. These characteristics 
are absent from the Yemeni tribe, with its 

branches and the multiplicity of its tribes. 
The customs and culture of the tribe corre-
spond to the characteristics and qualities of 
well-known and authentic human values 
Well-known and authentic, and the standards 
adopted by the values of the Islamic religion.

5. Predominantly those tribes scat-
tered around the world adhere to their cus-
toms and cultures, and do not deviate from 
them in any way, especially those tribes in 
China, India, and Ethiopia. These customs 
are considered values and rituals that are for-
bidden to break out of, as if they are part of 
the values and standards of religion or inter-
national laws. The Yemeni tribes are charac-
terized by a reasonable degree of flexibility in 
dealing with the other, away from stagnation 
and rigidity in positions, especially in the di-
versity of solutions and treatments for social 
issues that arise between the parties.

6.  Some tribes derive their culture 
and values from beliefs and ideas that many 
people, especially those with knowledge, see 
as irrational or closer to superstition, such as 
intolerance of certain ideas, belief in special 
rituals before making certain decisions, in 
people or places, or pessimism about certain 
events. These qualities are not found in the 
Yemeni tribe or in the authentic Arab tribes 
in general, where they adhere to the values 
of Islam as a religion and adopt the policy of 
wisdom and reason in all decisions and posi-
tions.

Comparison between Yemeni Tribes and Other Tribes in the World
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Economic renaissance in any country is a pivotal factor linked 
to progress and prosperity. In Yemen, the continuation of the con-
flict and the deterioration of economic conditions and logistical 
services have all prevented us from obtaining the key to develop-
ment, even to a small degree. As most of the Yemeni regions are 
dominated by the tribal system, while some find that the tribe plays 
a positive role in stabilizing the situation, others deny this for fun-
damental reasons related to tribal custom.

The Tribe and its Investment of the Current Stage Situations

Is the Tribal System an Active Factor in The Economic Development?

Sawt Al-Amal - (Voice of Hope)

Approximately 60% of Yemeni citizens 
confirmed that the impact of the tribal system 
on public life in the country is positive, and 
81% believe that the influence of the tribal sys-
tem is strong and effective.

The results of the public opinion poll, which 
was carried out by the Media Department of 
the Yemen Information Center for Research 
and Information on the tribal system in Yemen, 
showed that 33% of the respondents believe 
that the tribe constitutes an obstacle to the de-
velopment process and the civil state; 22% be-
lieve that the tribal system should be followed; 
and 77% stress the importance of resorting to 
the law in resolving disputes as a better solu-
tion than the tribal system.

The poll, which targeted 70% of males and 
0% of females of different ages, governorates, 
and educational levels, indicated that 68% of 
the respondents assert that the tribal system 
negatively affects the lives of Yemeni wom-
en; 46% assert that the extent to which civil 
society contributes to spreading tolerance and 
peace and promoting national reconciliation in 
society is weak and ineffective; and 75% be-
lieve that the tribal system affects the econom-
ic conditions in the country. 

48% of the participants confirm the extent 
of the partnership that exists between organi-
zations, civil society, and the tribal system in 
Yemen is medium; 35% view that the tribal sys-
tem provides education for males and females 
together; and 30% affirm that the tribe does not 
provide opportunities for education for both. 

81% of Citizens Affirmed that the Influence of the Tribal System on Political Life in Yemen is Strong and Influential
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By: Rajaa Mukred
Sawt Al-Amal - (Voice of Hope)

Realizing the tribal role and its impact 
on the economy requires looking at the 
current situation. It is not possible to re-
vive trade or talk about development in 
light of the continuation of internal con-
flicts. The citizen is no longer looking for 
someone who governs him as much as he 
is looking for something that satisfies his 
hunger and gets him out of the misery he 
and his family are experiencing, especially 
with the interruption of salaries, according 
to Ahmed Badr (a citizen of Lahj).

Facts
In January 2021, the Central Bureau 

of Statistics recorded the trajectory of 
economic growth in Yemen at an annual 
average of about 11.7% annually during 
the period 2014-2019. The value of the do-
mestic product decreased from 2214.7 bil-
lion riyals in 2014 to 1168.2 billion riyals 
in 2018 and slightly increased to 1186.9 
billion in 2019. The ongoing conflict and 
the closure of most of the land outlets is 
impeding the economic movement in the 
current circumstances. The statistics of 
the Central Agency, referring to the World 
Bank report issued on May 23, 2017, 

showed a decline in the economic move-
ment, which included an almost complete 
halt in oil exports and a decline in exports 
of goods and services by 81.3% in 2020. 
Oil and gas exports also recorded a sharp 
decline of 81.4% and 69.7%, respective-
ly, in the year 2014-2020. In the same 
report, with regard to commodities, the 
cumulative declines in exports amounted 
to 80.3 (fish), 88.2 (vegetables and fruits), 
81.1 (honey), 88.5 (coffee), respectively. 
Important commercial imports such as: 
wheat, rice, sugar, medicine and oil de-
clined by about 35.7%, 59.2%, 50.1%, 
76.8%, 58.1%, respectively.

The Tribe and its Investment of the 
Current Stage Situations

On the role of the tribe in the midst of 
the economic deterioration, Adel Al-Shuja 
(political analyst) said: There is no influ-
ence of the tribe on the economy. Recent-
ly, there are gangs running smuggling, but 
they do not represent all tribesmen. It is 
also necessary to investigate the parties 
that are eroding wealth, such as oil deriv-
atives. 

On the other hand, Younes Al-Suswah 
(an official at the Ministry of Industry) 
clarified that the tribe has a major direct 
role as an important factor in terms of sta-
bility or security and political imbalance. 

On the economic investment that it is mak-
ing at this stage, it is believed that the tribe 
does not have that pivotal role influencing 
the economic movement as much as some 
of those tribes have been involved in the 
main and direct factors on the current situ-
ation in the political field in terms of loyal-
ty and partisan subordination.

Al-Suswah excludes some exploitative 
acts that do not affect the deterioration 
of the economy. Among those suspicious 
and exploitative actions, for example, are 
taking taxes from transportation means 
for commercial goods that forcefully pass 
through the areas of some tribes due to the 
conflict or taking small shares of oil and 
gas revenues; the  effect of exploitative 
acts does not exceed these.

Is the Role of the Tribe in Stabilizing the 

Economic Situation Negative or Positive? 
“The tribe has no positive role,” accord-

ing to the journalist Hassan Al-Odaini, who 
said: “We can say that the economic devel-
opment in the tribe was halted. The work-
ing people in the tribe were considered 
inferior. As the tribal life was an extension 
of the Bedouin life, anyone from the tribe, 
who has a barber shop or practices the pro-
fession of a barber, does not hold an honor-
able position among the tribe’s members.”

Al-Odaini added: “In the past, if one of 
the tribe’s sons opened a café, it was said 
to him: Shame on you. There was no ap-
preciation for some professions, business-
es and trades. Sheikhs do not do any work.  
They have power and soldiers who work at 
their disposal. Members of the tribe were 
unemployed. Unfortunately, this was a cul-

ture in Yemen; however, with the passage 
of time, companies, shops and others were 
opened.”

Economist Dr. Ahmed Shammakh 
(Member of the Shura Council) talked 
about the tribe’s current role in the conflict: 
“The conflict has created many challenges 
to the economy. As the country is not able 
to face all difficulties alone, all segments 
of society must thus participate - not just 
tribes - in order to find real solutions that 
address the economic deterioration in the 
country.” He stresses that it is necessary 
for the country to remain safe and stable, 
and that decision-makers must move and 
propose solutions to save what remains of 
the nation’s wealth and stop the currency’s 
decline. Moreover, the state must regain its 
strength by uniting everyone.
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Hanin Al-Wahesh
Sawt Al-Amal - (Voice of Hope)

Sheikh Al-Zalb told “Sawt Al-Amal”: 
“The tribe is the mirror of any society at 
the level of Yemen and the Arab region in 
general. From ancient times until today, the 
tribe has had a specific ideology, habits, 
traditions and customs governed by morals. 
The tribal system is an aid to the law, not a 
substitute for it. This is due to the habits, 
traditions and customs that people used to 
resort to and to the elders of the tribe.” 

He indicatedd that the most prominent 
tribes in Yemen are (Himyar, Madhaj, Kin-
da, and Hamadan which consists of two 
large tribes “Hashid - Bakil”and is consid-
ered one of the most major Yemeni tribes 
influencing the country in general.

In the same context, Sheikh Ahmed Ab-
dul Waase Bishr (one of the senior sheikhs 
of Taiz, Sabir al-Mawadim) confirmed that 
the tribe has a strong presence and domi-
nance on the Yemeni ground. Its domi-
nance is reflected through its sheikhs who 
have a prominent role in resolving disputes 
of various criminal and civil issues.

Sheikh Abdul Waase added: “Given the 
weakness of the judiciary today and the fail-
ure to decide on many cases, many people 
have resorted to the rule of tribal sheikhs 
who resolve disputes, either through the 
court or out of it. These disputes are re-
solved according to Islamic rulings and 
legislation (status) from the Qur’an or ac-
cording to man-made rules and laws that 
are established by customary tribal customs 

and prevalent in tribal society.
For his part, researcher Munir Talal told 

Sawt al-Amal: The state gave the tribes 
great independence in managing the affairs 
of society until it has become subjected 
to the tribe’s pressure in many stages. He 
stressed that the state did not strongly im-
pose its authority on the tribes or affect 
them for years. 

Researcher Talal agrees with Sheikh 
Bishr’s opinion that concerning conflict 
resolution, the tribal system-based role in 
Yemen is usually manifested when citizens 
resort to their tribes, whether to resolve dis-
putes among the tribe itself or between one 
tribe and another.

The Impact of Tribal Systems 
“The tribal system in Yemen has had 

a significant and positive impact on the 
citizens, especially at this difficult stage 
through which our country is going. The 
tribal system was able to take control of 
matters concerning issuing quick judg-
ments in various cases and revenges on 
which decisions have not been made yet 
and have taken a long time. The tribe has 
a strong presence. It offers a lot for the 
Yemeni society,” according to Sheikh Mo-
hammed Al-Zalb.

Researcher Munir said: After it was an 
entity that encompasses and unites all the 
members of society, in which they are equal 
in rights and duties, the state is almost a 
name only. The bad security and economic 
situation that the country is going through, 
the almost complete absence of the judicia-
ry, the multiplicity of entities and interna-
tional polarization contributed to bringing 
the role of the tribe back to the fore, along 

with blocs and alliances that have made the 
situation worse.

Mechanisms of Tribal Conflict Resolu-
tion 

Regarding the mechanisms used by the 
tribal system to resolve disputes, Sheikh 
Ahmed Bishr said: The mechanism used in 
resolving criminal and civil disputes is the 
tribal customs and the prevailing arbitra-
tion, such as ‘al-tasbir’ before pronounce-
ment of judgment (i.e. being patient and 
avoid rushing to judgment in this case ), 
offering rifles (banadiq) in cases of com-
mitting a wrongdoing (banadiq al- aib), 
preventing blood shedding (banadiq hajm 
aldima),and handing over the murderer to 
the family of the deceased for retribution 
(alqisas), (banadiq alnaqa), among other ri-
fles, all of which vary according to the type 
of al- aib and the case. 

For his part, researcher Talal indicatedd 
to Sawt Al-Amal, the tribal system uses dif-
ferent methods to resolve disputes through 
established customs, including arbitration 
between disputing persons in the same tribe 
or between one tribe and another. That ar-
bitration depends on the values of the tribe, 
which seeks to present itself in the best way 
before the rest of the tribes. There are cus-
toms inherited by Yemenis since ancient 
times to resolve disputes between them. 
Talal explained: More than two centuries 
ago, specifically in the year 1253, besides 
the Al-Mikhlaf Suleimani tribes, the lead-
ers and representatives of the Yemeni tribes 
in the north and south met to sign a refer-
ence document for resolving various con-
flicts. That document is still in use until the 

present time, and it was called “the refer-
ence document of the customary law for all 
Yemeni tribes.” It constitutes 564 articles 
that have been adopted as laws for the reso-
lution of disputes. This was the first modern 
codification of Yemeni customs after Islam, 
and it was signed by most of the sheikhs of 
Yemen at that time.

Revenge in the Yemeni Tribes
To find out why people resort to tribal ar-

bitration instead of the judiciary, especial-
ly in revenge cases, Sheikh Ahmed Bishr 
said: Revenge is a difficult and complex 
problem facing the judiciary and the trib-
al system alike. Usually, the tribe strongly 
embraces revenge. The tribes have not yet 
been able to separate and resolve the issues 
of revenge once and for all. Even if these 
revenges are resolved, the number of vic-
tims on both sides has reached its peak, and 
these victims are often innocent people. He 
added: Most people resort to taking their 
rights by themselves through revenge due 
to their lack of confidence in the role of 
the judiciary in taking rights and the lack 
of justice in all of this type of cases and 
the unfairness of some tribal laws. Even 
if the judgment is issued, it turns so diffi-
cult to implement it that it may reach the 
point of taking vengeance under the roofs 
of the courts. Things become worse to the 
extent that it may reach the point of taking 
revenge under the roofs of the courts. 

In the same context, researcher Mounir 
Talal asserted that the tribal system has 
quick ways to solve cases of revenge away 
from the complexities of the courts and the 
judiciary. According to the rule (neither op-

pressor nor oppressed, or part of the harm, 
not all of it), the tribe sees that resorting to 
the law in such cases is a derogation of it, 
and only the weak resorts to the law. 

According to Al-Zalb, in many cases, 
those who have revenge resort to tribal ar-
bitration instead of the law as they believe 
that the law is an impediment to justice for 
any right holder and consume more mon-
ey. Therefore, those who seek revenge are 
forced to resort to tribal arbitration, which 
usually resolves cases in short time and at 
lower costs, thus preserves the family in the 
Yemeni tribe.

The tribal system plays a major role in alleviating the suf-
fering of the citizens. It addresses various issues and resolves 
conflicts between tribes through customary tribal arbitration. 
Each case has its own rulings that differ from one tribe to an-
other, but they are characterized by one custom. This is what 
was explained by Sheikh Mohammed Al-Zalb, one of Yemen’s 
Maraghas in Thula, Hamadan district.

People Resort to Tribal Ruling Systems
As the Role of the Judiciary is Weak, Many People Resort to Revenge
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All Yemeni 
tribes agreed 
on a “rules of 
reference doc-
ument” that is 
composed of 

564 articles and 
regarded as 

customary laws 
for conflict res-

olution.

Sheikh Ahmed Abdul Waase BishrSheikh Mohammed Al-ZalbResearcher Munir Talal
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By: Manal Amin
Sawt Al-Amal - (Voice of Hope)

Tribalism in Yemen is a social value that 
has had a significant impact on the social 
structure from all aspects and in the various 
Yemeni governorates for thousands of years. It 
has a strong presence in various issues (politi-
cal, economic, and social) in accordance with 
the norms, provisions and tools, which act as 
a substitute for state laws and legal provisions.

The history of the tribal structure in Yemen 
goes back to the days of the ancient Sabaean 
state- which enjoyed the great influence of the 
tribes in the ancient Yemeni states. The tribe 
was characterized by class divisions. Al-Ma-
karba was the highest class in the ancient Ye-
meni society. Then, tribal federations emerged 
that included (the Kingdom of Sheba, Qata-
ban, Ma’in, and Hadhramout); from these four 
kingdoms emerged the Yemeni tribes. 

Sheba was the strongest of those unions that 
were able to form a system similar to a feder-
ation. It included the four kingdoms and their 
tribes. Tribal federations invented a sense of 
identity through religion, s according to what 
was mentioned in Fritz Hommel’s Geography 
and History of the Ancient Near East, p. 142, 
and in Klaus Schippmann’s History of the An-
cient South Arabian Kingdoms, p. 98.

In different periods of Yemeni history, 
strong alliances were formed to build states or 

to bring them down, although all tribes natu-
rally belong to common sections. The tribe’s 
lineage is an epistemological luxury in Yemen, 
as it is not as important as alliances. Yemen 
has gone through three historical stages or eras 
in which the great Yemeni state “Main, She-
ba, and Himyar” was formed. Other than that, 
small states and emirates were emerging that 
struggled with each other.

It was mentioned in the scientific study of 
Mustafa Naji Aljabzi on “The Tribe and Peace 
in Yemen - June 2021”: kingship in Sheba was 
in the hands of a tribe or Ma’ashr (the peo-
ple) - according to the Saba’s word - called 
“Fayshan, Dhu Khalil, Dhu Sahar, and Dhi 
Ma’ahir.” Their rule continued. The kingdom 
witnessed its most prosperous days during 
their rule, which is currently believed to have 
started from the twelfth century BC until the 
fourth century BC. These kings established a 
federal system of government, making each 
tribe or territory autonomous following the 
kingdom militarily and economically through 
taxes paid by the leaders of those tribes in 
fixed seasons and dates to the state center in 
Marib.

The books of ancient and contemporary 
history mentioned that many of the tribes 
scattered in most Arab countries and in some 
Asian and African countries are of Yemeni or-
igin, whether the tribes that migrated from Ye-
men after the collapse of the Marib Dam in the 
era of the ancient Sabaean civilization or the 

ones that migrated in the early days of Islam 
for the purpose of jihad and Islamic conquests.

A political analyst and journalist - who 
preferred not to mention his name for securi-
ty reasons - told “Sawt Al-Amal”: The tribe 
still forms the basis of the social structure in 
Yemen. Almost 80% of the population of Ye-
men is from villages and rural areas. The city 
dwellers are an integral part of the fabric of the 
tribe in Yemen, which is a traditional society 
in its composition and behaviour, particularly 
in areas that have maintained their isolation.

