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Abstract 
 

This study seeks to broaden the understanding of public spaces in Palestine through an 

ethnographic approach that examines the everyday life inside the twin cities of Ramallah and Al-

Bireh. It looks beyond the physical materiality of public space to incorporate various forms of 

individual and collective processes that extend beyond the bounded space and connect it with 

other spaces, activities, and users. This offers an alternative way to look at the conflict and 

fragmentation that dominates the Palestinian context and investigates everyday life from a 

different lens that incorporates social and historical dimensions. It foregrounds ordinary 

everyday practices that are often less visible and play a central role in transforming spaces and 

attaching meanings to them. The conceptual framework developed in this study emphasises 

activities, physical elements, and users’ agency that support meaningful social networks and 

historical links in public space. This approach highlights the role of Palestinians as active agents 

engaged in shaping public spaces that contribute to challenging social and physical hindrances 

within the broader context. Furthermore, this approach rethinks the relationship between the 

formal and informal operations in public space and reveals how informality is an essential 

dimension that supports agency and enables users to attribute meanings to space. The findings of 

this research contribute to existing design and management practices that tend to overlook and 

dismiss many of the informal operations that challenge Israeli restrictions and re-connect 

fragmented geographies. Such informal operations reveal a great deal of agency carried out by 

ordinary people and bring to the fore creative solutions that are based on movements, 

appropriations, collaborations, and communications between diverse groups. The findings reveal 

important variables that support these operations and provide enabling and empowering 

conditions in public space. Incorporating these variables in public space design facilitates 

processes that are fundamental for sustaining social unity and reinforcing shared meanings in 

public space. Moreover, they can inform future design and management practices in public space 

and inspire policies and planning decisions that support the informal and enable users to shape 

meaningful public spaces.   
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Introduction 
 

This thesis examines the contribution of meaningful public spaces to everyday life in 

Palestine. In a context that is fragmented and heavily controlled by a network of checkpoints, 

borders, walls, and fences, Palestinians need to develop new forms of connections that can form 

a basis for social solidarity and a unified context. Palestinians are still in the process of re-

assembling a fragmented and transitory present to envision a better and more unified future. In 

the Palestinian context, the need for public space is becoming more pressing, as it can enable 

Palestinians to connect the fragmented realities and achieve continuity of meanings by 

connecting the urban with the rural, the margin with the centre, and the local with the broader 

context.  

Public space is not fixed; it is a dynamic platform that supports public life in all its forms, 

and it brings together individuals through social practices, informal conversations, historical 

meanings, and shared cultural values. Throughout history, Palestinians relied on public space to 

transform their social and physical realities, and gain power and control over the political 

situation that dominated the Palestinian context (Sherwell,2012; Shibli,2006; Tripp,2013; 

Zawawi et al.,2013). In such situations, Palestinians appropriated public spaces to establish a 

common ground that supports collective acts and brings people into closer contact. However, the 

reality of public spaces in Palestine is starting to take a different form as the role of the public 

space in supporting public life is becoming elusive. On one hand, the rapid and unpredictable 

changes, as a result of the Israeli occupation of Palestine, have had a great impact on public life 

and the spaces that support it. The ongoing occupation of Palestine not only led to the 

transformation of the physical context but also disrupted public life and the social processes that 

bind people together and support social unity.  On the other hand, the current design practices 

and control measures in public spaces restrict many informal activities that can play a significant 

role in overcoming divides and isolations already implemented by the Israeli occupation. This 

research addresses this matter and offers an alternative way of looking at the informal, realising 

its potentials for social unity, and integrating it within formal practices carried out in different 

public spaces in the twin cities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh. 
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Research context 

 

Palestine has a long history of control by different powers that dominated north Africa 

and western Asia. The Ottoman rule lasted in Palestine for more than 400 years, and it ended 

with the division of the Ottoman territories between different colonial powers after World War I. 

Palestine fell under the British mandate which lasted until the start of the war of 19481. The war 

of 1948, also known as Al-Nakba, marked the establishment of the state of Israel, and the 

displacement of thousands of Palestinians. The war resulted in Israel taking control of 78% of 

Palestine, and the remaining 22% fell under the control of Jordan and Egypt2. In 1967, Israel 

occupied the remaining part of Palestine, which included the West Bank, Gaza strip, and East 

Jerusalem, and assumed control of all aspects of life including the natural resources and 

boundaries of the cities (Hadawi,1957; Tessler,1994; Harms & Ferry,2012). The instability of the 

political, social, and economic conditions, and the continuous fragmentation of the land, created 

a stateless population that was denied a clear identity and boundary for existence.  

As Israeli settlement activities and military restrictions increased in the occupied territories, 

different forms of resistance acts escalated in different regions in the West Bank and Gaza strip. 

The activities reached their climax in 1987 marking the Palestinian First Intifada (Palestinian 

uprising). The First Intifada came to a decline in the early 1990s, and Palestinians entered a new 

era with the signing of the Oslo Accords (Harms & Ferry,2012). The signing of the Oslo Accords 

in 1993 and 1995 marked the beginning of a peace process that would pave the way towards 

Palestinian statehood. However, the Oslo accord did not produce a Palestinian state and instead 

produced different areas to be controlled by Israel and the Palestinian National Authority (PNA). 

The result was a continued separation between the West Bank from the Gaza strip, and more 

 
1The 1948 war was preceded by a decision by the British mandate in 1947 to hand over Palestine to the United 
nations (UN). On 29th of November 1947, the general assembly of the UN adopted a plan for the partition of 
Palestine into two states, one for the Jewish, and the other for Palestinians. The partition plan provided the Jewish 
(who only constituted 30% of the population) 56% of Palestine. On May 15th, 1948, the British mandate pulled out 
from Palestine, and the Zionist attacks escalated in the region. The nearby Arab states came to the rescue, however, 
after their defeat, Israel was able to take control over more territory than the one allocated in the UN partition plan. 
For more information see Hadawi (1957)  
 
2 1.33% was the Gaza strip which was under Egyptian control, and 21.1 % which became known as the West Bank 
(west bank of the Jordanian river) was under the Jordanian control. For more information see Hadawi (1957)  
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confined cities and villages in the West Bank area. The West Bank was divided into areas A, B, 

and C. Area A, controlled by the Palestinian National Authority (PNA) includes the urban 

centres and comprises 18% of the West Bank. Area B comprises 21% of the West Bank, it 

includes the rural areas, and it falls under both PNA and Israeli jurisdictions. Area C comprises 

61% of the West Bank, includes Israeli settlements, borders, military bases, and state lands 

(Harms & Ferry,2012; Farah,2016). Almost all the connections between Palestinian cities, towns, 

and villages are through Area C which Palestinians have no control over (Farah,2016). 

 

A few years after the signing of the Oslo Accords, the visit of the Israeli prime minister 

Ariel Sharon to Al-Haram Al-Sharif3 in Jerusalem on the 28th of September 2000 triggered 

demonstrations all over the West Bank area. This led to more political escalations and the 

emergence of the Second Intifada, also known as Al-Aqsa Intifada (in reference to Al-Haram Al-

Sharif). During the Second Intifada, the cities of the West Bank have entered a new geographical 

reality which further increased the fragmentation between Palestinian cities (Harms & Ferry, 

2012). Area C became an area of blockades, permanent and temporary checkpoints, and other 

forms of barriers. The result is the transformation of the West bank into confined islands floating 

in Area C, where the movement to and from these islands is controlled by Israel. The division of 

the West Bank into areas A, B, and C has created confined cities and villages. The control and 

siege imposed around the cities made it impossible to establish inter-connected social, economic, 

and cultural structures between the Palestinian cities. Cities in the north of the West Bank such 

as Qalqilya, Tulkarem, and Jenin are heavily impacted by the Israeli separation wall and 

closures, which have led to the loss of agricultural lands and an increase in unemployment. 

Nablus, a city that historically assumed a political, cultural, and industrial role in Palestine also 

suffers from continuous Israeli incursions, in addition to checkpoints, closures, and attacks from 

nearby Israeli settlers. East Jerusalem, a city of religious and historic significance to Palestinian 

Muslims and Christians, is controlled by Israel and inaccessible to Palestinians living in the West 

Bank. In the south of the West Bank, Bethlehem and Hebron are also confined with military 

checkpoints and nearby Israeli settlements that continue to cut off the Palestinian cities from 

each other (Ochp, 2015,2017a,2017b). Like the other cities in the West Bank, Ramallah and Al-

 
3 A religious site that Muslims refer to as “Al-Haram Al-Sharif” and includes several religious buildings enclosed 
by the walls and gates of the old city of Jerusalem. The site includes Al-Masjid Al-Aqsa and Dome of the Rock.  
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Bireh, located in the centre of the West Bank, are also besieged. Both cities are surrounded by 

Israeli settlements and checkpoints which limit their growth and separate them from nearby rural 

communities (Arij,2006).  

The transformations brought upon by the Israeli occupation have been examined 

extensively by many scholars who underline the close relationship between power and space in 

the Palestinian context. Such works examine the production of Palestinian spaces within a 

geopolitical lens that explores the impact of colonial and occupation practices in the Palestinian 

context (Falah & Flint,2004; Hanafi,2003; Pullan,2013; Weizman,2007). Works by Falah & Flint 

(2004) and Hanafi (2003) focus on the geographical dimension of the conflict and spatial 

regimes implemented by the Israeli military. Hanafi (2003) uses the term spacio-cide to describe 

Israeli measures that divide and isolate Palestinian territories, resulting in the destruction of 

Palestinian living spaces. The term coined by Hanafi highlights a spatial regime that not only 

aims to control and contain the Palestinian resistance but also targets the space itself as it erases 

the visible state of Palestine and disperses the people. However, while understanding the 

physical implications of the Israeli occupation of Palestine in the broader context is important, it 

is also important to understand how current physical transformations find their way in the 

everyday life inside the Palestinian city. This draws attention to another body of literature that 

examines cultural and social practices in light of the political practices that influence everyday 

spaces and life inside cities, villages, and refugee camps (Abourahme,2011; Hammami,2004; 

Harker,2014; Taraki,2006,2008a,2008b). 

 

In the book, Living Palestine, Taraki (2006) expands on the importance of cultural and 

social dimensions that have been given less attention in scholarly research, whereas the dominant 

focus remains on political economy and political institutions. 

 
The political-economy and political-agency approaches share a common shortcoming in that they 

do not render Palestinian lives very approachable or accessible…The internal dynamics, stresses, 

contradictions of the social groups and communities within which people live out their lives, or 

the sensibilities and subjectivities of individuals as they negotiate their mundane existence away 

from the barricades have not received much serious attention from most researchers (Taraki, 

2006, p. xi). 
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This study builds on this aspect and focuses on everyday social practices inside the twin 

cities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh. It offers an alternative way to look at the existing fragmentation 

and realise potential forms of individual and collective agency which provide continuity across 

the physical divide. The twin cities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh can provide this continuity, as they 

have become central not only to nearby villages and refugee camps but also to many other cities 

in the West Bank (Hilal,2015; Taraki,2008a,2008b). The centrality of Ramallah and Al-Bireh in 

relation to the broader context is accompanied by daily movements and activities that bring into 

contact people from different locations inside the twin cities (Aburahme,2009; Hilal, 2015; Paul, 

2013; Taraki,2006). The social interactions, appropriations of spaces, and other daily activities 

provide new possibilities for communications between people and reinforce meanings that are 

shared across different locations. The study of everyday practices in the twin cities of Ramallah 

and Al-Bireh provides an inside view of the city and reveals how ordinary people become social 

actors in various types of spaces in the city. The presence of people from different locations 

brings in different fragments of social experiences, memories, and political backgrounds which 

open up possibilities for establishing meaningful connections between the different cities, 

villages, and refugee camps. Such connections can contribute to larger networks and provide a 

model for transferring knowledge and influencing the larger scale as cities start to learn from 

each other. 

 

Research focus 

 

There is a need for research that explores the implications of the conflict on the everyday 

life of Palestinians living inside the cities where structures of the occupation are invisible, yet 

they impact the physical and social reality of the people inhabiting the city. Community building 

and social unity can occur alongside resistance acts. These activities are not as explicit as 

resistance acts but are essential for sustaining a Palestinian presence that is constantly being 

undermined by Israeli military measures. Therefore, this research contributes to expanding the 

focus on people’s daily experiences by affording a lens on the everyday public activities, which 

are not reduced to acts of resistance and direct responses to the structures of the military 

occupation. 
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There have been a number of studies that focus on the daily lives inside Palestinian cities 

and villages. Works by Hammami (2013) in Jerusalem, Abujidi (2014) in the old city of Nablus, 

and Hammad (2013) in Bel’in village highlight the agency of Palestinians in space and offer rich 

insights about everyday practices and resistance acts in contested locations. Works by 

Abourahme (2011), Hammami (2004), and Tawil-Souri (2009,2011) explore informal spaces 

that emerge in Israeli checkpoints and reveal how Palestinians transform these spaces into 

vibrant spaces that sustain everyday social and economic interactions. Nonetheless, the focus in 

these works remains on the binary relationship between Israeli control measures in space, and 

Palestinian tactical responses that aim to subvert these measures. Other studies examine the 

process of the production of public space and explore different types of public spaces in the city 

of Nablus (Abbas & Heur,2014; Bishawi et al.,2017; Zawawi et al.,2012). The study of Dawar 

Nablus conducted by Zawawi et al. (2012) focuses on power relations and resistance acts that 

produce and transform public spaces. Other studies conducted in open spaces (Bishawi et al., 

2015) and recreational parks (Abbas & Hear,2015) in Nablus city seek to identify practices and 

physical features in modern and traditional settings that can meet the privacy needs of women in 

public space. These studies offer rich insights about social and political acts that shape public 

space, especially in a Palestinian city that historically formed an important social, political, and 

economic centre. However, the studies remain limited to activities and groups within the 

boundaries of the city and do not draw connections to the broader context. 

 

The present research contributes to these works and offers a wider lens of the Palestinian 

everyday life by situating social practices in public life within a broader context that links 

between the micro and macro-environment. The macro refers to spatial experiences linked with 

historical, social, and political forces that operate on a wider level. The micro refers to the close 

relationship between people and space and the everyday experiences that occur at a small scale. 

The macro and micro inform one another and can help establish an understanding of how spaces 

are produced. The link between the macro and the micro recognises the agency of people in 

space and their own experiences that socially produce spaces and leave an impact on the macro- 

environment. Space cannot be understood in isolation from the macro-scale, in which meanings 

are produced beyond direct experiences. At the same time, direct experiences in space that 

operate on the micro-scale, can extend beyond their bounded geography, and influence the 
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macro-environment (Agnew,1987,2011; Manzo & Wolfe,1990). The centrality of the twin cities 

of Ramallah and Al-Bireh to the everyday life of many Palestinians from different locations 

offers opportunities in everyday public spaces that cannot be found in other cities as it offers 

links between the micro and macro-environments. The research explores public spaces located in 

the centre and the periphery including Area C; an essential area that links the twin cities with 

other Palestinian urban and rural communities and draws attention to the physical and social 

fragmentations that exist in the macro-environment in Palestine. The spaces in these different 

locations enclose movements, communications, and collaborations that operate on a micro-scale 

and are linked with economic, social, political, and historical forces that operate on a macro-

scale. 

 

Moreover, the research examines multiple types of public spaces that entail a wide 

spectrum of formal and informal operations that occur at a micro-scale and impact the macro- 

environment as they bring together various groups from different locations. The formal 

operations include management and design practices carried out by the municipality, local 

authorities, and designers in public spaces in the city. The informal operations include everyday 

practices carried out by men, women, rural, urban, and refugee camp residents that come into 

contact in public spaces in the city. Their presence and engagement in everyday activities bring 

new forms of agency that can leave an impact on the macro-environment. However, the current 

formal operations undermine the transformative impact introduced by informal operations, 

restrict the way spaces are used, and focus on activities that serve touristic and commercial ends. 

Public life has not only been compromised by Israeli military measures in the macro-

environment, but also by municipalities and local authorities that operate in the micro-

environment. There are lessons to be learned from the informal operations in everyday life, and 

this research identifies key variables that need to be translated into long-term solutions in the 

design and management of public space.  The research underlines the role of the municipality, 

local designers, and users in producing public spaces, and provides new ways to learn from the 

informal operations rather than work against them. This approach can create empowering 

conditions, trigger more agency in public space, and leave an impact on both the micro and 

macro- environments. 
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The focus on public space and the public life it supports provides opportunities for 

Palestinians to fight back and create interconnected spaces that assert a strong Palestinian 

presence in a fragmented geography. The shared activities in the public spaces of these cities can 

become pockets of power and social unity and can enable people from different generations and 

locations to become active agents as they transfer these experiences into their cities and villages. 

 

Relevant literature and Conceptual framework  

 

Public space has been the focus of many studies that draw attention to various dimensions 

that help us understand and analyse how public spaces are produced. The exploration of cultural, 

political, and historical dimensions that shape public space, especially in the Middle Eastern 

context offers rich insights into the changing role of the public space. Works by Rabbat (2012), 

Elsheshtawy (2009), and Mady (2012,2015) in Cairo and Beirut underline an important dialogue 

that needs to emerge between remembered public spaces and experienced public spaces that host 

a wide array of communal and political practices. The historical overview of public spaces in 

Palestine resonates with these studies and reveals the different roles that public space has 

acquired in support of meaningful political and social acts that bind Palestinians together. Works 

by Amiry (1987), Tamari (2012,2013), Shibli (2006), Taraki (2008a), Hammami (2004), Tawil-

Souri (2009) shed light on different types of public spaces that emerged in urban and rural 

communities during the Ottoman period, the British mandate, the Jordanian rule, the First 

Intifada, and the Second Intifada. These works foreground social and historical meanings that are 

strongly associated with public spaces in Palestine and continue to play a key role in supporting 

collective action and social solidarity. This enriches our understanding of public spaces in 

Palestine and opens up opportunities for examining a combination of social acts as well as 

political acts that challenge existing social and physical divisions. 

 

These readings of public space situate it within a wider lens that necessitates examining 

public life and the wide range of activities in the public sphere and public realm that support the 

formation of a public body. Theories explored by Habermas (1962/1989) and Arendt (1958) 

demonstrate the importance of political discourse in forming a public sphere that includes public 

interactions and discussions. Other scholars explored the notion of the public in relation to the 
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broad range of experiences that bring strangers together in a public realm (Lofland,1998; 

Oldenburg,1989; Sennett,1978,2010). Both the public sphere and the public realm expand our 

understanding of public space and allow us to move beyond the physical aspects and include an 

array of activities that bring people into contact and support public life. Works by Relph (1976) 

and Tuan (1977) elaborate on this aspect and draw attention to physical dimensions as well as 

activities that transform “neutral spaces” into “meaningful places” (Blumer,1969; Hayden,1995; 

Low,1992; Low,2000; Lawrence & Low,1990; Rapoport,1990; Relph,1976; Tuan,1977). These 

explorations resonate with the Palestinian context and connect with the work of the Palestinian 

author Edward Said (1986) which links Palestinian experiences with historical and social 

dimensions. Said’s (1986) work provides insights on Palestinian history and everyday life and 

highlights the importance of links to the past and social processes in providing a common ground 

for shared meanings that bring together a fragmented and displaced population. These two 

processes, links to the past and the social process, are explored in relation to physical dimensions 

and activities that imbue space with meaning.  

 

The first process, links to the past, entails experiences and memories that bring meaning 

to space and are supported by it. Hayden’s (1995) exploration of place memory emphasises the 

physical dimension and draws attention to ordinary landscapes that are essential for nurturing 

public memory. Swedenburg (1990), Abufarha (2008), and Ramadan (2009) identify symbolic 

physical elements that form an essential part of the Palestinian cultural imagery and support 

shared cultural and historical meanings. Other studies explore activities linked with place 

memory and demonstrate how rituals and social narrations provide a common ground for shared 

meanings to emerge in space (Bakshi,2014; Connerton,1989; Hayden,1995). These works reveal 

how physical elements and activities play an integral role in supporting collective memories and 

providing continuity between the present and the past.   

 

The second process, the social process, entails social interactions and networks that 

generate meaning in space. The exploration of these networks and the opportunities they offer 

for collective action is emphasised in studies of bonding and bridging social capital introduced 

by Putnam (2000) and De Souza Briggs (1997). Goffman (1971) provides vivid examples of 

activities that support bonding and bridging networks and demonstrates how supportive and 
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remedial interchanges bring positive values to social networks. Bayat (2010) explores the 

development of social networks between individuals and groups and emphasises the role of the 

physical setting and activities in supporting such networks. Similarly, works by Jacobs 

(1992/1961), Gehl (1987/1971) and Alexander et al. (1977) focus on the physical dimension in 

relation to social interactions and identify different elements and activities that support repeated 

use of space and increase its social vitality.  

