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Case Studies 

Rural Architecture in the Yemen Arab Republic: 
The Impact of Rapid Economic Growth 
on Traditional Expression 

Ismail Serageldin 

Until the 1960s the Yemen Arab Republic 
(Northern Yemen) was one of the most 
isolated areas in the world. Partly as a result of 
this isolation, a unique form of architectural 
expression had developed, especially in the 
rural areas, with a characteristic type of stone 
or mudbrick building that was suited to the 
environment, and indeed organically linked to 
it, and which was also aesthetically striking. 

The author had occasion to study these 
buildings in detail in 1972, and to observe in 
many subsequent visits the gradual changes 
introduced into the pattern and type of 
building as the country broke out of its 
isolation. During the 1970s, one fifth of the 
Northern Yemen labor force sought employ
ment in Saudi Arabia's booming economy. 
The migrants have remitted vast sums that 
today account for over 90 percent of the 
Yemen Arab Republic's income from abroad. 
The migrants have also significantly affected 
the traditional construction techniques as well 
as the traditional social demands made upon 
local architectural expression and design stan
dards. These incursions of modernity repre
sent a laboratory case of accelerated develop
ment, where the agents of change are the 
people concerned themselves. This case study 
does not show an external will or expertise 
intervening in the rural habitat. 

The people of Yemen are clearly split along 
the great divide of the eastern Tihamah 
escarpment. To the west, all along the coastal 
region, called "Tihamat Al-Y aman", are 

established farmers of Arab descent inter
mixed with peoples of clearly African origin. 
The present discussion will concentrate on the 
evolving patterns of the villages (and towns) of 
the mountains of the central (and southern) 
uplands, stretching from Sadah in the North to 
Taiz in the South, whose distinctive and even 
unique forms have come to be associated most 
closely in everyone's mind with the word 
"Yemen" 

Indeed, the very name taken up by the 
contemporary Yemen Arab Republic may 
stem from the root YMN. This means 
"prosperity" , and is a reflection of the region's 
traditional status as a land of plenty - it was 
known as Eudaimon Arabia and Arabia Felix, 
both signifying "Fortunate Arabia" to, 
respectively, the Greeks and the Romans. The 
environmental correlates of the ancient image 
of prosperity lie in the presence of enough 
rainfall to make possible systematic cultivation 
and a remarkable soil fertility, at least in 
contrast to the rest of the Arabian Peninsula. 
Nowhere is this more apparent than in the 
central highlands, a rugged belt of between 
1800 and 3000 m. in elevation where well
weathered, nutrient soils often reflect volcanic 
origins. This is the most fertile part of the 
country, a land of greenery whose intensive 
cultivation is reflected in the numerous 
terraces traditionally cut from the steep slopes. 
Not surprisingly, this zone is also the home of 
three-quarters of the resident population of 
some 5 million, and nurtures the capital, 
Sana'a. 



Before the process of development got under
way in earnest in the mid- and later 1970s, the 
Yemen was truly isolated. The highway net
work, for example, had to be built almost 
from scratch Indeed, at the time of this 
writer's first visit to the Yemen in 1972, only 
one complete sector of paved road was in 
place, the Hodeidah-Sana'a link, having been 
constructed with assistance from the People's 
Republic of China. The vast majority of the 
population was found in the rural areas, many 
of them in remote villages: such urbanization 
as had taken place in the central highlands was 
concentrated in Sana'a and Taiz to the south, 
both ancient fortified settlements. Literacy 
was very low, and traditional ways of life and 
of conduct prevailed. The traditional four 
social groupings of the Sayids (aristocracy), 
tribesmen, townsmen, and the servile class 
prevailed. The unwritten code of conduct, the 
urf, was still passed from father to son, and the 
power of rural shaiks was undiminished. 
Everyday life and family behaviour was still 
strongly influenced by the precepts of the 
Qur'an and the Shariya. Many males still 
carried arms, notably the jambiya, a short 
curved dagger. Traditional medicinal and 
healing practices continued as they had for 
centuries. 