There are no official statistics about the 
number of tribes in Yemen, but some studies 
indicated that the tribes constitute about 85% 
of the population of 2013, and there are more 
than 200-400 tribes in Yemen. In addition, the 
tribe still maintains its social and legal sys-
tems on which it was raised since antiquity 
as well as its dominant production relations. 
It was able to protect its existence through the 
successive stages of history. Furthermore, it 
retained the same old and inherited traits for 
itself even in those periods when the Yemeni 
society was without a state; as in the case of a 
state, there are rights and duties and mecha-
nisms for the distribution of power. 

Labels and Procedures Followed
The tribe in Yemen has different names that 

distinguish it from other tribes in the various 
Yemeni regions and governorates. It is also 

known as the tribes of Yemen, which is the 
most comprehensive definition of all the Ye-
meni tribes, the most important of which are 
(the Bakil tribes, the Hashid tribes, the Madhaj 
tribes, the Himyar tribes, the Kinda tribes, and 
the Al- Saqladi tribe). Different tribes, having 
bonds of a common blood or danger (i.e. a 
common cause), are united under a collective 
name.

The Yemeni tribes have procedures fol-
lowed in the arbitration process within the 
tribal custom to deal with tribal issues and 
disputes that are based on the rules and provi-
sions of tribal customs.

The judge who decides on the case pre-
sented, between the two conflicting parties, is 
called “the sheikh, the arbitrator, or the guard-
ian,” according to the different tribal dialects. 
The tribal customary law pronounced in any 
case goes through three arbitration stages 
(judgment - a vacated judgment after appeal-
ing a judgment - final judgment), according to 
what was mentioned in a report on the tribes in 
Yemen - Al Jazeera Net.

The vision of the writer Abdel Nasser 
Al-Muwadea, explains in a study presented 
within the papers of the comprehensive na-
tional dialogue conference on “tribal military 
custom”: the acts of  resolving and reconciling 
disputes in the tribe (ṣulḥ) are not based on a 
written code, but rather on personal assess-
ments and temporary settlements according to 
varying social assessments (urf); they are not 

based on a common law, have no a religious 
character or an argument of law. Some of them 
say that reconciliation - contrary to the term 
- works to postpone the problem, not to end 
it. If tribal solutions failed, the litigants would 
resort to the state courts as a main reference 
and enforcement capacity.

Advantages and Disadvantages
The tribe has a clear influence on public life 

in Yemen. The anonymous political analyst 
and journalist reviewed the political effects of 
the tribal system in Yemen, saying: The politi-
cal and historical experiences confirm that the 
establishment of a civil state on the ruins of a 
tribal system is not an easy matter. The tribe 
may collide with the civil state project. The 
tribal system is one of the main poles in the 
political balance equation in Yemen. There-
fore, in any way, the tribe can be neglected in 
any future political equation. The various po-
litical regimes and forces in Yemen, whether 
in times of peace or conflict, have been relying 
on tribal forces and using them to strengthen 
their influence and eliminate competing forc-
es.

He explained: The current powers relied 
on adhering to tribal customs as tools for 
managing conflict and even highlighting and 
employing them accurately. In many of its 
stances with the tribes, it uses the system of 
tribal custom, its provisions and behaviours 
such as ‘tahjir’, arbitration and ‘nakf’ through 



Modernity in determining the structural structure of the state 
passes through stages in terms of the historical development of 
ideas and life in general. This development varies according to 
the inherited or selected human perceptions. Since the tribal 
system and the state are part of Yemen’s history and civili-
zation, we had this conversation with the journalist Hassan 
Al-Odini about the concept of the tribal system in Yemen.

Points of Strength and Weakness
Is it Possible for the Tribal System and the Civil State to Cooperate?

Tribes in Yemen: The History and the Present Reality...    A Glimpse of the Tribal System in Some CountriesTribes in Yemen: The History and the Present Reality...    A Glimpse of the Tribal System in Some Countries

Journalist Hassan Al-Odini
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which tribesmen are called to support and 
assist any issue related to the tribe or one of 
its members…and may further use the tribe’s 
arts and literature, such as “al- bara’” (Yemeni 
tribal dance of conflict), “Zamil” (a popular 
poetic art chanted collectively), the tribal folk 
costume, and other arts which the tribe made 
them part of its identity.

On the negatives facing the tribal system in 
Yemen, the analyst points: “The tribe or the 
tribal system is still threatening the project of 
Yemen’s transition to a modern civil state as 
the tribe’s entrenched influence in Yemen may 
prevent any possibility of applying civil law 
in the country.”

The anonymous political analyst reviewed 
what Ahmed Maher said in BBC in 2012 
about (the tribe threatens the project of Ye-
men’s transition to a civil state), so he wrote: 
“The civil law often contradicts the customs 
and traditions of the tribe. The establishment 
of a civil state would inevitably threaten the 
authority of the tribe and reduce its influence. 
There are those who have no doubts about the 
continuation of the tribe’s influence in the new 
era. Yet, there are those who see the possibil-
ity of a consensus between the tribal and civil 
systems that would establish a civil society 
subject to the rule of law.”

On the advantages enjoyed by the tribal 
system, the writer Ahmed Al-Tars Al-Arami 
confirmed in his article “The Houthis between 
Politics, the Tribe and the Doctrine” Septem-

ber 2019: As it represents a parallel system to 
the state and its institutions, the tribal system 
in Yemen is a ready alternative to any vacuum 
resulting from the absence and weakness of 
the state.

 In the same context, the political analyst 
said to “Sawt Al-Amal”: The tribe is regarded 
as a social unit that gains its legitimacy from a 
set of traditional rules that form a social con-
tract between its members, as well as between 
it and its sheikhs and other tribes. This social 
contract or tribal custom regulates public af-
fairs, protects common interests, and provides 
protection and economic support to members 
of the tribe. The tribes act as the second best 
alternative to an absent and weak state. People 
are satisfied with the tribe because it provides 
a simple model for the rule of law, by settling 
and regulating disputes.

Tribal Systems in Some Countries
“Tribe and tribalism are two related but dif-

ferent concepts. The tribe is a natural social en-
tity that was not preceded by any of the social 
entities except the family. All peoples started as 
unsettled nomadic clans in their geographical 
surroundings, and from the tribes cities were 
formed. As for tribalism, it is an ideological 
concept to frame the tribal system, as we say 
homeland, patriotism, nation and nationalism,” 
according to what the writer Mohammad Ali 
mentioned in his article “The Tribe and the 
State in the Arab Region - January 2021.”

“Despite its historical importance, many 
countries of the modern world have gotten rid 
of the influence of the tribe or the tribal system 
in public life, due to their belief that the tribal 
system is no longer suitable for the modern or-
ganization of the nation-state and often ham-
pers the implementation of the law.” 

He said: the weakness of the central state 
authority and its system in most Arab societies 
led to the revival of the role of the tribes in 
Libya, Iraq, Somalia and Yemen. The tribe has 
become the last resort to protect individuals. 
In other Arab countries such as Jordan, Mau-
ritania and Iraq, the tribe plays a major role in 
the political field. 

The writer gave an example, in Mauritania, 
senior political and administrative positions 
are “recycled” in certain tribes. The tribes 
play the role of the state in many areas and 
activities. In Iraq, Lebanon, and Yemen, the 
tribe takes on a dual nature (ethnic and sectar-
ian) that hinders the work of the state and its 
national institutions. In the Gulf countries, the 
pivotal role of the tribe is manifested in many 
social and political fields and even in people 
identities. 

On the role of the tribe in the political scene 
in Iraq, the writer “Ahmed Abdel Hafez Fawaz 
(teacher of political science, Cairo University) 
explains in a scientific study entitled “The Po-
litical Utility of Tribe in Iraq: from Monarchy 
to Post-Saddam,” saying: “Iraq, like other 
Arab countries, has a history of strong central 

governments. Authority in the tribe reflects the 
pattern of authority typical in those countries 
in terms of the gender and age of the official. 
Therefore, the sheikh of the tribe is usually the 
fittest of the oldest male members. Although 
the sheikh of the tribe is its leader, he does not 
have absolute power. Making a decision on an 
crucial issue such as conflict or peace requires 
the Sheikh to consult the tribe’s council which 
is made up of people of opinion and experi-
ence whom the tribes call the term “Awarf” 
(by law); they are at the level of judges. When 
the decision is issued, it becomes binding on 
all members of the tribe, so the defenders of 
the tribe talk about the existence of democracy 
in its structures. Today’s Iraqi tribal sheikhs 
still hold the same power today. The smaller 
the tribe or clan is, the greater the ability of its 
sheikh to impose control over the tribe and its 
members is.

For Sudan, there is agreement that tribalism 
- with its positives and negatives - represents 
a concept rooted in Sudanese society and is 
considered an important circle of individual 
affiliation. Sudan- which was established after 
its independence from Britain in 1956 on the 
contemporary concept of the nation state- wit-
nessed many changes in the systems of gov-
ernance and policies. It negatively affected its 
effectiveness. Therefore, the role of the state 
declined, its development towards the true 
concept of the nation state was hampered, and 
its balance was disturbed. As a result, loyalty 

to the tribe took precedence over loyalty to the 
homeland, according to what Sudanese jour-
nalist Ismail Mohamed Ali explained in his 
article: “Tribal Diversity in Sudan: A Blessing 
or a Curse? January 2020.

 He also pointed out that when the first con-
tact occurred between Muslims and Arabs in 
Sudan during the first half of the seventh centu-
ry, there were three large ethnic groups inhab-
iting the country, represented by (the Nubians 
on the Nile; they have two Christian kingdoms: 
Al-Maqra and Alwa, extending from southern 
Egypt to central Sudan, and the Beja tribes, oc-
cupying the area between the Nile and the Red 
Sea, and the Negro tribes, residing in western 
and southern Sudan Present).

He added: With the increase in the mi-
grations of Arab tribes in the fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries, Arab tribes appeared and 
settled in northern Sudan, including the Ja’ali-
yin tribes (comprised of the Shaigiya,, the 
Rabatab, and the Ja’aliyin, tribes) and the Ju-
hayna tribes (comprised of  the Shukriya, the 
Kababish, the Rizeigat, the Baggara, the Ja-
ma’a, Banu Hussain, the Ta’ishah, the Tarjm, 
the Salamat, the Al-Houtia, the Banu Halba, 
the Missiriya, and the Banujlan). In western 
Sudan, there are tribes of Negro origins, the 
most important of which are the Fur, Zagha-
wa, Berti, Mararit, Mima and Fallata, and the 
Nuba tribes in the regions of Southern Kordo-
fan, as well as the Inqasana tribes in the Blue 
Nile region.

By: Rajaa Mukred
Sawt Al-Amal - (Voice of Hope)

- How did the concept of the tribal sys-
tem emerge in Yemen?

The tribe preceded the state in Yemen 
and the entire globe; at first it was the fam-
ily, clan and the tribe respectively. The first 
thing that united these frameworks was the 
bond of blood, before the instinct of sur-
vival preserved its entity and unity. This 
instinct necessitated coexistence in search 
of food and protection for oneself from the 
dangers of nature and of the raids of other 
tribes as well as to raid them. 

The family and the tribe had to find a 
way to communicate, started with gestures 
all the way to primitive languages. It was 
also necessary to create habits, traditions 
and customs specific to each tribe that dif-
fered or were completely or partially iden-
tical with those of other tribes.

Then it was necessary to establish a kind 
of organization for the clan and the tribe. 
The tribe shall have someone on its head 
who leads and directs. After agriculture 
was discovered, stability began and the 
transition from caves and tents in the oases 
to live in fixed gatherings and the estab-
lishment of the state. The important thing 
is that all mankind has gone through all the 
phases of tribal development; phases could 
differ. Although countries and civilizations 
were established thousands of years ago, 
some countries still live the life of Bedou-
ins and nomads in the deserts. For instance, 
in Africa there are tribes whose members 
live naked or cover some of their bodies 
with tree leaves. 

In the contrary, Europe has changed; de-
mocracy was established in its countries. 
The civil state, which emerged from the 
rubble of a history that filled with barbaric 
tribes, was established.

Between Europe and North America 
where the state is tribal, and some coun-
tries of Africa and Asia where the primitive 
tribes are, many countries are witnessing a 
struggle over the future between the state 
and the tribe. 

As the movement of history accelerated 
from the beginning of the Renaissance to 
the present era, the dissolution of the tribe 
into a homogeneous society occurred as a 
result of economic, intellectual and cultur-
al development; the movement of history 
accelerated from the beginning of the Re-
naissance to the present era.

In Yemen, the tribes still bear their old 
names, Hashid, Bakil, Hamadan, Madhaj, 
Yafa and Al-Awaliq... For more than a 
thousand years, Yemen remained under the 
weight of the tyranny of the imams and the 
conflicting states. When some enlightened 
groups tried to awake the Yemeni people 
from their deep sleep to the promise of lib-
erty, the tribe played a trick, rode the wave 
of revolution and took over the state, both 
in the north and in the south. 

- In your opinion, what are the points 
of strength and weakness in the tribal 
system?

The tribal system has none of the 
strengths. The tribe conceives the state as 
a spoil. It monopolizes the public resourc-
es and does not give any attention to eco-
nomic and social development. It also does 
not care about providing the basic needs 
of the general public, rejects the principle 
of equal citizenship, and does not value 

freedoms. The tribal system fuels conflict 
between rival tribes and causes protracted 
civil conflicts that often end with the dis-
integration of regions and the division of 
states.

-What are the commonalities and dif-
ferences between the tribal system and 
the civil state?

There may be many commonalities in 
appearance, but the differences are radical 
in essence and nature of things. For exam-
ple, the tribal system- perhaps- does not 
prevent issuing a constitution and laws or 
hesitate to allow the formation of parties 
and professional unions and the estab-
lishment of an elected parliament and lo-
cal councils. The parties are always loyal 
and the press is flattering yellow, and the 
unions, local councils and parliament are 
built on fraudulent elections. In the tribal 
system, there are courts and a police force; 
however, the scale of justice is imbalanced; 
it does not preserve the life, dignity and 
civil rights of the citizen. The tribal system 
has an army that does not defend the home-
land, but rather is meant for guarding the 
power of the tribe. In any case, tribalism 
is ready to forfeit national sovereignty in 
return for financial returns.

- What is the future of Yemen under 
the tribal system?

The future can be seen from the pres-
ent before us, civil conflicts, disruption of 
the social fabric, poverty, epidemics, de-
stroyed infrastructure, collapsed health and 
educational services. The conflict will end, 
as it seems, by dividing the country into 
mini-states, power in those mini-states will 
be shared by countries in the region and 
beyond. This, in my opinion, may waste 
Yemen’s wealth. 

Is it possible to create coexistence 
between the tribal system and the civil 
state? Why?

It is difficult to combine the two, as 
either a tribal system or a civil state. Al-
though, there is a long transitional stage 
because the dissolution of the tribe into a 
homogeneous society is a historical pro-
cess, which is not achieved by desire, but 
by massive economic development and 
mighty intellectual advancement. In the 
early stages, it may require the establish-
ment of a strong regime that does not com-
promise or insure anyone.

Creative development is capable of cre-

ating opportunities, meeting needs, and 
pushing the unemployed to engage in eco-
nomic activity. As a result, they feel a sense 
of security and stability in the community 
and not under the umbrella of a sheikh.

- Is there a conflict between the laws 
of the civil state and the tribal system? If 
there is what is it?

In certain areas, there is- necessarily- a 
conflict. In liberties at the personal and 
public level, the law in the civil state can 
grant women rights that are not permitted 
by the law of the tribal state. 

In other areas, the provisions may be the 
same as in the civil law. The difference is 
that the supremacy of the law in the civil 

state, while in the tribal state, it is subject 
to violation and contempt.

- In your opinion, who will contrib-
ute to resolving the conflict in Yemen, 
the tribal system or the civil state? And 
why?

No civil state can solve the current con-
flict in Yemen. The solution is that the ex-
isting tribal states may agree to stop the 
fighting when they get tired. Even though 
it is most likely that the decision has no 
longer been in the hands of the Yemenis 
for a long time- regardless of the formula 
that the agreement(s) may take to end the 
conflict- the ember will remain under the 
ashes.



The Long History and the Wide-Scale Presence of the Tribal System
The Role of Tribal Customs in Resolving Conflicts, their Importance and Impact on Society and their Conflict        with the Laws

Tribal custom obliges everyone to consider the woman as a shame (…): It 
is the intention to deliberately commit a mistake. It is sometimes expressed 
as treachery, which is prohibited and criminal in all customs, religions, 
and tribes. The tribe is valued and respected by all members of the tribal 
community.

The tribal system is an integrated system in its own right. It is a legaliza-
tion that has its rules that do not change over time and place. The tribal sys-
tem in Yemen is characterized by its spread and the strength of its influence 
among the people. It has rules and regulations based on tribal customs, 
which can build a more socially integrated society.

Among the most important features of the tribal system is the existence 
of a special judicial system for the tribe, which is governed by customs and 
traditions inherited through generations, and whose rulings - in their en-
tirety - are derived from Islamic legislation.
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Sheikh Ali Saad Nahshel says: “The 
tribal system in Yemen is rooted in the 
depths of Yemeni history spanning thou-
sands of years, and the tribal customs 
formed an integrated and comprehensive 
system of government for the various 
aspects of social, cultural, economic 
and even political and military life. Re-
garding tribal customary law, it is used 
to solve problems between people and 
settle disputes; it replaces the official 
judiciary in long periods throughout 
Yemeni history. At the present time, this 
tribal customary law still prevails among 
the people, and it is characterized by an 
appropriate structural system to achieve 
justice.

