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As in many other countries, most Yemenis continue to resolve their conflicts through
mediation and other traditional mechanisms of customary law. This lecture will present case
studies of tribal mediation collected during field research in Yemen between 1978 and 2005.
These examples will be used to illustrate the ways in which principles that help define Yemeni
tribalism are recreated through practice and adapted to changing socio-economic conditions.
The lecture will conclude with a discussion of the implications of tribalism to development: is
Yemeni tribalism detrimental to development and state formation? How does customary law
coexist with state and religious law? How do women fare in Yemeni tribal contexts?  

Dr. Najwa Adra is a cultural anthropologist with long-term experience in research 
and consulting in Yemen. Her initial research, conducted in a highland community 
NW of Sanaa in 1978-79, explored tribalism and customary law, and led to her 
doctoral dissertation, Qabyala: The Tribal Concept in the Central Highlands of the 
Yemen Arab Republic. Since then she has interviewed tribal leaders from most of 
Yemen’s diverse regions. In 2005, she revisited her initial field site to examine 
changes in the ways tribalism and tribal identity are perceived. Her consulting 
experience spans 25 years and includes informal-formal linkages with DFID’s 
Yemen Security and Justice Sector Reform, gender issues, adult literacy and 
intangible heritage.  
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