Three-quarters or more of the recorded labor 
force was concentrated in the agricultural and 
non-formal sectors. The public and private's 
urban sector together accounted for barely 6 
percent, about the same proportion as those 
unemployed or seeking work for the first time. 
But, significantly, almost 19 percent were 
employed abroad by the mid-1970s, and the 
cash inflows from migrants were starting to 
grow from the $40 million a year in the late 
1960s to the $800 million they were to reach by 
the mid-1970s. An age-sex profile of the 
population would show a preponderance of 
workers abroad as being concentrated in the 
category of young, productive males. Those 
workers were found predominantly in Saudi 
Arabia and also in the states of the Gulf - all 
countries whose massive development 
programs were aeout to get underway. 

To summarize the most important aspects of 
the socio-economic conditions in the Yemen 
Arab Republic in the early 1970s, nine points 
can be made First, the inhabitants of the 
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Map indicating the borders and principal urban 
centers of the Yemen Arab Republic. 

Source I. Serageldin. 

Terracing for agricultural production in the Taiz 
legion of N. Yemen 

Photo I Serageldin 

Traditional rural house with no windows on the 
gl ound floor and small windows for storage and 
animal lOoms on the filst floOl Family living 
quarters are above 
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Defensive character of Old Yemeni a/chitecture 
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Dar al Hagm, near Sana'a. Palace of the formel 
Imam 

Photo I Serageldin. 

View of a typically isolated Yemeni village 

Photo I Serageldin 

Rural Architecture in the Yemen Arab Republic 

country were sharply divided on tribal and 
sectarian lines. Second, this was a rural nation. 
over 80 percent of the people made their living 
from the land, simply and effectively, without 
outside technical needs, producing coffee, qat 
(a midly narcotic leaf), and vegetables. The 
importance of this point is further emphasized 
when one notes that there are few real 
distinctions in architecture, lifestyle or organi
zation between the small towns and the 
villages, although the former are classified as 
"urban". Third, the political elites (and the 
plural is necessary) were mainly urban-based, 
including the Zaidi mama not at all noted for 
theological innovation, although the small 
class of merchants, traders, and craftsmen 
offered the potential for social disaffection. 
Fourth, rural and tribal authority was frag
mented and rarely extensive, and indeed the 
whole society had a reputation for endemic 
conflict; communications were still very poor. 
Fifth, peripheral regions resented even 
tenuous central authority: this applied to the 
Sunnis of the Red Sea coast and the fiercely 
independent tribes of the north and east (who 
were embroiled in a 1934 war with Saudi 
Arabia). Sixth, there were significant minority 
groups in the society: some 50,000 Jews, who, 
after a millenium or more of co-existence with 
the Zaidi Imamate, departed to Israel in 1948; 
the communal society of the Ismailis, isolated 
in the mountains of Jabal Haraz, and a 
shadowy underclass of slaves from the Hom of 
Africa and the caste known as akhdam, or 
menial servants. Seventh, skilled modem man
power, if needed, was painfully absent, and 
the educational and training system was 
extremely undeveloped. Eighth, a trickle of 
students going abroad, especially for military 
training, became something of a stream in the 
post-World War II international environment 
Ninth, and ultimately most significant, there 
was a more general emigration which is to 
snowball later in the 19705. 

Architectural Expression 

The scope of architectural expression is very 
broad. For purposes of this discussion it will be 
defined as comprising five basic aspects: 

1) Sites, the choice of location in relation to 
the natural and man-made environment; 
2) Building construction, the system of 
building, the materials and the technology 
employed; 
3) Agglomeration, how individual buildings 
relate to each other and the resulting collective 
effect; 
4) Style, key design features (such as vertica
lity) and key architectonic elements that help 
define architectural character, and 
5) Decoration, key decorative features that 
reflect the individual and communal aesthetic 
sense. 