 

The importance of both activities and physical elements in eliciting meaning in space 

draws attention to the complex interactions between users and the physical setting and underlines 

the role of people as agents in shaping space and bringing meaning to it. The concept of agency 

is addressed in relation to both activities and the physical setting. Bayat’s (2010) work draws 

attention to the agency associated with everyday practices that are often unnoticed, yet they gain 

their power from the way they are practised collectively in everyday life. Similarly, De Certeau’s 

(1984) investigation of everyday practices helps us understand agency in relation to tactical 

practices that elude control and provide alternative possibilities in space. In addition to the 

activities carried out in public space, the materiality of public space remains an important aspect 

that provides opportunities for agency. McFarlane (2011), Norberg-Schulz (1971), and Bayat 

(2010) expand our understanding of the physical dimensions and introduce relational properties 

to space that open up more possibilities for interactions between different components. Franck & 

Stevens (2007) underline physical elements that are equipped with transformative capabilities, 

and thereby support the agency of users in space. The examination of activities and physical 

dimensions in relation to agency draws attention to formal and informal operations that are 

linked with agency and are intrinsic in the making of a meaningful public space. This is further 

emphasised in the work of AlSayyad & Roy (2004) that examines the relationship between the 

formal and informal as a set of transactions that are linked together in the process of producing 

spaces and providing opportunities for agency in space (Awan et al.,2011; McFarlane,2011; 

Mitchell & Tang,2018; Roy,2015; Simone, 2004,2008).  

 

These different studies bring to the fore processes and components that formed a basis for 

developing a conceptual framework to understand and analyse public space. The “physical” 

dimension is a key element that has an impact on the emergence of meanings and activities in 
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space. The different range of public “activities” also play an essential role in asserting meanings 

and creating supportive environments. The concept of “agency” links the “activities” with the 

“physical” dimension and permits the emergence of activities in space. The interactions between 

these three components are linked with historical and social processes that elicit meanings in 

public space. Furthermore, these interactions draw attention to both the formal and informal 

operations that feed into one another and facilitate agency in space. The review of the literature 

and the conceptual framework expand our understanding of public space to include different 

types of processes that are conducive to meaningful encounters and connections. Moreover, this 

reading of public space underlines emancipatory practices carried out by many Palestinians in 

everyday spaces and puts forward the role of Palestinians as agents who refuse to be subjected to 

measures of control and improvise new ways to transform spatial realities. Such spaces might not 

agree with the municipality’s view of public space, but they emphasise the evolving nature of 

public space and the informal operations that support it. More importantly, the combination of 

Western and Middle Eastern studies examined in the literature review offers a new reading of 

public spaces in Palestine that recognises the value of cultural meanings in modern and historical 

public spaces. The Western design approaches that have dominated the region after successive 

colonial regimes have compromised cultural meanings in public space. Further, the Western 

influence is still present in the Palestinian context, not only through the continuous presence of 

external powers but also through the residual of Western models of public spaces and design 

policies that have accumulated over the different historical periods. This necessitates examining 

Western literature in relation to public space and connecting these insights with the communal 

practices that transformed the ‘Western’ public space in Palestine. Examining these aspects not 

only helps us understand the disjuncture between traditional and Western approaches in public 

space design but can help provoke a dialogue between traditional and Western approaches and 

shift attention to local knowledge production in the design and management of public space. 

Moreover, examining Western concepts in relation to the Palestinian context can inspire future 

adaptive approaches in design that preserve cultural meanings and at the same time adapt to the 

transformations and new meanings introduced to the Palestinian context. These aspects need to 

be addressed in relation to existing and new public spaces and need to inform design and 

management practices carried out in public space. 
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Research methodology 

 

This study seeks to broaden the understanding of the public space in Palestine by 

exploring a wide range of public spaces in the twin cities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh. The 

research methodology is based on an ethnographic approach that involves deep engagement with 

daily activities carried out in public spaces in the twin cities. The first phase of the study is based 

on city walks that are informed by everyday movements as well as planned events and activities 

in city spaces. This phase includes informal encounters, casual conversations, and mental 

mapping activities in city spaces. The findings of this phase emphasise people’s own experiences 

and engagement with city spaces, and how meanings are formed in these spaces. This phase 

establishes a better understanding of different types of public spaces, and the wide variety of 

activities that shape public life. The findings also reveal important themes that are shared across 

multiple spaces and support important meanings that are shared in the local and broader context. 

The second phase is an in-depth study of four cases, and it includes observations, mental maps, 

and semi-structured interviews. The tools used in this phase provide rich and deep descriptions 

of people’s experiences and agency in the spaces.  The findings of this phase emphasise people’s 

agency in public space, the everyday tactics they employ, the opportunities they capture, and the 

challenges they face. The methodological approach followed in this study looks beyond the 

physical materiality of public spaces to incorporate relational aspects, historical dimensions, 

social processes, and people’s agency in public space. It investigates a combination of formal 

and informal operations that are often overlooked and are essential in supporting shared 

meanings and establishing connections between the micro and macro-environments.    

 

Research Questions 

 

• What are the types of public spaces that exist in the Palestinian city in relation to public 

life inside the city? 

• How to identify and support social practices and physical features that produce 

meaningful public space and link people together at the intimate micro-scale and the 

more extensive macro-scale? 

 



 

 

13 

Research Objectives 

 

• Understand the spatial dimensions of the Palestinian/Israeli conflict and how these 

dimensions continuously reshape spatial experiences. 

• Examine the formal and informal operations in relation to the meanings they bring to 

space and the opportunities they provide for users’ agency. 

• Explore the relationship between the physical features, agency, and meaningful activities 

to create opportunities for linking people together at different levels, micro and macro 

scale. 

• Identify variables that are key for supporting social unity in the public setting and can 

guide future practices in the design and management of public space. 

 

Thesis structure 

 

The thesis is divided into eight chapters. It starts with an introduction that presents an 

overview of the research context, research focus, research methodology, relevant literature and 

conceptual framework, and research questions and objectives. The first chapter, Locating public 

space, reflects on historical, social, and political dimensions that influence the nature of public 

space and the different roles it assumes. The chapter builds on examples from different cities in 

the Middle East and addresses the relationship between the present and the past. The chapter also 

explores transformations in public spaces in Palestine over time and emphasises past and present 

experiences that continue to dominate public life in Palestine.  The second chapter, Public 

spaces, Meaningful places, explores theoretical works relevant to the research inquiry to develop 

a better understanding of what constitutes public space and develop a conceptual framework to 

guide the direction of the research. The chapter looks beyond the physical features of space and 

focuses on processes that reveal how meanings are formed in public space. The conceptual 

framework builds on these different aspects and addresses historical and social processes that are 

closely linked with ongoing interactions between physical elements, activities, and agency in 

space. The processes and interactions illustrated in the conceptual framework underline formal 

and informal operations in public space and emphasise everyday experiences that bring meaning 

to space. The third chapter, Research methodology, focuses on the research design and methods 
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that are used in different stages of the research. The methodology is based on an ethnographic 

approach that centres around human experiences and their engagement with space. The chapter 

sets out the two phases of the fieldwork and demonstrates the different tools that were employed 

to provide detailed insights into the spatial experiences. The fourth chapter, Seeking meaningful 

public spaces in the twin cities, presents the findings of the first phase of the research study and 

identifies the types of public spaces that exist in the twin cities. The public spaces are grouped 

into six categories that explore activities in the public realm and public sphere in relation to the 

meanings they bring to space. The findings provide a new way of reading public spaces in the 

city and uncover micro-operations driven by everyday activities in a wide range of planned and 

unplanned public spaces. The fifth chapter, Between the formal and informal, examines themes 

that emerged across the different types of public spaces explored in Chapter 4. The themes draw 

connections between formal and informal operations in public space and emphasise informal 

operations that are essential in bringing meanings to space. The themes highlight physical 

elements and activities that support social processes and historical meanings in public space. 

This guided the selection of the cases for the in-depth study that examines the processes and 

interactions that produce meaningful public spaces.  

 

The sixth chapter, An introduction to the selected cases, provides an overview of the four 

cases selected for the in-depth study. The chapter focuses on the design process and other formal 

operations carried out in these spaces. It demonstrates how spaces are planned for and envisioned 

from the municipal level, and also underlines the role of local designers and managers in the 

design and development of public space. The seventh chapter, People shaping public spaces, 

examines the findings of the second phase in relation to the components and processes illustrated 

in the conceptual framework of this research. The chapter underlines sets of activities and 

physical features that enable users to actively shape public space and elicit meanings that support 

social processes and historical dimensions. The first set includes synchronised activities and 

supportive physical elements that restore the order of space and time and provide connections 

between present and past experiences in the city. The second set includes activities connecting 

outwards and relational physical elements that facilitate collaborations across diverse groups and 

provide a basis for collective action. The last set includes activities recovering history and 
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symbolic physical elements that provide a framework for retrieval of historical meanings and 

narratives. 

 

The eighth chapter, Learning from the informal, draws connections between the main 

findings of the research and the current formal operations carried out in public spaces. This 

chapter brings to attention apparent contradictions between formal operations implemented by 

the municipality and informal operations carried out by users in space.  The chapter addresses 

these contradictions and focuses on key variables that are essential in the production of 

meaningful public spaces and can guide future design and management practices in public spaces 

in Palestine. Finally, the Conclusion of this thesis reflects on the research questions and 

demonstrates how the findings of this research offer new insights about the different types of 

public spaces in Palestine and the combination of formal and informal operations that exist in 

these spaces. The chapter demonstrates the implications of the findings on future research and 

design practices in this area and draws attention to design and management approaches that 

support the informal operations and the empowering conditions they create. The findings of this 

research can be used to improve conditions in existing spaces, and design new spaces that 

connect users inside the city and beyond it.  
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Chapter 1 

Locating public space: Reflecting on historical, social, and political 

dimensions  
 

This chapter examines the nature of public space in Palestine and highlights historical, 

social, and political dimensions that shape public spaces. The first section of this chapter, A 

dialogue between the present and the past, builds on different examples from the Middle East to 

address challenges facing public spaces in the present context. It underlines key aspects that need 

to be addressed in the design of public space and provides possibilities for reconciling the 

present and the past. The second section, The changing role of public space in Palestine, 

examines social and political changes that transformed the role of public space in Palestine, and 

draws connections between the present and the past, specifically in the twin cities of Ramallah 

and Al-Bireh.    

 

1.1 A dialogue between the present and the past  

 

Many of the studies that focus on public space in the Middle Eastern context emphasise 

cultural, social, political, and economic transformations that contributed to the changing form 

and role of public space. These studies form part of a larger debate that questions Western 

models of public spaces that are imposed in Middle Eastern cities and overlook cultural and 

social meanings which existed in the traditional cities. The political changes and colonial powers 

that dominated the Middle East influenced the social and spatial organisation of the cities, and 

also the way public spaces operate.  

 

In his exploration of public spaces in Egypt, Rabbat (2012) draws connections between 

the remembered public space (the mosque) and the imported public space (the plaza/square) to 

underline historical, spatial, and functional features that constitute public space. The mosque was 

a space for political action, social meetings, and religious practices that allowed citizens to 

exercise their rights to the city. Rabbat builds on Al-Nayhum’s (1991) book, Islam in captivity: 

Who stole the mosque and where did Friday disappear, and reveals how the mosque served as a 

central public space in the traditional Middle Eastern cities.  
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… [I]ts undifferentiated and nonhierarchical space and the polyvalence of that space which could 

serve for prayer, communal congregation, learning, and even political gathering…the mosque was 

the premier public space in the Islamic city, the equivalent of the agora in the ancient Greek city 

and the public square in the medieval Western city (Rabbat,2012, p.199).  

 

The newly imported squares and plazas introduced by colonial powers were accompanied 

by political and social changes that diminished the role of the mosque in public life. In addition 

to that, the squares and plazas were conceived as foreign elements that were disconnected from 

the local history and traditions in the Middle Eastern cities. They were also introduced as 

elements of control that enabled colonial powers to facilitate military movements and monitor 

public gatherings. These transformations caused the decline of public space in Middle Eastern 

cities as both the remembered and imposed public spaces stopped providing civic functions in 

the city. However, Rabbat also demonstrates how plazas and squares gained meanings and 

assumed new roles as they became public spaces for demonstrations and confrontation with the 

colonial power. Decades later, these meanings were reactivated again in the demonstrations that 

occurred in Egypt in 2011 and entailed political and social activities in both the remembered 

public space (mosque) and the imported public space (square). For Rabbat, the political activities 

and demonstrations carried out in the modern square and the historic mosque offer new 

possibilities to bridge between the present and the past and restore the historical role and social 

functions associated with public spaces in the Middle Eastern cities.  

 

Similarly, in his study of a square located between Al’Rifa’i Mosque and Sultan Hassan 

Square in Cairo, Elsheshtawy (2006) highlights more possibilities to bring back meaningful 

traditional activities that existed in historical public spaces and have disappeared from the city. 

His work emphasises both existing historical and modern features that create a lively public 

space and bring together different members of the nearby community. The square forms an 

extension of Mohammad Ali Street and connects to a historic mosque and a historic religious 

Islamic school. The area was originally a traffic corridor for cars, which offered limited 

pedestrian access between the street and existing historic buildings. The design of the square 

aims to create a pedestrian-friendly tourist space that connects with the nearby historical sites. 

However, the permeability between the square and the nearby neighbourhood has opened up the 
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space for the nearby community, and the square became a social space for everyday activities, 

social gatherings, and communal celebrations (weddings, Islamic celebrations). Nearby vendors 

appropriate the square to sell their products, men use it as an alternative to the traditional coffee 

shop, and families use it for recreational activities. Elsheshtawy demonstrates how meaningful 

events that used to exist in the traditional cities have reappeared again in the square. The 

traditional coffee shops, the street markets, and the shared communal spaces that formed central 

public spaces in the old city have disappeared from the present urban fabric, but the activities 

and meanings they support remain present and are re-inscribed into spaces that provide traces of 

history. Elsheshtawy emphasises how the access to historical sites and the modern design of the 

square provide continuity between the present and the past and bring back essential activities and 

meanings that support the local community.   

 

Access to history in public spaces has also been explored in several cases in the city of 

Beirut. In her investigation of pre-war and post-war public spaces in Beirut, Mady (2012,2015) 

looks into temporary public spaces that emerged in parking lots, underneath bridges, and in 

vacant lands. The activities carried out in these spaces include informal markets, community 

gatherings, and other forms of informal appropriations.  Mady’s exploration reveals that these 

spaces emerged because of the need for open public spaces that disappeared from the city. The 

new planned public spaces in Beirut are spaces of consumerism that replaced open public spaces 

and historical markets and streets that used to host meaningful social gatherings. The activities 

that emerged in the temporary public spaces bring back memories of erased historical public 

spaces and also address the changes in the present situation. Mady reveals how it is essential to 

revive social practices of the past, and thereby reactivate the shared daily rhythms and collective 

habits that brought people together in the public space.  

 
What is one aim to be achieved through the public spaces after the war? One would be to allow for 

an aesthetic experience for different users and accommodate various memories of spaces that could 

help heal splintered identities, acknowledging the copresence of differences, reassemble fragments 

and stitch across divide (Mady,2015, p.18).  
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Even though many of the historic places that hosted these social practices have been eroded, yet 

social practices are as important as the physical space in bringing meanings and generating 

memories that enable the public to reconcile between the present and the past.   

 

In Palestine, the work of Bishawi et al. (2015), draws comparisons between public spaces 

in the old city of Nablus and modern public spaces outside the boundary of the old city. The 

work emphasises spatial features in the old city that are more responsive to privacy needs and 

social norms. This includes courtyards, irregular forms, winding streets, screened windows, and 

usable rooftops. The work emphasises how the planning and organisation of traditional public 

spaces that were carried out by the micro-communities were strongly connected to social and 

cultural values. By contrast, the new planning practices that are implemented by the municipality 

impose new values that contradict with the cultural values and social norms and thereby forcing 

users to modify spaces and change their behaviour in the open spaces in the city. Moreover, a 

recent study of Al-Manara square as a cultural, economic, and political centre for the twin cities 

of Ramallah and al-Bireh draws attention to urban developments that erased the open spaces in 

the city centre and also reduced the liveability of the city centre. In their analysis of the city 

centre, Awad et al. (2018) demonstrate how the rapid urban growth that occurred between the 

1980s and 2010 has drastically diminished the open spaces in the city centre and transformed the 

area around the square from a vibrant social centre into a chaotic one. The authors call for a more 

unified approach that utilises existing historical buildings in the centre and also supports public 

life around the square to bring back social vitality. 

All these different examples emphasise the importance of the historical dimension to 

understand the nature of public space and also identify possibilities for future opportunities in 

producing public spaces that support shared meanings and social values. The next section will 

examine these aspects in the Palestinian context and interrogate the changing role of public 

spaces in the twin cities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh. 

 

1.2 The changing role of public space in Palestine 

 

Public spaces in Palestine share similarities with other countries in the Middle East, at the 

same time, the political and social transformations in Palestine produced distinct types of public 
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spaces that set them apart from other Middle Eastern countries. This section identifies different 

historical, cultural, and political aspects related to public spaces in Palestine with a detailed focus 

on the twin cities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh. It situates the twin cities within a wider context to 

formulate an understanding of public space and the role it plays in the Palestinian context.  

 

1.2.1 The early Ottoman period 

 

Like other cities in the Middle East, traditional Palestinian cities and villages shared 

similar social and spatial organisations that were strongly governed by religious and social rules. 

Up until the mid-18th century, during the Ottoman period, the basic structure of the urban built 

environment in many of the cities across the empire shared similar organisational features that 

focused on both the community and family (Lapidus,1973). Palestinian cities, such as Nablus, 

followed a hierarchal order of public, semi-public, and private spaces that prevented direct 

contact between the private family residential quarters and the public communal spaces.  

The dense residential quarters were organised around family clans and included several 

residential units clustered around a central courtyard. The residential quarters played an integral 

role in creating strong “social units” that emerged from social bonds between members of the 

extended families that shared the same residential quarter (Bianca,2000; Lapidus,1973; 

Raymond,2008).  

 

On a wider level, the communal public spaces supported social unity between members 

of the community, mainly male members, through the economic, religious, political, and social 

activities that were carried out in these spaces. The main communal spaces included the mosque 

and the central market. The two spaces were often paired together in the centre of the city and 

formed the centre of public life. The mosque included an open courtyard that formed a space for 

everyday social meetings, religious practices, and political gatherings (Bianca,2000; Raymond, 

2008).  Equally important was the central market that combined economic activities with social 

gatherings, and also connected the local community with merchants and residents from other 

cities. The central public spaces were connected through a network of streets that changed in 

width and direction to regulate the connections between the main public spaces, the main gates 

of the city, and the private residential quarters. To ensure privacy, the streets connecting private 
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residences were narrower and were often privatised by the residents. By contrast, the streets 

connecting the public spaces functioned with high permeability and were constantly appropriated 

by merchants who used different parts of the street to display their merchandise (Bianca,2000; 

Raymond,2008).  

 

The villages had a different structure from the city and were not circumscribed by walls 

that defined their boundaries. Both Ramallah and Al-Bireh were villages that shared a similar 

structure to other Palestinian villages. The village core formed an inner ring that was composed 

of private clustered residential units (Ahwash) and public communal spaces. The village core was 

surrounded by a ring that consisted of springs and land plots (Hawakeer). The outer ring, that 

circumscribes the springs and land plots, consisted of farmlands and agricultural fields (Arraf, 

1985; Amiri,1987). Similar to cities, the culture of privacy dominated the structure of the village, 

and the relationship between private residences and the public communal spaces was regulated 

through a series of streets and spaces with varying degrees of privacy. The public spaces of the 

village included the mosque, the village plaza (Sahet El-Balad), and the guest house (Madafeh).  