He explained: Just as there are two 
stages for the official judiciary to appeal 
rulings, there are also four stages of cus-
tomary appeals in general customary 
legislation. These stages begin with the 
appeal of the judgment of the arbitrator 
or arbitrators to the court at “Al-Mara-
gha Al-Qasra” (He is the man who is the 
most familiar with the tribal legislations 
in a section or sub-section of the tribe). 
When none of the parties is convinced of 
the ruling at this stage, the ruling pass-
es to “Al-Maragha Al-Ghassab” (who is 
the general tribe’s Maragha). Likewise, 
when none of the parties is convinced of 
the ruling at this stage, the ruling passes 
to “Al- Maragha Ghassab Al-Ghassab” 
(who is the Maragha Al-Da’i Al-Kabir, 
such as Maragha Bakeel, Hashed, or 
Madhaj.) Every tribe meets with some 
tribes under the Great Da’i. There is a 
general Maragha for all tribes, who is 
elected by all tribes called “Maragha of 
Cassation and Final Judgment” (which is 
the highest degree of customary appeal), 
which ruling is final and enforceable. 

He adds, “This judiciary is entered by 
the consent of the two parties to the dis-
pute. So, whoever consents the custom-
ary judiciary to decide his case, is obli-
gated to complete the litigation through 
the stages of the customary judiciary, 

and whoever requests the separation of 
his case through the official judiciary 
has the right to do so, and no one has the 
right to force him to choose the custom-
ary judiciary to decide his case”.

For his part, Sheikh Zaid Al-Jamra 
confirms that the tribe in Yemen is an 
integrated system, in which there is no 
fanaticism, sectarianism, or no violation 
of the principle of equality. The tribe is 
able to engage in the modern civil state 
within the framework of enrichment, not 
difference. Indeed, the tribe in Yemen is 
an essential component of the modern 
state. The tribe in Yemen is an essen-
tial component of the modern state. The 
tribal judiciary supports and assists the 
official judiciary and reduces the burden 
on it. The most important feature of the 
tribal judiciary in the opinion of Sheikh 
Al-Jamrah is the speed of deciding on 
and adjudicating cases and at the low-
est costs. Furthermore, tribal rulings are 
often satisfactory to all parties as they 
ensure people the attainment of their 
right. Tribal values and principles - such 
as supporting the oppressed, enjoining 
what is right, forbidding what is wrong, 
and supporting women - guarantee the 
members of society their basic human 
rights.

Sheikh Mohammad Ali Sayyad (Head 
of the Yemeni Tribal Judicial Council) 
says, “Tribal customs and tribal arbi-
tration are considered a non-mandato-
ry body, so it is only resorted to when 
matters are outside the control of the 
competent authorities. The tribal custom 
resolves many cases, and its rulings are 
according to the stipulations and arbitra-
tion. The first type of tribal arbitration 
is absolute arbitration, in which the dis-
putants are not allowed to violate the 
rulings issued by the sheikhs or deviate 
from them, and they are obligated to im-
plement them and they have no right to 
appeal them. The second type of tribal 
arbitration requires the litigants to have 
the right to appeal the rulings issued by 
the sheikhs at “Al-Munha” (a name giv-
en to a certain category of sheikhs who 
are of higher position and considered a 
reference and is called “Al-Maragha” in 
the tribal ruling).

In this case the sentence issued by the 
sheikhs is subjected to the approval of 
Al-Munha or to his amendment of the 
ruling. As for the rights of the litigants 
and the powers of the sheikhs, Sheikh 
Sayyad says, “The tribal custom gives 
the opponents the right to choose the 
reference they trust to refer to after the 
ruling. It gives them guarantees that 
are satisfactory to all, and this ensures 
the attainment of the greatest degree 
of justice, and the evidence and proofs 
in tribal custom are exactly the same 
as the judiciary. However, in the tribal 
custom, it is more stringent. In some 
cases, it requires more than an oath of 
denial, as it requires in some cases that 
do not concern a particular person, but 
concern an entire tribe. It requires five 
people to swear, or even ten, twen-
ty-two, or forty-four, and the latter is in 

the case of murder, since the gravity of 
the crime requires further investigation, 
but in the case of theft, it requires twen-
ty-two swears, and ten and five or less”. 
Therefore, in light of these precautions 
and strict procedures, the crime will be 
seized, and the accusation will not be 
mistaken, and the incident will not be 
proven unless it is very clear.

Journalist Hamid Debwan asserts that 
tribal customs and traditions express 
the moral values of the Yemeni people, 
which is rich in this heritage that ensures 
that people enjoy security, stability, and 
coexistence. He adds that when attempts 
were made to limit the role of the tribe 
and the spread of its customs and tra-
ditions, many problems, behaviors and 
phenomena, that did not exist in our 
previous generations and cannot come 
out from a Yemeni who carries this cul-
tural heritage that legitimizes and calls 
for all that is good and criminalizes ev-
erything that brings disgrace or defames 
the high human morals and values, have 
emerged.

According to Sheikh Al-Jamra, who 
is currently working on his doctorate 
in public administration, the Yemeni 
tribal system also includes councils of 
government similar to those found in 
the institutional state such as the “Mis-
rakh”, which is a public arena for the 
tribe’s members to gather and discuss 
issues of concern to the tribe in general 
or the problems it faces. It is similar to 
the Shura Council in the state.

Sheikh Al-Jamra stated, in an exclu-
sive interview with “Sawt AlAmal” that 
the tribal system of government is based 
on consultation, and that the “Sheikh” 
is chosen by elections through the so 
called “al-Masheikh rule”, where the 
people of the tribe sign a petition prov-
ing their approval of choosing the can-
didate for the position of “Sheikh”, and 
these papers are like voting papers and 
election records in the state system.

Al-Jamra explains that the election of 
the “sheikh” is not hereditary. The son 
cannot be the heir to his father in the 
position of “sheikh” unless two basic 
conditions are met, the first: competence 
and effectiveness, and the second: the 
consent of the tribe’s sons by signing 
the “al-Masheikh rule.” In many cases, 
a sheikh is chosen not from the sons of 
the previous sheikh, and therefore legit-
imacy in the tribal system is in the hands 

of the sons of the tribe just as legitimacy 
in the democratic system is in the hands 
of the people

Salah al-Khawlani (Sharia Agent) 
views that the decision to go to tribal 
arbitration or the official judiciary de-
pends on a person’s status, social level 
and social environment. Citizens, who 
belong to a tribe in which some of its 
members support them, prefer to resort 
to tribal arbitration. They know that 
members of their tribe will share them 
the responsibility in case that the judg-
ment is against them, whether in the im-
plementation of the judgment or in the 
arbitration expenses and fines ‘ghurm.’

The civilized citizen, who is no longer 
dependent on his tribe or does not be-
long to his tribe, will certainly resort to 
the official judiciary because he may not 
meet some of the requirements of tribal 
arbitration such as offering weapons or 
Janabi (Yemeni traditional dagger) as a 
guarantee for the implementation of ju-
dicial rulings.

Walid Al-Sidra says: “Tribal arbi-
tration contributed in the past and is 
contributing today to a large extent in 
resolving many outstanding issues be-
tween citizens. It is considered the most 
influential because of the long litigation 
period in official courts, which may take 
many years, in cases that can be resolved 
by tribal arbitration in a short period.”

He added, “In the past, tribal arbitra-
tion was prevalent among people be-
cause the sheikhs used to initiate recon-
ciliation between people voluntarily and 
without financial or symbolic fees that 
do not cost people, but now resorting to 
tribal arbitration requires a lot of finan-
cial requirements, such as the sheikhs’ 
wages, the costs of tribal arbitration, the 
fees of the tribal agents, and others, as 
well as what is known as the “trohat”, 
where the sheikhs ask the disputants to 
submit their weapons that cost a lot of 
money, cars, and so on”.

According to Ahmed Saleh Al-Hashi-
di, “tribal custom is the best among 
personal status cases, tribal arbitration 
obliges the families of the spouses to 
tribal customs in the interest of the fam-
ily and of the spouses without differ-
ences. The tribal pressure obliges the 
spouses and their families to abide by 
the agreement for fear of tribal shame 
or blame from the people and the arbi-
trators.”

The tribal system is keen to achieve 
the principle of justice through trib-
al customs, according to Sheikh Saleh 
Majmal Roudan, head of the Supreme 
Council for Yemeni Tribal Custom. He 
points out that the tribal system is par-
allel with the state throughout Yemeni 
history since the ancient Sabaean state 
until today, denying the existence of any 
contradiction between the tribe and the 
state. He added that the tribal litigation 
procedures go through several stages to 
ensure that the greatest possible degree 
of justice is achieved in the judgments 
in order to achieve the supreme goal 
of maintaining security, societal peace, 
fraternity among people, fairness to the 
oppressed, and trying to guide the op-
pressor to the right path through enjoin-
ing what is just, and forbidding what is 
wrong, even if he is of high position or 
power. Sheikh Roudan called for joint 
activities with civil society organiza-
tions in a way that enhances the involve-
ment of the Yemeni tribe in the compo-
nents of modern civil society.

Sheikh Saleh Hamyan goes on to con-
firm what Samia said regarding wom-
en’s issues: Tribal customs guarantee 
women and children distinct rights. Just 
as it is prohibited internationally during 
wars to target women, children and ci-
vilians, so tribal customs also prohibit 
targeting these groups and place strict 
provisions, deterrents, and sanctions 
for those who contravene this, such as 
the so-called ruling by “Al-Muhadash”, 
which means eleven times the penalty 
known in other than these categories.

He adds that in addition to these cate-
gories, there is also the so-called “al-ha-
jr”. They are those people who mediate 
among the conflicting parties, exhume 
the corpses, help the injured during 
wars, or who are charged with collecting 
evidence in the places of conflict. The 
“hajr” is neutral and respected by all 
parties, hence the tasks that humanitar-
ian organizations such as the Red Cres-
cent, the International Red Cross and 
charitable organizations do these days.

Samia Saleh (a human rights activ-
ist) confirms that the tribal system has 
given important advantages for women 
in many of its laws and customs. These 
tribal customs have honored Yemeni 
women and granted them special rights 
and privileges not granted to men in the 
tribe. In the tribal system, women are 

Women in 
the tribal 
system are 

considered the 
responsibility 
of the village 
community



“The State Came Out from the Tribe and Supported By It”The Long History and the Wide-Scale Presence of the Tribal System
The Role of Tribal Customs in Resolving Conflicts, their Importance and Impact on Society and their Conflict        with the Laws

Dr. Ali Mohammed Al-Zanm (A member of the House 
of Representatives (Majlis al-Nuwaab), Chairman of the 

Committee on Foreign Affairs and Expatriates)
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- Could you describe for us the relationship of 
the tribal system with the state, from the perspec-
tive that concerns you politically, socially and eco-
nomically?

The relationship of the tribe with the state is in fact 
strong. The tribe is an integral part of the formation 
of Yemeni society, if it is not the basis of society at 
all. The tribe is the state’s strategic reserve in var-
ious fields in all the circumstances and events that 
the country is going through. Accordingly, it is safe 
to say, both the state and the tribe cannot dispense 
with or ignore each other. When the tribe historically 
tried to dispense with and bypass the state, it fell and 
entered into conflicts and its role was thus weakened 
and its influence was reduced. The same applies to 
the state when it exceeds the tribe, which suffers 
from many problems. The state has established a 
Department of Tribal Affairs (DTA), believing in 
the importance of its role in various aspects. It is 
strongly present in the political life that the country 
has witnessed since the revolution of September 26, 
1962. Rather, in most of the tribes, it was and is still 
deciding the results of the elections for most of the 
republic’s districts, and for all the leaders of the par-
ties. The state came from the womb of the tribe and 
with the support of it.

- What about the social role of the tribe?
The tribe- with its ancestors, its noble customs, 

and its application of the customary seventy tribal 
rules- bears the values of society and the mechanism 
of dealing with every wrongdoing committed, and 
deem the tribe higher than the actions that bring 
shame or dishonor upon. It is also a tributary and 
a factor of the state’s support in the social aspect, 
which is the tribe’s top priority, under the supervi-
sion and support of the state.

- Is there any economic relationship between the 
state and the tribe?

Economically, it, like the rest of the people, has 
individual activities. There is nothing in the name of 
the tribe except what is organized through agricul-
tural, economic and development associations under 
the supervision of the state; it has great contributions 
in this aspect.

- Some view the tribal system as an opponent 
against and an obstacle to the law system in the 
country, and others see it as a supporter of the 
government in achieving security. What do you 
think about the matter?

Today, the tribe has been largely adapted to be one 
of the factors controlling security and stability in the 
country. It represents an important reference for the 
state in various circumstances and events. We   are 
clearly talking about the role of the tribe today, the 
enlightened one. Most of its sons have engaged in 
education and become responsible in various parts of 
the state; all respect the rule of law. They greatly in-
fluenced the behavior of the tribe, which was known 
for making conflicts and crises and deviating from 
the state; it has its own customs and traditions that 
are far from the language of the civil state.

Today is very different from yesterday. We are 
talking about the tribe that was able to create harmo-

ny between it and the state, was never an obstacle to 
the application of laws and never sought to be paral-
lel to the state.

Unusual cases may occur, which are not ascribed 
to conflicts, but they are always resolved in favor of 
the state, order, and law; because the Yemeni tribe 
has a deeply rooted history and civilization and pos-
sesses commendable values and customs that have 
made an effective contribution to building the state 
at all times. When the state became weak, the tribe 
played a positive role in maintaining security. We 
say: We stand with the tribe to be parallel to the 
state. Through the laws and the control of the state, 
the tribe is educated and its performance is regulated 
in the interest of the country first and foremost.

- On revenge and its problems, what did the 
tribe do to extinguish its flame?

A follower of the news will find that there is no day 
without the news of the tribal figures solving many 
problems such as murder, quarrels and decades-old 
revenge issues. The tribe has become supportive of 
the state, and the state has encouraged the tribe to 
solve many of these issues in order to make the tribe 
and the state devote to confront the intractable prob-
lems and the existential national security issues of 
the homeland. The role of the tribe in resolving re-
venge issues is distinguished and appreciated by the 
state that strongly supports this approach.

What is the role of women in the tribe?
Returning to the heritage of Yemenis historical-

ly, to look at the role of women in it, we find that 
woman preceded many nations; Queen Bilqis before 
Islam and, Sayyida Arwa Al-Sulaihi after Islam are 
just two examples among others. Therefore, any set-
back or underestimate the role of Yemeni women is 
not acceptable, whether by the state or the tribe. In 
reality, the pioneering role of the Yemeni woman, 
who took the lead in the scene, is clear. Her role in 
facing any danger on her country is only one of many 
examples that cannot be mentioned.

We return to saying: Yemeni woman is supported 
by the tribe as well as by the state. She is working in 
education, medicine, and in various ministries. She 
has become as minister, deputy, general manager, 
and employee. There is no objection to the ambition 
of women who today compete men in economic, 
investment and social activities. Today, we see her 
paving her way and place in society naturally. We 
may find cases of extremism in remote areas, where 
there are little awareness, education, some services, 
and no access to everything new in a world full 
of rapid developments in the field of science and 
knowledge. In those areas, the role of women is still 
restricted, and these are limited cases which cannot 

be described but as a phenomenon and a negative 
role of the tribe towards the aspirations of Yemeni 
women.

- Do tribal customs accept that women rule the 
tribe? And why?

There are Yemeni womens who we are proud of, 
including, Queen Bilqis and Sayyida Arwa who both 
ruled Yemen. Today, women hold positions of min-
ister and ambassador. There is no constitutional or 
legal text that prevents the appointment of a woman 
as prime minister or other higher positions. The Ye-
meni tribe may rule by customs and traditions that 
restrict the rise of women to the sheikhdom over the 
tribe. Despite all this, there are cases that we hear 
about the role of women in solving issues within the 
tribe, even if they are not called sheikhs. Women 
have roles that far exceed the role of men. The Ye-
meni woman, with her upbringing and her cultural 
and historical heritage, makes the issue of returning 
to the possibility of implementing your question a 
matter of time and of an appropriate manner within 
the framework of the Yemeni tribe, which is symbol-
ized by the “origin of the Arabs”.

- How do you evaluate the view of civil society 
and its organizations on the tribe, with its strong 
customs since ancient times?

The whole view has been looking forward to 
achieving partnership and harmonization between 
the tribe with its customs and the civil society with 
its organizations, which of course do not underesti-
mate the role of the tribe, otherwise there would be a 
clash and continuous conflicts between the tribe with 
its customs and the state and civility with its civi-
lized society. If we go back to history, we will find 
that the ancient Yemeni states did not settle except by 
appeasing and subjugating the tribe to be a partner 
in governance in one way or another and to bring it 
closer to civilian life. 

- As a member of the House of Representatives, 
what is the impact of the tribal nature of Yemeni 
society on the enactment of constitutional legisla-
tion in Yemeni law?

Whoever looks at the parliament thinks that the 
tribe is the one who runs the parliament, and this 
is not true. Of course, all members of the House of 
Representatives belong to ancient tribes, and most 
of them are sheikhs and elders. However, a member 
of the House of Representatives puts all these names 
and association with the tribe aside before entering 
the parliament and forgets the tribal, family and re-
gional motives and all the considerations that restrict 
his opinion in enacting laws. The view of the mem-
ber of the House of Representatives is sincerely pa-
triotic, takes into account the interests of the Yemeni 
people and serves the various formations of Yemeni 
society, including the tribe.

What is the degree of influence of the tribe, 
and what is its remarkable role while adopting or 
amending an article of the constitution?

When constitutional articles are amended, that 
amendment is submitted to the Yemeni people for 
a referendum. The tribe participates effectively, like 
other segments and sons of Yemen. It has a constitu-
tional right to participate in referendums and elec-
tions and to engage in civil society organizations and 
political parties. This is a right for every Yemeni. It is 
worth noting that the amendment of the constitution 
is submitted at the request of the President of the Re-
public or the House of Representatives and signed by 
one third of its members. Only the articles of the first 
and second chapters, and everything else, are sub-
mitted to a referendum. Articles of the constitution 
are amended with the approval of three-quarters of 
the assembly. According to the text of Article 158, 
Chapter Five of the Yemeni Constitution, the tribe 
participates among the categories of the people.

At the end of this conversation, do you want to 
deliver a word or a message?