Each of these five basic aspects has been 
buffeted by the winds of change. Yet the 
differences betweeen traditional and contem
porary will not be as devastating as might be 
expected at first glance, perhaps because the 
key agent of change remained the individual. 

Sites 

Tladitionally, Yemeni villages have tended to 
be clusters of stone and/or brick structures in 
high commanding locations. There they stood 
in splendid isolation, like eagle's nests, 
perched, sometimes literally, amidst the 
clouds. The basic reasons for the choice of 
such locations were defensive. They enabled 
the inhabitants to have a clear and unencum
bered view of the surrounding territory They 
also made such agglomerations very difficult 
to attack. These practical considerations have 
now been completely assimilated into the 
Yemeni cultural idiom 1, and have led to 
notable feats of both construction and archi
tectural composition such as the late Imam's 
palace in Wadi AI-Dhar. 

Agglomerations 

Traditionally, Yemeni villages have displayed 
a closely-knit organic pattern of agglomeration 
reminiscent of Italian hilltowns, and which any 
urban planner would be hard pressed to 
replicate. The patterns are the result of family 
patterns, both nuclear and extended, inter-



acting with land ownership patterns and the 
exigencies of the site. These unique forma
tions yield a rich texture, and an interplay of 
voids and solids that articulate the space 
between buildings in a series of compositions 
that emphasize the main central space, 
location of both trade and prayer, and with 
few private courtyards in the architectural 
sense, although a number of houses have 
enclosed courtyards on which the house opens 
on one side only. 

An alteration in the patterns of site selection 
and in the configuration of settlements is 
naturally difficult to notice since the fixed 
investment already made mitigates against 
movement and change. Nevertheless, certain 
trends are still documentable. Sites in proxi
mity to roads, with their implicit promise of 
a=ssibility to utilities and services, are 
becoming increasingly prized, as the need for 
tribal defense, individual and communal, 
decreases in the light of the growing strength 
of the central government's authority, and as 
newly acquired wealth makes the value of 
proximity to utilities (especially electricity) and 
services, translatable into such immediate 
amenities as piped water and television. 

The impact of migration and urbanization 
described earlier cannot be ignored. As 
Sana'a, Hodeidah and Taiz are growing 
rapidly they draw upon the populations of 
small towns and villages, as does the external 
migration to Saudi Arabia and elsewhere. 
Villages become depopulated initially of active 
working males, subsequently entire families. 
Wholly deserted villages can now be found, 
especially in the north where agriculture is 
poorer and the Saudi "Eldorado" closer 
More importantly, the carefully manicured 
terraces are falling into disrepair and disuse. 
The traditional agricultural base is being 
destroyed by externally earned income and 
the now ubiquitous qat which is rapidly 
displacing many traditional cash crops, such as 
coffee'. 
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Dwelling in northern region of Yemen, illustrating traditional system of construction with rammed 
earth. 

Photo' I Serageldin 

View of the city of Saadah depicting the general vel ticality of the architecture. 

Photo I Serageldin 
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Dwelling with painted facade in Saadah. 

Photo' I Serageldin. 

Style 

Traditionally, the architecture of Yemen has 
been most noted for its verticality, where tall 
narrow structures reached unusual heights 
(over 100 feet in Shibam, South Yemen) and 
created a distinct architectural style, very 
different from the lower courtyard houses of 
the Mediterranean basin. These vertical 
structures tended to be functionally divided by 
floors. In urban areas, they housed mUltiple 
families, or frequently had commercial activi
ties on the ground floor with residential spaces 
above. In rural areas, the structure frequently 
had granaries and stone houses in the ground 
floor, with few, if any, windows, while the 
upper floors are maintained for residential 
use. This not only enabled the residents to 
have a more privileged view of the scenery but 
was also efficient for defensive purposes. 
Clearly, this kind of design was also made 
possible by the remarkably temperate climate 
of the uplands (averaging 19°e in winter and 
27°e in sununer) that made such structures 
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quite pleasant without the need for specific 
environmental modifiers, either passive or 
active. 