Both the guest house and the village plaza were closely connected and supported public meetings 

and public ceremonies. The mosque functioned similarly and supported religious and social 

gatherings. Thus, these public spaces were communal spaces that supported political and social 

functions and were used by all-male members of the village. Unlike women in the city, the 

women in the villages had more access to communal spaces and were not confined to their 

homes. These communal spaces included the narrow streets between the residential quarters, 

holy shrines (Maqam), and nearby springs (Amiri, 1987). The holy shrine was a burial site for 

holy men or regional saints that was located outside the village core and was used by men and 

women daily or on specific seasons. The visit to the shrine was a shared communal event that 

included offerings and family feasts that were held around the shrine. The springs were used 

frequently by women who socialised together in this space as they performed domestic as well as 

agricultural tasks (Amiri,1987). 

 

Despite the differences between the city and the village, they shared similar traits in 

relation to the organisation and the formation of spaces that centred around the community and 

the family. Streets, markets, mosques, holy shrines, open courts, and natural sites formed 
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communal public spaces that supported different types of religious and social gatherings for both 

men and women. Both cities and villages demonstrate a rather complex urban fabric that could 

not be reduced to only public and private spaces. The traditional architecture in these 

communities revealed a combination of semi-private or semi-public spaces, such as streets and 

courtyards, that allowed fluid forms of interactions between women and men, and between locals 

and outsiders (Bishawi et al.,2017; Abbas & Heur,2014; Abu-Lughod,1987; Amiry,1987). It is 

also worth noting that both cities and villages did not include administrative buildings and most 

of the decision-making in relation to building and planning was a product of micro-operations 

carried out by the residents and family clans which formed the basic “social unit” of the city and 

village (Bianca,2000; Bishawi et al.,2017; Hakim,2008).  

 

1.2.2 The Ottoman modernity 

 

The major turning point that redefined the urban patterns and public spaces in Palestine 

occurred during the second half of the 20th century, also known as Ottoman modernity. This 

period involved more investments in the urban development of the regional cities across the 

Ottoman empire. This included setting up public institutions, secular civic spaces, public 

monuments, state infrastructures, and military facilities in these cities (Tamari,2013; Weber, 

2002). Initially, urban developments appeared in major cities such as Beirut and Damascus; 

Palestine was excluded as it was considered a periphery region of the Ottoman state. However, 

after the loss of the Egyptian territory during 1831-1841, the Ottoman state shifted its attention 

towards Palestine to protect its periphery southern regions (Tamari,2012,2013; Weber,2002). 

During this period, the Ottoman state implemented new urban practices which had an impact not 

only on the built environment but also on the social structures in cities and rural areas.  

 

The period of Ottoman modernity entailed a more centralised ruling system that focused 

on implementing laws across the empire. The land reforms and municipalities’ law played a 

significant role in the emergence of municipalities and granted them the power to regulate land 

use and confiscate lands for public use (Lafi,2008). However, the main focus was on taxation of 

lands, and laws were not fully implemented especially in rural communities in Palestine. As a 

result, shared ownership of lands and informal social control of public life continued to dominate 
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the Palestinian villages (Amiri,1987). Nevertheless, the new administrative laws and networks 

established by the Ottoman state had a greater impact on cities and weakened communal and 

social practices that gave priority to privacy and the personalisation of spaces. New leisure 

activities started to emerge outside the boundaries of the historic core, and in many of these 

activities, there was no concern for privacy. Examples included family and group picnics to Ein 

el Far’a and Ein Fawar, and football matches in the newly established residential neighbourhood 

of Wadi El-Joz in Jerusalem (Tamari,2013).  

 

Furthermore, the increased centralisation of the Ottoman government demanded the 

provision of sites that would support the state presence, and this led to the emergence of public 

plazas in Palestinian cities (Tamari,2012; Tamari,2013; Weber,2002). Clock towers with plazas 

were established in several Palestinian cities, including Jerusalem, Jaffa, Haifa, Akko, and 

Nablus. The plazas were used for political announcements, ceremonial celebrations, cultural 

events, and military displays (Tamari,2012,2013).  The clock towers were built in strategic 

locations so that people from all neighbourhoods can see and feel the presence of the new order 

brought upon by Ottoman modernity (Wishnitzer,2015). Moreover, social events and rituals were 

carried out in plazas and other public open spaces connected to mosques and churches. These 

public spaces served as a shared religious and civic space for people coming together and 

celebrating different religious and cultural practices (Mazza,2015). Examples of these rituals 

include the annual pilgrimage to the shrine of Nabi Rubin, Nabi Mousa procession, Easter 

Sunday, and Saturday Holy Fire. Even though many of these practices were essentially religious 

ceremonies, yet the state transformed them into seasonal secular practices that would involve the 

wider public regardless of their religious background (Tamari,2012,2013). The state continued to 

support religious processions and rituals by constructing more holy shrines near rural areas in 

different parts of Palestine. The holy shrines aimed to generate more movement and connections 

between rural and urban areas. The remote location of the holy shrines guaranteed a regular 

movement of rural residents and urban residents between the lands. The strategic locations of 

these structures created a strong connection between rural and urban communities as residents 

from different villages and cities travelled on foot to visit the holy shrines. In some locations, 

people were able to maintain a visual connection with other nearby holy shrines and used to light 

fire to signify an incoming threat or danger in the area. The Ottoman army accompanied rural 
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and urban residents in these rituals and used these rituals as opportunities for protecting remote 

territories against unforeseen attacks from the crusaders (Shawamreh, expert interview, 

September 2018). 

 

The new forms of movements supported by rituals, holy shrines, plazas (as meeting 

points), and the new infrastructure introduced during this period broke the isolation that existed 

between rural communities. As a result, many villages started to establish connections beyond 

the village and to play more active roles within the wider context.  In the early 20th century, 

Ramallah started to become a central town that served over 30 nearby villages, and in 1908 it 

established its municipality under Ottoman rule (Aljoubeh & Basharah,2002; Shibli,2006). 

During that time, shops and mobile vendors emerged in a linear pattern along the east edge 

outside the village core. They served as a local market for nearby villages, and thereby creating a 

new public space in the village that supported economic and social activities between different 

villages (Grant,1921). Al-Bireh, on the other hand, remained a rural town for a longer period. 

Even though it had its rural council in 1923 (during the British mandate), it was not until 1952 

(during the Jordanian rule) until it established its municipal council (Aljoubeh & Basharah,2002; 

Awad et al.,2018). Even though the Ottoman state established public parks in major cities in the 

empire such as Beirut, Damascus, and Aleppo. However, it did not invest in the design and 

planning of public parks in Palestinian cities and villages. This is because Palestinian cities were 

much smaller in size in comparison to other cities in the empire (Tamari,2012,2013). Another 

explanation suggests that Palestinian cities and villages were closely connected with agricultural 

lands. In this respect, residents had access to nature and green space in its raw forms such as the 

orchards of vineyards in Hebron, fields of orange groves in Jaffa, and olive tree fields and 

springs in Ramallah and Al-Bireh (Tamari,2012,2013). People organised leisure and communal 

activities in the fields and natural sites, and these events became seasonal practices that brought 

people together.  
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1.2.3 The British Mandate 

 

After the British mandate took control over Palestine in 1917, the new colonial power 

that ruled Palestine employed architecture and planning to assert its presence and implement a 

new order and form of control in urban life.  At the beginning of the British Mandate, Jerusalem 

was the main focus for many of the planning schemes.  The British planners and officials found 

it difficult to regulate the public and private spaces in the old city of Jerusalem. The old city 

consisted of many private spaces that were used as private-common spaces and shared by people 

from extended families and from the same neighbourhood (Roberts,2013). Even though the 

British mandate introduced laws and policies that aimed to set clear boundaries between private 

and public spaces, people’s way of life and their daily movements continued to blur these 

boundaries in support of a collective and shared way of life (Roberts,2013).  

 

Nevertheless, British architects and city planners developed several plans to protect the 

historical and religious significance of the city, and also erase traces of the Ottoman empire- 

which included tearing down the clock tower in Jerusalem (Tamari,2011). The British policies in 

urban spaces at that time had an impact on shifting the nature of the social processions and 

practices that existed during the Ottoman era (Mazza,2015). The British mandate focused on 

affirming the biblical history and religious identity of Jerusalem and sponsored many religious 

rituals in an attempt to establish a stronger religious identity for the city. This, in turn, created 

strong ethnic and religious alliances that dissolved the sense of wholeness in the society and 

subdivided the communitarian practices that were once synchronised under Ottoman rule. The 

open public spaces and plazas became confrontation points that involved political 

demonstrations that transformed into violent clashes with the colonial power (Mazza,2015, 

Tamari,2011). 

 

Moreover, the British mandate introduced land laws that aimed to break down communal 

agricultural practices in villages and exercise more control over land.  During the British 

mandate, both Ramallah and Al-Bireh underwent urban transformations that started breaking 

down the social units and shared spaces in the village and encouraging expansion beyond the 

village core. In the 1930s, new constructions started to appear outside the village core (see Fig 1-
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1), and single house residences started to appear in the surrounding agricultural lands (Awad et 

al.,2018). The two villages expanded more and were brought close when the British Mandate 

installed a light pole that connected them both to the electric grid and street lighting system. The 

location of the light pole became the new centre for both Ramallah and Al-Bireh that replaced 

the centre of the village. Al-Manara, which means lighthouse in Arabic, was the name given to 

the location of that new centre (Shibli,2006).  Furthermore, the British authorities concentrated 

administrative buildings around Al-Manara and constructed streets radiating from that centre to 

facilitate the movement of military vehicles (Shibli,2006).  

 

 In 1936, the British constructed three transmission radio towers in Al-Bireh, one 

kilometre away from Al-Manara. The transmission towers marked the beginning of the first radio 

broadcast in Palestine. This was followed by the construction of a new administrative compound 

in the same area, and it included a prison and administrative offices.  

 

Ramallah 
Village   Al-Bireh 

Village 
 

Al-Manara 
 

Fig 1-1 Ramallah and Al-Bireh, 1940’s 
Map was reproduced by researcher based on maps available on Palestine Open Maps, 2018 
https://palopenmaps.org/?fbclid=IwAR3JxYSUVlgHSSN1zc_cCOf0_WKshCNOH7cEduN6mur1Rj7wtb7LvbgN8IY#/about 
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The new constructions were at the expense of agricultural lands, and thus disrupted the 

organisation of communal spaces that were linked with activities and movements between the 

village core and the surrounding agricultural lands. The master plans introduced during the 

British mandate included changing land use to accommodate more streets and multi-purpose 

buildings. This included the construction of commercial buildings and a central market on the 

east edge of the village core in Ramallah (Abu-Rayya,1980). The British mandate also 

introduced a new category of land, state lands, or public land, which enabled the colonial power 

to exercise more control over the land instead of creating public projects (Khamaisi,1997,2004). 

The British proposed plans to establish two parks in existing woodlands outside the village core 

of Ramallah: the first in the south (Al-Qadura area), and the second in the east (Al-Harajeh area). 

However, those plans were never implemented, and the focus remained on beautifying the streets 

with trees and encouraging residents to plant trees in the gardens of their newly built single 

house residences (Qadura,1954). 

 

The laws and planning decisions introduced during the British mandate had a clear 

impact on public life in Ramallah and Al-Bireh. The new municipalities’ law of 1934 and the 

Planning code law of 1936 provided a basis for local governments to issue regulations and 

administer public life, and thereby taking away power from the local bodies in the communities 

of villages and cities (Khamaisi,2004). The local municipalities had limited roles and plans, and 

decisions needed to be approved by the British higher planning commission and the district 

planning commission. During the British mandate, Ramallah municipality issued regulations for 

public facilities, building permits, and other services provided by the municipality (see Appendix 

F). The 1941 regulation issued by Ramallah municipality includes several clauses that aim to 

regulate public life in streets and markets (Al-Muqtafi,1995). One article states specifically that 

streets must be clear from any obstruction, and that no vendor is permitted to use the sidewalk 

without the permission of the municipality. The different laws and urban developments 

introduced during that period operated at multiple levels to create a clear division between public 

and private spaces to achieve more control over cities and villages, break down shared 

communal spaces and also diminish the role of local communities in regulating public life.  
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1.2.4 The Jordanian Rule 

 

After the war in 1948 (Al-Nakba), the West 

Bank area fell under Jordanian rule which lasted 

until 1967. The influx of refugees into the West 

Bank changed the nature of cities and villages in 

the Palestinian context and introduced new forms 

of spaces. Refugee camps appeared in different 

cities in the West Bank and introduced a new urban 

fabric and temporal spaces which were 

overwhelmed with a strong sense of uncertainty 

about the future of a displaced population 

(Abourahme,2011).  The refugee camps introduced 

new relationships into the city space through daily 

movements and gradual encroachments that spilled 

into the nearby city spaces. 

  

During the Jordanian rule, Ramallah  

and Al-Bireh started growing into cities to 

accommodate the incoming refugees. Both cities 

included Al-Amari refugee camp (in Al-Bireh) and Qadura refugee camp (in Ramallah) that 

housed Palestinian refugees from coastal cities. Ramallah and Al-Bireh also housed refugees 

inside their urban fabric, which encouraged more urban growth inside the cities 

(Taraki,2008a,2008b). The population growth was accompanied by new public projects 

including schools, hospitals, and a central market (in Al-Bireh).  The influx of refugees led to an 

urban expansion away from the historic village cores bringing both villages into physical 

proximity towards the new centre of which became known as Al-Manara square (see Fig 1-3).  

 

 

Fig 1-2 Movement of Palestinian refugees after 1948. 
Map was reproduced by researcher based on Al-
Husseini,2013 
https://books.openedition.org/ifpo/5014 
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A Jordanian census conducted in 1953 revealed that 67% of Ramallah residents were 

refugees (Shaheen,1982). It is also worth noting that before the war of 1948, there was a flow of 

emigration of the residents of both Ramallah and Al-Bireh to North America. With the outbreak 

of the war, many of them did not return, specifically the ones who resided in Ramallah (Abdel 

Jawad,2009; Taraki & Giacaman,2006; Shaheen,1982). Al-Bireh was a different case, as most of 

the residents who emigrated were male members of the family. The male family members 

continued to financially support their families in Al-Bireh and eventually returned to Al-Bireh 

(Abdel Jawad,2009). Ramallah became characterised as a more liberal, heterogeneous, and 

tolerant city that brings together Muslims and Christians, native and refuges, townspeople and 

peasants (Taraki,2008a). By contrast, Al-Bireh maintained its rural identity that centred around 

family clans (Taraki,2008a).  Nonetheless both Ramallah and Al-Bireh started growing more 

rapidly beyond the historic core, and new types of public spaces started to replace the intimate 

communal spaces that existed in the old city.  City parks emerged as a new type of public space, 

and they provided leisure activities for families. Both and Ramallah and Al-Bireh municipalities 

established their own city parks in addition to other city parks located along Jaffa Street near Al-

Manara square (Issa & Joudeh,2014). The new urban growth was directed towards Al-Manara 

square, which included commercial and multi-purpose buildings that grew in a linear pattern 

towards the city square. In the historic core of Ramallah, many buildings were demolished to 

facilitate the construction of a bus station and new streets that offer connections to the new 

expansion beyond the historic core (Issa & Joudeh,2014). The urban growth of Ramallah and Al-

Bireh started attracting more investments and touristic projects including, hotels, restaurants, and 

Fig 1-3 The historic cores & centres of the twin cities: The historic cores which formed the original centre 
for each city. 
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cafés (Awad et al.,2018; Issa & Joudeh,2014). Ramallah was referred to as a touristic village that 

attracted people from the West Bank as well as neighbouring Arab countries.  

 

Moreover, the Jordanian rule made amendments to the municipality law and issued a new 

law that centralised the power within the higher planning commission, and thereby limiting the 

power of the municipality. Al-Bireh established its municipality during the Jordanian rule and, in 

1957, it issued regulations regarding the use of public space. Similar to the regulations issued by 

Ramallah municipality during the British mandate, Al-Bireh municipality also prohibited the use 

of streets by vendors. Moreover, with the emergence of city parks as a new type of public space, 

Al-Bireh municipality also issued regulations that provided details about acceptable behaviour in 

city parks. The regulations state clearly that users are not allowed to climb trees, hunt birds, or 

play with balls in public parks. The regulations also limit the use of city parks to specific times 

set out by the municipality (Al-Muqtafi,1995). These regulations provided a clear distinction 

between private and public properties and aimed to change behaviour that existed in past 

communal spaces where spaces were informally appropriated for different uses. 

 

1.2.5 The Israeli Occupation & the First Intifada 

 

The war of 1967 led to the occupation of the West Bank and Gaza strip by Israel. The 

Israeli occupation established a civil administration that stripped municipalities from their power 

and transferred all planning decisions to an Israeli higher planning council. With the Israeli 

confiscation of lands to build settlements in the West Bank; the Palestinians became confined in 

limited areas with limited choices for expansion (Hilal,2015; Khamaisi,1997). Fewer building 

permits were issued during this time, and Palestinians had limited control over their spaces and 

lands.  The emigration of Ramallah and Al-Bireh residents and the aftermath of the 1948 and 

1967 wars have disconnected many Palestinians from their rural heritage. Consequently, many of 

the residents in Ramallah and Al-Bireh assumed other job opportunities and the land was no 

longer the only source of livelihood for these communities. In addition to that, the continuous 

confiscation of Palestinian lands, and the control imposed on Palestinians by Israel, prevented 

Palestinians from accessing and working in their lands. These transformations have interrupted 

the agricultural activities and the communal spaces and practices associated with them (Abdel 



 31 

Jawad,2009). Moreover, the war of 1967 brought more refugees into the twin cities, and the twin 

cities gained significance as they brought together refugees from different locations and served 

as a node for political activists and political parties (Taraki,2008a). 

 

The outburst of the First Intifada in 1987 transformed Ramallah and Al-Bireh into an 

important platform for national politics. Both cities drew people from nearby cities and villages 

who participated in demonstrations and other acts of resistance against the Israeli occupation 

(Shibli,2006; Taraki,2008a; Taraki & Giacaman,2006). The Israeli forces occupied the same 

administrative and governmental facilities established by the British mandate, and Al-Manara 

square became an important point for surveillance and control carried out by the Israeli soldiers. 

Al-Manara square became a politically charged space during the First Intifada and became a 

point of encounter between Palestinians and the Israeli soldiers. The mosques played a central 

role in the format of political demonstrations, especially on Fridays. After the Friday prayer, 

people would assemble in the mosque and march towards Al-Manara city centre where they 

would converge with other demonstrators and confront the Israeli soldiers (Shibli,2006; 

Tripp,2013). During the First Intifada, Israeli soldiers prohibited public gatherings in the streets 

and open spaces and enforced curfews to subvert collective acts of resistance that started to 

emerge. The Israeli measures were met with more collective acts carried out by Palestinians to 

regain control over their spaces. Public spaces played an important role during this period and 

emerged in different forms to support the visibility of Palestinians to each other and engage the 

wider public in the political discourse (Tripp,2013). The private backyard of houses transformed 

into common public spaces used by neighbours to safely park their cars away from Israeli settlers 

and soldiers. It was also a place to sell food and everyday supplies during curfews, and a place to 

share as a communal space when the movement was restricted.   

 

Public squares, which functioned as street roundabouts, transformed into central public 

spaces that incorporated direct as well as symbolic resistance acts. In the study of Dawar Nablus 

during the First Intifada, Zawawi et al. (2013) demonstrate how an alternative Palestinian power 

emerged in the city square, and through this space Palestinians regulated social and economic 

life in the city. In cities and villages, Palestinians collaborated and appropriated streets, traffic 

roundabouts, private institutions, and homes to support their everyday lives and continue meeting 
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with each other for educational, cultural, and political activities.  A new public sphere came to 

life in the form of graffiti on walls, that became a communicative tool to deliver news to 

Palestinians in all cities and villages. Graffiti appeared on storefronts, building entrances, and in 

residential neighbourhoods announcing the presence of the Palestinian resistance and challenging 

the Israeli control over their spaces. It is through “the symbolic capture of the walls and surfaces 

of the city” (Tripp,2013, p.307) that the Palestinians found a way to get the entire Palestinian 

community involved, dispersed as they were, in the political discourse. Posters, Palestinian flags, 

burnt tyres were used to assert Palestinian presence in streets and challenge the Israeli control of 

their spaces (Sherwell,2012; Tripp,2013; Zawawi et al.,2013). The temporary appropriation of 

different spaces in the city not only challenged the Israeli control over the occupied space but 

also produced collaborative acts and common aspirations that became visible to the wider public. 

It is through the occupation of public spaces that the Palestinians were able to create a network 

of solidarity that mobilised the Palestinian resistance and asserted the Palestinian presence in the 

occupied territories (Tripp,2013).   