To the state, I say: “Do a good deal with the tribe. 
Its role is honorable in fighting any enemy and in 
solving problems of revenge. The tribe is cooper-
ative with state agencies in maintaining security, 
stability and public tranquility.” To the tribe: “You 
will be nothing without the state, and your adherence 
to the constitution and the law should be more than 
your adherence to the customs, ancestors, and tribal 
rules. This would not underestimate you. Unlike the 
tribal customs and traditions, the language of law is 
shared among all Yemenis. Some may underestimate 
the tribal customary law and views it as an obstacle 
to building the modern Yemeni state that we all as-
pire to.”

“The tribe is the 
state’s strategic reserve 
in various fields,” 
Al-Zanm confirmed 
in an exclusive press 
interview with the 
newspaper “Sawt 
Al-Amal” to know 
state-tribal relations 
from the perspective 
of a Member of 
Parliament.

considered the responsibility of the vil-
lage community. Tribal custom obliges 
everyone to view women as being val-
ued and respected by all members of the 
tribal community and race to help wom-
en and dedicate to facilitating her work 
and helping her when needed. Whoever 
transgresses the morals or the customs, 
everyone stands firm against him, and 
tribal customs impose strict rules on him. 

She says: “In the recent period, Yeme-
ni women, especially in cities, began to 
resort to the official courts of the state 
due to many factors, including the de-
cline in the role of the tribe and its over-
all view of cities, and the increase in the 
number of female lawyers that women 
resort to plead before the official judicia-
ry has increased.”

Tribal Customs Terminology
Custom (urf): Custom is what people 

are familiar with, approve of, and are 
agreed upon. If it is in accordance with 
reason, religion and the interests of the 
people, then it is characterized by the 
consensus of the specialists.

Fraternity (al-ekha’a): expresses the 
affiliation of a person to a certain tribe, 
who has rights and has certain duties. 
It is unbendable among the sons of one 
tribe and urgent with regard to those who 
want to resort to them from among the 
sons of another tribe in cases of fear, in-
justice, harm or lack of support for them. 
It is similar to the alliances between the 
Arab tribes. The fraternity is between the 
individual and the tribe, and the alliance 
is between two different tribes. It is a 
necessary condition of kinship between 
tribes that descend from the same ances-
tor. However, the tribe does not accept 
the fraternity of the wrongdoer, but rath-
er accepts his fraternity, so no one can 
call for 

Shame or wrongdoing (al-aib): It is 
the intention to deliberately commit a 
mistake; it is sometimes expressed as 
treachery. It is prohibited and considered 
a crime in all the customs, religions, and 
tribes. The tribes educate their children 
not to commit faults, and in case of do-
ing so, they severely punish them. Ev-
erything that the legislator forbade is 
considered a fault, and every evil thing is 
a fault with varying degrees. For exam-
ple, in the cases of murder, the tribal cus-
tom has increased the blood money for 
murder and described the circumstances 
of the killing as shame such as mutilat-
ing or hiding a corpse or the newcomer 
killing his brother whom he supported 
and embraced; here we see the custom 
as just and deterrent to such practices, 
which have become rare for the severity 
of their punishment.

Restricted places( al-amaken al-mu-
hajara): These are places where fighting 
or aggression is prohibited as a result of 
their overcrowding with people and the 
fact that aggression in them may lead 
to major sedition, such as markets, pub-
lic roads, mosques, public squares, and 
shops.

Customary Relations (uluk urfia): are 
the social relationships and bonds ac-
cording to which the abuser deserves the 
customary punishment for not respecting 
this relationship

Fine (ghurm): is an economic resource 
with which the tribe pays the expenses of 
public cases and defends the capabilities 
of the tribe. It is also like insurance or 
solidarity, and it is commensurate with 
the bank of those who are obligated to 
pay zakat “obligatory charity”.

Tribal submissions (trohat): are the 
guarantees that compel the disputants 
to implement the tribal rulings, such as 
Janabi (Yemeni traditional dagger.)



Recent Studies on the Role of the Tribe in Yemen and Its Impact on the Current Situation
The tribe is an important social and political component 

in Arab societies in general and Yemen in particular, the 
Yemeni tribe has played a prominent role in historical 
events throughout Yemen’s political history, becoming 
an important pole and key player in the formation of the 
state.

Abdul-Ilah Al-HakamiAbdul Karim QasimMahmoud Al-Bukari

“It is well known that in the issue of the tribe and its 
relationship with civil society, the great disparity in the 
nature of the tribe in Yemen is evident on many levels. 
In southern North Yemen (Lower Yemen), the tribe began 
to integrate into civil society and lose its connection with 
the tribe. That is why this region witnessed the first birth 
of the majority of Yemeni parties.” This was reviewed by 
a political analyst and journalist who preferred not to be 
named to the newspaper for security reasons.

The Return of the 
Tribe in Many 

Yemeni Areas Came 
to Fill the Gap in the 
Absence of State and 

the Failure of the 
Parties

Southern Yemen Governorates: Between the Influence of the Tribal    System and Its Return

The Tribe has Got lost into Organizational Formations    The Tribe has Got lost into Organizational Formations    in Southern Yemen for 25 Yearsin Southern Yemen for 25 Years
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The study, prepared by Dr. Abdul Karim 
Qasim entitled “An Analytical View of the 
Reality of Community Accountability” pub-
lished in 2019 by The Ranin Foundation. The 
Yemeni tribe is based on a set of rules that 
form a social contract between its members 
and tribal leaders (sheikhs), and this contract 
or tribal custom regulates public affairs, pro-
tects interests and provides economic protec-
tion and support to members of the tribe.  

The study indicated that a number of re-
searchers tended to believe that the tribal 
structure was contrary to the characteristics 
of civil society, because the tribe relied on 
the association of descent and kinship, with 
similarities while in some jobs, while others 
believed that the tribe, like any organization, 
was based on cultural, behavioral, security 
and economic, in which internal and exter-
nal alliances were established on the basis of 
cultural, human, economic and social inter-
ests and rights.

The Components of Yemeni tribes and 
their Places of Concentration

 Another study, Yemen War and Prospects 
for Peace, published in 2018, showed that 
Yemeni tribes consist of units in a cultural-
ly homogeneous general characteristic, and 
there are differences in the specificities of 
many tribal and regional among themselves, 
even within the region or one side, and that 
they have a common general characteristic: 
“performing the same tasks.”

The study also stipulated that the num-
ber of tribes in Yemen is estimated at 200 
tribes, 167 concentrated in northern Yemen 

and approximately 141 tribes distributed 
in mountainous areas, 27 located in coastal 
areas, and in the south the number of tribes 
is estimated at 25, these tribes have been 
affected by the current situation and some 
have scattered in the central regions and a 
number of the coastal regions, Tihama and 
the southern governorates and others in the 
north-west highlands.

Social Control
Mahmoud Al-Bukari, a Professor of po-

litical science, explained that the tribal sys-
tem in Yemen is part of the social structure 
of Yemeni society, and that the tribe itself 
is a social structure that still exists and has 
the positives of the fact that society has its 
own social customs, customs and traditions, 
which live up to customary or unwritten leg-

islation. He further told Sawt Al-Amal: The 
tribal system is the basis of the process of 
social control to protect the rights and inter-
ests of members of society through informal 
means of deterrence that contribute to securi-
ty and stability, especially in periods of polit-
ical instability. The reconciliation process is 
carried out through social systems and rules, 
and mediation is provided to resolve disputes 
and maintain the reins of government/power.

Dr. Abdul Karim Qasim agreed with Dr. 
Mahmoud on the importance of the role 
played by the tribal system in resolving con-
flicts and providing security and protection 
through local leaders and tribal elders. The 
tribal system can take on the task of provid-
ing stability, protection and economic sup-
port to its members.

Dr. Qasim said that a field study showed 

that 65% of displaced people depend on the 
elderly for issues and conflict problems re-
lated to their safety, and that NGOs working 
in humanitarian assistance are also seeking 
the approval of elders before working in lo-
cal communities.

Challenges of Tribal Pluralism in Power 
Management

In his study, Dr. Abdul Karim Qasim ex-
plained that the most prominent challenges 
facing social peace and political stability in 
Yemen are the dominance of tribal parties 
in leading state institutions and exercising 
power based on tribal and regional intoler-
ance.

In his view, the absence of the State in 
many areas of Yemen, the suspension of the 
courts due to the ongoing conflict, and the 
tendency to invoke tribal custom, whose pro-
visions are temporary with no guarantees, no 
official papers and no control authority, have 
caused chaos, corruption and the absence of 
equal citizenship, the outbreak of conflicts 
and divisions, and the emergence of tribal 
leaders playing the role of the state, based on 
dominance and acquisition.

Abdul-Ilah Al-Hakami (Ph.D. in Inter-
national Relations, Diplomacy and Interna-
tional Cooperation) said that a number of 
Yemeni tribes continue to insult humanity 
and inherit human slavery as slaves, and see 
themselves as proud without the rest of so-
ciety. This caused the emergence of intoler-
ance, tribalism, regionalism, ignorance and 
submission to the old ideas of the ancestors 
and customs that contradict the Sharia and 
the law. With these actions, the tribe became 
a stumbling block in the way of achieving 
stability and peace.

He stressed that preserving the symbol of 
the tribe and descent is required, but away 
from intolerance and ideas that call for prej-
udices, power by many, and predominance.

The Civil State: Solution to the Conflict
Al-Bukari asserted that the negative ac-

tions of some Yemeni tribes are based on in-
tolerance, loyalty to people not to the state. 
Some arbitrary practices of individuals that 
are contrary to human rights principles and 
stand against the project of building a state 
and imposing the rule of law on all.

He indicated the importance of the role of 
the civil state, which is based on the idea of 
working on a system of institutions, equal 
citizenship, and upholding the rule of law 
based on a system of constitutional and legal 
legislation.

For his part, Al-Hakami made it clear that 
the tribe cannot replace the state at all, or be 
the best alternative; discrepancies between 
them are huge. The civil state grants every-
one security and stability, prevents every-
thing that spoils the life of the individual and 
society, seeks for the welfare of the people, 
and works to create a dignified life. The tribe 
spins in a closed circle and is vulnerable to 
uprisings and revolutions, because it did not 
and will not abandon its legacies and tradi-
tions that may not be acceptable to society.

He stressed that there are tribes that 
have established the pillars of the state and 
maintained order in it through their role 
in protecting and preserving the gains of 
the nation. Being intractable or inherent in 
awareness is innate by following the course 
of events and knowing the reality of what is 
going on around it, and what will happen in 
the event of letdown.

By: Manal Amin - Hanin Al-Wahesh
Sawt Al-Amal – (Voice of Hope)

In a special statement to Sawt Al-Amal, 
he noted that in the former South Yemen, the 
tribe has got lost into organizational forma-
tions to become united with the ruling party. 
Even if conflicts broke out within power, its 
wings emerged in a tribal and clan- based im-
age. The political orientation of the state was 
against tribalism; therefore, all aspects of trib-
alism disappeared over 25 years. 

He added: Although the South was a first-
class tribal environment, this tribal envi-
ronment was disrupted and degraded by the 
Commercial Administration of British Colo-
nialism for 130 years and by the regime that 
immediately followed independence as it sid-
ed with the state, not with tribe. Now, some 
demand the return of the tribe to the south.

The Influence of the Tribal System
Deputy Minister of Technical Education 

and Vocational Training Abd Rabbo Ghanem 
al-Mahwli confirms that the influence of the 

tribal system in the southern governorates 
is still influential until now. It solves many 
conflicts and problems that may cause many 
casualties.

Almahwaley reviews the incident of the 
storming he was subjected to in April 2020 
as follows: A group of armed people in crews 
and armed vehicles belonging to another tribe 
broke into his house. This led to the arrest of 
17 people who were in the house; the house 
was looted; families and children in the house 
were terrorized without considering his social 
status among the Sabiha tribes. With the issu-
ance of tribal rule, the incident ended com-
pletely and fines were paid to those affected, 
in the presence of military and security lead-
ers, social figures, sheikhs and dignitaries 
from Lahj governorate.

The Re-Emergence of Tribes
In a report published in al-Bayan newspa-

per in 2015 entitled “Yemeni tribes are the 
decisive party in the confrontation”, the re-
turn of the tribe in many yemeni areas came 
to fill the gap in the absence of state and the 
failure of the parties. This has led to the emer-
gence of tribal popular committees in Abyan, 
Shabwa, Hadramout, and many areas in Taiz 
governorate, as well as the tribes of Sabiha, 
Al-Da’i, Sharb, Hadramout, Al-Salo and oth-
ers.

The report noted the use of tribes as an ir-
regular force, both from the authorities and 
from groups opposed to them, especially 
since tribes view the composition of the army 
in Yemen as not reflecting a national compo-
sition, but rather a predominance of a tribe or 
region at the expense of other regions, and 
often treat it as such.

The Historical Reality in Aden
Mohammed Qasim Noman (president of 

the Yemen Center for Human Rights Studies) 
tells Sawt Al-Amal: In historical reality, Aden 
was not ruled by the tribe. With its subjection 
to the Sultanate of Lahij in a period of time, it 
was not subjugated to a specific tribe in Lahij. 
The relationship of Aden with the Sultanate 
of Lahij was an administrative and moral re-
lationship.

He pointed out that the basis of the histor-
ical component that took root in Aden was 
the order and law of the British colonies (The 
Reserve of Aden is a British protectorate).Be-
fore the British occupation, Aden was under 
the Ottoman protection through the Sultanate 
of Abdali in Lahj.

Noman added that after independence, 
the creators of the Southern State in the last 
century were keen to unite the territories of 
all the south and not unite the tribes of the 
south, because the system in which they were 

formed was aimed at building a civil state in 
which all components of the southern territo-
ries are united.

Tribes in Shabwa
This is a model of the role of influential 

tribes in Shabwa province in southern Yemen, 
explained by Dr. Khalid Abdullah Tohal (Pro-
fessor of Modern and Contemporary History 
in the Department of History at the Faculty 
of Arts at Aden University). He says that 
Shabwa governorate is characterized by trib-
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Al-Mahra tribes are one of the oldest tribes 
in Yemen and in the Arab world. They are de-
scended from a man named Mahri, one of the 
sons of Hood bin Qahtan. He inhabited the 
Shihr area. After the destruction of Aad’s na-
tion. As stated in “Al-Mofassal (the detailed) 
in the History of the Arabs before Islam” (Part 
One, p. 358).

The number of ancient tribes in Al-Mahra 
Governorate is currently about 37 tribes which 
has deeply rooted history. They differ in their 
strength, and influence on the ground. Accord-
ing to the post-March 2019 website. 

Al-Mahrah Governorate is the second larg-
est Yemeni governorate after Hadhramaut. 
Al-Mahrah total area is about 3,287,263 square 
kilometers, and its population is estimated at 
0.5% of the total population of Yemen - the 
least populated governorate - contains nine 
districts. According to Murad Saleh Awad, au-
thor of the book “The History of Al-Mahra and 
its Ansab (relatives)” issued in 2015.

 “The Tribal Model in Eastern Yemen to 
Contain Conflicts” is a study by Ahmed Naji, 
in 2020. He indicates that the tribal sultanate 
of Mahra was established in the year 1432. De-
spite the traditional tribal administration pat-
tern, the sultanate enjoyed complete or partial 
independence for five centuries and succeeded 
in maintaining its independence. Even in the 
last eight decades of the history of this sul-
tanate (1886-1967). During that period, most 
of Al-Mahra was part of Aden which was the 
British-established protectorate.

      Saad bin Ghafla Kalchat (Head of the 
Linguistic Documentation Department of the 
Mahri Language Center for Studies and Re-
search) told the Voice of Hope that “The tribes 
in Mahra enjoy a strong bond of cohesion 
among themselves, they still possess their own 
language and social connection, they also are 
linked to their history, traditions and customs 
that regulate their relationship with each oth-
er”.

He added “the tribal system in Al-Mahra 
contains all aspects of life, including the sys-
tem of governance (Hajarit) in the Mahri 
language. For example, if a dispute occurs be-
tween two tribes, the other tribes intervene to 
put out that problem between them. They often 

succeed in that. In fact, there is no problem 
currently in court among the tribes of Mahra.

Tribal Gatherings
Al-Mahra tribes are divided into three 

groupings, under each grouping there are sev-
eral tribes. The first one is (Abuqi bin Ahmid), 
which is divided into three tribes (Kalashat, 
Samouda, Thuar). The second one is (Jasous 
bin Ahmed). It is divided into three tribes (Ya-

shool, Magfiq, Qumsit). According “Al-Mah-
ra: Man, History and Terrain” a book by Mu-
hammad Salem Al-Haddad.

The second grouping includes (Ben Sha-
hih or Al-Shahshahi), and it is divided into 
many tribes (Al-Zuwaidi, Zaabnut, Al-Huraizi, 
Mhamed, Arashi, Aqeed, Mesmar). While the 
third grouping (Ben Sar) is divided into two 
parts. The first (Beit Ahmid, the Keda tribe, 
Ra’fat, and Mahomed), and the second tribes 

(Al-Salimi, Mujibi, Haidara, Ghashwaq).
The book showed the presence of some 

Mahri tribes outside these alliances, which are 
represented by (Balhaf, Al-Qumiri, Bin Sahel, 
Al-Awbthani, Sarfit Al-Hudhaili, Al-Kathi-
ri, and Al-Manahil), the tribes of the masters 
(sada) such as: (Al Hafeez, Al Sayed Hamid, 
Al Baaboud, Al Ba’mar), and the Samar tribes.

In a report issued by (Sana’a Center for 
Strategic Studies in 2018). It was stated that 
Al-Mahra, until 1967, was a separate entity 
from the rest of modern Yemen. The Mahra 
Sultanate included both modern Mahra and the 
Socotra archipelago. It was formed in the early 
sixteenth century. In Al-Maharh, they did not 
have a formal constitutional system of govern-
ment, but the Sultan was traditionally chosen 
during the consensus of the Mahri tribes.