Changing patterns of life have been reflected 
in the pattern of construction, affecting that 
notable verticality. It is this writer's hypothesis 
that as rural centers become more urbanized, 
the proximity to roads puts a premium on 
frontage, resulting, as noted above, in a 
horizontal extension of the structure. Subse
quently, as the value of land further increases, 
in keeping with mounting urbanization, the 
pattern shifts back to a more intensive exploi
tation of the land, with vertical structures and 
ravine-like streets which are so distinctive of 
old Sana'a. A further development occurs 
with lower structures growing at the periphery 
of the city/town (urban sprawl) again in 
response to mounting land costs and increa
sing security. This hypothesis of shifting 
vertical to horizontal to vertical emphasis 
needs additional data to be proved or dis
proved. At present, it is advanced as a per-

sonal impression of one observer which seems 
to fit the facts. 

Decoration 

Traditionally Yemeni architecture has been 
notable for its heavy use of decoration. This 
resulted in elaborate facades with complex 
geometric designs When structures are made 
of stone masonry, the designs tended to be 
made of stone. Similar complex designs of 
bricks are observable on brick facades In 
more rural areas the same pattern obtains. On 
less solid (expensive) structures, made of mud 
bricks, the facade is covered with a mudllime 
"plaster", and a gypsum-based, white-colored 
plaster is used to accentuate the windows and 
provide a basic part of the facade decoration. 
This, incidentally, also serves to strengthen the 
window openings to fit the wooden frames, or 
plaster and glass mosaics which are prevalent 
in certain parts of the country. In some urban 
areas this type of stained glass mosaic can have 
very elaborate designs and notably beautiful 
impact. Changing patterns of decoration 
reflect both economic pressures and con
straints of skill The rising costs of decorative 
work, and the scarcity of skilled labor, have 
tended to make modem facades much less 
elaborate, much less sophisticated. Yet the 
presence of wealth generated from migrant 
labor has inevitably led to ostentacious dis
plays of affluence, leading in one distance to 
painted facades. This type of decoration 
eschews subtle design for bold patches of color 
and a primitive assertiveness. 

Building Construction 

The characteristics of the traditional construc
tion are the use of local materials and the 
employment of indigenous methods and tech
niques. The buildings may have as many as 
eight storeys and they have load-bearing walls 
constructed either with exposed hewn stone or 
rammed earth or earth-blocks, depending on 
the material available in the region. Their 
roofs are flat, made of timber beams, 
branches and a layer of 40-50 em of earth. 



The walls and the ceilings are plastered with 
gypsum plaster and the floors are usually 
paved with flagstone in halls and circulation 
areas but with plaster in the rooms. Doors and 
windows are made of imported hardwood. 
Hardware is made locally. 

The traditional Yemeni architecture is well 
adjusted to the hardships of the different 
climatic regions of the country. In dry climates 
with big differences in temperature between 
day and night, houses are built with stone, 
brick or mud walls of a thickness of 50 em 
and over. The high thermal inertia of the walls 
reduces the differences in temperature of the 
interior spaces to the minimum. In hot and 
humid areas, the traditional buildings have 
high ceilings and large openings for cross 
ventilation. 

Most structures outside of the big towns are 
usually built with the traditional construction 
methods which give very satisfactory results. 
One major handicap of applying the tradi
tional construction methods to non-residential 
structures is the roof, which cannot have a 
span wider than 3.00-3.50 m because the local 
timber, a kind of acacia, comes in irregular 
shapes and in pieces not longer than 3.50 m. 

