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Colonial and orientalist tainted visions of an “islamic” or a “muslim” city (singular intended), a view 
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(cf. Raymond 20081). This leaves room for glances in directions that only rarely would have been possible 
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Muslim city is over, and we can now direct our – at least in that instance – impartial eyes to cities without 
having to form our thoughts along the ever so labyrinthic/chaotic or rectangular/orderly/modern grid. We 
therefore can take into account differences and similarities in town-planning and in the organization of urban 
life without paying undue heed to religion, since this is what that invention was aiming at. This is not to deny 
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In the course of his “Anthropologische Untersuchungen zur sozialen Evolution” (so the subtitle of his 
“Egalität und Klassengesellschaft in Südarabien”) Walter Dostal incorporated two south Arabian towns into 
the concluding presentation of his model of social evolution in southern Arabia, �����@	���	}��¤��	��	�����	
of these two towns he referred to two “Grundmuster” (basic patterns): 
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Element lediglich auf die Schutzgewährung beschränkt.” (Dostal 1985: 363)2 

In the following chapter �a’da, the capital town of the northernmost province of Yemen and for a long 
period of time capital of the Yemeni Zaydi Imams, will again be at the center of my considerations.3 I want 
to show that �a’da corresponded originally to the model of �����@	��	���������	��	"����
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it evolved to something else, situated between the models of �����@	���	}��¤��	����!��	���	��������	�;	���	
members of the Prophet’s family (originally the Imams and their entourage) the town matched the role of 
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This second visit to �a’da is caused by some additional texts that were edited or came to my knowledge 
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and pre-imamic town �a‘da which lay at the foot of Jabal Tulummu�, not far away of the modern and now 
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Before that, an additional consideration of materials concerning towns in �a�ramawt might be helpful. 
In her book “On the Edge of Empire” Linda Boxberger describes the organization of some towns there. 
Boxberger, dealing with “urban and rural life in the interior” (Boxberger 2002: 67 – 95), describes among 
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populated eastern third of the town and al-Hawta in the west.” (Boxberger 2002: 72). She continues: “Say’un 
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Chief among these is the assumption that in a globalizing civilization like the Muslim one every phenomenon must be regarded as 
�����+��

�	�!�
���q	��������	�''��	�$�	

 2 „In �����@	���	�����	�������	��	����������	����!��	�	��>�
����	�����
	�
���	�������	����	��	�;;����>�	�����
	��>�����	�;	
�����	}��¤�	
is characterized by a basic pattern where the tribal element is limited to the provision of protection.”
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return from the ziyara, ritual visit, to the tomb of Prophet Hud” (Boxberger 2002: 72 – 73). The dividing 
line between the halves could be crossed for e.g. Friday prayers and for visits of relatives. At special occa-
sions, “emergencies or celebrations” (Boxberger 2002: 73) for instance, the people of the other half “could 
not appear there without risk”, and there were only few exceptions. Relatives of one half attending e.g. a 
wedding in the other half were closely watched. “He or she could not even sing or dance at a wedding of a 
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sultans were “subject to the system of service providers” (Boxberger 2002: 73). This enforced partition of 
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leaders were unable to resolve” (Boxberger 2002: 73). Boxberger relates a case where a funeral procession 
had to lead from one half to the other. The service-providers or �uw¤k bearing the bier had to hand over the 
corpse at the dividing line to the service-providers of the other half. 
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�a�ramawt. As Boxberger relates, in the coastal town al-Ši�r “service providers, tradesmen, and workers of 
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There obviously existed dividing lines between �����	��	^!������	�;	�����	��	Q��¤	�a�ramawt and on the 
coast that were intensively maintained and much more emphasized than usual. For many persons and/or on 
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Other towns seem to lack such clear and controversial demarcations: at least Boxberger does not mention 
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(Boxberger 2002: 81).

It would be not only presumptuous but certainly wrong to directly transfer data from the turn of the 19th 
to the 20th century’s �a�ramawt to �a‘da in the north of Yemen in an even more distant time around the 
end of the 9th/beginning of the 10th century CE. Yet the examples from �a�ramawt show at least that there 
are differing possibilities of regulations for living together in south Arabian towns, among them one where 
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optimally is provided by somebody from outside and/or high up like the sultans in the case of �a�ramawt. A 
comparison between towns in �a�ramawt and in the north of Yemen makes sense insofar as it shows diverse 
possibilities of developments but certainly not any historical continuity or a diffusion between �a‘da and the 
towns in �a�ramawt in much later times. 