  According to the report, the sultan was 
making decisions based on tribal consultations 
and acting as a neutral mediator in disputes. 
The region remained an independent sultanate 
until 1967. Then Socotra was separated from 
Mahra and merged into Hadhramaut Gover-
norate. After a while Mahra was unified with 
the rest of the governorates of Yemen to form 
the modern republic in May 1990.

Glimpse of the Mahri Code of Conduct
Arafat Al-Mahri (a resident of Al-Mah-

ra Governorate) said “The Mahri tribes are 
distinguished by the solidity of the social 
fabric that binds their sons in general, and it 
cannot be pulled apart. When any member of 
the Al-Mahra tribes is attacked, the rest of the 
tribes stand with him and come to his aid. If 
anyone is judge by a tribal law. If he cannot 
pay the fine, other tribes pay it for him. This is 
the most important characteristic of the Mah-
rah tribes.”

Saad Kalashat asserted that Al-Mahrah 
governorate is an oasis of peace, security, and 
safety, at a time when most of the Yemeni 
governorates have lost stability because of the 
continuation of the conflict. The Mahra tribes 
are sticking to each other away from distinc-
tion. They are also working on the principles of 
brotherhood, love of others, chivalry, magna-
nimity, and dealing with everyone humanely.

   “The Tribal Model in Eastern Yemen for 
Conflict Containment,” is a study by Ahmed 
Naji, published in the Malcolm Care-Carnegie, 
Middle East Center 2020. The study showed 
that the tribes of Al-Mahra governorate ad-

hered to a code of conduct in tribal gover-
nance, to work on mediating conflicts and con-
taining conflicts, and to give the governorate a 
degree of relative stability.

  The Mahri Code of Conduct is based on 
five tribal traditions related to the conflict, as 
follows:

First: (Solidarity between Mahris cross-
es the tribes, as they stand united against the 
stranger, regardless of their tribal affiliations).

Second: (Blood does not become water for 
Mahris: divisions between tribes do not justify 
being drawn into sedition, just as the perpetra-
tion of violent acts by Mahris against others of 
their own kind is still forbidden).

Third: (Carrying arms in Mahri culture does 
not necessarily mean using them. If a Mahri 
tribe wants to display its fighting skills in front 
of other tribes or external parties, it will often 
organize a paramilitary parade).

Fourth: (When an armed conflict breaks out 
between the Mahri tribes, the spoils do not go 
to the victorious party, but, on the contrary. 
The burden of achieving reconciliation is on 
the shoulders of the winner. As the victor must 
grant the defeated opponent financial com-
pensation to cover the value of the losses he 
suffered.

Fifth: (Quick and direct mediation between 
tribes often succeeds in discouraging acts of 
violence or at least narrowing its scope. When 
disputes erupt between tribes, their sheikhs 
often play the role of mediator and arbitrator 
between opposing factions to quell tension and 
help them resolve disputes before things arrive 
to the point of fierce fighting).

Mahra Tribes and Conflict Containment
       Nasser bin Owaid a journalist who is one 

of the people of Al-Mahra Governorate. He 
confirmed to “Voice of Hope” that the Al-Mah-
ra tribes provided a lesson in how to resolve 
conflicts and achieve peace. Today they have 
proven that they are one of the most rational 
Yemeni regions and have not been dragged 
into by any of the parties to the conflict. As 
that are only concerned with the public interest 
for the country.

Owaid added: “It has contributed to sup-
porting the local authority and the security ser-
vices in solving many of the problems facing 
people. Especially in light of these difficult cir-
cumstances, which led to the actual weakening 
of the state’s role on the ground.”

al communities or communities and is not a 
mixture, where tribes, al-Wahidi, Al-Awaalq 
and Hilali, and Al-Bayhani are among the 
most famous tribes affecting the governorate, 
and they have a special system to follow in 
order to solve the problems and issues of the 
people.

He explained that the tribe in Shabwa is 
characterized by courage and magnanimity 
and by maintaining the public interest and 
staying away from all that harms their rep-
utation. They have inherited customs and 
traditions that they follow in imposing their 
prestige and judgments during conflict resolu-
tion that have contributed to enhancing their 
reputation among people. 

He added: The tribe in Ataq and some areas 
in Shabwa has a prominent role in promoting 
security and stability within the governorate, 
especially at this difficult stage that the coun-
try is going through. It also coexists with all 
those who resort to it from other governor-
ates, contributes to the preservation of the 
public, private right, and stands with the op-
pressed whatever the type of issue.

Tohal also explained that when a problem 
or murder case occurs in the tribe; the fam-
ily of the deceased resorts to the sheikh of 
the tribe of the killer or to the wise ones. So 
they find those who will do justice to them if 
they prove the truth of what they say, or the 

attacked tribe goes and complains about kill-
ing, theft or any criminal act that occurred on 
it. The sheikh summons the aggressor and his 
family, and the tribe meets in case of refus-
al or non-compliance with the opinion of the 
wise, and punishes him if he is found to be a 
criminal or aggressor, in order to preserve the 
reputation of the tribe and impose mutual re-
spect with other tribes within the customs that 
children pass on from grandparents.

Repercussions of Tribal System Return 
“Tribalism is not a neutral party and was 

not an isolated entity, but was influenced and 
influenced, and may have been further affect-
ed by parties, ideologies, local, regional eco-
nomic, and political interests. It has been the 
field of partisan political battles for years’’. 
This is what al-Bayan’s report indicated, 
‘’Yemeni tribes are the decisive party in the 
confrontation in 2015.’’

Tawhid Shaher (legal affairs specialist in 
Taiz) told Sawt Al-Amal: The return of the 
tribal regime in Taiz province during this 
phase has had a negative impact on the city’s 
lifestyle. The return of the role of the tribe 
led to the abolition of the rule of law and the 
state, and the spread of wrong practices in 
public life.

 He stressed that the rule of law could not 
be replaced by the tribal system as a whole, 

because it governed a certain class of society, 
but the law served society as a whole. One of 
the most important effects of the return of the 
tribal system in the city is widespread chaos, 
crime, weak law enforcement and great ab-
sence, he said.

Adnan Mudhesh, a lawyer from Taiz, 
agrees with him: The reasons for the return 
of the tribal regime in Taiz and the southern 
provinces have emerged due to the absence of 
the role of the state and its institutions on the 
ground. This has made things easy for sheikhs 
to control the decision in many crucial cases. 

He explained that the effects of the resur-
gence of tribal regimes had weakened state 
institutions and subjected them to the imple-
mentation of everything that served their in-
terests. Sometimes even killing all those who 
oppose it by the name of the law.

On the extent of compatibility between the 
tribal system and law enforcement during this 
stage, Sheikh Nasser Abdullah, director of 
Khanfar district in Abyan governorate, said: 
there is a similar consensus between the tribal 
system and the law on the ground in resolving 
disputes in various cases through punishing 
the perpetrator within provisions that comply 
with state laws. The country’s difficult secu-
rity and legal situation has led to the use of 
tribal custom to solve many problems and 
conflicts between people and tribes.



 The Relationship between the Tribe and the State throughout
the History Characterized by a Continuous Dispute

The relationship between the 
tribe and the state is a dialecti-
cal and permanent. This duality 
between supporters and oppo-
nents continued to exist. Neither 
of them was able to eliminate the 
other. Colonel Arafat Sharaf, 
from Ibb Governorate Security 
Department, looked at the rela-
tionship between the state and 
the tribe as an inverse one. The 
stronger the state, the weaker the 
tribe. Colonel Arafat Sharaf Jamal Alkhoshy Dr. Faris Al-Bayl Mohammed Al-Yasiri Amer Mahdi
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The authority of the tribe fades away with-
in the strong state. In the experiences of the 
post-revolution period, our real life is a best 
witness. 

He added “When there is a strong state, 
the tribe tries - as much as possible - to sub-
jugate itself to approach the government, 
and not to clash with it. The nature of the 
relationship between the state and the tribe is 
characterized by contradiction. It is compat-
ible only with the presence of a strong state 
that can subjugate the tribe to order and law.

Dr. Faris Al-Bayl - an academic and cul-
tural critic at Ain Shams University, from 
Ibb Governorate - describes the relationship 
of the tribal system in Yemen with the state in 
terms of paternity. The tribal system believes 
that it is the oldest, deepest, and most stable, 
but tribal system needs the state that pushing 
and benefiting it.

He added “Therefore, there was a dialec-
tical relationship between the tribe and the 
state in Yemen for decades. The tribe be-
lieved that they were small, executive states, 
and the big state was nothing but a public 
financier and a large list. Therefore, the tribe 
and its leadership were keen to be close to 
the political authority to influential in its de-
cisions. They also, insisted on holding more 
influence in their in their tribe than the state, 
so that their role would not end”. He adds 
that “The weak Yemeni state has succumbed 
to this social system. Except few attempts 
ended by failure due to the tribe’s reaction.

The Role of Tribal Leaders:
Dr. Al-Bayl confirmed “the tribe relation-

ship with the state maintained its interest and 
its entity. it was keen not to hide within the 
state except to the extent that it strengthened 
its power, not vice versa. Rather, it controlled 
political power over the past decades. More-
over, it was the most important actor in not 
moving quickly towards development and 
openness.

 Al-Bayl believes that the tribe influenced 
the construction of the state. Proving that by 
the parties that came in contrast to the tribe 
allied with the tribe. The tribe became the 
protector of the parties and their supported. 
While it is assumed that partisanship means 
the civility as opposed to the tribe.

He added that the tribe in Yemen will 
remain influential during events as it holds 
weapons, money, and influence. As the civ-
ilization is not able to spread in the social 
system.

In relation to the obstacle of the integra-
tion of the tribal society into the civilization, 
Al-Bayl said that the heads of the tribes are 
the obstacle by virtue of interests. They let 
the political authority and the political, cul-
tural, and religious organizations in need 
to their protect. The authority of the tribal 
Sheikhs remained stronger than the authority 
of the owners of money. This is an influen-
tial penetration into the structure of Yemeni 
society.

He believed that the current conditions in 
Yemen allowed “tribe chaos” to return, but 
with more “savage and backward” capabili-
ties than before. Therefore, the future of the 
tribe in Yemen is more influential in the fu-

ture and more influential. Al-Bayl concluded 
that politics was defeated by the tribe, and 
the tribe remained in control.

The Tribe as one of the Pillars of the 
State:

Sheikh Muhammad bin Ali Sayyad, 
Chairman of the Yemeni Tribal Customary 
Judiciary Council, confirmed that the cus-
tomary tribal system is not an alternative to 
the official system. But it is a strengthening 
of the official laws and the authority of the 
state in its various institutions. In most of the 
cases that the Yemeni tribal customary judi-
ciary decides are the prosecution of fugitives 
from the justice of the judiciary. Thus, they 
become a lesson to others. So, the others will 
fear their counterparts. As the harsh martial 
provisions will be judged. As everyone is 

forced to appear before the courts of the of-
ficial judiciary if their circumstances allow 
them to bear the enacted customary penal-
ties.

Regarding the presence of tribal customs 
in the southern governorates, Sheikh Sayyad 
said “The document of tribal legislation is 
for all Yemeni tribes in the north, south, east, 
and west of Yemen, and the signature of the 
sheikhs of the southern tribes was present in 
this unified tribal document. Currently, in 
the south, the application is very weak, ex-
cept for the tribes of Shabwa governorate, 
a few of Hadramawt and Al-Dhale’ tribes. 
This is seen through the communication 
with sheikhs, wise men, and members of the 
tribes who apply the rules as other tribes in 
the north.

Sheikh Sayyad asserts that the Yemeni 

tribe, and its customs, contributed to the es-
tablishment of the modern Yemeni state. 
“The rule document is one of the pillars of 
Yemeni unity, but the political leaders do not 
realize this because they are ignorant of the 
nature of the inherited reference rules doc-
ument.”

Sheikh Muhammad Aqil Ghazi - one of 
the notables of the Al-Sayani District, Ibb 
Governorate - confirms that the tribe in Ye-
men is the one who formulates the actual 
laws of the state through its sheikhs who are 
the decision makers, influence, and wealth. 
This is evidenced by the names of tribal lead-
ers who were associated with the state and 
influenced the decision-making centers in 
it. Stressing that these tribal leaders are the 
ones who make presidents, legislatures, local 
councils, ministers, and general managers.”

An Inverse Relationship
Muhammad Al-Yasiri, Army Officer and 

a student in the Department of Political 
Science and History, Taiz Governorate said 
“The tribe, or the tribal elders, has been asso-
ciated with political work with the authority 
officially since the outbreak of the Yemeni 
revolution against the Imamate. This is hap-
pened due to its active participation in the 
revolution”.

In Al-Yasiri’s opinion, the role of the tribe 
in the state during the post-revolution phase 
was very negative, as its authority grew at the 
expense of the state’s authority and central-
ization. The reason for this was the weakness 
of the state on the one hand, and the political 
parties’ exploitation of the tribe’s strength by 
attracting its sheikhs to implement its politi-
cal agenda on the other hand.

The tribe also played a major role during 
the republican era in dismantling the state. It 
was helped by the ruling regime by its fail-
ure to connect it with the civil and military 
state.

He added “The tribe played a positive role 
on the side of the state during the revolution 
against the imamate. But later it played neg-
ative roles in various fields in the state. As 
it hindered the advance of the civilization 
and worked to destroy it through its own sys-
tem. Also, through the transformation of its 
sheikhs into tools and agendas in the hand 
of the various political groups. Al-Yasiri con-
cluded by emphasizing that the role of the 
tribe can only be very negative in the future 
if there is no strong state.

Dr. Jamal Al-Khushi, an academic trainer, 
said “The tribal system is a primary system 
that derives its legislation from the estab-

lished customs and habits. The authority is 
centered on the sheikh of the tribe, who puts 
his interests and the interests of the members 
of his tribe ahead of everything, including 
the interest of the state”.

Al-Khashaee added “It is true that the 
tribe is the main pillar of the state and its 
supporter. Whether in Yemen or in the Ara-
bian Peninsula and some Arab countries, in 
which the tribe complied with all the com-
mon laws in the state. Whereas, in Yemen the 
relationship between the tribe and the state 
took another turn”.

“Many of the tribal sheikhs want to con-
trol the decision-making centers to control 
the state. This happened by appointing lead-
ers who would put the interests of specific 
tribes ahead of the state’s interest.” Accord-
ing to Dr. Al-Khashai.

He believes that the tribal authority had a 
great impact on the advancement and prog-
ress of the state. As the sheikhs of the tribes 
confined their thinking to monopolizing pub-
lic money and increasing their influence at 
the expense of the future of the homeland 
and the citizen.

The Future of the Tribe
Regarding the future of the state and the 

tribe in Yemen. Al-Khashaei believed that 
the future of the state will only come under 
a homeland where equal citizenship pre-
vails, away from the authority of the tribe. 
The tribe has not and will not be due to the 
customs and mentalities that govern it and 
lead it. He concluded by saying “The state 
remains the main pillar that is in line with 
developments and changes at all levels and 
away from the rigid mentalities represented 
by the tribal system.”

Amer Mahdi, Laboratory and Pharmacist 
Specialist, Al-Jawf Governorate, confirms 
that the relationship between the tribe and 
the state in Yemen is very strong one. He ex-
plained “The tribe believes that it is the basis 
and valve for the safety of the state. But the 
ruler plays with the tribe in implementing 
what he wants in exchange for minor person-
al privileges for some. If it is compared to 
the real rights that the citizen of that tribe is 
denied”.

Mahdi confirms that the role of the tribe 
will remain strong and will return stronger 
in a more understanding manner between 
the state and the tribe. Here the people are 
proud of their lineage and belonging to the 
tribe from ancient times. Therefore, the role 
of the tribe and its future is greater than the 
present time.



Education in Tribal Customs

Persistent Obstacles... Women and Children are the least Fortunate in Studying
Education is one of the pillars of 

strength the nations advance. Its impor-
tance in providing the individual with the 
information, skills and experiences that 
make him an effective member of society. 
But in some societies - especially the tribal 
one - may not give the educational process 
enough attention. Education is not wel-
come, especially for girls.

   In most Yemeni tribes, whenever we 
move from primary education to second-
ary and university education, we will find 
that the ranks of students especially for 
girls. Theis decrease is for many reasons 
such as early marriage and the difficulty 
of movement due to the lack of a male rel-
ative (mahram), or because of some tribal 
notions of women and finally because of 
the conflict.
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“I suffered a lot, I insisted to study 
(with strength and persistence) and the 
only one at the level of the house and the 
tribe that adhered to education. The only 
phrase that was said to me was (The girl 
is for her husband’s house). According 
to this phrase I must be concerned with 
cleaning, cooking and household matters 
only. In this way, Hana began explaining 
her suffering to enroll in education.

     Hana Al-Wasabi, from one of the 
tribes in Dhamar Governorate, all her sis-
ters had no luck in education, because 
the custom in the tribe is that the girl is for 
marriage and the house. Hana said “She 
faced difficulties while conflicting to 
learn. She and her family traveled outside 
Yemen to Saudi Arabia. Her father was 
careful not to enroll in a school unless it 
was for girls.

Mahram is an Obstacle
Al-Wasabi affirms that the girl in trib-

al custom has no right to education. As 
it is known that most of the population 
in the tribes have agricultural lands, and 
they always receive guests in their setting 
rooms. As a result, there are many du-
ties for the girl to serve inside the house, 
such as cooking, cleaning etc.     Hana 
Al-Wasabi added “one of the obstacles to 
educating a girl in the tribes is that she 
cannot go to education outside her area 
without a mahram (brother, father, hus-
band). They are usually busy with study-
ing or working so, they do not have time 
to take the girl to school or university ev-
ery day. All those things lead to prevents 
girls from educating.