The "modem construction" refers to edifices 
built in Yemen recently, mostly in towns, and 
whose main characteristic is the reinforced 
concrete frame. Walls are made of concrete 
blocks and sometimes an additional facing of 
local stone, a kind of "modem/traditional" , 
which is extremely expensive. Where walls are 
made of cement blocks only, they are usually 
plastered inside and outside with cement 
plaster. Floors are covered with Terrazzo tiles 
and doors are made of imported hardwood or 
softwood or steel, and are frequently oil 
painted. Hardware as well as material and 
fixtures for electrical and plumbing installa
tions are all imported. 

The buildings designed and constructed in the 
"modem" idiom described above, are usually 
unsuitable to the various climatic conditions of 
Yemen. Their design often ignores the 
environmental conditions. As a consequence, 
there is no adequate protection against the 
climate, and the comfort is minimal. The 
climate in the Sana' a area is dry with consider
able differences in temperature between day 

Rural Architecture in the Yemen Arab Republic 

Articulation of spaces between buildings in Saadah. 

Photo I Serageldin 
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and night. The reinforced concrete buildings 
with concrete block, walls do not have enough 
thermal inertia. Hence, they are warm during 
the day and cold during the night. The stress 
caused by the extreme differences in tem
perature very quickly deteriorates the con
struction and the appearance of the building. 
Buildings of the same design constructed in 
the hot and extremely humid climate of 
Hodeida offer very little thermal comfort 
because of inadequate ventilation. Concrete 
and plaster disintegrate very quickly under the 
humidity and salinity of the air. Unfortu
nately, the craftsmanship that marked tradi
tional Yemeni stone and brick construction, is 
rapidly disappearing. Magnificent examples of 
quite recent craftsmanship and pride such as 
the Guest Palace would be almost impossible 
to replicate today, as would the elaborate 
brick-decorated facades of old Sana'a, which 
were built from the inside without exterior 
scaffolding. 

Skilled workers have all but disappeared from 

Coloured glass windows in a traditional house in 
Saadah 

Photo, I Serageldin. 
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the local labor market. The cut stone and 
decorated brick facades have become too 
time-consuming and too costly to build. The 
"modem" style is gaining ground primarily 
under the impetus of technology (roof spaces, 
speed of construction - 42 weeks vs. 85-95 
weeks) and economics, not personal taste. 
Public officials have tried, whenever possible, 
to have facades of public buildings made of 
stone, even if they masked a reinforced 
concrete frame. Individuals who can afford a 
stone construction still prefer it to the cement 
block. 

Construction Costs 

What is most remarkable is that whereas 
traditional construction was more economical 
in 1972, it became considerably more expen
sive by 1982. In 1982 construction costs were 
about 1800 YRlm' for traditional (stone and 

slab) construction vs. 1200 YRlm' for modem 
(cement block walls) construction, and these 
would be low estimates by prevalent market 
standards. This reverses the relationship 
established by the author's own detailed 
estimates in 1972 which yielded 581 YRlm' for 
modem construction vs. 435 YRlm' for tradi
tional (stone and slab) construction, the latter 
figure being further reduced to 310 YRlm' for 
the traditional stone and beam type of con
struction. Part of the general increase is 
attributable to increased prices for materials, 
but the vast bulk of it is due to the scarcity of 
skilled and semi-skilled labor resulting from 
massive migration to neighboring countries 
that followed the 1973n4 oil-price boom. The 
costs of construction have been rising much 
more sharply than any other economic 
indicators, with labor costs being the most 
important factor in this escalation 

Mosque in Saadah, where tree trunks are used as beams in this traditional type of construction 