 

1.2.6 The Palestinian National Authority and the Second Intifada 

 

A dramatic transformation in the Palestinian context occurred after the signing of the 

Oslo accords and the establishment of the Palestinian National Authority, PNA. The PNA based 

its headquarters and institutions in Ramallah and Al-Bireh. However, the PNA did not have the 

power of a sovereign state. The division in the West Bank into Areas A, B, and C after the Oslo 

accords created a state of ambiguity, where the power of the state was limited even in Area A 

which included major urban centres.  The outburst of the Second Intifada in 2000 led to even 

more strict Israeli military procedures that further divided the cities and villages (Al-Houdalieh 

& Sauders,2009; Harms& Ferry,2012; Sauders,2008).  

 

The increased restrictions on movement during the Second Intifada forced many 

employees to settle in Ramallah and Al-Bireh as commuting between different cities in the West 

Bank became difficult. The twin cities became a new urban centre that attracted Palestinians 

from all over the West Bank seeking employment, recreational activities, medical services, and 

governmental services (Hilal,2015; Taraki,2008b). Many studies conducted in the twin cities 
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reveal how the movement from and between the twin cities generated new types of public spaces 

in checkpoints, shared taxis, and on streets. These spaces draw attention to ordinary life and 

everyday tactics employed by Palestinians to adapt to new circumstances. Studies by Hammami 

(2004) and Tawil-Souri (2009) focus on checkpoints as social centres that support social and 

economic relations that have been compromised due to the Israeli measures that divided and 

isolated Palestinian cities and villages. The appropriations carried out by vendors, commuters, 

and drivers in checkpoints transformed these heavily controlled spaces into vibrant social and 

economic hubs. Hence, these spaces bring to the fore informal operations carried out by 

Palestinians daily to achieve economic and social stability.  

 

Furthermore, the limited control over the broader context and the division of the 

Palestinian territories privileged micro-operations and planning decisions that were carried out in 

urban centres, specifically in the twin cities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh (Al-Houdalieh & Sauders, 

2009; Sauders,2008). As isolation prevailed in most of the Palestinian cities, Ramallah and Al-

Bireh underwent a construction boom and recreational expansion. Al-Manara square continued 

to serve as the modern centre for the twin cities. The small-scale and intimate buildings that used 

to foster public and outdoor activities around the square were replaced by multi-story 

commercial buildings. The density of buildings around the square contributed to the dispersal of 

social and political events that dominated this area (Awad et al.,2018; Hilal,2015). Moreover, the 

establishment of the PNA and the formation of the Palestinian Legislative Council, introduced a 

new law to restore power to the local municipalities. The law of 1997 granted more power to the 

municipalities to issue regulations in 26 areas of specialisation including public parks, road 

infrastructure, regulating markets. However, this law was soon replaced by a modified law that 

took this power away and required the approval of the council of ministries to issue regulations 

(Khamisi,1997,2004). During this entire period, no regulations concerning public space were 

issued by the municipalities, and both Al-Bireh and Ramallah municipality regulated markets, 

streets, and other types of public settings in reference to outdated regulations that were issued 

during the British mandate and Jordanian rule.  This created a state of ambiguity in the 

management of public spaces, as both municipalities continued to control public life informally. 

Further, the local governments’ inability to work on a broader level gave more power to the local 
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bodies, especially the municipalities, to design, provide future visions, and manage public spaces 

in the city. 

 

The historic core was an important focus for Ramallah municipality, and it underwent a 

renovation project to use the historic buildings in support of temporary and permanent cultural 

and artistic projects. The municipality is currently working on creating an “exhibition trail” that 

runs through the old city. The trail consists of several historic buildings that will be used as an 

artist residence, temporary exhibition spaces, and a museum (S. Abu Baker, expert interview, 

August 2018).  The roles and meanings associated with historic communal public spaces, such as 

Al-Madafeh (the guest house), and the mosque, were not included in the development of the 

historic core, and the focus remained on cultural and artistic aspects that attract tourism. In the 

downtown area, many of the city parks and open spaces that existed during the Jordanian rule 

have been replaced by commercial buildings. The lack of open space in the downtown area (that 

serves both Ramallah and Al-Bireh residents) is also accompanied by a lack of essential public 

facilities. Most of the services in the city centre such as public toilets, rest stops, transit waiting 

areas, are provided informally by shopkeepers, commuters, street vendors, and taxi drivers 

appropriating different parts of the city. Al-Bireh municipality faces different challenges, 

especially concerning lands that were originally within the municipal boundaries and fell under 

Israeli control. Land is a central focus for Al-Bireh municipality, and it is the main driving force 

behind many public space projects. Several public projects, such as neighbourhood parks and 

rehabilitation of holy shrines, were established in Area C to gradually gain control over the land 

and provide more opportunities for the future expansion of the city.  

 

Thus, the current “stateless” condition that dominates the Palestinian context has opened 

room for informality to be practised by people and local institutions as well. These informal 

operations generated different types of planned and unplanned spaces that play a role in 

challenging a fragmented and divided geography. This draws attention to the various forms of 

micro-operations carried out by people as well as the municipality in organising and shaping 

spaces in the city. The political changes and the Israeli measures of control and division have 

generated more activity pockets inside checkpoints, cities, villages, and refugee camps that 
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became public spaces for Palestinians to assert their presence and achieve social and economic 

stability. 

 

1.3 Conclusion 

 

This chapter highlights specific social and historical aspects that characterise public 

spaces in Palestine. The examples presented from different cities in the Middle East demonstrate 

many similarities that exist between Middle eastern cities which shared similar social and spatial 

organisation in their traditional past. Moreover, the different cases presented from these cities 

raise important questions regarding modern and Western trends in the design of public space that 

undermine essential meanings and practices that existed in the traditional settings. The public 

spaces of the past and the meanings associated with them still resonate with the public and offer 

possibilities for providing public spaces that are more responsive to the needs of the community.  

 

The historical overview presented in this chapter foregrounds specific social and political 

dimensions that constitute public spaces in the Palestinian context. During the different periods, 

it was evident how new forms of public spaces emerged to support changes in the social and 

political structures. The exploration of the different historical periods reveals the efforts of 

different regimes to break down traditional communal practices that existed in a closely-knit 

urban fabric and impose new spatial formations that aim to disconnect Palestinians from their 

lands and communal public spaces. The mosque, the market, the holy shrine, the guest house, the 

open courts, and the spring formed essential communal spaces that enclosed meaningful 

activities and supported social unity. The introduction of new types of spaces during the Ottoman 

modernity, British mandate, and Jordanian rule included streets, plazas, city squares, and 

recreational parks which aimed to undermine existing social practices that regulate public life 

and produce spaces that are controlled by external powers. Nevertheless, many of the social 

practices proved to be more enduring and were relocated to the new spaces to maintain strong 

“social units” and also establish new ones that include a larger society. This was evident in both 

the First and Second Intifada, where political and social activities were introduced collectively 

and informally to overcome divides and create connections with the wider public.  These 

collective activities were supported by different types of planned and unplanned spaces that 
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gained meanings through collaborative practices that were strongly rooted in the past. Thus, the 

historical overview of public spaces in Palestine highlights a combination of historical as well as 

modern spaces that support social unity. This draws attention to the importance of examining 

public space through a wider lens that encompasses activities as well as material components. 

The next chapter explores this notion and defines public space in relation to activities and 

physical features that produce public space and imbue it with meaning. 
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Chapter 2 

Public spaces, Meaningful places 

 

This chapter addresses the main research questions raised in this study which aim to 

identify the types of public spaces in Palestine and explore their role in providing social linkages 

across the disconnected physical reality. The chapter explores literature that looks beyond the 

physical aspects of public space and examines concepts related to public activities, social 

processes, historical meanings, agency, and informality. The first section of this chapter, 

Locating the public: Intersections of the public sphere and the public realm, aims to expand the 

definition of public spaces in relation to a broader range of activities and physical settings that 

exist in the public sphere and public realm. It explores political as well as social activities that 

take place in planned and unplanned public spaces that support the formation of a public body. 

The second section, Meanings in public space, explores the meanings associated with public 

spaces which make them significant in creating connections between people on a local and a 

broader level. This includes historical dimensions (place memory, rituals, and social narrations) 

as well as social processes (supportive and remedial interchanges, bonding and bridging social 

capital) that imbue space with meaning. The third section, Shaping a meaningful public space: 

Informality, formality, and agency, explores the concept of agency in relation to formal and 

informal operations that enable people to transform physical settings into meaningful public 

spaces. It underlines the agency in everyday individual and collective practices that are supported 

by physical features in public space.  

 

The literature explored in these sections underlines key concepts related to activities, 

physical features, and agency that produce public space and support historical and social 

dimensions that imbue space with meaning. It also draws from studies in the Palestinian context 

that reveal how these key concepts support the production of public spaces that challenge 

existing physical and social divides in Palestine.  The last section of this chapter, A conceptual 

framework for understanding public space, provides a synthesis of these concepts to form a 

conceptual framework that will guide the direction of this research. 

 

 



38 
 

2.1 Locating the public: Intersections of the public sphere and the public realm 

 

Throughout the different historical periods, it was evident how public spaces in Palestine 

took many forms and assumed different roles in response to transformations in social and 

political structures. The different roles associated with public spaces in Palestine were strongly 

linked with the formation of a public body that was actively engaged in political and social 

activities. This draws attention to the importance of defining public space through a wider lens 

that takes into consideration social and political dimensions associated with the public. Hence, in 

order to define and examine public spaces in Palestine, it is essential to look more closely at the 

processes that constitute “the public” and thereby realise the spaces that support the activities and 

meanings associated with the public. 

 

In his book, The structural transformation of the public sphere, Habermas (1962/1989) 

analyses the transformation and development of the public sphere in 18th century Europe and 

reveals how a public opinion was formed within this sphere (Habermas et al.,1974). The public 

in Habermas’ work were individuals who removed themselves from their private lives to come 

together and exchange views. According to Habermas (1962/1989), the public sphere is a sphere 

for citizens coming together and holding a rational critical debate. “A portion of the public 

sphere comes into being in every conversation in which private individuals assemble to form a 

public body”, he adds, “it is then that citizens behave like a public body when they confer in an 

unrestricted fashion” (Habermas et al.,1974, p.49). 

 

The public sphere does not necessarily exist within a material space and can take other 

forms, such as media and newspapers, which contribute to public opinions and discussions 

(Habermas et al.,1974). Habermas’ study of the public sphere reveals that the formation of the 

public is not about inclusion/exclusion of individuals within a physical space, instead, it is 

through the public interactions and discussions that the public sphere is sustained. The public 

sphere is an essential component that informs the social and political organisations and provides 

a channel of communication between society and the state. Habermas describes it as “a network 

for communicating information and points of view” (Habermas,1996, p.360).  
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Arendt’s (1958) concept of the public also resonates with Habermas’ notion of private 

individuals coming together to form a public body. Her ideas were strongly influenced by the 

Greek polis which fostered public life and activities, yet for Arendt, the polis can be anytime and 

anywhere as long as it supports ones’ appearance to others. 
 

Wherever you go you will be a polis, these famous words became not merely the watchwords of 

Greek colonization, they expressed the conviction that action and speech create a space between 

the participants that finds its proper location almost anytime and anywhere. It is the space of 

appearance in the widest sense of the word, namely, the place where I appear to others as they 

appear to me, where men exist not merely like other living or inanimate things but make their 

appearance explicitly (Arendt,1958, pp.198-199).  

 

Both Habermas (1962/1989) and Arendt (1958) portray an image of the public that exists 

within a sphere that is composed of interactions and discussions that take many forms and occur 

at different locations. At the same time, they focus on different forms of material expressions and 

practices that generate a public and create channels of communication that support political 

actions and public debates.  

 

Despite the different mediums that sustain the public sphere, many scholars emphasise 

the physical dimension of the public sphere and draw connections between public space and the 

public sphere. Low and Smith (2006) analyse the forms of practices that contribute to the 

formation of a public body within a public sphere. Their work draws attention to the emerging 

role of the physical space that forms an important constituent of the public sphere. In their work, 

they define public space as a physical space that entails political practices and public discussions, 

which promote political agency and ensure social change. Mitchell (1995,2003) also 

demonstrates how the physical space plays a critical role in relation to political action and the 

public sphere. According to Mitchell, it is through public visibility in the physical space that the 

public body transforms, and political agency can emerge. In this case, the public space becomes 

a site of conflict, which drives political activities and political struggles related to who is 

included and excluded from the “public”. In Mitchell’s (1995) view, the public space becomes a 

“rallying point for successive waves of political activity” (p.117).  
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This view resonates well with the Palestinian context, as Palestinians relied on the 

physical space to assert their political aspirations, and also make them visible to the wider public 

(Tripp,2013). Political discourse has always been an essential form of public activity that 

enabled Palestinians to form a public body, especially during times were public channels of 

communication were prohibited. During different political periods, Palestinians appropriated 

different types of public settings for political actions that would engage the wider public with the 

Palestinian political discourse. The historical overview of public spaces in Palestine 

demonstrated how clock towers and their plazas formed important rallying spaces that were 

appropriated during religious processions to initiate political acts. The power and control 

associated with the clock towers transformed these spaces into a public sphere for political 

speeches and demonstrations that engaged a wider public (Tamari,2013; Mazza,2015; Nicholas, 

2017). Similarly, during the First and Second Intifada, city surfaces (graffiti on walls), mosques, 

city squares, and streets were equally important for supporting the public sphere and organising 

public demonstrations. Palestinians appropriated these physical elements to assert public 

visibility in the city, conjoin together in public, and create new channels of communications 

across the wider community (Tripp,2013).  

 

In addition to political discourse, the notion of the public also brings to the surface 

dimensions that include other forms of public activities. Some scholars explored the public in 

relation to the broad range of experiences that bring strangers together in what they referred to as 

the “public realm”. Similar to the public sphere, the public realm, is not physically bounded, and 

it takes different forms that sustain and support public life. It is “a place where strangers meet” 

(Sennett,2010, p.261), yet it also exceeds the dimensions related to anonymity. For Sennett, the 

public realm constitutes a broad range of interactions, and it “enables certain kinds of activities 

which cannot happen, or do not happen as well, in the intimate private realm” (Sennett, 2010, p. 

261). The public realm entails physical and social dimensions that support a wide array of 

activities and interactions (Carmona et al.,2003; Lofland,1998; Sennett,1978). In her book, The 

human condition, Arendt (1958) defines the public realm in relation to people coming together, 

being seen, and being heard outside the private domain. She adds:  
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To live an entirely private life means above all to be deprived of things essential to a truly human 

life: to be deprived of the reality that comes from being seen and heard by others, to be deprived of 

an "objective" relationship with them that comes from being related to and separated from them 

through the intermediary of a common world of things, to be deprived of the possibility of achieving 

something more permanent than life itself (p.58). 

 

Hence, the public realm offers different forms of social encounters and interactions which do not 

exist in the more intimate and familial private realm and are essential for supporting human life. 

Carr et al. (1992) demonstrate how the public realm provides opportunities for new forms of 

social contact, and it allows for meaningful encounters with other people outside the circle of 

family, friends, and colleagues from work. Many scholars have identified public space in its 

relation to the public realm. Walzer (1986) defines public space as a “space we share with 

strangers, people who are not our relatives, friends, or work associates. It is a space for politics, 

religion, commerce, sport; space for peaceful coexistence and impersonal encounter” (p.470).  

Oldenburg (1989) explores the public realm by focusing on “third places”. Third places enclose 

daily activities, informal meetings, and social interactions that occur in the public realm. 

Oldenburg’s notion of third places underlines other forms of public activities that emerge in the 

form of informal encounters in different types of public settings such as cafés, bookstores, and 

hair salons. Oldenburg (1989) describes third places as neutral grounds where people get 

together informally, initiate conversations, and make new contacts with newcomers and different 

groups that can further reinforce a sense of community. 
 

Third places exist on neutral ground and serve to level their guests to a condition of social equality. 

Within these places, conversation is the primary activity and the major vehicle for the display and 

appreciation of human personality and individuality (Oldenburg,1989, pp.61-62). 

 

The examples of activities explored in the public realm resonate with the everyday social 

practices that take place in Palestinian cities and bring many groups into contact. Such practices 

can overcome the physical and social fragmentations in the Palestinian context as they provide 

opportunities for rich encounters between Palestinians from different cities and villages. The is 

evident in unplanned and planned public spaces in the twin cities which entail social encounters 

between different locations. The streets, the city squares, transportation networks, coffee shops, 
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and markets bring together informal economic and social activities that connect people in 

meaningful ways. This is one essential area that this research seeks to explore; especially since 

most studies concerning Palestinian everyday life focus more on public activities related to 

resistance acts or the political discourse within the public sphere (Hammad,2014; 

Hammami,2013; Zawawi et al.,2013). These views overlook other public activities in the public 

realm that also form an important aspect of Palestinian public life. In her book, Living Palestine, 

Taraki (2006) explains how the focus on political economy and political agency in Palestinian 

life has overlooked essential social and cultural aspects. The internal dynamics of social groups 

and communities that form the everyday and ensure the continuity of social practices are 

important aspects that need to be addressed in the study of Palestinian life.  The wide array of 

activities, which include informal encounters between different social groups, need to be 

explored to fully capture the different types of public spaces that exist in Palestine. Spaces where 

urban residents, rural residents, refugees, men, women, and youth perform daily activities, form 

an essential part of public life and create meaningful connections across different locations in 

Palestine.  

 

Both the public sphere and public realm capture diverse public 

activities that facilitate social solidarity. The focus on the public, in 

terms of activities present in the public realm and public sphere, not 

only introduces the reality of how public space is socially constructed 

but also broadens our understanding of public space and its different 

typologies. As Carr et al. (1992) suggested, “The relationship of public 

space to public life is dynamic and reciprocal, with new forms of public 

life requiring new space” (Carr et al.,1992, p.343). Hence, a limited 

definition of public space will not encompass the dynamic and 

spontaneous social exchanges that continue to emerge in different 

forms and occur at different scales. The existence of the public space 

relies on the different activities that take place within the public sphere 

and the public realm, and the nature of these activities informs and guides the developments and 

different types of public spaces. 

 

Fig 2-1 The public space 
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However, the physical aspect of public space remains essential for supporting different 

forms of public activities that exist within the public realm and the public sphere. Habermas’ 

(1962/1989) analysis of the bourgeoisie’s public sphere brings forward different settings such as 

salons (in residences), coffee shops, and tea rooms that support public activities. Mitchell’s 

(1995,2003) exploration of visibility and collective action in the public sphere emphasises the 

physical occupation of public space. In the Fall of the Public Man, Sennett (1978) explores the 

public realm through the spaces of the city which offer opportunities for social encounters with 

strangers. Similarly, Oldenburg’s (1989) notion of “third places” reveals how public activities 

emerge in physical settings such as coffee shops, bookstores, and barbershops. Thus, the physical 

dimension plays a critical role in fostering the different forms of public activities and ensuring 

more opportunities for social interactions.  

 

For the purpose of this research, public space is defined as the physical setting that 

constitutes an essential part of both the public realm and the public sphere. The research seeks to 

explore the spatial dimension of the broad range of public activities. However, not all public 

activities contribute to meaningful experiences that form central grounds for communication, 

social engagement, and collective acts. The next sections examine this issue by exploring how 

meanings are generated in the physical space, and how meanings create a supportive 

environment that links Palestinians together.  

 

2.2 Meanings in public space 

 

Public spaces become significant in people’s lives when they are imbued with meanings 

that link people to space and to each other. Such spaces are referred to as places; locations where 

people assign meanings that transform “undifferentiated” spaces into meaningful places 

(Stokowski,2002; Tuan,1977). “What begins as an undifferentiated space becomes place as we 

get to know it better and endow it with value” (Tuan,1977, p. 6). The process of assigning 

meanings is an individual and also a collective process that is strongly linked with people’s 

aspirations, needs, and everyday social interactions (Hes et al.,2020). Meanings attached to the 

public space are important and are the reason why some spaces become more significant than 

others.  In his book, Place, and placelessness Relph (1976) explores the relationship between 



44 
 

places and the community and indicates how places are public through “common experiences 

and involvement in common symbols and meaning” (Relph,1976, p.34). Further, Relph 

demonstrates how meanings dominate the relationship between people and places, and they can 

change and migrate to other settings through the activities of the society. At the same time, 

meanings are sustained when they are attached to physical elements. “The material topography 

of place is made by people doing things according to the meaning they might wish a place to 

evoke. Meanings gain a measure of persistence when they are inscribed into the material 

landscape” (Cresswell, 2009, p.170). As space provides opportunities for meanings to emerge 

through activities, it also allows people to imbue the space with meanings through its physical 

features. Hence, both activities and physical features need to be examined to understand how 

meanings emerge in space.  