Hana continues recounting her suffer-
ing, saying “The men in the tribe are 
treated the opposite of women, and that 
there are more opportunities for men to 
educate. In addition to the obstacles to ed-
ucating a girl in tribal custom represented 
in the Mahram. There is early marriage, 
which is one of the problems that stand 
in the way of a girl’s enroll in education”.

S.N., a high school graduate with an 
average of 96 percent, said that her ambi-
tion is to study in Medical School Anato-
my Department. She got a scholarship to 
Egypt and then to Turkey, but because of 
tribal custom, her father refused to com-
plete her university education abroad. 

Then after four years from her suffering. 
Her grant was transferred to internship. 
Due to the difficult conditions that Yemen 
is going through, her father is forced to 
pay one million riyals annually. There are 
many enquiries, Did she complete her ed-
ucation? Did you go to medical school?

Numbers
There are about 4.6 million women, and 

5.5 million girls need assistance during 
the year 2021, according to OCHA in the 
(Humanitarian Needs Overview - Yemen) 
February 2021.

Gender inequality has led to the spread 
of illiteracy among women more than 
men. Yemen ranks 155 - before last - in 
the Global Gender Gap Index for the year 
2021, compared to 115 in 2006. These 
statistics are according to the latest sta-
tistics issued by the Central Statistical 
Organization in April 2021. An official 
statistic issued by the Central Statisti-
cal Organization for the year 2017 also 
shows that the percentage of females in 
Yemen in primary school classes is 42 
percent, compared to 16 percent in sec-
ondary school.

Tribal Effect
Regarding the influence of the tribe on 

the continuation of girls’ education, Abdo 
Ahmed Noman, a human rights activist, 
said “The education of girls in most tribal 
societies is limited to the primary stage to 
the sixth grade only. They are using the 
excuse that there is no mixing in rural ar-
eas. Moreover, the girls are also deprived 
of education because they are exploited 
for work. This situation is due to poverty 
in Yemen. The problem of dropping out 
of education today is not limited to the 
tribal side but has reached all segments of 
society. In the countryside or in the cities 
due to the continuation of the conflict and 
the lack of sources of income.

       Iman Al-Mkhlafi, Masters in So-

ciology, agrees with Nouman, that the 
current situation has greatly affected 
girls’ unwillingness to learn. The low lev-
el of family income derived many fathers 
to take their children out of school and 
put them in jobs that support the family. 
Some families have married their daugh-
ters on the excuse that they are unable to 
meet education needs. The tribal custom 
prevailing in most Yemeni governorates 
does not give the Yemeni girl the right to 
education, confirming this by saying “We 
rarely find girls who completed their ed-
ucation without an obstacle caused by the 
family or tribal customs and traditions.”

Early Marriage
Most Yemeni societies still follow a 

negative coping mechanism (marriage of 
young girls), which prevents girls from 
enrolling in education. A study conduct-
ed by the United Nations Population 
Fund (UNFPA’s Humanitarian Response 
in Yemen) in February 2021. The study 
showed that one out of every five dis-
placed girls between the ages of 10-19 are 
exposed to early marriage. Comparing to 
one out of every eight girls in hosting 
communities. As the average age of mar-
riage in the hosting communities is at the 
age of 16 years.

The country’s memorandum of partic-
ipation on the Republic of Yemen for the 
fiscal period 2020-2021) issued on April 
11, 2019, indicated an increase in the 
rates of young girls’ marriage in Yemen 
by about 66 percent. As families seek to 
benefit from the dowry to face the diffi-
culties associated with the conflict and 
protect them from harassment and desti-
tution.

The Charity Institution in England 
published, “Girls Not Wives”. “Girls not 
wives” is a global partnership of 1,400 
civil society organizations from over 100 
countries committed to ending child mar-

riage and empowering girls to reach their 
full potentials. A statistic survey shows 
more than 65percent of girls marry before 
the age of eighteen, compared to 50% be-
fore the conflict in Yemen, which means 
that they are married before the age of 
eighteen. The habit of early marriage has 
increased because of poverty and social 
insecurity.

Revenge is the Enemy of Education
“In many tribal societies, the problem 

of revenge is still present. The first vic-
tims of revenge are families and children. 
Many children have taken their case to 
the social guidance house. Revenge forc-
es children to stay away from education. 
By deprives them of education or leads 
them dropping out of schools. The issue 
of revenge is very thorny. As it is widely 
spread in tribal societies due to the weak-
ness of faith and the reaction of the neigh-
bors or the society. Sometimes revenge 
causes the whole family to be expelled 
from the village, their diaspora and dis-
placement. So, the children are deprived 
of school in general”, according to Mu-
hammad Abdullah Al-Arafi, the director 
of the Social Guidance Center.

      Al-Arafi added to “Voice of Hope”, 
saying the victims of revenge among 
juvenile children are many. There is no 
specific statistics for their number. He ex-
plained that in the tribal societies in which 
revenge cases occur, children are the first 
affected by depriving them of education. 
The families executed the revenge are 
forced to leave the tribe or society for fear 
of reprisals from the other party. As the 
family leaves the tribe, the children will 
move away from their schools.

Muhammad Al-Arafi also confirmed 
that the entry of some children into the 
social guidance house. But this entrance 
is not because the child committed a mur-
der. But the avenger may be the father or 

the older brother than him, so the fami-
ly presents the young child to avoid the 
execution of the death sentence, so the 
child is a victim. As it seems at first that 
he bears responsibility, But the results 
are negatively reflected on him. Whether 
psychologically or socially, especially the 
impact on the education aspect.

     He pointed out that families dis-
placed by revenge, their children are not 
away from psychological disorders, and 
they need calm and stability, and are ex-
posed to self-programming (fear, terror 
and anxiety) generated to the children 
and parents.

Revenge is one of the bad and negative 
means that cause children to drop out of 
schools. If the father is killed because of 
revenge, the children are affected. As they 
bear the responsibility of the family from 
childhood, so they work to find a source 
of income for the family.

   Al-Arafi asserts, “A child deprived of 
education may start practicing wrong be-
haviors such as begging, joining extrem-
ist groups, and using bad networks. In the 
end he is a victim because of revenge. 
Then he takes responsibility at an early 
age to provide a source of income for his 
family. This is with regard to the issue of 
revenge and its effects on the economic 
side. The psychological and social effects 
of the family, especially the children, as 
well as its future impact on the life of the 
child, so we must protect our children 
from all these negative effects by staying 
away from revenge and use of shariah 
and mind much as possible.

The widening gap between males and 
females, depriving children of educa-
tion, girls not enrolling in schools. Early 
marriage are problems facing studies in 
tribal custom. The efforts of all are need-
ed, to identify the importance of educa-
tion and its role in the advancement of 
societies.



  TheThe  ViewpointViewpoint  ofof  thethe  CivilCivil  SocietySociety  onon  thethe  ImportanceImportance
ofof  thethe  Tribe’sTribe’s  RoleRole  inin  EstablishingEstablishing  PeacePeace  inin  YemenYemen

  Anywhere in the world, the civil society or-
ganizations are the sponsor of the rights of in-
dividuals and societies of different affiliations 
and ethnicities. So, they have an important role 
in influencing the lifestyle of citizens in vari-
ous fields and sectors. They also, contribute, 
according to their activities and programs, to 
alleviate the pressures that the country is going 
through.

 According to Bahia Al-Saqqaf, an Execu-
tive Director of Alf Ba City and Coexistence 
Foundation.  “A holistic view of the structure 
of Yemeni society shows that it is a tribal society 
with a percentage of more than 80 percent. The 
roots of most of the Yemeni population descend 
into the tribe. By evaluating the experience of 
the Yemeni tribe in spreading the values of co-
existence and promoting community peace, we 
find that dealing with the values is at the level 
of the tribe itself or at the level of the rest of the 
tribes. On the other hand, there are tribes that 
contributed to spreading discrimination and 
hatred among the members of the local com-
munity. They did not contribute to achieving 
national reconciliation through many stages 
that Yemen went through. 
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Benefiting from Tribal Countries Experi-

ences
   
Bahia said to (Voice of Hope) “We do not 

deny that the tribe has a prominent and influ-
ential role in decision-making side by side 
with a strong presence within state institu-
tions. Especially after the successive events 
that the country has been going through in 
recent times.

She emphasized on the importance of ben-
efiting from the experiences of Arab tribal 
countries such as Jordan in imposing the rule 
of law on everyone without exception.  Even 
the tribe that must obey the law in all the time.

    Concerning the role of civil society 
organizations, Bahia said “There are some 
local organizations that implement, through 
their activities and programs. The activities 
to introduce martial law (customary law), its 
importance, types, its compatibility with the 
law, and its limits on society. There are local 
organizations run by tribal elders concerned 
with promoting peace and mediation. They 
exist till today.

  She indicated that the tribe is part of the 
population component in Yemeni society. 
The tribe has its roles in the field of peace. 
Especially in the files of prisoners and de-
tainees. The tribe has several times entered 
various mediations targeting all conflict par-
ties to release many detainees. It also works 
to open crossings and roads that were closed 
due to tribal and political conflicts. This step 
strengthened its role in serving the communi-
ty.

The Tribe’s Role in Establishing Peace
“Non-governmental organizations working 

in providing humanitarian aid to the displaced 
or targeted people in different areas of Ye-
men seek the approval of local sheikhs before 
working in local communities”. This was con-
firmed by the study, in 2019, prepared by Dr. 
Abdulkarim Qassem entitled “An Analytical 
View of the Reality of Social Accountability”.

The consultant in training and the media 
professionals, Khaled Al-Fadoul, said “There 
is no doubt that the tribe is an important and 
strongest component of Yemeni society. Its 
strong influence reaches all components of 
political life in Yemen. Some Yemeni tribes 
have a role in the continuation of the conflicts 
that have been raging for nearly seven years”. 
On the other hand, he indicated that the tribe 
could play an active role in establishing peace. 
If the relation with the tribe is with full aware-
ness of it as a real component with influential 
historical and social roots based on a societal 
and popular culture. Moreover, working to 
educate its members about the importance of 

achieving peace in Yemen will help in estab-
lishing peace.

About the civil society’s view of the tribe’s 
role in resolving issues, Al-Fadoul said to 
(Voice of Hope) “Civil society believes that 
the absence of the rule of law imposed by the 
power of the state has led to the emergence of 
the role of the tribe in Yemen. Especially in 
solving problems between the members of the 
tribes within the framework of the tribe itself 
or between them and other tribes.

According to Al-Fadoul. «Local commu-
nity organizations implement many programs 
related to the process of training young peo-
ple. The trainings are about the concepts re-
lated to peace and conflict resolution in many 
areas. The tribe had an influential role in the 
process of success or failure of these programs 
on the ground». 

He also explained “There are programs that 
have been implemented during the past pe-
riods aimed at introducing the tribal system. 
There are many studies and seminars orga-
nized by local organizations and research cen-
ters that dealt with the influence of the tribe in 
political life in Yemen. Most notably the book 
Al-Qasr and Al-Diwan written by Dr. Adel 
Al-Sharjabi, which dealt with the influence 
of the tribe in the political decision in Yemen. 
There is another study by Dr. Muhammad 
Al-Dhahiri, Professor of Political Science at 

Sana’a University, on the tribe and political 
decision in Yemen. Many other studies have 
been done in this field. 

Tribal Terms Definitions
In a study carried out by the Young Lead-

ers Development Foundation, AWAM Foun-
dation for Cultural Development - Oxfam 
- Young Leaders, within the Women’s Lead-
ers for Peace Program, entitled “Yemeni tra-
ditional tools for conflict resolution and the 
roles of women and men, 2018”. The study 
indicated that the tribal system, with its var-
ious components, takes immediate actions to 
resolve any conflict, whether it is within indi-
viduals or within groups, in case it occurs. As 
the tribes realize the seriousness of the con-
sequences that may result from not making a 
quick intervention to solve the problems of 
the conflicting parties by relying on their own 
strength and means.

The study showed that there are many types 
of conflicts that erupt between members of 
one tribe or between one tribe and another for 
many reasons. The most common conflicts 
occur because of land and property. There are 
three types of punishments and penalties in 
the tribal society, which were divided accord-
ing to the type of abuse. The penalties are gov-
erned by custom or as a result of the assault on 
the person himself, his honor, or his money.

The study defined some tribal terms that are 
used during conflict resolution, namely:

  Tribal Stands (waqafat Qabaliah): It means 
a way of putting pressure on another tribe that 
is hiding a murderer or a bandit. This pressure 
is by cutting off a vital road and detaining all 
cars and the people passing who are belonging 
to the other tribe until the killer is handed over.

Mediation ( Alwasatah) : A sheikh or sever-
al sheikhs who perform the role of mediator to 
solve the problem without being members of 
the conflicting tribes. 

Arbitration ( Altahkeem): It is for the par-
ties to the dispute to choose a person or per-
sons in the dispute between them by their con-
sent. As a result, the parties are obligated to 
this arbitration through the markoom.

 The handwritten (Almarkoom) : It is a 
document that they sign in the presence of 
witnesses. 

Justification ( Alta’adeel): It is the presence 
of the material things, either guns, Janbia, or 
a sum of money.

 Al-Domana: It is the cessation of any 
dispute and the adding more justification ( 
Ta’adeel) . In the event the disputants are not 
satisfied with the judgement. The tadill will be 
more the by an amount of money paid to the 
arbitrator or arbitrators.

The forbidden ( Almanhy): It is to seek the 
assistance of another sheikh from the people 

of custom in the case of dissatisfaction with 
the judgement.

The payments (alersh): It is an amount of 
money. It is paid by the one who caused harm 
to others because of beating, such as breaking 
a hand, or similar harmful act. The aggressor 
pays what is equal to the value of the damage.

The sacrifice (Alhajar): when the offending 
party admits the mistake and apologizes to the 
other party with sacrificing a sheep, cows, or 
bulls. According to the size of the mistake and 
the financial ability of the person who has the 
right. So, they want to satisfy him.

 Throwing (Altrh) :  When the one who has 
the right, lift the Janbia or put on a shawl. In 
the case of a woman who has the right. She 
cuts her hair in front of the wrongdoer. This 
is considered as a major event for the wrong-
doer.

It is known that the civil society organiza-
tions have a prominent role in supporting the 
importance of the state’s strategy in various 
fields (humanitarian, relief, development, and 
service development). The organizations are 
trying to alleviate the suffering of citizens in 
various issues. This happened through com-
prehensive development awareness program, 
so their role must be activated by strength-
ening influential partnership with the tribal 
system to achieve comprehensive peace and 
national reconciliation.



نصف المجتمع

Yemeni Women and Tribal Custom in which Way are Women Going?!

Special Importance for Women in the Tribal System Customs and Traditions

      Ebteeda Hassan, a mother of three 
children from Ibb governorate, divorced 
from her husband. He is a sheikh from 
Al-Dhalea governorate. She took two chil-
dren and left the third with his father. She 
said “I got married when I was 12 years 
old against my will. My husband attracted 
to my beauty. He violated the customs of 
his tribe by marring me, as I came from 
a humble family working in slaughtered 
livestock. 

He divorced me after eight years of con-
tinuous pressure to return empty- handed 
with two children. Without education, I 
found myself alone, my family died, and I 
had nothing but a weak grandmother. So, 
in2009, I left with my grandmother and 
my children towards Taiz Governorate. I 
wished to have a decent life.
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Ebteeda continued her story by telling us 
that she joined the eighth grade to be her 
daughter’s classmate. Then she completed 
her education by studying in the Faculty of 
Law. She also worked as an employee in 
the same college, from a cleaning lady to 
the dean’s secretary after her graduation.

She added “I chose this field to be able to 
take away my right to education, work, de-
cision-making, and because I was robbed 
of my most basic rights, I would like to 
become a proponent for vulnerable girls.”

Laws
According to the announcement of the 

Yemeni Tribal Customary Judiciary Coun-
cil on its official pages on social media “the 
Yemeni tribe has sacred and untouchable 
laws from the era of Imam al-Qasim when 
all the tribes agreed to sign the document 
of customary reference rules for all Yemeni 
tribes in 1253 A.H. All tribal social leaders 
ratified it. Women have their share that has 
been inherited by generations to become a 
custom.

“Historically, the state’s authority in 
Yemeni society was authority over male 
citizens. While authority over female citi-
zens was restricted to the family and tribe. 
Legislations issued by the state were con-
cerned with regulating the public domain 
only. But regulating the private domain 
was carried out according to tribal custom 
as shown in “The Palace and the Diwan” 
a book about the political role of the tribe 
in Yemen, in 2009. It indicated that the 
agreement concluded between the Sultan 
Al Kathiri and the Al Hamum tribes in the 
fifties of the twentieth century included a 
clause conditioning that the state should 
not interfere in issues related to women. As 
a result, the courts would not interfere in 
cases in which one of the opponents was a 
woman. This sharing of power between the 
tribe continued. The state until now, only 
in a different way has the tribal custom 
regulating gender relations and power re-
lations in the private domain has been in-
tegrated into the state’s legislative system.

 
Limited Professions for Women

From the perspective of the tribe, the 
girl is subjected to a strict choice of pro-
hibited or permitted professions due to the 
status of the tribe.

Since 2015, Raeda Hammoud, a widow 
from Taiz governorate, has been support-
ing her five children. She is not educated 
or qualified. So, she has worked in the pro-
fession of hairdresser (decorating women), 
but she faced various opposition from the 
family of her deceased husband who are a 
well-known tribe in the Ma’rib governor-
ate. In the tribal customs this profession is 
not worthy of the tribesmen.

      Raeda said “When the uncles of my 
children learned about the nature of my 

work, they called me and threatened to 
take my children from me. They did not 
think of nature of the situation. I mean, the 
need for money for my children, and al-
though they console me from time to time, 
but they are very little. It is not enough for 
me and my children.”