THE OLD TOWN AND ITS INHABITANTS 

The old town of �a‘da, which obviously was not or only partly destroyed when the dam of al-r���^	����	
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still in use for a considerable time. This old town, the organization of the townspeople and the end of the use 
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drummers and singers. The women of this group assisted at births and marriages.
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šiqq6 Ukayl and the šiqq Yursam. The two halves or sides of the town obviously had separate entrances: it 
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tribal pedigree, whereas the other half was inhabited by a mixture of members of many, genealogically very 
different groups who nevertheless had a certain feeling of belonging together, if one can interpret the exis-
tence of a common name in that way. There is a certain possibility that this presentation is biased, because 
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THE CONFLICT IN �A‘DA AND ITS ENVIRONMENTS
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part around the town of �a‘da:9
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arrived in �a‘da when six days had passed of �afar of the year 284.11 We came to r��
��*	�����	����	

 9	 ;��	���	�������	���	�����	#$$��	#%�=#�{
 10 The father of the author and his main source before he himself arrived in Yemen 
 11 corresponds to 16 March 897
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�����	���	�	��>���	+���12, in the course of which men perished and possessions dwindled away. The town 
was without rain, the earth had become dry. This was the time of the fruits, and I saw the crops partly 
dried out because of water shortness, and I saw the animals famished to death.

When Ya���	��	�
=�usayn came close to the town, he pitched his tents near to it and gave us the order to 
camp in them, so we camped. The people came out to him voluntarily; he did not force a single one of 
them to come out to him, and he had sent to no one of them to exempt him. So the inhabitants of �a‘da, 
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and they greeted him. So he greeted them and gave them the order to greet one another. 
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them with many exhortations. I saw the people, and they were shocked and cried because of his words 
and his exhortations which they heard. They were noisy, like the pilgrims are noisy at the house of God, 
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The imam did not enter the town – in that case, the old town – of �a‘da. He stayed at the outside near the 
town and waited until the inhabitants came out to him.13 The two groups of inhabitants are called with the 
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in the events, and thus keeping up the ideology of tribal solidarity. If the imam would have entered the town, 
he would at the same time have to enter one of the halves and would have stayed with one of the two groups 
of inhabitants and opponents, which would have meant in the eyes of the other group that he was not impar-
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prepared by the group of people he had sent to �a‘da already months before to explore the situation and to 
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 13 The use of neutral places for gatherings, often uninhabited and sometimes called �aram, hijra or �aw�a in Yemen, is also attested by 
Dresch 1993: 147 -149; it would be tempting to compare saints in Morocco who by living on the seams of tribal borders preserve 
their impartiality, cf. Gellner 1969: 10.
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he could have been accused of being biased for one side.
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	��¤	�!�ayma were allied through intermarriage (Heiss 1987: 67; Heiss 1998: 181).
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Figure 4: �a‘da in the background, seen from the foot of Jabal Tulummu� (Johann Heiss, 1983)
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"!���	�;	������	�����	����	���	�usayn b. �abaš, who was an evil one. He had him detained in the 
jail in �a‘da, but persons of Ukayl were busy because of him until they got him out [of jail]. So he did not 
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small village, developed what we know today as �a‘da. Old �a‘da was situated at the foot of Jabal Tulummu�, 
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“OLD �A‘DA”

�umayd b. A�mad al-Mu��

¤	�[�

��	��	����
�	�{��#�{��*	���	�!����	�;	_�
=������^	�
=����¤���q	�_�������	
�;	�����q�*	�	��

������	�;	�����������	�;	³���¤	�����*	���
!���	�	���������	�;	���	���	�;	���	+���	����	���	
his second successor, A�mad b. Ya���	��	�
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the people paid homage to A����	��	����15 on a Friday in �afar 301/September 913, which took place in 
���	���^!�	�;	���	;�����	�
=���¤*	���	���	�
�����	�!����	������	}���	�����	����	�!����	����	���!�
	������!��	
A����	���	��	���	
�������	�;	�
=´��
	��	�������	���	�a‘da. After the oath or bay‘a (presumably after the 
Friday-prayer) he left the place and rode to “old �a‘da” or “�����	^��¤��q	��
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same day (which hints at the proximity of the two sites), and many people gathered around him. They were 
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The author al-Mu��
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man and a collector and heir of partly precious books. By the son of the collector, the author Musallam 
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had already surpassed that of the old town.
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	�;	�a‘da again is 
cited here, and the author (or the narrator) combines with it the word “hijra”. The meaning of this word is a 
multiple one, among others “emigration from an unbelieving society to a place held by Believers.” (Donner 
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of houses) surrounded by a wall:16 It seems relatively clear that with this half of the imam’s old friends, the 
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How long the old town named �a‘da was in use, 
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lost its importance at least to a great extent. In any 
case, this process must have taken place after the death 
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must have been a possibility of ambivalence in his 
time: it was not clear whether �a‘da designated the 
old or the new town. Obviously, the old town was still 
functioning at al-Mu��
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can sum up and maintain that somewhere during the 
hundred years between 1150 and 1250 the new town 
had gained enough importance to be called with the 
name of the old town.
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CONFLICT AGAIN
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Like in former times, each side had their allies, and their areas of retreat. This happened at the beginning of 
the year 322, corresponding to December 22nd, 933, when the imam al-Na�ir A�mad b. Ya���	���	���

	�
�>��	
But he died in the following year, on June 6th*	$���	���������
�	�;���	���	�����	���	�;	���	����*	�
=£����	��	
A�mad and al-�asan b. A����*	�����	��	^!����
	���!�	���	�!���������

One of the brothers, al-�asan b. A�mad, cooperated with Ukayl and the ��������	��	��
��	�a‘da, and with 
���¡	���r17*	���¡	
!
���	���	���¡	�!����	��
=������¤	�
=��
��¤	#$�#�#�'#�	�##�	;���	���	�!���!������	�;	
���	�����	���	�;	���	��������
��	�;	����	�����	���	Q��¤	��
�;	�����	���������	��	�
=������¤	��
=������¤	
#$���#�$��	��$�	���	_���	����	���¤	�;	r��
��q	���	�����	_��
�����	��	���	���¡	
!
���	���	��	�����������	
of �����q�	�����	���¡	
!
���	����	�

���	�;	�[��
*	�����	;����
�	>�

��	�������	�	��;�	��>��	;��	�[��
�	Q�	
���	���	�����;�	�
=������¤@�	_�����������	�;	�a‘da”: clearly he intends the Ukayl. 

}��	�����	���	�;	���	����	�;	����	�
=���ir A����*	�
=£����	��	�����	���	�

���	����	���¡	�amra or 
�umra18	����	������	��	�
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�*	���¡	����	���	<!����	��
=������¤	�
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sketch, it would be the following:

 17	 ��	�!���
	³�[[��@�	�������	_���¡	���r”, which should be corrected.
 18	 ���	������	�!���
	³�[[��	������	Ã���¡	�amza” which should be corrected.

���!��	��	}��	�������	��	�a‘da between 322/934 and 327/939

al-�asan b. A�mad

Ukayl
banū Ba�r
banū Kulayb
banū	�!����

�
=£����	��	��mad

banū �amra
banū Sa‘d
Yursam

‘Al�f
banū Kulayb
inhabitants of �a‘da

al-‘Ašša:
banū Sa‘d b. Sa‘d
al-´ayl
banū Sa‘d b. Sa‘d
banū �amra
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�;	���	��������	���	+�!���	#*	�*	�	���	�	��	�������	���������
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¤	����*	���	���¡	�amra or �!���	��	���	<!����¤	�����	�!�	���¡	���r, a group of mixed 
������*	���	�������
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���	�;	�
=���¤��	��	����	
�[�	�[��
	��;�	�����	#$$��	#��=#�'*	��{��	
}��	���¡	�amra or �!���*	
�[�	���¡	���r a group of mixed origin, consisted partly of groups reckoned to 
be the offspring of Sa‘d b. Sa‘d (cf. Heiss 1998: 131-137). It comes as no surprise that in a variant of their 
�����
���	���¡	�amra or �!���	������	��	����	�;	����	��	����	��;�	�����	#$$��	#���	�
=������¤	#${���{�	
146). In a loose way these groups genealogically belonged to their respective sides and possibly were not 
mentioned before – partly because greater units were given by the authors, e.g. Sa‘d b. Sa‘d, comprising the 
������	����	�;	���¡	�amra or �!���*	��	�
=���¤��	��	����	���
!����	���¡	���r. It is remarkable that two 
���!��	����	!�	����	����	��	+]��	��	����	��]��	���������	}���	;���	�
���	�����	����	�����	�]�����	��������	
�����	������������	�	��]��
�	���	��������
�	�����
���*	������!
��
�	����	�
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>���	
���	���	����	����	���	^!���	;������	��
�	���	�������	�;	���¡	�!����	�������!���	���������	���	�����	
could point to a change in intratribal relations in the r��
��=;����������	