 

Furthermore, studies that focus on meanings produced in space underline socio-cultural 

aspects as well as historical factors that re-affirm meanings in space (Blumer,1969; 

Hayden,1995; Low,1992; Low,2000; Lawrence & Low,1990; Rapoport,1990). These works 

draw attention to “collective representations” that inform the built environment and form a basis 

for shared meanings that are unconsciously and consciously transmitted in space (Lawrence & 

Low,1990). For example, Blumer’s symbolic interactionist approach suggests that meanings in 

space exist through social processes that entail interactions between people and physical features. 

Similarly, Hayden (1995) emphasises social processes as well as social memories that establish 

links to the past and recognise the social and political significance of space. Both these works 

resonate with Said’s (1986) reflections on Palestinian experiences in exile and under occupation 

which reveal how shared meanings in the Palestinian context are strongly associated with 

historical and social dimensions. In his book, After the last sky, Said (1986) explores meanings 

that emerge from a complex relationship between the past and the present,  
 

There is no great episode in our history that establishes imperatives for our future course, partly 

because our past is still ragged, discredited, and unassimilated, partly because we endure the 

difficulties of dispersion without being forced (or able) to struggle to change our circumstances. 

We have no dominant theory of Palestinian culture, history, society; we cannot rely on one central 

image (exodus, holocaust, long march); there is no completely coherent discourse adequate to 
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us…Miscellaneous, the spaces here and there in our midst include but do not comprehend the past 

(Said,1986, p.129). 

 

Furthermore, Said (1986) emphasises the importance of social dimensions that are key for 

binding Palestinians across fragmented geographies. 
 

We have not fully assessed the complex and thoroughly mixed circumstances that bind us together 

as a people…Where should we start? First of all, I believe, we must become aware of the various 

forces in us that have made us a productive people, rather than dwell on some Archimedean 

principle outside history or society (pp.124-125). 

 

Said underlines the importance of the past as well as social processes that validate the Palestinian 

existence, and support meanings on a wider level that connect Palestinians. He draws attention to 

different social processes that involve different generations of Palestinians who provide “a point 

of convergence, however odd, between old and new” (Said,1986, p.125). Both these aspects, 

links to the past and the social process, need to be examined in relation to both activities and 

physical elements to understand how public spaces in Palestine are imbued with meanings that 

provide social linkages across diverse groups.  

 

2.2.1 Links to the past  

 

 “People invest places with social and cultural meaning, and urban landscape history can 

provide a framework for connecting these meanings into contemporary urban life” 

(Hayden,1995, p.78).  

 

In her book, The power of place, Hayden (1995) reveals how meanings are elicited 

through historical links that people continue to experience in contemporary spaces. Hayden uses 

the term “place memory” to signify place as a “container of experiences” that holds memories 

and histories that are either attached to a place or supported by it (Hayden,1995, p.46). Place 

memories support collective meanings as they generate associations with a shared public past. 

The different fragments of time embedded in these places offer opportunities for people to 

capture different memories. Hayden (1995) indicates how memory is connected with different 
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elements, built and natural, which establish connections that bridge between their past and 

present. 
 

Place memory encapsulates the human ability to connect with both the built and natural 

environment that are intertwined in cultural landscape. It is the key to the power of historic places 

to help citizens define their public pasts; places trigger memories for insiders who shared a common 

past, and at the same time places can represent shared pasts to outsiders who might be interested in 

knowing about them in the present (Hayden,1995, p.46).  

 

In the Palestinian context, the land forms a strong physical element that embodies 

memories from the past that are still shared within the broader context.  

 
It is important to stress that Palestinians do not necessarily live in one bounded geographical 

territory. Palestinians are a dispersed population and the majority are unable to return to the place 

of their family’s birth. What may be more noteworthy than the notion that Palestinians carry with 

them an original site of displacement is how this site is experienced, remembered and represented 

(Sherwell,2006, p.430). 

 

 The representations and memories of the land have been the focus of many works that explore 

how different generations of Palestinians establish links to their past. Sherwell (2006) and 

Tamari (2003) draw attention to earlier generations of Palestinian artists who romanticise the 

past and remember Palestine in the form of images of idyllic villages.  These images were part of 

a larger body of cultural imagery that Palestinians produced to maintain a cultural identity for a 

dispersed population.  The Palestinians relied on physical elements that included images of lost 

homelands, natural elements from the Palestinian landscape, and symbols of Palestinian national 

identity. These elements function as “mnemonic devices” (Rapoport,1990; Lawrence & 

Low,1990) that produce meanings through symbolic associations. Swedenburg (1990) identifies 

symbolic elements derived from the village life and reveals how these elements resonate with the 

wider context and support connections with the land. Symbolic elements include the male 

peasant’s black and white chequered scarf (Kuffiyeh), the female peasant’s embroidered dress, 

wild thymes, and olive trees. Similarly, Abufarha (2008) highlights natural elements that evoke 

meanings connected with social practices and political events. The cactus symbolises community 
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life before the Nakba. The oranges symbolise loss and displacements. The poppy flower 

symbolises practices of sacrifice in resistance. The olive tree symbioses steadfastness and staying 

put on the land. Other symbolic elements such as the flag and the map of Palestine emerged in 

the form of symbols and signs in posters and murals. In his study of symbolic elements present in 

Palestinian refugee camps, Ramadan (2009) analyses the signs and images painted on the walls 

of Al-Rashidieh refugee camp in Lebanon and demonstrates how these elements transform the 

walls from a material background into a powerful symbolic landscape. His analysis draws 

attention to symbolic elements including the Palestinian flag, the map of Palestine, the Kuffiyeh, 

the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, Palestinian fighters, and the key to the returning homeland. 

The map of Palestine showed Palestine including all territories in West Bank, Gaza, and what is 

now Israel. The flag is a symbol of Palestinian nation sovereignty and has been associated with 

political consciousness (Ramadan,2009; Tripp,2013).  

 

All these symbolic elements continued to emerge in posters, murals, and graffiti during 

the First and Second Intifada. These elements were employed to announce a Palestinian presence 

that defied measures of control and oppression (Ramadan,2009; Tripp,2013). More importantly, 

these elements aimed to keep Palestine alive in both memory and cultural imagery (Abufarha, 

2008).  

 

In addition to the physical representations of the past, activities such as narrations, also 

support public memories and play an essential role in weaving together a fragmented history. 

Hayden (1995) reveals how narrations support public memory, and also bring to the surface 

overlooked events and buildings that are important for the public memory. Social narratives 

formalise symbols and meanings embodied in public history. In addition to that, they are used to 

re-affirm and reconstruct cultural meanings and imbue places with meaningful experiences that 

connect people with the past and also with each other (Stokowski,2002).  In the context of 

Palestine, narratives of various events were successful in providing a common ground for shared 

meaning.  Idyllic images of the lost land and memories of past events have formed an essential 

part of these narratives. These narratives brought a fragmented community, dispersed inside and 

outside of Palestine, much closer. However, the newer generation of Palestinians do not share 

these narratives, and instead, their daily experiences with the land reveal a more distorted image 
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of the land that is overwhelmed by everyday conflicts (Tamari,2009). Moreover, many of the 

narratives were based on places that became out of reach for all generations. The ongoing 

occupation deprived Palestinians of access to numerous physical settings that shape their history. 

In addition to that, the Israelis continue to use these sites to construct their own narrative which 

supports the Judeo-Christian outlook of the Holy land and neglects the Palestinian narrative of 

their own cultural heritage and history (Hammami,2012; Silk,1984). The Judeo-historic narrative 

not only separates Palestinians from their past but also imposes symbols and meanings that 

manifest power and control of the occupier (Anderson,1983).  

 

The disruption in the Palestinian narratives is confirmed in Said’s (1986) work which 

describes the Palestinian past as a distorted one that is a missing Palestinian narrative that frames 

a wider picture.  At the same time, Said demonstrates how the past despite its hindrances, 

remains essential to assert a Palestinian existence, and can still be re-inscribed in the present. In 

her research of memory discourses in contested cities, Bakshi (2014) describes place as a 

“vehicle for memory” that supports narration activities and enables people to access the past in 

the present. Bakshi draws attention to physical elements from the past (such as images and 

symbols) as well as social practices (such as narrations) that allow access to history and uncover 

narratives that have been undermined due to drastic transformations in the physical environment. 

According to Bakshi, a place that infuses symbolic elements of the past and continues to support 

collective activities in public life, allows people to access history and also enables them to 

develop a better understanding of their present. It is through the juxtaposition of the remembered 

and the experienced place that people can establish a new narrative that ensures continuity and 

links the past with the present. In this sense, memories can be conceived as contemporary 

experiences that are constantly reconstructed in response to transformations occurring within the 

physical and social contexts.  

 

In addition to narrations, rituals are another form of collective activities that re-affirm 

meanings through memories of shared practices and spaces that support them. Rituals re-enact 

historic events and incorporate physical elements which play a key role in providing links to the 

past (Bloomfield,2006; Connerton,1989). In his book, How societies remember, Connerton 
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(1989) underlines the significance of ceremonies and rituals in preserving the past and also 

influencing experiences in the present. 
 

Thus we may say that our experiences of the present largely depend upon our knowledge of the 

past, and that our images of the past commonly serve to legitimate a present social order... For 

images of the past and recollected knowledge of the past, I want to argue, are conveyed and 

sustained by ‘more or less ritual’ performances (Connerton,1989, pp.3-4). 

 

   In Palestine, rituals include religious processions and celebrations that have strong roots 

in the past and continue to bring Palestinians together in the present. Examples of these rituals 

include the annual and seasonal pilgrimages to holy shrines as well as Muslim and Christian 

religious celebrations. Similar to social narrations, rituals are also strongly connected with 

physical elements such as holy shrines, mosques, and churches. Even though many of these 

practices were essentially religious ceremonies, yet they transformed into seasonal secular 

practices that involved the wider public regardless of their religious background (Tamari, 

2012,2013). On some occasions, political acts emerged in the vicinity of these practices and were 

able to engage more people in the political discourse. The memories and physical sites associated 

with these rituals reaffirm shared meanings and maintain links between people from all over the 

region. More importantly, the endurance of these rituals despite the political and social 

transformations is essential for recalling memories and preserving meanings that still link 

Palestinians together. 

 

Furthermore, relationships to spaces are intensified through narrations, rituals, and 

symbolic elements which display different meanings shared across the wider society. This 

connects with place attachment and reveals how historical links and place memory support 

affective and emotional relationships between individuals and the built environment. Low (1992) 

defines place attachment as emotional ties that are guided by culturally shared affective 

meanings that people assign to places, and these ties transform spaces into meaningful ones 

embedded with shared symbolic gestures and experiences (Low,2000).  Many Palestinians share 

strong attachments towards lost lands, homes, villages, and cities. The activities held in those 

spaces were significant in establishing strong communal bonds that connected people with space 

and with each other. Such activities included collective rituals in village squares (El-Saha) and 
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agricultural fields. Even though these spaces were erased or became no longer accessible, yet the 

attachments survived over time because they were based on strong communal practices and 

rituals that brought people together in those spaces, and still exist until this very day (Bowman, 

1993). In this respect, narrations, rituals, and symbolic elements can support place attachments 

and ensure the continuity of links to spaces embedded with shared experiences. Relph’s (1976) 

exploration of place and time and reveals how the continuity of spatial experiences over time 

reinforces attachment to places. 

 
The persistence of the character of places through time is apparently related to a continuity both in 

our experience of change and in the very nature of change that serves to reinforce a sense of 

association and attachment to those places…The result of such growing attachment, imbued as it 

is with a sense of continuity, is the feeling that this place has endured and will persist as a distinctive 

entity even though the world around may change (Relph,1976, p.31).  

 

Understanding how historical links and attachments are maintained entails rediscovering 

public spaces that people are still emotionally invested in and identifying elements and activities 

that support a shared communal history. This is also strongly connected with social interactions 

and social networks that support new meanings as well as past meanings that endured changes 

over time. This idea will be discussed in the following section, The social process. 

 

2.2.2. The social process: Social interactions and social networks 

 

“The meaning of reality is continuously created and recreated through social interactions 

and practices” (Williams,2002, p.123).  

 

Meaningful public spaces are shaped through social interactions and social networks that 

are supported by activities and physical features that bring meanings to space. In his book, 

Relations in public, Goffman (1971) investigates activities that form part of everyday social 

interactions and facilitate meaningful connections and networks between people. Goffman 

explores certain forms of social interactions that promote positive meanings in social networks 

between individuals in public space. For example, informal social control plays a key role in 

regulating public activities and establishing positive social networks that draw closer different 
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members of the community. Goffman describes this sort of control as “remedial interchanges” 

that seek to transform the individual’s behaviour rather than impose sanctions on him/her. 

Remedial interchanges include “negotiations, exchanges, inducements, rational appeals, and 

pleas for loyalty or solidarity to try to obtain cooperation in stopping or changing another’s 

problematic behavior” (Emerson,2006, p.74).  Other examples of social interactions are 

“supportive interchanges” (Goffman,1971) where one provides positive support to others and 

thereby opens up more opportunities for individuals to access each other and establish 

meaningful social networks. Goffman differentiates between accidental and intentional instances 

that open up opportunities for contact and supportive interchanges. The accidental instances 

emerge as a result of users sharing the same space such as participating in similar events, 

operating simultaneously in the street space, or using the same transportation network. The 

intentional instances involve users deliberately establishing contact with other users to provide 

support. 

 

In Palestinian rural communities, remedial and supportive interchanges played a key role 

in sustaining strong social networks between male and female members of the village. The elders 

of each clan in the village provided remedial interchanges and were in charge of resolving 

disputes inside the village and between villages. The guest house (Madafeh) was a space that 

supported remedial interchanges, and it functioned as a “unit for social control” (Amiry,1987). 

Supportive interchanges were equally important, and they emerged from accidental instances 

which frequently evolved into intentional acts of support that were strongly linked with the 

village spaces and the agricultural practices. For example, the concept of Al Oneh1 describes a 

series of supportive interchanges that existed in traditional rural communities and included 

village residents helping each other in picking olives, collecting the harvest, and pressing 

harvest.  These supportive interchanges were not limited to agricultural activities, and village 

residents also collaborated in preparing meals during festive events and constructing vaulted 

roofs for their village homes (Amiry,1987). Moreover, supportive interchanges are still present 

in other spaces, in the village and the city, that host religious rituals. The mosque, for example, is 

an important gathering space for men specifically during prayer times, feast days, and funerals. 

 
1 A Palestinian tradition that originated in rural communities, in which neighbours and relatives offered help to each 
other 
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The religious ceremonies that are held in the mosque not only support a religious identity but 

also provide everyday contact between different members of the village/city and enable them to 

provide support to each other when needed. Similar spaces for religious rituals are the holy 

shrines (Maqam). The activities around the holy shrine, such as preparing food, entail 

collaboration between families from different villages. In the Palestinian context, despite the 

changes in the political, social, and physical environment, rituals continue to inform everyday 

social interactions and prove to be more enduring and resistant to changes (Amiry,1987; 

Tamari,2012, 2013). The remedial and supportive interchanges provide opportunities for more 

social contact and thereby more opportunities for meaningful social networks between diverse 

groups. 

 

The examples of remedial and supportive interchanges and the positive communal 

meanings they bring link with the concept of social capital, which focuses on the values found in 

social networks that develop between individuals. In his book, Bowling alone, Putnam (2000) 

builds on previous works that explore individual and collective aspects related to social capital 

(Bourdieu, 1983; Hanifan,1920; Coleman,1988) and focuses on the public good associated with 

social networks and connections among individuals. Putnam defines social capital based on 

values and positive outcomes associated with social networks: “social networks have 

value…social capital refers to connections among individuals—social networks and the norms of 

reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them” (p.16). Moreover, Putnam makes a clear 

distinction between two different forms of social capital: bonding social capital and bridging 

social capital. Bonding social capital is what Putnam describes as the “sociological superglue” 

based on strong ties between homogeneous groups. He describes the ties in bonding as inward-

looking networks in which reciprocity and trust emerge from the familiarity and closeness of 

these networks. On the other hand, bridging social capital is based on outward-looking networks 

between heterogeneous groups. Putnam points out that it’s not easy to delineate between these 

forms, and social networks may include a mix of bonding and bridging. Putnam acknowledges 

that bonding social capital may result in negative outcomes, but he also explains that both 

bonding and bridging can be powerful in bringing meaning to social networks. As Putnam 

(2000) describes it “Many groups simultaneously bond along some social dimensions and bridge 

across others” (p.21)  
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The forms of bonding and bridging in social capital have been addressed in other works 

bringing more insights into social networks. De Souza Briggs (1997) refers to social capital 

bonding as “Getting by” as it provides support for the group to cope with everyday challenges. 

As for social capital bridging, it is referred to as “Getting ahead”, which extends social networks 

beyond immediate networks and opens up more opportunities and resources.  Both forms of 

bonding and bridging resonate with Palestinian social networks in shared spaces that include 

different forms of intimate and broad networks and provide a basis for meaningful collective 

actions and collaborations across individuals and groups. The social capital bonding resonates 

with the networks that existed between extended members of the family in the traditional 

clustered residential units. The bonds that existed along kinship lines formed strong “social 

units” that were an essential basis for broader networks that supported a stronger community and 

more collaborative practices in the central public spaces of the city/village (Bianca,2000; 

Lapidus,1973; Raymond,2008). The changes in the urban fabric of both villages and cities along 

with the unstable political conditions opened up opportunities for more bridging networks 

between urban and rural communities to sustain a unified whole against foreign powers.  

 

In addition to activities, the physical dimension is also essential for supporting the social 

process and developing social networks between diverse groups. In his exploration of social 

capital, Paxton (1999) draws attention to the physical dimension in support of social ties. Paxton 

underlines “objective associations between individuals” as a key component of social capital that 

is based on social spaces which serve as objective networks that link individuals. This resonates 

with Bayat’s (2010) exploration of networks that emerge in public spaces. Bayat (2010) refers to 

them as “passive networks” that emerge directly as users recognise their commonalities and 

observe each other in public space. Bayat further demonstrates how these networks begin with an 

“unspoken communication” in public space, and further develop into collective action when 

needed. Thus, the simultaneous presence of people in space facilitates the emergence of 

networks. Other works explore the physical features that support the presence of more people in 

spaces and provide more opportunities for social networks to develop. For example, in the book 

A pattern language: towns, buildings, construction, the authors explore physical features that 

support the concentration of people inside the space (Alexander et al.,1977). The work examines 

the relationship between the centre and edge of the space and describes them both as equally 
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important in bringing people into space. The centre of the space is referred to as “the node”, 

where the concentration of the activities occurs. The edges of the space are referred to as 

“activity pockets” which include facilities or physical features, such as shops and street displays, 

that support the activities in the centre. Activity pockets draw people into the centre of the space 

to generate sociable “activity nodes” and increase the opportunity of contact between diverse 

groups.   

 Similarly, Jacobs (1961/1992) explores public life in the streets and underlines different 

physical elements that support the sociability of a street. This includes mixed-use buildings that 

introduce new activities to the street, and also bring more people during different times of the 

day. She also draws attention to smaller street blocks and shorter paths that increase the number 

of users sharing the street space and provide more opportunities for social encounters in the 

street. These different elements not only bring more people into the street but also provide 

opportunities for prolonged meaningful social interactions that can support local communities 

and neighbourhoods. Gehl (1971/1987) also identifies physical features that support the 

concentration of both activities and people in space. He draws attention to building orientation, 

entrances, human scale, and shared pedestrian paths. All these different aspects influence the 

concentration of activities and contribute to meaningful interactions in space. Gehl (1971/1987) 

also explores the “edge effect” and reveals how the edge of a space can create a fluid relationship 

with surrounding spaces and consequently increase the possibilities for more social encounters to 

occur. The edge itself can be seen as an in-between space that offers new meanings and 

experiences in the space in relation to the surrounding spaces, activities, and buildings. 

 

 The explorations of physical aspects that support social networks in space are relevant to 

Palestinian cities, specifically Ramallah and Al-Bireh, where transportation networks, squares, 

markets, mosques, function on more than one level and form social spaces that bring together 

people from different locations.  The intersection between these spaces establishes new 

meaningful networks of trust and collaboration between people from different locations. The 

bridging that occurs between these different groups provides better opportunities for effective 

collective actions that challenge the physical disconnection that exists in Palestine and generates 

stronger social networks between Palestinians in different locations. This is of great relevance to 
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the Palestinian context, where the conflict not only isolates Palestinian cities from each other, it 

also weakens people’s relationships with each other and with the cities they live in.  