Photo' I Serageldin 



Analysis 

The process of change in the various aspects of 
architectural expression that we have docu
mented in the preceding sections can really be 
explained as the collective impact of individual 
responses to changing economic, social, tech
nological and institutional conditions. Each of 
these will be discussed in detail below, but 
what is important here is that the documented 
changes do not reflect the effective inter
vention of an external technician (the archi
tect) or the public authorities in terms of 
public construction or effective regulation of 
construction activities. The process of change 
can therefore be termed endogenous, with 
exogenous factors, such as exposure to 
"modem influences" abroad, being first 
"endogenized" (internalized) before being 
reflected in terms of changing tastes in cultural 
expression. This subtle process is the same 
that takes place in the evolution of traditional 
architecture everywhere, as it evolves a 
vernacular response to changing conditions 
which are very gradually assimilated in the 
culture. The subtlety of the traditional pro
cesses of change is here made blatant by an 
artificially a=lerated change: one fifth of the 
labor force abroad, remittances rising from 
$40 million to $1500 million and incomes 
almost quadrupling all in less than seven years. 

Economic considerations have affected 
Yemen in various ways. To take some illustra
tive figures: from 1972173 to 1977178 the 
resident population increased by a factor of 
1.12; GDP by a factor of 4; GNP by a factor of 
4.5; set remittances by a factor of 10; the 
Sana'a consumer price index by a factor of 
3.5; the Sana' a rent plus water index by a 
factor of 5; the urban wage rate for unskilled 
labor by a factor of 8; and construction costs 
per square meter for high quality structures by 
a factor of 6. Most flagrant has been the 
massive emigration of labor. This first took a 
cyclical pattern of short-term migration of 
males, subsequently an increasingly number of 
Yemeni workers have generated a "second 
wave" of migration where families have joined 
the male wage earner. The effects of this 
migration have already been noted. Its 
economic impact has both direct aspects 
(incomes, remittances) and indirect aspects. 
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Wage Rates by Category and Occupation in 1977, 1978 and 1979 (In Yemeni Rials) 

Category and Occupation 1977 1978 1979 

Unskilled laborers 4S/daily SO-60/daily SO-60/daily 
Skilled Operator 
(heavy equipment) 1,320-1,660/monthly 1 ,S20-1 , 820/monthly 1,660-2,000/monthly 
Drivers 1,000/monthly 1,2S0/monthly I,SOO/monthly 
Mechanics 1,000-1,800/monthly 1,200-2,000/monthly I,SOO-2,SOO/monthly 
Welders 1,000/monthly 1,2S0/monthly I,SOO/monthly 
Blacksmith 700/monthly 900/monthly 1,100/monthly 
Machinist 800/monthly 1,000/monthly 1,230/monthly 
Carpenters 140/daily 200/daily 240/daily 
Masons 120/daily 180/daily 220/daily 

Source Ministry of Public Works, 1979 

YAR: Indicators of socio-economic change: 1972173 - 1977178 

1972173 1977178 

Resident Population (in OOO's) 4,994 S,SI8 
2 GDP, at current market prices (YR million) 2,S14 9,080 
3 GNP, at current market prices (YR million) 3,019 14,300 
4. Net remittances (YR million) SOS 4,905 
S Consumers price index (Sana'a) 100 348 
6 Rent plus water index (Sana'a) 100 S13 
7. Urban wage rage (unskilled labor; in YR) 6 SO 
8 Construction cost/m' (high quality structure; YR) 450 2,900 

Source- Compiled from various studies and sources, including author's field observations 

This include artificially constraining the labor 
market and fuelling a phenomenal inflation in 
costs and prices as the economy generally and 
the labor market specifically became increa
singly tied to the Saudi development jugger
naut. Such changes have also induced some 
undesirable phenomena such as the 
weakening of the traditional productive 
agriculture and an unhealthy dependence on 
the Saudi market that is hostage to the process 
of labor adaptation in Saudi Arabia3

• The 
economic costs of the migration process 
include contributing substantially to the severe 
inflation experienced in the mid-to-late 1970s, 
and of longer term significance, the changes in 
taste and consumption patterns acquired in 
the course of the migration experience, e.g. 
the shift from consumption of domestically 
produced millet and sorghum to imported 
wheat and rice. 