Love and Compulsion to Choose
All Yemeni tribal customs agree to crim-

inalize any relationship between a man and 
a woman before marriage. The relationship 
before married is considered as a form of 
rebellion against the righteous morals that 
generations have taken as a guiding light. 
It is common knowledge in tribal custom 
that marriage from a lower social class is 
forbidden. The family must choose the 
wife. Whoever does the opposite is reject-
ed by the tribe.

Abeer Al-Hamidi (a young woman from 
Ibb governorate) said “I hid my relation-
ship with my husband - before marriage 
- for nearly two years. But our secret was 
exposed once because of the slanderers”.

    Muhammad Abdelkhaleq (Abeers 
husband) added “With crazy methods, we 
were able to communicate, and when I 
knew what Abeer faced for me, I returned, 
and married her. In a contrary to the cus-
toms of my tribe. Because Abeer is not of 
origin and lineage according to tribal clas-
sifications. But she is my choice.” “ With 
the passage of more than 12 years since 
Abeer’s marriage to Muhammad, most of 
the family members were not satisfied with 
Muhammad. His family distinguished be-
tween him and his brothers by their materi-
al and moral support”.

Muhammad explained “My family sup-
ported my brothers with houses and lands, 
except me. Although they started loving 
my four daughters, and my wife’s behav-
ior with them. But they are sticked to the 
tribe”.

Abeer recounts the difficulty of obtain-
ing support from her family. If she quarrels 
with her husband for something: “During 
the period of my marriage, I did not find 
anyone to tell him what was inside me, and 
there was no way to complain of my hus-
band, even to my mother, explaining that it 
is my choice and I must bear the responsi-

bility for this decision.”

Families Destructions
The Yemeni tribe attaches special im-

portance to the family. Considering di-
vorce as a fault except for necessity.

         Aisha Abdul Karim (a pseudonym) 
recounted her experience with divorce: 
“My fortune was a violent and irresponsi-
ble husband. He is my cousin. So, I have 
been patient for two years in silence. Then 
I fed up with his neglecting and constant 
abuse of me. I went back to my father’s 
house and complained about my husband. 
The surprise is that all my parents said it 
is my fault. As if I am the guilty one. All 
this is due to the fear of people’s talking. 
So, they brought me back to him repeated-
ly to practice greater and greater violence. 
I reached the point of attempting to com-
mittee suicide. After I gave birth to a child 
from him.

Abu Aisha, a sheikh from Baadan Dis-
trict, who asked not to be named, said 
“Destroying homes does not please any-
one. When the husband is from the fam-
ily, their separation may negatively affect 
all of our relations. We care for the rights 
of our daughters’. They are very precious 
for us. But if the problems worsened, di-
vorce was a last resort. For example, I let 
my daughter divorce her husband when he 
went too far and did not respect our cus-
toms of honoring women.”

Aisha divorced after she attempted to 
committee suicide. Then she has taken her 
daughter with great difficulty due to the 
stubbornness of the husband, but Tribal 
arbitration had the greatest role in ensur-
ing her right to custody of the child and 
alimony.

Lawyer Amal Abdullah said “The tribe 
returns to the courts in rare and difficult 
cases. The tribal custom often solves prob-
lems that have eluded the state. In family 
problems, the tribe often considers men-
tioning the girl’s name in court records as 
a defect. So, they prefer to solve the prob-
lems according to the established customs 
and the arbitration of the sheikhs.”

Opinions from the Yemeni Street
Hanin Essam said “The tribe has cus-

toms that are respected, and they have 
other customs that may contradict logic, so 
Sharia must be used first of all,” 

       Malik Naji ,30 years old from Sa-
naa, criticizes the tribe, saying “customs 
and traditions are the ones we brought 
them, and they did not bring us. The wom-
an’s existence and independence have been 
stipulated by all religions, but the Yemeni 
tribes, unfortunately, still view her inferi-
orly as a dependent and someone who can-
not be in charge of anything.”

       Ahlam Al-Mikhlafi ,23 years old 
from Taiz Governorate, participated 
“Women in the Yemeni tribe are a red line, 
and any exposure to her is called a black 
defect)ِAyp Aswad). Their reservation is 

for her benefit even if she does not like it. 
It is out of fear, appreciation and reverence 
for her.”

As for Fouad Ali, 36 years old from Ibb 
governorate. said “The tribe adheres to 
customs and laws without thinking. Their 
slogan is that this is what they inherited 
from their fathers and grandfathers. We 
don’t object as much as we ask to use rea-
son in what we should be forced to do. 

Ghada Dhaif, 40 years old from Ibb, 
said “The mentalities have advanced a lot. 
Throughout my experience, many tribes 
that combine tradition and modernity have 
civilized. This is what distinguishes Yemen 
and its tribal rule, which may overcome the 
power of the state if necessary.”



   Tribal systems in Yemen are 
still considered dominant in 
the lifestyle of many citizens 
until the present time. Every 
new generation is born and 
raised on these norms and 
systems. Until the actions and 
behaviors of young people are 
owned by the tribe. So, it is 
necessary to act according to 
this principle.

The Challenges Facing Youth under the Tribal System in Yemen

In Yemen, the culture of marginalization and discrimination against 
certain groups of society is rooted because of tribal customs that pro-
duced several social classes with varying ranks, rights and duties.
Among these class differences created by tribalism in Yemen are the so-
cial classes that classify citizens into several classes. The classes include 
the trible men (Al-Qabili) (Al-Sayyid), (Al-Muzayen),  (Al-Akhdam) and 
others.

Class and Racial Discrimination in the Tribal System...  Classes Surrounded by Traditions 
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Mounir Talal, a writer and a researcher, asserts 
that the youth in the tribe are its fuel in conflicts. 
They rarely became the leaders of the tribe. This 
separation of the youth from leadership is due to 
the decline of their awareness. Until they have 
become mere followers who do not argue with 
the elders of the tribe. But those who depart from 
tribal custom, bring for themselves shame and 
ridicule, the tribe may reject him permanently.

He added: “It is very rare for anyone who dare 
deviate from tribal customs. Even if he rejects 
them. The tribe, in the eyes of its sons, is the 
fortress that remains for them after the absence 
of the state and its official bodies. Thus, young 
people practicing tribal loyalty, forgetting na-
tional loyalty.

He pointed out that the recent conditions were 
the biggest disaster facing young people. Espe-
cially with the destruction of development and 
educational institutions that have been emptied 
of their content, until they have become worn out 
and do not deliver their mission. Unemployment 
is one of the most important problems facing 
them at the present time, as unemployed youth 
have no work options.

He stressed to (Voice of Hope) on the need to 
find huge projects that accommodate the capa-
bilities and energies of young people in various 
fields. Besides training and qualifying them to 
save them from this difficult reality.

Youth Challenges with the Tribal System
Tribal customs affect the society, and the 

youth, in determining their paths, affiliations, 
and the formation of their personalities. Fawzia 
Al-Ammari, Doctor of Sociology, confirmed 
this by saying “Customs, traditions and trib-
al systems greatly influence the lives of young 
people, as it shapes their identity and shape their 
personality.”

Al-Ammari added to the (Voice of Hope) that 
young people act according to the frameworks 
and societal determinants that determine their 
behavior with the habits that people used to do, 
in the same way and pattern, and this effect is 
usually negative. She pointed out that it is nec-
essary to raise awareness among them, and this 
will not come unless decision-makers such as 
the Ministry of Education and the media agen-
cies put plans that contribute to the process of 
advancement, development and getting rid of 
negative cultural legacies.

The Extent of Young People Accepting Tribal 

Customs
    Abdul-Wahhab Saif, 25 years old, from Ibb, 

said “The tribal system is governed by customs, 
and traditions. Unlike the civil state, which is 
governed by law and order. Most citizens tend 
to the tribal system, due to the poor control of 
the judiciary in the settlement of disputes and the 
extension of the resolution period of the cases 
in the courts.

Seif added “The tribal systems and legislation 
have positive aspects represented in imposing 
values and adhering customs based on the prin-
ciple of defect and fear of the tribe’s view and 
its judgements. The negative aspects, they have 
a significant impact on the decline in cultural 
and intellectual development”. He confirmed, it 
is necessary to build a system and a law that can 
provide justice to all without bias.

Asmaa Taha, 22 years old, from Taiz, said 
“The tribal system can rule and replace the law, 
but its provisions are usually within a narrow 
framework and far from principles and rules. 
However, the civil system is broad and precise 
and governs the segments of society in general. 
It is established under the framework of authori-
ty, regulations, and legislation”.

She described the tribal system as “Tribal sys-
tems influence our behavior as youth by con-
trolling our thoughts, our ambitions, setting our 

goals, and imposing many decisions according 
to the prevailing customs and practices of the 
tribe”.

Asmaa stressed on the importance of educa-
tion. As young people are the rising generation 
that will advance the country. Therefore, among 
the basics of changing and developing thought 
is through education, raising the level of aware-
ness, and imposing the state system on everyone. 
Particularly on the tribes to get rid of primitive 
tribal systems.

   On the other side, Muhammad Ali ,25 years 
old from Abyan, believed that the tribal system 
and the civil system both complement each oth-
er. In the civil state, there is a law that is imposed 
on everyone. This law must be referred to and 
appealed to. As in the case in the tribal system, 
there are customs that the members of the tribe 
must belonged to and returned to in all things.

From Ali’s point of view “the tribal system is 
the only solution to resolving the disputes that 
occur. The courts do not play their full role. So, 
this is the reason for people turning to tribal sys-
tems that work to find solutions for all parties in 
light of the weak role of the state. He explained 
that the youth in the tribal system currently rep-
resents the energy that protects and implements 
tribal systems. They will later become the rulers 
and the guiders for resolving issues and disputes. 

Therefore, it is necessary to contain and exploit 
the youth’s energies by educating them. To ben-
efit and aid themselves and the members of their 
clan.

While Ghosoun Ahmed, 27 years old, from 
Taiz, said “There is a big difference between 
the tribal system and the civil system The trib-
al system depends on the tribal elders and their 
wisdom in resolving disputes between people, 
because the judgement here is faster. In the other 
hand the civil system other duration of the case 
extends, sometimes the case is closed without 
finding a solution to it. I do not see the civil sys-
tem as having any apparent effectiveness, espe-
cially in light of the current conditions.”

She asserted that young people are forced by 
old systems and customs, as there are many girls 
who were unable to enroll in schools or complete 
their education. As well as the phenomenon of 
early marriage among tribes and many customs 
that restrict the freedom of girls and give men 
the full right and freedom. Even at the level of 
expressing an opinion.

She pointed out that these customs will only 
be abandoned by spreading awareness and 
changing negative thinking, especially women 
in the tribe. The youth in general who may be 
deprived of their right to education and to lead a 
normal life that every young man dream of.

Sawt Al-Amal - (Voice of Hope)

Sheikh Ahmed Al-Mahdi (a preacher in a 
Mosque) describes that these class differenc-
es are incompatible with the equal instinct of 
creation for all human beings. Many societal 
groups suffer from racial and class discrimina-
tion. He added that the teachings of Islam stress 
the need to achieve the principle of justice and 
equality among human beings. It combated all 
forms of discriminations such as social and 
racial. Islam came up with the necessary solu-
tions to obliterate them.

Dr. Abdullah Al-Darsi, Professor of Islam-
ic Studies at Arhab University, told (Voice of 
Hope) that the Islamic religion has dealt with 
the problem of racism and marginalization in 
the best way. By taking good steps to support 
these marginalized and powerless groups in 
society. Islam as a religion has distinguished 
itself over other religions such as Judaism and 
Christianity, which did not deal with this issue. 
But Islam paid great attention. There are many 
treatments for this issue in Islam. Islam is very 
keen on the interests of these groups, as it ob-
ligated them to be given zakat and charity as a 
source of strength that would spare them from 
asking and need. It also exempted them from 
Hajj, which is one of the pillars of Islam.

Dr. Muhammad Al-Makhdhi, professor 
of jurisprudence at the University of Sa-
na’a, agrees with Dr. Abdullah Al-Darsi. Dr. 
Al-Makhdhi said “The Islamic religion was 
clear and explicit in the issue of discrimination. 
It did not differentiate between white, black, 
rich or poor except by piety. Islam support-

ed the oppressed and commanded to support 
them” . The evidence for that is in a hadith of 
the Prophet, “You are only helped by the weak”

Social Classes in law
Yemeni political parties reflect a great mar-

ginalization of these groups, as we do not find 
them represented in any of them, even in the 
Parliament. Some official policies enshrine 
class differences even though one of the goals 
of the Yemeni revolution is to remove the dif-
ferences and privileges between classes and 
equality between all citizens in rights and du-
ties.

It is assumed in society that there will be no 
marginalized groups or class differences “sec-
ond-class citizens.” Everyone is equal in rights 
and duties, according to the constitution, which 
is a social contract between the state and soci-
ety. Article 24 of the Yemeni constitution states 
that “the state guarantees equal opportunities 
for all citizens politically, economically, social-
ly, and culturally. Laws are passed to achieve 
this.” Equality of opportunity means non-neg-
ative discrimination, but rather providing more 
rights to the weaker groups, in proportion to 
their situation, to achieve the principle of jus-
tice and equality for all. Unfortunately, no 
legal texts have been established to address 
marginalization or discrimination in Yemeni 
society. This constitution has remained mere 
ink on paper!

Despite all the human rights violations that 
happen to be marginalized groups such as 
“Al-Mazaina and Al-Akhdam”, in the absence 
of Yemeni laws that protect this vulnerable 
group. Abdul Rahman Al-Zabaib, a lawyer, 

said “There is a positive experience in south-
ern Yemen with regard to socially marginalized 
groups. By binding laws were implemented it. 
The law included the imposition of penalties 
and financial fines on anyone who uses verbal 
violence against these groups. The priority was 
granted completely to any person for anyone 
belongs to marginalized groups, so there was a 
large group of educated, educated and doctors.

He assured to the (Voice of Hope) that this 
positive discrimination that occurred complete-
ly torn apart the class and tribal marginaliza-
tion in that period, but after the formation of 
a committee to harmonize legislation between 
the south and the north. The southern legal sys-
tem was completely abolished, and the north-
ern legal system was adopted, which paid little 
attention to marginalized groups.

In the governorate of Sana’a, and specifi-
cally the areas surrounding the Amanat al-Asi-
mah, many of the traditions that are imposed on 
certain groups are still visible on the surface. 
Fayez Abdul Salam al-Faqih said “There is dis-
crimination, marginalization and clear segrega-
tion practiced in villages and rural areas. Other 
sheikhs and notables, and these families inherit 

the service of others from fathers to sons, es-
pecially in social occasions such as weddings, 
mourning, tribal meetings, and even in the cul-
tivation of the land, and sometimes these ser-
vices are for a small wage or even for free.

 These marginalized families remain in the 
service of the sheikh families, even if their fi-
nancial condition is affordable and they have 
their own money. But the view of them remains 
deficient and they are not treated like other 
families. They also have no right to refuse if 
they are summoned by the Sheikh under any 
circumstances.

Bachelor’s Degree
A. Alwan,50 years old, from Tawak Sana’a, 

holds a bachelor’s degree in Sharia and law, 
but he was unable to leave his village, so he 
remained there and practiced the same work as 
his father (slaughtering livestock), descended 
from a tribally marginalized family (Mazay-
na). But he was a brilliant speaker and cultured 
person, which made people accept him as a 
preached to the mosque of the village.

Alwan says that despite all this, people’s 
view of him and his family is still a minor view. 

He is still in their eyes the descendant of that 
marginalized family. He has no right to devi-
ate from that domain. So, he and his family 
and children (including women) must do their 
“inherited” duty. In the service of the Sheikh’s 
family on occasions and whenever they were 
called.

Solutions
Lawyer Raafat Al-Silwi said that the societal 

marginalization is resulting from the accumu-
lation of marginalization and exclusion during 
the past long years. This situation can be treat-
ed by positive and equitable discrimination for 
the group that has suffered from injustice for 
many years. The psychological and scientific 
rehabilitation is needed to raise the level of 
these groups. So, they become parallel to the 
rest of the citizens. It enjoys, according to the 
constitution, equal citizenship with all parties, 
to remove the previous marginalization. The 
neglecting these groups more, may lead to neg-
ative consequences. Meanwhile, legal advisor 
Abdul Rahman Al-Zabaib believes that if this 
problem is not dealt with legally and socially, 
we will be on a date with human mines that will 
destroy the future. 



The Tribal System ... Between the Past and the Present
   The tribe plays an important role in the formation of the Yemeni state, as 

it has become one of its main pillars. Depending on the nature of the region 
and the living conditions, as each tribe was distinguished from the other by 
its laws, customs, and traditions. The influence of the tribe has remained 
prominent in the formation of the state until our modern age. What is the 
extent of the society’s confidence in tribal customs? What are their impres-
sions of it?

Yemeni Tribes

 Tribesmen Rate is 70-80 Percentage of Yemeni Society
    Yemen is often described as one of the most “tribal-

ism” countries in the Middle East, or maybe in the world. 
This statement reflects the fact that most of the Yemen’s 
population is considered to belong to a tribal group.
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The Tribal System is a Legislative 
Source

Judge Adel Al-Miri, 50 years old, from 
Dhamar, pointed out that the tribe in Ye-
men played a major and prominent role in 
achieving stability. The tribe also, provided 
support to the state in cooperating with and 
aiding the security services in protecting 
the country. It carried out the implemen-
tation of the developtyment projects that 
served the members of the community. In 
addition to its role in resolving various dis-
putes between disputants through custom, 
most notably the murder cases. In addition 
to solving many revenge cases between 
tribes. He explained that the tribal system is 
a reference and a source of legislation that 
is closely related to the state.

Ali Al-Dubaish, 30 years old, from Taiz 
said “The tribal system is an identity for ev-
ery civilized country with historical back-
ground, especially Yemen. Considering 
that the tribe is the basis of governance in a 
number of suburbs and countrysides, espe-
cially in the north and east of Yemen as 70 
percent of the autonomy.”