 

2.3 Shaping a meaningful public space: Informality, formality, and agency 

 

The previous section provided an overview of activities and physical elements that elicit 

meanings related to historical and social dimensions and establish connections between 

Palestinians on a wider level. However, an important component that still needs to be considered 

in the production of meaningful public spaces is the conditions that enable people to interact with 

physical elements and perform activities that elicit meanings in space (Manzo & Wolfe,1990; 

Tornaghi,2015). This brings to the fore the concept of agency and informal operations that 

enable people to become active agents in spaces and imbue them with meaning.  

 

In many studies, informality emerges as the opposite of formality in terms of its 

organising logic that is strongly associated with physical attributes and spatial formations. In the 

book, Urban Informality: Transnational perspectives from the Middle East, Latin America, and 

South Asia, AlSayyad & Roy (2004) offer a wider lens to explore informality through a 

transactional approach that looks beyond physical typologies and examines processes of 

negotiation and valuation that contribute to the production of space. This approach explores how 

informal processes operate with formal processes to produce spaces, and that “if formality 

operates through the fixing of value, including the mapping of spatial value, then informality 

operates through the constant negotiability of value” (AlSayyad & Roy,2004, p.28). Thus, the 

dichotomy of formal and informal in terms of spatial formation overlooks the complex 

relationships and processes that exist between the formal and the informal. Roy (2005) 

emphasises the reciprocal relationship between formal and informal and elaborates how 

informality “is not a separate sector but rather a series of transactions that connect different 

economies and spaces to one another” (Roy,2005, p.148). The focus on the process rather than 

the spatial typology challenges views of informality as a separate domain and emphasises 

overlooked processes and the agency involved in shaping public spaces.  
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In his ethnographic research in several African and southeast Asian cities, Simone (2004, 

2008) highlights informal everyday practices that provide opportunities for agency in city spaces.  

By examining informality as a set of practices, Simone demonstrates how informal operations 

provide new possibilities in city spaces and allow different actors to collaborate in the making of 

the city. Simone (2004) reveals how informality generates “a highly urbanised social 

infrastructure” that informs more acts of agency.  
 

I wish to extend the notion of infrastructure directly to people’s activities in the city… the ability 

of residents to engage complex combinations of objects, spaces, persons, and practices. These 

conjunctions become an infrastructure—a platform providing for and reproducing life in the city 

(Simone,2004, pp. 407-408). 

  

In the Palestinian context, the political situation and division between cities contributed 

to the emergence of informal operations and agency in checkpoints, city borders, and in different 

parts of Area C. For instance, Area C houses thousands of Palestinian communities that 

informally develop their living spaces despite the Israeli control over this area. Many of the 

spaces that have emerged in this area demonstrate everyday tactics that Palestinians employ to 

defy Israeli control over their lands. Palestinians build houses, plant olive trees, and appropriate 

vacant lands that reaffirm their control over the lands in Area C. In other examples, streets and 

transportation networks linked with checkpoints entail a wide range of informal operations that 

challenge existing power relations and promote collective actions in Israeli-controlled spaces. In 

her study of Surda checkpoint, Hammami (2004) describes how informal social networks were 

established in such spaces. Despite the heavy control and regulation of Israeli soldiers on this 

space, Palestinians still managed to coordinate links with each other to perform their daily 

routines that challenged the Israeli restriction on Palestinian movement.  These different 

examples demonstrate how informality emerges in the heart of spaces even where control is 

being exercised and other forms of formal governing mechanisms restrict the use of space. Thus, 

it is essential to realise informality as a set of practices that infiltrate different types of public 

spaces and provide possibilities for agency. In this respect, informality accounts for the role of 

people in space and the new meanings they bring to space through the activities they choose to 

perform in space. The focus on the process rather than the spatial typology emphasises the 

overlapping formal and informal operations that are intrinsic in the making of a meaningful 
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public space. This approach underlines the relationship between formal and informal operations 

and the opportunities they provide for agency. It also foregrounds everyday practices and 

physical features that are linked with these operations and facilitate agency in space. Both these 

aspects, the everyday practices and the physical dimensions, will be explored in relation to 

formal and informal operations and the agency they bring to space. 

 

2.3.1 Everyday practices and human agency 

  
If it is true that a spatial order organizes an ensemble of possibilities (e.g., by a place in which one 

can move) and interdictions (e.g., by a wall that prevents one from going further), then the walker 

actualizes some of these possibilities. In that way, he makes them exist as well as emerge (De 

Certeau,1984, p.98). 

 

How formal practices are perceived and adhered to by users is an important aspect that 

influences the outcome of a public setting. At the same time, formal practices also respond to the 

agency of users and how they operate in the space. It is a continuous process that connects the 

formal and informal practices introduced in space and is influenced greatly by the 

transformations and activities that users bring to space. Giddens (1984) describes agency as a 

process of change in which “action depends on the capability of the individual to ‘make a 

difference’ to a pre-existing state of affairs or course of events” (p.14). For Giddens, agency 

entails a transformative role as it enables individuals “to intervene in the world, or to refrain 

from such intervention, with the effect of influencing a specific process or state of affairs” 

(Giddens,1984, p.14).  In his theory of structuration, Giddens (1979,1984) emphasises the role of 

human agency in space through everyday behaviours and activities, which become the basis for 

transforming spaces and making them meaningful. According to Giddens agency is determined 

by social structures that are continuously produced and reproduced by the social practices. Social 

structures refer to the rules and resources that organise society. These structures become visible 

across space and time once they are put into action through social practices. Agency is enabled 

or constrained depending on these social structures. At the same time, the social structures are 

formed through human agency as people take action in the space. According to structuration 

theory, “the moment of the production of action is also one of reproduction in the contexts of the 
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day-to-day enactment of social life” (Giddens,1984, p.26). Giddens’ view reveals a complex 

interaction between people and the social structures in which these interactions are mediated 

through human agency and are also a result of it. In this sense agents are not completely in 

control nor are they completely controlled by the social structures. It is through their actions that 

they manage to transform existing conditions, reshape social structures, and make changes in the 

physical environment. This draws attention to the importance of recursive or routine action in 

reproducing social structures and thereby generating agency in space. 

 

Bourdieu (1973,1977,1990) shares a similar view in his study of everyday behaviour in 

the physical environment. His work reveals how space is embedded with social structures and 

practices that guide the social interactions and behaviour in space. Bourdieu develops the 

concept of “habitus” to describe how social processes and practices impact bodily experiences 

within socio-spatial structures.  
 

The habitus, a product of history, produces individual and collective practices - more history - in 

accordance with the schemes generated by history. It ensures the active presence of past 

experiences, which, deposited in each organism in the form of schemes of perception, thought and 

action, tend to guarantee the 'correctness' of practices and their constancy over time, more reliably 

than all formal rules and explicit norms (Bourdieu,1990, p.54). 

 

The way individuals perceive and conceive space is an outcome of these social processes 

that are mediated through human agency (Ardoin,2006). Bourdieu’s habitus emphasises habitual 

behaviour that is influenced by past experiences that are deeply connected to social processes 

and practices. Both Giddens’ routinised activities and Bourdieu’s habitual activities reveal how 

human agency is linked with social experiences and activities. Furthermore, their exploration of 

everyday activities that are practised recursively, on a conscious and subconscious level, 

emphasises the importance of informal operations and the agency they bring to space.  

 

Moreover, agency entails individual actions that bring transformations to space. Goffman 

(1971) demonstrates how ordinary individuals become active agents as they negotiate daily 

situations to regulate social relations and social structures. For example, the remedial 

interchanges, which were explored in earlier sections, reveal a great deal of agency. In such acts, 
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individuals choose to negotiate situations rather than seek help from a third party to prevent 

disruption in public activities. This type of informal social control would not be possible without 

the presence of social actors who exert different levels of agency in space. Furthermore, agency 

is collective and is strongly dependent on the ability of actors to coordinate their actions with one 

another (Sewell,1992). The collective aspect of agency is what gives it a transformative power 

that enables individuals to actively reproduce the social structures and induce a change in the 

physical environment.  Kant (1951) explores this idea as he coins the term “enlarged mentality” 

that refers to “judgment is carried out by abstracting from one’s own limited experience to put 

oneself in the position of everyone else and thus to deliberate over the collective good” 

(Emirbayer & Mische,1998, p.996).  This type of judgement enables the individual to start 

thinking and acting contextually and in relation to others. This brings to the fore a 

communicative aspect to agency that requires contextualising the situation and coordinating with 

others to transform existing situations. Bayat (2010) coins the term social nonmovements to 

describe the agency present in collective actions carried out simultaneously by ordinary people.  

 

The story of nonmovements is the story of agency in the times of constraints. The concept is both 

descriptive and prescriptive. On the one hand, by bypassing the rigid dichotomies of 

‘active’/‘passive,’ ‘individual’/‘collective,’ or ‘civil’/ ‘political’ resistance which have limited our 

conceptual horizons, it opens up wholly new possibilities to explore unnoticed social practices that 

may in fact be harbinger of significant social changes (Bayat,2010, p.26). 

 

Bayat provides numerous examples of everyday practices that entail collective acts of agency. 

For Bayat, the agency emerges from everyday occupations of public space that assert an “art of 

presence” in which women, informal vendors, and youth groups in public space subvert 

measures of control and assert their rights to the city.  

 
Citizens equipped with the art of presence would subvert authoritarian rule, because the state 

usually rules not as an externality to society; rather, it does so by weaving its logic of power— 

through norms, rules, and institutions— into the fabric of society (Bayat,2010, p.249). 

 

The agency lies in the sustained presence in social spaces and the ability of different 

groups of men and women to enforce “collective sensibilities”. Bayat further demonstrates more 
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collective acts of agency as these groups continue to seek spaces and utilise available recourses 

to sustain the “art of presence”, and “be heard, seen, felt. and realized” (p.26). The search for 

new spaces is linked with what Bayat describes as “quiet encroachment”, which describes how 

space is slowly and gradually acquired, through everyday practices, in a prolonged and discrete 

manner.  
 

I am speaking of the agency and perseverance of millions of women, young people, and the 

dispossessed who, notwithstanding their differences, understand the constraints yet recognize and 

discover opportunities, and take advantage of the spaces that are available to enhance their life- 

chances (Bayat,2010, p.26). 

 

Similarly, De Certeau’s (1984) notion of tactics, “the art of the weak”, also underlines the 

agency present in everyday practices. The tactics reveal how day-to-day operations subvert 

existing forms of domination in the space. “The space of the other…it operates in isolated 

actions, blow by blow. It takes advantages of opportunities and depends on them. In short, a 

tactic is the art of the weak” (De Certeau,1984, p.37).  In his view, people employ everyday 

tactics to overcome and challenge the disciplinary power and control that exists in the space. 

Such tactics can undermine dominant forces as people re-appropriate the space and use it 

differently from its official designation (De Certeau,1984). Space becomes a “practiced place” 

(De Certeau,1984, p.117) where people’s “ways of operating” (De Certeau,1984, p.93) formulate 

creative spatial responses that change the organisation of the space. De Certeau’s work reveals 

that the agency of the people is not only influenced by social structures, but also by power 

structures. De Certeau (1984) demonstrates how users employ tactics to elude power structures 

and identify opportunities in space. These tactics become difficult to suppress as they emerge 

informally and become intertwined with everyday life.  
 

One can analyze the microbe-like, singular and plural practices which an urbanistic system was 

supposed to administer or suppress, but which have outlived its decay; one can follow the swarming 

activity of these procedures that, far from being regulated or eliminated by panoptic administration, 

have reinforced themselves in a proliferating illegitimacy, developed and insinuated themselves 

into the networks of surveillance, and combined in accord with unreadable but stable tactics to the 

point of constituting everyday regulations and surreptitious creativities that are merely concealed 

by the frantic mechanism and discourses of the observational organization (De Certeau,1984, p.95). 
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However, in his exploration of the agency associated with everyday practices, De Certeau 

makes a clear distinction between strategies and tactics. Strategies are planned activities that seek 

to challenge power and change control mechanisms to dominate space. Tactics are momentary 

activities that elude control by seeking alternative possibilities in space. However, these activities 

cannot be conceived as a binary reaction to the structures of power; it is rather a complex process 

that incorporates both domination and resistance, i.e., a combination of both tactics and 

strategies. As power is practised in space; the activities of people may evade, resist, subvert, or 

gradually change the order imposed on them in the space (Sharp et al.,2000). This draws 

attention to the close relationship between formal and informal operations and reveals how they 

influence agency in space, and the way space is produced.  Thus, the way people occupy, 

appropriate, pass through, or avoid certain spaces is closely linked with existing formal 

operations that control and manage space (Lombard,2015).  

 

In Palestine, everyday practices carried out by ordinary people unfold individual and 

collective acts of agency that include remedial interchanges (Goffman,1971), quiet 

encroachments (Bayat,2010), and momentary tactics and strategic acts of resistance (De 

Certeau,1984). For example, street vendors employ a combination of remedial interchanges, 

quiet encroachments, and tactics to operate on the street. The way the vendors occupy, move, 

and socialise with different people in the street space triggers numerous collective acts that 

gradually change the order that is imposed on the street by the municipality. Moreover, 

Palestinians during the First and Second Intifada employed different acts of resistance to reclaim 

control over central city spaces and undermine the control of the Israeli occupation over their 

physical spaces (Sherwell,2012; Tripp,2013). These acts of resistance were not limited to 

organised strategic acts and included everyday tactics, as Palestinians appropriated spaces 

differently in response to the existing control measures. These different discussions bring to the 

surface the importance of everyday activities that support agency in space. Existing power 

structures as well as other measures of control implemented in space can either inspire or hinder 

acts of agency. The examples explored in this section draw attention to acts of agency that link 

formal (existing measures of control) and informal operations (everyday practices) and enable 

people to transform space. Understanding human agency puts forward the role of people in the 
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production of space. It allows Palestinians to take control over their reality and become social 

actors who are actively engaged in negotiating existing challenges through different forms of 

actions that allow them to overcome existing physical and social discontinuities.  Moreover, the 

interactions between people and the physical setting form a medium for human agency and 

spatial transformations. The next section will focus on this idea and explore the concept of 

agency in relation to the physical dimension of the space. 

 

2.3.2 The physical dimension as an opportunity structure for agency 

 

Agency is strongly connected with the physical setting and the opportunities it presents 

for people in the space. In the book, Spatial agency, the authors explore the concept of spatial 

agency by underlining the capabilities of the space to provide freedom and possibilities for its 

users.  
 

It resides in both the human and the non-human, and spatial agents have to be responsible for all 

aspects of their actions, from their initial relationship with others to enabling the production of 

physical relations and social structures, because all are means of playing out their intent (Awan et 

al.,2011, p.32).  

 

Thus, the level of agency and its transformative effect depends on agents’ relationship 

with the physical setting, and agents can be empowered by the opportunities that a physical 

setting presents. This brings to the fore the idea of “opportunity structures”, which can be viewed 

as the physical settings that provide the opportunity for agency to transform into action (Alsop et 

al.,2006; Sewell,1992). 

The powerful relationship between the physical settings and people creates a two-way 

process in which each one influences and shapes the other (Carmona et al., 2003; Relph, 1976).  

Cooper Marcus (1992) indicates that providing opportunities for control and manipulation within 

the physical setting influences the level of human agency, and it also contributes to the process 

of shaping meaningful spaces. Manipulation and control enable people to actively transform the 

physical setting, and create a meaningful space (Main,2015; Rapaport,1990). Gans (1968) 

demonstrates the relationship between the physical setting and human agency as he defines two 

types of physical environments, the “effective” and the “potential” (Gans,1968, p.5). The 
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potential environment provides a wide range of possibilities regarding how people can use 

spaces, while the effective environment denotes the resultant spatial organization and activities 

that people create and modify in the spaces they use. While designers create “potential” settings 

that may control functional capacities, they still cannot determine the outcome of the spatial 

activities and behaviours. This draws attention to the relationship between formal and 

informal operations involved in the production of space. Gans (1968) reveals that this 

relationship is not deterministic and that users will continue to modify spaces, through informal 

operations, to create “effective” environments that are congruent with their social needs and 

values (Carmona et al.,2003; Gans,1968). 

 

This notion relates to the work of Franck & Stevens (2007) which explores physical 

features that open opportunities for human agency.  The work differentiates between loose and 

tight spaces and demonstrates how certain physical features impact the adaptability of space and 

characterise it as either being loose or tight. Loose space consists of flexible and adaptable 

physical elements that offer multiple opportunities. By contrast, tight space is more physically 

confined and controlled in terms of activities and users’ agency (Carmona,2010b; Franck & 

Stevens,2007). The work reveals how physical features in loose space, such as flexible elements 

and permeable boundaries, bring about informal operations. Flexible elements and permeable 

boundaries allow people to move seamlessly between spaces, appropriate new elements, and 

introduce new activities inside spaces and between them. In addition to that, these elements 

encourage the interaction between users and space, offer opportunities for users to discover 

space, and enable users to invent new functions in space (Franck & Stevens,2007). Similarly, in 

the book, Loose fit city, Mitchell & Tang (2018) suggest “loose fit” approaches that build on 

informal operations and people’s engagement with the city. “A loose fit building, element or 

component will fit to other different buildings or strategic ideas within a wide range of both 

predictable and unpredictable circumstances (p.6).  This approach is applied in the design and 

construction and involves an array of elements that can be reused, reconfigured, and 

reassembled. Mitchell & Tang (2018) describe this approach as “responsive, dynamic, generous 

and open in dealing with others” (p.6).  

Furthermore, the assemblage theory developed by Deleuze and Guattari (1987) inspired 

new ways to examine formal and informal operations that produce the city. Works by McFarlane 
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(2011) and Dovey (2011) draw from the assemblage thinking and offer a new lens for realising 

informal operations in relation to dynamic interconnections and interactions that are not fixed 

and continue to occur at multiple scales within the parts that constitute the whole. McFarlane 

(2011) underscores interactions that emerge between the human and non-human agents which 

cannot be reduced to a single entity, 

 
But this is not to say that an assemblage is a direct result of the properties of its component parts. It is 

the interactions between human and nonhuman components that form the assemblage—interaction as 

mutually constitutive symbiosis rather than just parts that are related—and these interactions cannot be 

reduced to individual properties alone. (McFarlane,2011, pp.207-208). 

 

This links with earlier explorations by Franck & Stevens (2007) and Mitchell and Tang 

(2018) that suggest looseness and informality in space that facilitate relations with other spaces. 

This approach draws attention to new relations and transformations that emerge as a result of 

interactions between different components. It also brings to the fore relational physical elements 

that support informal operations and open up opportunities for agency in space. Norberg- Schulz 

(1971) underlines the opportunities present in relational physical elements through his 

exploration of an organisational system that consists of centres or places (proximity) and 

directions or paths (continuity). The centre or place relates to social actions inside the space, 

“places of action”, and at the same time, the actions gain meaning from directions or paths that 

link the centre with other places. Norberg-Schulz underlines inside and outside properties that 

make space relational and demonstrates how every centre or place has paths/directions that 

establish an inside and outside property and situate the space within a wider context.  

Bayat’s (2010) exploration of streets as public spaces underlines the interactions and 

agency introduced by these relational elements. For Bayat, streets offer opportunities for rich 

social transactions that extend beyond the city, they are “spaces of flow and movement, are not 

only where people express grievances, but also where they forge identities, enlarge solidarities, 

and extend their protest beyond their immediate circles to include the unknown, the strangers” 

(Bayat,2010, p.12). Bayat further illustrates how the street is composed of dynamic physical 

features, such as transportation networks, which extend the activities and channels of 

communication beyond the physical boundaries of space and connect it to other spaces inside the 

city and beyond it. 
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In Palestine, despite the dominant formal operations carried out by the municipality that 

focus on applying fixed elements and functions in public spaces, the interactions between people 

and the physical settings open up opportunities for informal operations and human agency. An 

example of such spaces would be the city public squares located on the edges or in the centre of 

the city. During political upheavals, the formal operations that control and restrict the use of 

these spaces are interrupted with informal operations that transform these spaces into political 

arenas that are controlled by ordinary people who become active agents in the space. During 

political upheavals, informal operations fold into the formal ones and create a more adaptable 

space. The presence of loose and relational physical elements in the city squares, such as stones 

and streets, encourages agency and reveals how space is being made and remade through 

people’s agency and physical opportunities present in the space. It is the performativity of the 

people inside the space and the unplanned uses which transform these public spaces and endow 

them with powerful meanings that unite people together (Shabout,2014). This emphasises the 

importance of both formal and informal operations that are present in the space and generate 

opportunities for agency.   