�	����������	�;	���	+�!���	;!���������	�����	����	�������	�!��	�������	��	���	�������	��	���	���!��	
�a‘da between at least the time of the arrival of Ya���	��	�
=�usayn in the year 897 (and presumably earlier) 
���	���	�������	�������	���	��������
����*	���	����	�;	�
=���ir A�mad, which ended with the death of one 
of them, al-�asan b. A�mad, on 13th of 
¡	�
=£����	��%��!�!��	�#st*	$�$�	}��	�������	�����	�!������
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���	����
��	��	�
=���¤	�
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�	��	�	������	�!�-
�������	�����	;��	����	������	�!�����	;���	���	+��
	�!�����*	���	+���	����	���	���	��
�	��	���	���	�������	
�!�����;!

��	�!�	��	��	��>��
���	���	��	�	���	������������	���	���	���	̂ !����
���	��������*	�
=�asan b. A�mad 
���	�
=£����	��	�����*	�����>����	��	����	�������	���	!���	���	�������	��	�

���	;��	�����	�!�������	��	���	��	
���	�����	���	���!���	"��	���	�������	�������	!��	���	���	^!����
���	��������	;��	�����	��������>�	�!������È

}��	������	��!
�	��	����	����*	���	����	�;	���	����	���	���	�������	�������	�����	��	����	;���	�����	
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�������	Q���	����	�
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����!�	���	�����
	�
�����	��	�	�������	��	����	����	����	����!���
�	�
�����	
before that time) the actors introduced a kind of cooperation which was perpetuated for many years after, and 
possibly such alliances disclose a political/religious interconnectedness and (hopes for) mutual gain which are 
typical for the relations between the tribal society like the one prevailing in southern Arabia, and religiously 

����������	�
�����	}��	���!
�	���	�	[���	�;	!�����
�	��	!�����	�^!�
����!�	�����	��!
�	����
�	��	����!����	
and was disturbed again and again, granting the imams new instances of mediation.

CONCLUSION

Like similar instances in the �a�ramawt, the old town of �a‘da with its two groups of inhabitants 
�����������	 �	 �������=�����	 ����
	 �;	 
�>���	 ��������*	 ��	 ���	 ��������	 ����	 ���!
����	 ��	 ���	 ���������	
halves which had to be entered through different gates. The separation of the halves did not prevent the 
��>�
������	�;	�	�����	�������	�������	���	���!��	�;	���	�����������	���	�����	�

����	��	�	��������	��	
����	�������*	���	+���	����	���	��>����	��	����	��	<����*	�!�	��	���	
���	�!�	��	���	���	�!�����;!
�	���	
�������	 
�������	��	���	���[�	�!�	�����	�;���	 ;����	������	<��	 ���	���!�����	���	��������	 ���	+���	 ����	
and his two successors and sons could use their tribal allies in their wars against their adversaries who in 
most of the cases were also groups of tribal origin. The grandsons had to proceed differently: they had to 
!��	���	�����
	�������	;��	�����	�!�������	��	�����	^!����
	;��	�!��������	����	���	��	������	�������	���	�;	
���	���	�������	�;	���	�������	��	�

����	���	����	���	��	�!�
�	��	�

�����	����	���	;�����	��>��������	���	
had to justify this change of opinion. 

The town (or the towns) of �a‘da are examples for different kinds of towns, of which the younger 
���	�����	�
���	���!�����	�;	��
�����	���������	���	;�!�������	���	���	������	����������	�;	���	���^!�	�;	
�
=���¤	����	���	����	���	�����	�;	���	�����	}��	�¡^	��	���	������������	������	��	��!����	��	�������
�	
���!�����	��	��
����!�	���������	���������	���	+���	>������	�;	�a‘da we simply do not know if there was 
�	���^!�	��	���	������	����	�	�¡^	����	��	���	�!�	���	>�������	�;	�����	���	������	�
���	���	���	��;;�������	
between the towns of �a�ramawt as described by Linda Boxberger indicate the validity of a sentence like 
the following: 
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“Viewed from such a religious standpoint, sub specie aeternitatis, urban phenomena appear as constants 
within a historical continuum stretching over some thirteen centuries, and within a Muslim world covering 
three continents, as far as distant China” (Raymond 2008: 49).

There certainly are no constants concerning urban organization. Urban phenomena are bound to change 
from time to time, and they can have a deceptively stable outlook if seen only from the reduced perspective 
of religion, economics, ideologies etc. alone. To modify Raymond’s formulation: urban phenomena have to 
be looked at with a whole complex of determinants in mind.
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