       For his part, Muhammad Yahya, 45 
years old, from Sana’a, believes that Yeme-

ni society is primarily tribal. It is based on 
several customs and traditions followed in 
each tribe. At a period of time, tribal custom 
was the best way to resolve cases and dis-
putes. It also proved its ability to solve a 
number of issues that the judiciary was un-
able to solve it, and so far, many people still 
trust and believe in the rule of the tribe, and 
prefer it because of the speed of separation.

The Tribe is the Cause of the Emergence 
of Social Phenomena

In another opinion, Qa’ama Al-Omrani 
,40 years from Imran, confirmed that with 
the emergence of many tribes in Yemen. 
Many problems that had a negative impact 
on public life emerged. The most important 
of which are the phenomenon of intolerance 
to the tribe, pride, which led to a difference

 The disagreement is there between the 
tribes. Each tribe sees itself as the strongest 
and highest in status than the other tribes.

The human rights activist, Laila Muham-
mad, 30 years old, from Sana’a, agrees by 
saying “There are a number of tribal laws 
and customs that were rejected by its mem-
bers, but unfortunately the tribal customs 
are still there until now. The most promi-
nent of which was the marriage of minors 
and underage girls. As it is known, the tribes 
care of offspring, therefore, they marry off 
their sons without considering the age.

She added that many Yemeni tribes con-
sider women’s work and education to be 
defective within the tribe. In the tribe’s law, 
a woman does not leave her father’s house 
except to her husband’s house, and this is 
inconsistent with the principles and rights 
of women.

Stumbling Block
Aref Al-Shamaa, 45, from Al-Mahwit, 

believes that the tribal system formed a 
stumbling block in the path of democracy, 
freedom, and the rule of law. Because most 
of the tribes deviated from the correct path 
they were taking. A large number of them 
abandoned the most important moral princi-
ples that distinguish them. Many others also 
became revenging, stealing, and defending 
the guilty in the name of the tribe. All these 
things led to the spread of wrong behaviors 
under the cover of the tribe.

Keeping Pace with Development and 
Filling Gaps

Ali Ahmed ,30 years old, from Sana’a 
said “With the development of Yemeni so-
ciety in various fields and sectors. Some 
Yemeni tribes are still very attached to their 
customs and traditions. They have not been 
in harmony with the development of the era 
in which we live now. Even the educated 
members, who started to make decisions 
out of their control that, in the view of the 
tribe, was against it and out of obedience., 
and hence we must focus on how some 
members of the tribes may change their 
ideas to suit and keep pace with new devel-
opments.”

For his part, Jalal Al-Alwani, 30 years 
old, from Taiz, stressed that “in light of the 
unstable conditions that our country is go-
ing through, the tribal system has proven 
its role in bridging the gaps of society and 

providing solutions to avoid randomness in 
public life. Thus becoming a safety valve 
for individuals and protection for them.”

From his part Sheikh Abdullah Ahmed, 
one of the sheikhs in Al-Mahwit Governor-
ate, explained that they are still continuing 
what the ancestors started. They deal with 
each other according to tribal custom and 
tribal documents based on the principles of 
cooperation, cohesion, helping each other, 
and providing support to people who face 
various problems.

Opinions varied and differed between 
supporters and opponents, confident and 
skeptical of the different roles that the 
tribal system offers in light of the current 
conditions and changes in the openness to 
the new world. Nevertheless, the majority 
agreed that the tribal system is a basic pillar 
upon which the vision of Yemeni society is 
built.
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   For many Yemenis, tribal identity is 
closely linked to Yemeni national identity. 
However, there are different ways in which 
tribal identity manifests in practice. Being 
Yemeni does not automatically mean that 
you will follow the same tribal mores across 
the country or apply the same importance to 
that identity is above all.” This was stated in 
the report “Tribes in Yemen” - August 2020, 
issued by the Capacity Assessment Organi-
zation.

   The report introduces the Yemeni tribes 
and their position in Yemeni society, the 
extent to which the individual belongs to a 
tribe and the tribal structures that determine 
certain aspects of his life and behavior. The 
understanding of how tribes are organized 
in Yemen is an essential matter of to avoid 
incorrect comparisons with other Middle 
Eastern contexts.

The Humanitarian Field
  The report indicated that tribes are im-

portant for humanitarian workers in Yemen. 
As they exercise some direct or indirect 
control over a geographic area, and because 
they have become more influential in parts 
of the country. Particularly, when the state 
institutions are weak or inexistent. More-
over, the members of the tribes constitute 
the majority of the beneficiaries of local 
projects and likely to be part of locally re-
cruited staff.

 The report stated “Tribal men make up 
70-80 percent of Yemeni society historical-
ly. Yemenis have often relied on tribal tradi-
tions and tribal law to organize conflict and 
provide security. Tribal structure, ideology 
and law shape conflict dynamics and influ-
ence humanitarian operations”.

   The report indicated that basic human-
itarian principles such as neutrality and 
impartiality have different meanings in a 
tribal context. As a result, their application 
does not necessarily extend to those outside 
the tribal group Sheikhs are well placed to 
understand local needs and identify needed 
interventions in their communities. They are 
also prone to giving preference to their con-
stituents on others.

  As the report makes clear, tribal actors 
often overlook the needs of vulnerable com-
munities belonging to what are perceived as 
lower social groups. Reports about Sheikhs 
who are diverting aid distribution away from 
vulnerable people. As they often considered 
at the bottom of the social system in Yemen. 
like the marginalized (Muhamasheen), is a 
prime example of the limitations of human 
engagement with the tribal system.

  Social System
According to the report “Yemeni tribes-

men mostly work in agriculture. They are 
often landowners. They are also the only so-
cial group in Yemen allowed to bear arms. 
As a result, they dominate all aspects of 
political, economic, and cultural activity in 
Yemen”. 

   Regarding the knowledge of the tribes 
within the traditional social system in Ye-
men, the report indicates that the Yemeni 
social fabric is characterized by a high de-
gree of stratification. There is no universal 
agreement among experts about the exact 
number and subdivisions within the differ-
ent social groups. However, the basic and 
traditional distinction between Yemenis is 
among people who can bear arms, and thus 
are able to protect themselves.

   The existence of these social distinc-
tions within Yemeni society is not always 
easily visible to outsiders. Apart from 
occasional subtle differences in people’s 
traditional dress and behavior. The main 
way of this social system is reflected in the 
marriage processes. It is not acceptable for 
women to marry a man from a lower social 
class.  

According to the report, tribesmen con-
sider it shameful to engage in certain jobs 
for money, which include traditional profes-
sions including (butcher, circumciser, poet, 
tanner, the innkeeper, the servant, etc.) … 
The expression “Al-aib AL-aswad” (black 
shame) refers to cases of shameful murder 
that require an increase in punishment (such 
as killing a weak person, killing someone 
from behind etc.).

Women’s Status
    The report noted, that in rural areas, 

women still do up to 90 percent of agricul-
tural work. The position of women in Ye-
meni society as a whole is characterized by 
a large degree of gender segregation that 
defines interactions between the sexes and 
describes permissible behavior. Although 
women in urban areas are more visible. But 
in the tribal context there is a much stricter 
division of labor between men and women.

 The report indicated that women are 
mainly excluded from the main functions of 
the tribe, which includes politics and armed 
conflict, tribal values and ideology revolve 
around notions of masculinity. Managing 
the affairs of the home, educating children, 
and hard agricultural work are some of the 

fields in which the women of the tribe con-
tribute.

    According to the report, the tribal struc-
ture has three main functions (the basis of 
the multi-layered or overlapping identity 
of the tribesmen - organizing the collective 
work of the tribes - building the authority of 
the Sheikhs). The honoring the protection of 
who is weak is one of the distinguishing fea-
tures of the tribesman. The recognition by 
the tribesmen as capable of protection. The 
ability to protect is often encoded through 
weapons, such as the typical Yemeni dag-
ger (the Janabiya), and the rifle. The most 
essential things to be protected are three 
elements (land and real estate - blood - the 
safety of the woman).

   Tribal Custom Law
According to the report.  in Yemen, cus-

tomary tribal law (silf, taghut, shar’a, or 
sometimes sinna), is the law of tribesmen 
and is passed down orally from generation 
to generation. It also, covers many aspects 
of tribal life, including business, market 
law, marital relations, environmental regu-
lations, property regulations, etc.

   In addition to what the report men-
tioned, Yemenis often prefer tribal media-
tion over the formal court system, because 
it is faster, more effective, and better reflects 
what Yemenis see as the primary function 
of conflict resolution. The adoption of trib-
al mediation is preferred by the Arbitration 
Law (1992). This law recognizes tribal arbi-
tration as an alternative to the legal system 
of the state. The dialogue and the culture of 
apology are among the basic elements of 
tribal culture in case of conflict.

The report pointed out that mediation plays 
an important role in favoring rapprochement 
between the conflicting parties and reducing 
the escalation of conflicts. Sometimes me-
diation leads directly to resolving disputes 
by pushing the conflicting parties to enter 
voluntary negotiations or submit to the arbi-
tration of a trusted third party. For effective 
negotiations, it must be voluntarily accepted 
by the disputing parties.

Yemeni Tribes in the Context of the 
Conflict

  According to the report “Because of 
the mobilization of tribal groups by all 
participants in the current conflict. It af-
fected the local power balance process. 
The local political actors and regional 
powers recruited tribal groups to pursue 
their individual goals. However, the situ-
ation is often that tribes have joined one 
of the sides of the conflict as a reaction to 
their traditional opponents who join the 
other side. Some tribes actively support 
one of the parties to the conflict, while 
others try to remain neutral, and most of 
the times tribal groups are divided accord-
ing to their loyalty...”.  

    The report also explained: “The former 
President Ali Abdullah Saleh was aware of 
the influence of tribes in Yemen when he 
took power in 1978. So, he sought to con-
clude agreements with Sanhan and Hashid 
tribe. In the early eighties, Then estab-
lished the Tribal Affairs Authority. Then he 
worked to expand Its scope and structure, 
placing it under the organizational structure 
of the Ministry of Interior, and establishing 
new branches in each governorate. Then 
in 2005, the authority counted about 399 
sheikhs, including eight senior sheikhs, 69 
guarantor sheikhs, 222 sheikhs, and 100 lo-
cal sheikhs (Al- Jazeera Center for Studies 
2010: 44).

   Indicating, that in the southern gover-
norates, the Socialist People’s Democratic 
Republic of Yemen formed a mixture of 
historical, geographic, and political factors 
on the ground, and that most of the tribal 
entities are smaller compared to those in the 
northern parts of the country, and the south-
ern state was largely successful in curbing 
the influence of tribalism.

According to the tribes report in Yemen, 
“Al-Yafi’i” in Lahj and “Al-Awlaki” in 
Shabwa are two of the most important tribal 
confederations in southern Yemene. Most of 
the other southern tribes broadly correspond 
to the areas in which they live, for example, 
Hadhramaut, Al-Mahra or Al-Dhale’. 
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Invoking Tribal Norms in 
the Peacebuilding Process

     
 The traditional tools in the peace-building 

process had a strong prominence in contrast to 
the international peace-building tools. In many 
situations, they were the fastest and most deci-
sive. Taking into account the structure of the 
society, which is based on the tribe. As the tribal 
custom was one of the most important tools that 
contributed greatly to the organization of life 
and the resolution of the dispute in all stages 
that the state has passed through.

Even during the state’s existence and before 
the political transformations that had undergone 
throughout history. The tribal custom appeared 
parallel to the system and the law. It also was 
the most implemented. This is due either to the 
citizen’s lack of confidence in the authorities 
concerned with law enforcement and settling 
disputes, or the customs are the fastest in ending 
dispute between the quarreling parties. 

Although the tribal system in the northern the 
judiciary prolong in the settlement of disputes 
for many years. Even sometimes the inability to 
implement judicial rulings. Northern regions dif-
fer somewhat from that in the southern regions. 
It is generally governed by a set of laws and 
determinants. In the north called martial law ( 
alorf) and in the south it is called a particular 
law (namos).

With the beginning of the political transfor-
mations that the country has witnessed since 
2011. Then the divisions took place at the po-
litical and military level and affected the so-
cial level. A question asked frequently from 
international observers and analysts is how life 
continued in the main cities and the countryside 
without conflict. The response was that society 
was not accustomed to the existence of a cen-
tral state, and there are social norms that still 
preserve the cohesion of society and prevent its 
collapse.

This issue is emerging strongly today, with 
the conflict in Yemen entering its seventh year. 
Besides, the failure of efforts made to release 
the prisoners. The exist of the customs had the 
most influential role. As a result, tribal media-
tion resulted in the release of more than seven 
thousand prisoners from both sides.

 While all the international efforts were only 
able to complete a single prisoner’s exchange 
deal. This deal released one thousand and one 
hundred people from both sides. This matter in-
dicates that the efforts that were made ignored 
an important factor in the conflict issue, which 
is the influence of the tribe in society and ex-
ploiting this influence to achieve gains and 
breakthroughs that serve the peace process in 
the country.

Returning to the events that followed the 
September 26 revolution in northern Yemen 
in 1962 and the seven-year war between the 
young republican regime and the villages that 
wanted the return of the monarchy. As the tribal 
alliances and custom were used to strengthen 
and weaken one of the parties. It also helped in 
achieving local reconciliations that prepared the 
to reach the reconciliation agreement in 1970.

The historical evidence and the facts of an-
cient and contemporary history prove that Ye-
meni society has relied for decades on tribal 
custom to resolve conflicts and maintain civil 
peace. This happened as a natural result of the 
absence of a central state in multiple historical 
periods.

As opposed to the negative perceptions of 
tribalism as a logical result of the attempt of 
some local leaders or political groups to corrupt 
those values that are rooted in history. Local 
mediations and tribal customs based on (media-
tion, arbitration, reconciliation, and other tools) 
can still play a decisive role in many aspects. 
Especially in light of the decline or inability of 
political groups to turn into an effective and in-
fluential social force that can be relied upon in 
achieving reconciliations at the local level that 
would lead or help achieve reconciliation within 
the national framework.

If it is taken into account that external par-
ties are more effective in the Yemeni scene at 
present. In my opinion, working on social forc-
es inside the country, and activating their role 
in achieving reconciliations at the level of each 
region, can reduce the influence of external par-
ties and their monopoly on the decision of war 
and peace in Yemen.

Last Word

By: Manal Amin
Sawt Al-Amal - (Voice of Hope)

Lawyer Sahar Muhammad Abdullah, 
legal advisor in the local council in Aden, 
confirmed that the societal structure in 
Yemen is mainly tribal, whether the soci-
eties are civil or urban. She added that the 
tribal system clearly affects the public life 
in the country. It also plays an important 
role in addressing issues. Especially at 
this exceptional stage the country is go-
ing through.

 She added to (Voice of Hope) “de-
spite the importance of the tribe’s exis-
tence. The inevitability of its presence 
in the state building but it also and at the 
same time constituted the most important 
challenge and the biggest obstacle to the 
establishment of a true civil state. The 
matter is not much different today from 
yesterday, but we can say that history 
repeats itself. But in a different way and 
in multiple forms and means. In addition 
to the necessary for the presence of trib-
alism in building the state, as much as it 
is necessary for it to melt in it, in order 
to defend and serve the state and not the 
reverse.

  The lawyer reviews that after the Sep-
tember and October revolutions, there 
were many attempts in the north and 
south of Yemen aimed at accommodating 
the tribe to the concepts of republic and 
civility by building a modern city-state 
that includes all the factions of society 
under the framework of the law. Adapta-
tion to moving tribalism to that stage is 
feasible or appropriate to the nature of 

that stage.
The legal advisor proves to the local 

council in Aden by in the provisions of 
the constitution, including Article 36 of 
the Yemeni constitution, “that the state 
establishes the armed forces, the police, 
the security and any other forces. As it 
is the property of the entire people. Its 
mission is to protect the republic and its 
territorial integrity and security. No body, 
individual, group or organization or a po-
litical party to create military or paramili-
tary forces or formations for any purpose 
and under any name.

Article 40: “It is prohibited to employ 
the armed, security and police forces 
for the benefit of a party, an individual 
or a group. They must be protected 
from all forms 
of partisan, ra-
cial, sectarian, 
regional and tribal 
discrimination. Its i m -
partiality and for carrying out 
its national duties in an optimal 
manner.

 Lawyer Sahar spoke that in north-
ern Yemen, these attempts to subjugate 
the tribe into the state failed and were 
aborted. Then the tribe returned to rule 
in a civil dress and a tribal system. This 
method carries the spirit and the tribal 
character with distinction. The external 
interventions of neighboring countries 
and the region did not allow the inside to 
go through that labor and reshape itself. 
These interventions had a great impact 
on the country. Then it contributed to the 
return of the tribal system to power again.

She added, in the south, after the Brit-

ish colonial exit from Aden on the 30th 
of November, the National Front took 
control of the country. Most of its affil-
iates and leaders came from tribal areas; 
Despite some attempts that sought to 
move towards the concepts of building a 
modern city-state, it was not successful 
and was overthrown so that the tribalism. 
This is happened through its strong pres-
ence within the front, could also recon-
stitute itself against the rest of the civil 
current and impose its dominance in the 
language of force and weapons.

She also indicated to (Voice 
of Hope), that the National 
Front, from the first mo-
ment, sought to take over 
the reins of power to ex-
tend its influence and con-

trol over the whole 

country with a tight military grip, and 
instead of moving to the stage of building 
a modern civil state, it took the country 
towards another project related to total-
itarian regimes and closed dictatorship, 
And bringing the country with both 
halves into the conflict of the poles and 
camps, so the north turned towards the 
western camp under the influence of the 
region, and the south turned to the east-
ern camp to escape from falling under the 
influence of foreign countries. The tribal 
system ruled the north according to the 
capitalist concept adopted by the camp 

belonging to it. The south was ruled 
by the tribal system as well, by to-

talitarian socialist concept adopted 
by its camp.
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