The patterns we have observed are, at least 
partly, the results of sweeping social changes 
that have affected the Yemen first as a result 
of the civil war in the 1960s and second as a 
result of the international migration of the 
1970s. The former with its after effects in 
terms of su=ssive changes of government 
gradually saw the collapse of the traditional 
tribal system of authority and the appearance 
of a modem central state bureaucracy. This 
process of social modernization means that the 
traditional individual identification with tribe 
and village was being broken, replaced by a 
wider national identity as Yemeni This was 
subsequently reinforced by the migration 
experience, where Yemeni identity per se was 
reinforced vis-a-vis an international context 
that blurred all local regional distinctions. 
Furthermore, the process of urbanization in 
the Yemen cannot be overlooked as an 
effective introducer of change and as a catalyst 
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Ravine-like streets in the old city of Sana' a 

Photo I Serageldin 

and reinforcer of a new national identity that is 
effectively superseding the local tribal or 
geographical affiliations, 

No less important has been the social change 
that has taken place as the traditional 
extended family structure has been under
mined by the migration process, and as the 
community itself became increasingly exposed 
to modernization, The change at that level 
may also extend to the greater emancipation 
of women. International migration also 
generated a rapid change in attitudes and 
consumption patterns. The desire for visibility 
and conspicuous consumption seem to be a 
universal phenomenon in the behaviour of 
enriched retuming migrants in Yemen and 
elsewhere. While it may be argued that such 
"modernizing influences" may well generate a 
cultural backlash, or at the least a compelling, 
even wrenching, sociocultural disorientation 
and anomy, as far as its immediate impact on 
the people's life-styles and behavioral (not just 
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consumption) patterns, it cannot be denied 
that in the Yemen, this modernization has 
meant: 
1) Movement to the cities; 
2) Value placed on accessibility to services 
and sources of goods; 
3) Smaller families, requiring less space; 
4) Footlose, mobile individuals (and families) 
that move according to economic oppor
tunity; 
5) A premium on modem stone construction 
as a form of expressing wealth, but demand 
for new construction of any kind whenever 
possible; 
6) Less interaction with neighbors (as 
extended family links were destroyed by 
movement and resettlement)4. 

Three types of technological factors have 
affected the Yemeni village and its physical 
pattern: 
1) Transport technology, which made people 
more mobile, has affected the physical isola
tion of rural Yemen; 
2) Communications technology, primarily 
radio and TV, has broken the centuries-long 
cultural isolation of the Yemeni village; and 
3) Building technology has affected the tradi
tional ways of construction and architectural 
expression. 

Without minimizing the importance of the first 
two factors, it is pertinent to concentrate on 
the last, remembering that here technological 
and economic factors are deeply interwined. 
The impacts have been in three broad areas: 
building systems, materials, and decorative 
elements. As for building systems the notable 
features are the appearance of reinforced 
concrete and steel, the latter primarily as a 
spanning element in the form of light-weight 
trusses. This was forced upon local builders by 
a demand for wider spans for such buildings as 
schools and small factories as well as the 
general shortage of the traditional wooden 
beams. Reinforced concrete, which is disas
trously handled by unqualified local con
tractors, was introduced on a large scale as the 
adjunct of modernizing urbanization. It has 
now appeared in small towns but not yet in 
remote small spaces. 

Building materials have likewise been affected 
more in the small towns and urban areas than 

in the remote villages (where stone and 
mudbrick are still the rule). The traditional 
dressed stone and bricks are now being widely 
replaced by the ubiquitous cement blocks. 
This is mostly a result of the scarcity and 
consequent high costs of skilled workers. With 
that development, some of the unique 
heritage of Yemeni architecture is being lost. 

Decoration is also falling prey to the same 
developments. Elaborate brick and masonry 
facades are built no more, and the traditional 
stained glass windows are giving way to 
aluminum windows. 