 

 

 

 
Midan Filistin city square was designed as an artistic landmark located near Al-Bireh city’s entry. The space was 
not accessible by people and only served as a beautification element. Several design interventions were 
implemented in the space by the municipality, but the interventions were interrupted by violent clashes between 
Palestinians and Israeli soldiers, and the space remained unfinished. The unfinished space operated as a “loose 
element” and facilitated the emergence of agency and unplanned activities in space. The protestors used the 
elements added during the interventions in new and unexpected ways. Protestors were climbing on some of the 
bars and flags were dangling at some ends of the unfinished structure. These new activities asserted a Palestinian 
presence in an Israeli controlled area, and also challenged the municipality’s fixed image of the space.  
 
Fig 2-2 Midan Filastin before and after the intervention organized by the municipality 
Image on the far right by Mustafa Harish 
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These different studies identify physical features that facilitate informal operations and 

support human agency in space. They also draw connections between formal and informal 

operations in space through design processes that need to account for the role of people in 

shaping space. It is through these physical features that people are stimulated and realise the 

different possibilities that space can offer to them.  The way people occupy the space will always 

reveal a level of agency as people consciously select and transform spaces to meet their needs 

and values (Carmona et al.,2003; Gans,1968). Moreover, people’s agency can change dominant 

and fixed images that have been associated with space and produce new meanings and images of 

the space. In the Palestinian context, the agency of people in public space is important to 

facilitate the emergence of activities that contribute to the construction of a more encompassing 

social structure that links people from different regions and locations.  

 

2.4 A conceptual framework for understanding and analysing public space 

 

The literature review undertaken in this chapter contributes to the development of the 

conceptual framework for this research that examines the processes involved in the production of 

meaningful public spaces that link Palestinians together across a divided geography. 

The works introduced by Habermas (1962/1989), Arendt (1958), Mitchell (1995,2003), Lofland 

(1998), Sennett (1978), and Oldenburg (1989), provide a broader understanding of public space 

in relation to its physical features and the activities it supports. The exploration of both the public 

sphere and the public realm put forward different types of planned and unplanned public spaces 

such as squares, streets, mosques, and transportation networks that support social activities as 

well as political ones. The wide array of activities that exist in the various public spaces and the 

different opportunities they offer, emphasise the importance of identifying public spaces that are 

significant in eliciting shared meanings that connect Palestinians in the local and broader context. 

This aspect was explored in relation to the social process and links to the past that provide 

common platforms for meaningful spatial experiences that resonate with Palestinians. The 

exploration of meanings in public spaces underlines both physical dimensions and activities that 

are connected with social and historical dimensions.  Works by Swedenburg (1990), Ramadan 

(2009), Abufarha (2008), and Bakshi (2014) highlight symbolic physical elements that support 

collective memory and play a key role in keeping history alive. Works by Hayden (1995), 
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Connerton (1989), Tamari (2012,2013), and Said (1986) emphasise activities such as social 

narrations and rituals that evoke strong meanings rooted in the past and create a continuity 

between the present and the past.  

 

Other works focus on the social process and emphasise social interactions and social 

networks that imbue spaces with meaning and develop meaningful networks between diverse 

groups. These works also link with the concept of social capital and emphasise activities and 

physical elements that offer bonding as well as bridging opportunities in public space (De Souza 

Briggs, 1997; Paxton, 1999; Putnam, 2000). Goffman’s (1971) exploration of remedial and 

supportive interchanges connects with rituals and daily practices that reinforce bonds between 

rural residents as well as urban residents. The physical dimension is equally important in 

supporting the social networks and facilitating meaningful social interactions and networks. 

Works by Gehl (1971/1987), Jacobs (1961/1992), and Alexander et al. (1977) identify physical 

elements that support social processes and social interactions in space. Bayat (2010) expands on 

this aspect and reveals how the sharing of social spaces between diverse groups supports the 

emergence of social networks and encourages collective acts. 

The final component of the literature sheds light on the conditions that enable people to 

shape meaningful public spaces. This opened up the discussion of formal and informal 

operations that are linked together through everyday practices and physical elements that 

facilitate agency in space. The investigation of everyday practices linked with human agency 

demonstrates the role of people in making spaces through a combination of routinised (Giddens, 

1984), habitual (Bourdieu,1973), individual (Goffman,1971), collective (Bayat,2010; Kant, 

1951, Sewell,1992), and strategic and tactical practices (De Certeau,1984). These different 

practices highlight the importance of individuals as social actors who employ informal 

operations to transform existing forms of power and control in space. Moreover, agency is also 

associated with the physical dimension of space and its transformative capabilities that facilitate 

agency. This draws attention to formal operations, such as the design process, that infuse 

physical elements which support informal operations and enable users to introduce activities in 

space (Awan et al.,2011; Gans,1968; Franck & Stevens, 2007; Mitchell & Tang,2018). The 

agency present in these operations is also linked with relational physical elements, such as streets 
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systems and transportation networks, that facilitate unplanned activities in space as they generate 

new interactions with other spaces (Deleuze & Guattari,1987; McFarlane,2011; Bayat,2010). 

 

It is through the different range of public and 

meaningful “activities” that public space is produced and 

can play a role in bringing people together. The “physical” 

dimension is a dominant element that impacts the activities. 

Furthermore, the concept of “human agency” forms a vital 

aspect that links the “activities” with the “physical” 

dimension. Thus, these three dimensions: the physical, the 

activities, and the agency, are three core components that 

will constitute the investigation of public spaces in Palestine.  

 

However, the interaction between these components needs to be understood in relation to 

the process of eliciting meanings to space. The process of producing a meaningful public space 

needs to address both the social process and links to the past that support meaningful spatial 

experiences.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The focus on processes and interactions in relation to the production of public space emphasises 

the overlapping formal and informal operations that are intrinsic in the making of the space. The 

Fig 2-3 Components producing public space 

Fig 2-4 The processes that support meanings in public space 
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formal and informal operations are influenced by both the physical features and activities which 

provide possibilities for agency and enable people to shape meaningful public spaces. Both 

formal and informal operations can feed into one another and examining them together uncovers 

the processes and the agency involved in producing a meaningful public space. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The interaction between these components and processes in the production of a 

meaningful public space is rather complex and entails continuous interactions between these 

different components as they fold into one another. This processual view links with the 

assemblage thinking that has been applied in the study of urban processes in the city. The 

assemblage thinking foregrounds everyday experiences in the city that are often overlooked and 

emphasises interactions and relationships that occur at multiple scales between different 

components of a whole (De Landa,2006; Deuleuze & Guattari,1987; Dovey,2011; McFarlane, 

2011).  

 
Assemblage thinking opposes the tree-like thinking that privileges change from above and focuses 

on understanding the relations and dynamics between scales as socio-spatial change spreads up, 

down and laterally. This entails attention to microspatialities that may seem like a fetish to those 

schooled in the traditions of political economy, but it is here that one often understands tactics and 

strategies of power embedded in the morphology of the city and the ways that an assemblage of 

smallscale adaptations can produce synergistic emergent effects at higher levels (Dovey,2011, 

p.348).  

 

Fig 2-5 Conceptual framework: A meaningful public space 



70 
 

Thus, the processual view may reveal new and unexpected relational aspects between 

these components, and it will also offer rich insights regarding how space is made and remade in 

support of creating meaningful public spaces. The processual view adopted in the conceptual 

framework of this research emphasises the ongoing processes that produce space and realises the 

interactions that occur between activities and physical elements in public space.   

 

2.5 Conclusion  

 

The ideas put forward in this chapter establish a detailed understanding of public spaces 

in relation to the different processes and components that produce meaningful public spaces.  

The conceptual framework developed in this chapter draws from different works that focus on 

the public realm, the public sphere, the meanings attached to spaces, and formal and informal 

operations that transform public spaces. The conceptual framework builds on these aspects and 

underscores activities and physical elements imbued with historical and social dimensions that 

produce meaningful public spaces and link Palestinians socially and physically. Moreover, the 

conceptual framework underlines the role of people in shaping meaningful public spaces and 

emphasises informal operations that facilitate agency in space. The meanings in public spaces 

play a key role in connecting people at a local micro-scale and a more extensive macro-scale. In 

the context of Palestine, where political and social forces are rapidly changing, tracing the 

process of shaping meaningful public spaces can identify significant physical elements and 

activities that endured these changes, and are still able to sustain essential meanings that link 

people together. The conceptual framework presented in this research aims to uncover the 

different activities and physical features that constitute public space and support social solidarity. 

Furthermore, the model presented in this framework can be used in several stages of this research 

which include locating the public spaces, analysing them, and also identifying key aspects that 

constitute meaningful public spaces.  
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Chapter 3 

Research methodology 
 

Reading public space requires an understanding of how it becomes significant to people, 

and how meanings are established in space. These processes are not always visible as they are 

embedded in the physical setting and also in the minds of the people (Carmona et al,2003; 

Tuan,1979). This research study is based on an ethnographic approach that aims to identify and 

understand the different processes that make public space meaningful. An ethnographic approach 

opens up opportunities for understanding overlooked or less visible processes that have a 

significant impact on social life (Emerson,2004). Moreover, it allows the researcher to be 

immersed in the day-to-day life of spaces and identify the different dimensions that imbue spaces 

with meanings and create connections between people (Brewer,2000; Ocejo,2013).  The research 

builds on contemporary methods in ethnography which include the use of diverse tools to capture 

the everyday activities in public space. The multiplicity of tools used in data collection resonates 

with Ferrándiz’s (2020) critical discussion of the transformations that continue to occur during 

ethnographic research and the need to employ tools that adapt to changing realities that consist of 

multiple scenarios and dynamic components that influence how we understand the social world. 

This approach fits with the Palestinian context as it offers the researcher the flexibility to adjust 

to existing uncertainties and enable him/her to experience dynamic aspects related to the 

evolving nature of public space in Palestine. This requires the researcher to go beyond 

employing conventional tools of observation and interviews and employ visual and sensory tools 

(Pink,2001,2011,2015) that capture less visible bodily experiences and activities in public space. 

These tools bring about new and imaginative dimensions in public space and shift the focus of 

ethnography towards understanding spatial experiences through “different variations of being 

with, and doing things with them” (Pink,2011, p.270). 

In this research, the ethnographic approach operates at multiple scales. On the smaller 

micro-scale, it examines multiple “urban scenes” inside the city (Krase,2018, p.71). De Certeau 

(1985) emphasises the importance of examining the city on street level as it offers a close-up 

view of the details of people, spaces, and daily practices. These micro-scale explorations are key 

for identifying significant public spaces in people's lives and discovering the agency of people in 

such spaces. On the macro scale, the study examines connections across multiple spaces and 



 72 

locations within the city to understand their role in establishing linkages with the broader context 

in Palestine.  Selecting a range of spaces reveals how the context impacts the way people 

experience spaces and multiple meanings that establish linkages between different locations 

(Ocejo,2013).  

 

 The first section of this chapter, Research design, explores the research process and its 

different stages. The second section, Research tools, discusses different tools used to collect 

data. The third section, Data analysis, sets out the analytical process utilised to draw conclusions 

from the data. The fourth section, Research challenges, includes reflections on the 

methodological challenges. The final section, Ethical considerations, discusses ethical issues that 

were considered throughout the research.  

 

3.1 Research Design 

 
This research study centres around the role of public space in overcoming the social and 

physical discontinuity in the Palestinian context, and it seeks to answer the following questions: 

Research questions: 

• What are the types of public spaces that exist in the Palestinian city in relation to public 

life inside the city? 

• How to identify and support social practices and physical features that produce 

meaningful public space and link people together at the intimate micro-scale and the 

more extensive macro-scale? 

The first question is a prerequisite for the second question, as it necessitates identifying the types 

and location of public spaces within the city before performing in-depth studies of multiple cases 

within the city. This by itself requires immersing oneself within the city, understanding its 

rhythms, and engaging with its different activities. In order to do so, it is essential to conduct the 

study in different phases that are interrelated and impact the direction and flow of the research. 

This section explores these different phases that illustrate the overall framework of the research 

process. The first section, Connecting cities and people, provides a closer look at the cities 

selected for this research study. The second section, Phase 1: Seeking meaningful public spaces 

in the twin cities, illustrates the process for exploring a wide range of public spaces in the cities. 
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The third section, Phase 2: People shaping public spaces, outlines an in-depth study that 

examines multiple spaces inside the cities. 

 

3.1.1 Connecting cities and people: Ramallah and Al-Bireh 

 

This research study examines the role of public space in overcoming the physical and 

social discontinuity that exists in Palestine. Hence, it is essential to select cities that are central to 

the wider community and can contribute to connecting the broader context. The twin cities of 

Ramallah and Al-Bireh have become central destinations for Palestinians from all over the West 

Bank as well as the Gaza strip. Many studies focus on the new political and cultural role the twin 

cities have acquired as a result of the political transformations in Palestine (Hilal,2015; 

Taraki,2008a,2008b). These studies focus on Ramallah’s new role as a capital city and explore 

the new economic activities and investments that transformed the twin cities into modern urban 

centres that dominate the West Bank area (Aburahme,2009; Hilal,2015; Paul,2013; Taraki, 

2008a). In her exploration of the twin cities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh, Taraki (2008b) highlights 

how the forces of globalisation and urbanisation that entered the twin cities were also 

accompanied by a high in-migration from other cities and villages, the formation of new urban 

identities, and the rise of a new middle class:  

 

…it [Ramallah] has become more socially heterogeneous than it was at the onset of the Oslo 

process. In reality, and despite its small size, Ramallah is acquiring most of the attributes of 

contemporary metropolises in the region, including a visible globalized lifestyle and new 

sensibilities whose most enthusiastic carrier is the aspiring new middle class (Taraki,2008b, p.11). 

 

Taraki (2008b) reveals how these transformations have produced an “enclave city” that focuses 

outwards on forces of globalisation rather than inwards on the “fractured nation”. At the same 

time, her work underlines the possibilities present in the twin cities in relation to movement 

patterns that formed a “heterogeneous society” in the twin cities. The movement patterns 

occurred during different historical periods and became an important force shaping the twin 

cities and bringing residents from other cities, villages, and refugee camps. Taraki (2008b) 
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explains how “Ramallah/al-Bireh’s fortunes and misfortunes have long been bound up with the 

movement of people” (Taraki,2008b, p.9).  

 

This research builds on this aspect and examines potentials present in the twin cities in 

relation to the opportunities they offer for creating connections between residents of refugee 

camps as well as different urban and rural residents present in the twin cities. Ramallah and Al-

Bireh have an in-migration rate that exceeds any other city in Palestine as both cities continue to 

draw people from cities and villages all over the West Bank daily (Hilal,2015; Taraki,2008).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 3-1 Major transportation networks in the twin cities:  
These networks form an important part of an everyday movement that occurs between the twin cities and 
other cities, villages, and refugee camps in the West Bank 
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Both cities serve as a daily destination for over 50 rural communities nearby in addition 

to the nearby refugee camps of Al-Jalazone and Qalandiya.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 3-2 Overall context of Ramallah and Al-Bireh: Maps show the twin cities in relation to other urban communities, rural communities, nearby 
Israeli settlements, nearby refugee camps (Al-Jalazone & Qalandiya), and refugee camps inside the twin cities: Al-Amiri (in Al-Bireh) & Qadura 
(in Ramallah). 
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Al-Bireh gains its urban significance partly because of its proximity to Ramallah. Despite 

the rapid urban growth of both cities, the occupation remains a reality for Ramallah and Al-

Bireh. The cities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh are surrounded by 29 Israeli settlements and the 

separation wall cutting through 23 of the villages and towns nearby (Arij,2006). Furthermore, the 

division of Palestinian territory in the West Bank into Areas A, B, and C, not only separates the 

twin cities from the nearby villages but also limits the expansion of both cities. Almost half the 

area of Al-Bireh city is classified as Area C and Israeli soldiers prevent any type of urban 

development in this area. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 3-3 Existing conditions in West Bank area after the signing of Oslo Accords. 
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The combinations of economic, political, and social forces shaping the twin cities of 

Ramallah and Al-Bireh reveal a potential for spaces that can evoke shared meanings and situate 

the twin cities within a broader context. With these different dimensions, the twin cities of 

Ramallah and Al-Bireh present different possibilities for the investigation of public spaces and 

examining their role in creating meaningful connections that contribute to challenging the 

existing social and physical discontinuity in the Palestinian territories. Selecting cases from 

Ramallah and Al-Bireh has certain advantages that might not be present in other Palestinian 

cities. The centrality of these cities in relation to the broader context draws attention to internal 

processes that impact the wider scale and create meaningful connections between people from 

different locations.  

Fig 3-4 The twin cities & their surroundings: A detailed map of Ramallah and AL-Bireh showing the surrounding 
villages and the surrounding Israeli settlements  
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In a complicated geography that consists of isolated villages, cities, and refugee camps; 

this research seeks to locate meaningful public spaces in the twin cities of Ramallah and Al-

Bireh. The significance of these spaces emerges from their ability to extend beyond the cities and 

connect a fragmented reality. This requires a closer look at the public life in the twin cities and 

identifying physical settings that support meaningful activities and establish contact points with 

nearby and remote locations. Thus, identifying meaningful public spaces in these cities and 

examining their role and potentials can help answer the main questions and objectives of this 

research. The next section illustrates the framework that was used for examining these cities and 

identifying the different types of public spaces inside these cities. 

 

3.1.2 Phase 1: Seeking meaningful public spaces in the twin cities 

 

This phase of the study responds to the first research question which seeks to identify 

different types of public spaces that exist within Ramallah and Al-Bireh. The point of departure 

for this phase was inspired by Charles Baudelaire's “flâneur” (Benjamin,1989) and De Certeau’s 

“act of walking” (1984,1985). This involved wandering through different spaces of the city, 

following people’s movements within and between spaces, and observing people in the different 

events of the city. In a way, the flâneur can be viewed as an urban ethnographer who is “being 

invisible in order to take a look at what is actually inaccessible” (Jenks & Neves,2000, p.5).  De 

Certeau (1985) demonstrates how the act of walking “is to urban system what the speech act is to 

language” (p.97). It is a key activity that allows one to understand and explain how everyday life 

is practised in different parts of the city. The unplanned walks also share similarities with the 

“derive” concept developed by the Situationist international artists (Debord,1958). The “derive” 

consists of encounters with people and events in the city (Pinder,1996; Wood,2010). In this 

phase, the encounters incorporated Informal conversations (see 3.2 Research tools) with 

shopkeepers, taxi drivers, street vendors, young men loitering on sidewalks, people sitting in 

different types of spaces, and people watching events happening in the cities. The informal 

conversations included drinking coffee together, discussing local news and events, reflecting on 

public spaces people use, and describing the activities carried out in public spaces. In some 

cases, the participants were asked to draw Mental maps (see 3.2 Research tools) to reveal these 

experiences. These encounters facilitated the discovery of spaces that are appropriated and used 
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in unexpected ways. Moreover, the walks in the city were not completely random, and City maps 

(see 3.2 Research tools) were used to guide the act of walking. The City maps included maps of 

planned public spaces (parks, squares), maps of events planned by the municipalities (held in 

temporary and permanent spaces), maps of open and social spaces in the city (parking lots, 

leftover lands, mosques, markets, street cafés), and maps of streets (main streets, regional streets, 

transportation networks, city edges/entries).  

 

The goal from these walks was to expand the view of the city and include new alternative 

ways of experiencing and reading city spaces through direct engagement with the everyday life 

of the city. Both the planned walks (in response to the City maps) and the unplanned walks (in 

response to people’s movements and encounters) exposed unplanned and planned public spaces 

which bring people from different locations to perform a wide range of activities. This responds 

to earlier studies presented by Habermas (1962/1989), Arendt (1958), Low & Smith (2006), 

Mitchell (1995,2003), Lofland (1998), Sennett (1978), and Oldenburg (1989) which provide 

examples of streets, coffee shops, and squares that support activities in the public realm and the 

public sphere. Moreover, the earlier historical overview of public spaces in Palestine included 

examples of markets, mosques, holy shrines, city squares, and streets that supported a wide range 

of political and social activities and formed an important part of public life. Thus, the main 

criteria behind selecting spaces in this phase responded to these studies and included planned and 

unplanned public spaces (parks, coffee shops, mosques, holy shrines, city squares, parking lots, 

streets) that enclose a wide array of public activities. This approach opens opportunities to locate 

spaces that include diverse groups of men and women from different villages, cities, and refugee 

camps engaging in different types of activities that relate to both the public realm and the public 

sphere. 