In all the preceding cases it appears that 
individual choices are swayed by the presence 
of economically competitive modem alter
natives at a time when skilled labor is in acute 
shortage. Unaided self-help techniques were 
not viable originally given Yemen's relatively 
sophisticated traditional construction 
methods, but are almost completely unthink
able today in view of the present labor 
shortage. 

Institutional Factors 

In Yemen, Local Development Associations 
(LD As) played a very strong role in the lives 
of ordinary people. These LDAs undertook 
the execution of public works aimed at 
improving the community's living standards. 
They were overlaid on a complex system of 
tribal and geographic allegiances, but never
theless were successful in mobilizing resources 
and channelling them to productive uses. As 
the tribal system weakened, the LDAs con
tinued to playa strong role throughout the 
early 1970s. Thus in 1974 about 40 percent of 
all domestic school construction was financed 
by the LDAs. Yet the modem state tends to 
behave and to be looked upon as a natural 
monopolist in the provision of public services, 
even when it is hobbled by a weak admini
strative structure and severe shortages of 
personnel at all levels of the bureaucracy. 
Accordingly, the local inhabitants have tended 
to increasingly rely on the central government 
to provide them with basic services and the 
LDAs were also severely affected by the 



Decorated facade of a house in Sana' a There is 
elaborate stonework on lower floors and brick
work on the upper ones. 
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Typical new low-rise construction in Yemen. 
Note the television antenna 

Photo I Selageldin 
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international migration which deprived them 
of their most dynamic members. As stated 
before, worker remittances have tended to go 
to consumption or real estate investments 
rather than productive investment. Therefore, 
all these factors have tended to reinforce a 
rugged individualism, which in this context 
meant that individual building activity has 
been a direct result of individual wishes 
molded by individual aesthetic concepts of 
status and modernity and constrained by 
individual economic means. The long delays 
in extending public services mean only that the 
central government has foregone its oppor
tunity to affect agglomeration patterns by 
timely interventions that precede individual 
residential building. This is definitely more 
true of urban areas and small towns than 
remote rural villages per se which have been, 
and remain, beyond the reach of any Yemeni 
central government. 

The accelerated change observed in the 
Yemen Arab Republic has been a mixed 
blessing. The unique architectural expression 
found in rural and urban Yemen is being lost, 
at least partially to rising costs and loss of 
building skills. We may as architects regret this 
- but, above all, let us not over-romanticize 
the rural way of life, let us not mystify the 
past. What we as outsiders find quaint and 
attractive is no more than a rational and 
economic solution to conditions that existed 
once, but which may not exist today. It is 
possible, if not probable, that these solutions 
are not responsive to the wishes and aspira
tions of the sons and daughters of those who 
built them, nor are they competitive in today's 
market conditions. Yemenis today use cement 
blocks because they produce buildings that 
cost about YR1s 1200/m' of building area 
rather than YR1s 1800/m' for the traditional 
dressed stone and slightly less for bricks. If 
they can afford it, Yemenis still prefer to build 
in a peculiar modem-traditional, that uses 
dressed stone facades but eschews detailed 
ornaments, which are too costly anyway. The 
real effects of modernization and change are 
more subtle and run much deeper than such a 
surface comparison. They are found in the 
emergence of small mobile nuclear families, 
whose needs for electricity and water replace 
their parents' concern with defense, granaries 
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and storage spaces. They are found in the 
urbanization of the villages and the ruraliza
tion of the towns as all become part of the 
global village whose perimeter is defined by 
the transistor radio's range. They are found in 
the disappearance of traditional crafts as the 
machine replaces the human hand and as 
labor migrates to the north in ever-increasing 
numbers in search of high wages and steady 
jobs. Above all, they are found in the eyes and 
faces of youth who have come to expect a 
better future, and the eyes of the old who are 
bewildered by the disappearance of a lifestyle 
they thought would last forever. 
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