 

The selection of the participants for the interviews in this phase was based on the 

encounters that emerged during the city walks. In some cases, some participants revealed 

knowledge about the city and its spaces, and the informal conversations developed into in-depth 

semi-structured interviews about a certain space. Furthermore, some participants identified other 

people who also shared similar experiences in the city or key informants who offered more 

insights about the spaces and provided access to different spaces in the city. Thus, the sampling 
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method was based on a snowballing effect with both the selection of the participants and the 

selection of the locations in the city. Moreover, the sampling method in this research was an 

ongoing process that required time and familiarity for the researcher to start identifying key 

informants and relative locations. This type of familiarity required walking in the city during 

different times of the day as well as all days of the week to capture as much variation as possible. 

This phase lasted for 6 weeks and explored 30 public spaces inside the twin cities. The data 

collected in this phase included over 130 informal conversations as well as 50 mental maps from 

participants of the spaces in the cities (see Appendix B). The participants included mobile and 

static users of the city spaces from different age groups, locations, and genders (see Chart 3-1). 

This phase also included 7 Expert interviews (see 3.2 Research tools & Appendix D) with 

municipality planners and event managers who provided information about spaces and events 

that support public life in the twin cities. The findings of this phase were analysed to develop 

themes that relate to physical features and activities that support historical and social processes 

that elicit meaning in space. These findings were also used to guide the selection process for the 

cases that were explored for the in-depth study in Phase 2. 

 

 

 

 

Chart 3-1: Participant information for Phase 1 
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3.1.3 Phase 2: People shaping public spaces 

  

This phase of the research study responds to the second research question and seeks to 

identify social practices and physical features that support a meaningful public space. This was 

achieved through in-depth studies of four spaces that offered strong potentials in relation to the 

social and historical processes that elicit meanings in public space.  Thus, the main criteria 

behind selecting spaces in this phase responded to the presence of activities and physical features 

related to social processes (social interactions and social networks) and historical dimensions 

(place memory and continuity between the present and the past) that imbue space with meaning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The in-depth study of these spaces included different tools for data collection to access 

meanings from the inside and investigate the interactions between processes and components 

illustrated in the conceptual framework. This includes the three main components in the 

production of space (the physical dimension, the activities, and the agency), and the social and 

historical processes that elicit meanings in public space. The tools used in this phase included 

observation, semi-structured interviews, expert interviews, and mental maps of the spaces (see 

3.2 Research tools).  

 

In relation to the physical dimension, the tools were focused on identifying physical 

features that support historical and social meanings. This included historical and symbolic 

Fig 3-5 The processes that support meanings in public space 
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elements that support historical narratives and place memory (Hayden,1995; Ramadan,2009; 

Swedenburg,1990; Abufarha,2008). In addition to that, other physical features were identified in 

relation to the social networks and interactions they support. This relates to earlier studies by 

Alexander et al. (1977), Gehl (1971/1987), and Jacobs (1961/1992) that focus on supportive 

facilities and physical elements that facilitate social encounters and generate more sociable 

spaces. Moreover, the physical features included relational physical elements as well as adaptive 

physical elements that facilitate informal operations and agency in space (Franck & Stevens, 

2007; Bayat,2010; Norberg Schulz,1971). This required examining elements, such as streets and 

transportation networks, which encourage informal operations and unplanned activities in space.  

 

In relation to activities, the tools were focused on identifying meaningful activities that 

are associated with historical links as well as social networks. This included social narrations and 

rituals that still take place in space and elicit shared meanings (Bakshi,2014; Connerton,1989; 

Said,1986). Other activities, such as remedial and supportive interchanges (Goffman,1971), were 

also examined to understand how social networks are established between different groups, and 

the various forms of social capital bonding and bridging that emerge from these networks (De 

Souza Briggs, 1997; Putnam,2000). The examination also focused on activities linked with 

everyday practices and agency in space. This included identifying different forms of spontaneous 

as well as coordinated actions that emerge informally and enable users to transform physical 

settings and provide alternative possibilities inside the space (Bayat,2010; Bourdieu,1973,1990; 

De Certeau,1984; Giddens,1984). 

 

The tools used in this phase were interrelated and were used interchangeably to 

complement one another (Gieseking,2013; Powell,2010). For example, the observation also 

involved listening and talking to users and thus included semi-structured interviews. In addition 

to that, some participants found it easier to express themselves visually using mental maps. As 

the participants started visualising and drawing the elements of the space, they recalled 

experiences and consequently started narrating stories about the space. The selected four spaces 

were studied in great detail for a period of two months and 2 weeks. The data collected in this 

phase included 30 mental maps and 30 semi-structured interviews in each space (see Appendix 

C). 
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This phase also included 18 expert interviews (see 3.2 Research tools & Appendix D) 

with municipality directors, architects, and archaeologists who provided rich insights about the 

spaces and the twin cities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh. The interviews provided a better 

understanding of the different aspects that emerged during the observations and interviews in the 

space. More importantly, the interviews revealed important differences in how spaces were used 

by the participants and how the experts (designers, municipalities, and other organizations) 

thought spaces should be used. 

 

3.2 Research tools 

 

The previous section summarised the overall framework for the research process, which  

included different phases and multiple tools that enabled the researcher to explore both the cities 

and the spaces. The first phase of the research, Phase1, explored public spaces in the twin cities 

through the act of walking and was guided by the city maps for both Ramallah and Al-Bireh. The 

act of walking also included informal conversations and mental maps of the city. The second 

phase of the study, Phase 2, was an in-depth exploration of four public spaces in the twin cities. 

Chart 3-2: Participant information for Phase 2 
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This phase included several tools that captured meanings and activities in the space as 

understood by its users. The observation was an important tool that allowed the researcher to 

directly experience space and the full range of activities it affords. Other tools such as semi-

structured interviews and mental maps also formed an integral aspect in uncovering subjective 

qualities that were difficult to observe. Furthermore, expert interviews and archival records were 

used to complement the data and provide rich insights regarding other dimensions that influence 

the activities in public space. 

 

3.2.1 City maps 

  

The city maps formed an important starting point for the research process, which 

influenced reading the cities in Phase 1 and identified different potential spaces for Phase 2. The 

city maps (available on the municipality’s public website) included GIS maps, tourist maps, and 

aerial views of the cities (see Appendix A). Each type of city map reveals a different layer of 

information regarding various types of public spaces and activities taking place in the cities. GIS 

and tourist maps were used to locate intentional spaces planned for public use including squares, 

plazas, and parks. Moreover, the GIS maps and aerial views of the city were used to identify 

unplanned public spaces that foster public life such as markets, mosques, street cafés, street 

vendors, and spaces on the margins.  Another type of city map is the events map of the city that 

depicts permanent, ephemeral, and seasonal events taking place in the city. These maps provided 

insights regarding formal operations in public space and were developed throughout attending 

the events and interviewing the directors and the event managers of the municipalities. 

 

3.2.2 Observations 

 

This method was applied in Phase 2 of the research, and it involved observing, listening, 

talking, and sometimes participating in the daily life of the spaces being studied. “The intent 

behind the close involvement is to generate data through watching and listening to what people 

naturally do and say but also personally experiencing the same everyday life as those under 

study” (Brewer,2000, p. 59). The observations were recorded in the format of field notes as well 

as photographs and maps that documented the activities and spatial experiences. 
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The observations focused on mapping the way activities were carried out in relation to 

the existing physical features, which also revealed opportunities for agency in space. This 

included mapping frequently used access points, mapping temporary and permanent elements 

that supported activities, and mapping new features introduced or appropriated by the users. The 

mapping also included behavioural patterns, paths of movement, distribution of activities across 

time and space, and the way people engaged in the activities in space. It was difficult to observe 

all the activities in the space, however frequent visits during different times of the day (morning, 

afternoon, and evening) made it possible to develop a good understanding of the different 

activities in space. Moreover, observations carried out in space were also used as a basis for 

other tools used in the research study. During the observations, many issues related to the 

activities and behavioural patterns emerged, and these issues were addressed in the semi-

structured interviews and expert interviews. 

 

3.2.3 Mental maps 

 

Downs and Stea (1977) demonstrate how individuals generate cognitive images of the 

physical environment through a series of complex mental processes of gathering, remembering, 

recalling, and simplifying the physical environment (Downs and Stea,1977). These cognitive 

images that people generate are also referred to as mental maps. The mental maps provide rich 

insights regarding spatial experiences as they reveal the “whereness” and “whatness” of spatial 

experiences (Downs and Stea,1977). The “whereness” refers to where the meaningful 

experiences occur, and the “whatness” refers to what is important about them in relation to 

social, individual, physical, political, and historical aspects.  

 

Mental mapping was used in both phases of this research study. The mental maps 

demonstrate how people internally represent elements of the physical settings and how these 

elements shape their spatial experience and their relationship with space. In Phase 1, the mental 

mapping activity focused on everyday practices and experiences in the city (Bayat,2010) in 

which the participants were asked to imagine themselves walking in the city and draw the spaces 

that they were drawn to in the city (and explain why). In Phase 2, the mental mapping focused 
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on the processes and components illustrated in the conceptual framework. This included the 

physical dimension, the activities, and the agency in relation to historical and social dimensions. 

Participants were asked to draw the space by placing themselves in the space and recalling 

physical elements that make this space meaningful to them. In order to recover activities, 

participants were asked to recall different trips they made across space, events or interactions 

they watched, encounters with people inside the space, and different spots they used in the space. 

In addition to physical dimensions and activities, the mental maps focused on capturing the 

different forms of agency in space. The way physical elements were drawn and the type of 

activities associated with them revealed a great deal of agency. Physical elements were 

frequently manipulated and some included imaginative components. The combination of real and 

imaginative elements in the maps demonstrated the agency of users in inventing alternative 

situations (Bloomfield,2006). These different layers of mapping seek to record the variety of 

activities in public space, uncover covert meanings inscribed in the space, and reveal how people 

perceive and re-imagine their experience in spaces.  

 

3.2.4 Intensive interviewing: informal conversations/semi-structured interviews 

 

Another important tool that was used to capture the spatial experiences of individuals in 

the city and its spaces was intensive interviewing, which includes informal conversations and 

semi-structured interviews. 
 

Intensive interviewing …encompasses both ordinary conversations and listening as it occurs 

naturally during the course of social interaction and semi-structured interviews involving the use 

of an interview guide consisting of a list of open-ended questions that direct conversation without 

forcing the interviewee (usually referred to as ‘informant’) to select preestablished responses 

(Lofland & Lofland,2006, p.17). 

 

Both informal conversations and semi-structured interviews were based on open-ended 

questions (Lofland & Lofland,2006) and were used in different phases of the research to collect 

verbal testimonies about activities, meanings, and attitudes about the space. Informal 

conversations were used in Phase 1 and focused on capturing the different forms of public 

activities and the spaces that support them. This type of interviewing can be viewed as 
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“conversations with a purpose” (Burgess,1984, p.102). The informal conversations started with 

questions about the spaces used in the city, and the reason behind selecting these spaces. 

Participants had enough flexibility to expand beyond these questions and expose new aspects 

related to the spaces in the city. These conversations varied in length, especially since some of 

the conversations were carried out with people who had a limited amount of time available (such 

as taxi drivers, people waiting for rides, and street vendors). 

In Phase 2, the semi-structured interviews were used to provide an in-depth 

understanding of social and historical dimensions that bring meaning to space, and the different 

forms of physical elements, activities, and agency that support these meanings. The interviews 

extended over a longer period of time and were accompanied by observations and mapping 

activities. The questions proposed in the interviews focused on the historical and social 

dimensions illustrated in the conceptual framework. This included questions about everyday 

social practices, historical meanings, elements that support different types of social interactions, 

and opportunities present in the physical features. 

 

3.2.5 Expert interviews 

 

This type of investigation was used throughout different stages of the research process 

including Phases 1 & 2. The expert interviews in this study were semi-structured interviews 

conducted with municipality directors, event planners, architects, and archaeologists. The expert 

interviews provided rich insights about the spaces and the cities throughout different periods. In 

Phase 1, expert interviews were held with municipality planners and event managers to map the 

activities as well as the public spaces in the city.  In Phase 2, expert interviews were held with 

municipality directors, archaeologists, and local architects involved in the design and 

management of public space. The purpose of these interviews was to explore the formal practices 

carried out by the municipality and local designers. The interviews focused on the process of 

public space design, design challenges, and possibilities for addressing current challenges and 

needs. Furthermore, the expert interviews explored the municipalities’ attitude and role in 

supporting public life in the cities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh. The interviews focused on the 

municipalities’ design visions concerning public space including the municipalities’ objectives, 

design guidelines, control and regulation policies, and management practices in public space. 
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3.2.6. Archival records 

 

This type of investigation was used throughout different stages of the research process 

including Phases 1 & 2. It focused on collecting information relevant to the histories and urban 

transformations of the twin cities. Recovering archival records about the twin cities revealed rich 

information about significant public spaces that no longer exist, and yet had played an important 

role in connecting people and creating meaningful experiences. The archival records included 

books, photographs, and maps (available at the municipality and the Ministry of Tourism and 

Antiquities) that revealed different forces that impact the city at multiple levels and revealed 

connections between local spaces and social and political events that operate at a broader scale. 

Thus, this type of investigation provides access to meanings that are difficult to capture through 

direct experience. It also links different dimensions including social, physical, and political 

forces of the past which are still rooted in the physical environment and provide a common 

ground for shared meanings on a broader level.  

 

3.3 Data analysis 

 

Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) explain how ethnographic research often follows a 

“‘funnel’ structure, being progressively focused over its course” (Hammersley& Atkinson,2007, 

p.160). The authors warn from the influence of naturalism in ethnography and explain how the 

“commitment to ‘tell it like it is’ tends to force the process of analysis to remain implicit and 

underdeveloped” (Hammersley& Atkinson,2007, p.160). Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) 

propose an analysis process that allows the researcher to develop a “defined concrete series of 

analytical categories” as he /she is confronted with an overwhelming amount of unstructured 

data (Ferrándiz, 2020, p.151). The analysis process aims is to bring organisation and meaning to 

the data and allow the researcher to interpret that data in relation to the research questions and 

objectives (Brewer, 2000; Miles & Huberman,1994).  Consequently, coding is often used in the 

early phases of data analysis to make the data manageable and facilitate the analysis process 

(Brewer, 2000). Furthermore, coding allows the researcher to generate concepts, develop 

typologies, and establish relationships between categories. The analysis used in this research was 
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based on the process of coding the data and developing pattern codes into categories and themes 

that respond to the research questions and the conceptual framework of this research (Miles & 

Huberman,1994). The codes, categories, and themes were also accompanied by qualitative 

descriptions and visual displays (maps and photographs) that describe and explain what has been 

captured and observed during the research (Brewer,2000). 

 

The data analysis in Phase 1 responds to the first research question which seeks to 

identify the different types of public spaces in relation to the public sphere and public realm. 

Mapping formed an essential activity in the analysis process and facilitated the visual display of 

different elements together. The maps that emerged in the analysis combined findings from the 

city walks, mental maps, informal conversations, and city maps. These maps resemble what 

Corner (1999) describes as “a theatre of operations upon which the mapper collects, combines, 

connects, marks, masks, relates and generally explores” (p.215).  The categories emerging from 

this analysis identified different types of public spaces that support a wide array of public 

activities. Further analysis was carried out across the spaces from these categories and revealed 

new patterns in relation to social and historical meanings in space. In addition to that, the 

patterns also revealed connections between formal and informal operations that are carried out in 

public space.  These findings were developed into themes that guided the selection process of 

four cases for the in-depth study in Phase 2. The four cases selected in this phase highlight 

themes that are linked with historical meanings as well as social processes that bind Palestinians. 

The themes that emerged in these cases draw attention to physical elements and activities that 

support meaningful social networks between men, women, and families from urban and rural 

locations. The four cases also included historical and natural features that support memories of 

rituals and communal practices and provide meaningful links to the past. The physical 

dimensions and activities present in the four cases informed the in-depth study and data analysis 

of Phase 2. 

 

The data analysis of Phase 2 looks closely at the activities and physical elements present 

in the four cases. This responds to the second research question and aims to identify social 

practices and physical features that produce meaningful public space. The activities and physical 

elements identified in this phase were described, interpreted, and analysed within the domains of 
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the conceptual framework (see Fig 3-5) that draws attention to components (physical, activities, 

agency) and processes (social process and links to the past) that produce meaningful public 

space. The conceptual framework necessitates the analysis of space in a processual manner, - i.e., 

to focus on the interactions between the different components and processes that constitute 

public space rather than on the resultant whole (Deleuze & Guattari,1987; Dovey,2011).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The components and processes which shape public space are interrelated and cannot be 

examined in isolation from one another. Hence, mapping was used once again in this phase to 

create relationships across the different components. The open and relational character of 

mapping responds well to this type of analysis as it combines findings from semi-structured 

interviews, mental maps, city maps, and observations. Visual display of images and maps was 

used to assemble, project, and layer patterns emerging from the data. The analysis process 

identified key physical elements and activities that enable people to become active agents and 

imbue space with social and historical meanings. Furthermore, the findings from both phases of 

this research identified design variables that support agency in space and enable users to shape 

meaningful public spaces. The variables underline a combination of formal and informal 

operations that are essential in the production of a meaningful public space and can thereby 

inform future design and management practices in public space. 

Fig 3-6 Conceptual framework: A meaningful public space 
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3.4 Research challenges 

 

This type of study required spending a significant amount of time in spaces to establish 

trust with the participants, and gain direct access to meanings and activities carried out in spaces. 

However, my sustained presence in different types of settings posed a few challenges in the 

research study.  

 

The first challenge was related to the location of the research study, which is considered a 

high-risk region. Ramallah and Al- Bireh have a lower rate of violent events compared to other 

cities in Palestine. However, the instability of the political context continues to pose a threat, and 

unexpected events can quickly escalate into violent clashes. The spaces explored in the fieldwork 

included spaces located in Area A (under Palestinian control) and in Area C (under Israeli 

control). Spaces in area C posed a real threat since they are located on the margins and very close 

to Israeli checkpoints and settlements. This critical location increases the risk of clashes or 

demonstrations occurring in these spaces. In response to these risks, I kept monitoring local news 

and local events, especially those related to political activities/demonstrations. Also, I 

interviewed the gatekeepers who frequently used those spaces, and they informed me about the 

times I should avoid coming to the space for my safety. 

 

The second challenge was related to my identity as a Palestinian architect and female 

researcher who is familiar with the context. Even though my familiarity with the context has its 

benefits and enabled me to establish quick connections with local architects, municipalities, and 

gatekeepers. However, it was important to adopt a reflexive approach and address my personal 

views and experiences in this context especially during the different stages of data collection and 

data analysis. The reflexive process I adopted acknowledges how the researcher cannot separate 

him/herself from the context under study, and thus it is essential to be aware of my positionality 

and how it influenced the research process and its outcomes. Moreover, the reflexive process 

enabled me to assume multiple roles that allowed me to keep an open mind during the different 

stages of data collection and data analysis. This approach can “greatly enhance interpretation of 

the social process under study” (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007, p.96).  
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In addition to that, my gender also influenced the research process, especially during the 

interviews and mental mapping activities. In several public spaces, that were usually dominated 

by men, many female participants felt comfortable spending more time in public spaces due to 

my prolonged presence in these spaces, and they were also able to share with me many details 

about their spatial experiences. However, my gender had its implications on issues related to 

safety and negotiating access to spaces. In many instances, my safety was compromised because 

I was a female researcher working alone. In the first phase of the fieldwork, I faced some 

difficulties as I found myself in many instances loitering in the streets; an act usually performed 

by men. My presence as a female standing aimlessly in the street was socially unacceptable. In 

addition to that, my conversations with street vendors and men on the sidewalks drew a lot of 

attention from bystanders and police officers. One way to face this challenge was to identify 

myself to nearby police officers and people who were always present in the street. Also, my 

everyday presence in the same streets enabled people to open up to me, and they started adapting 

to my presence. Furthermore, being a female made it difficult for me to access spaces that were 

used predominantly by men such as the traditional coffee shops. In some coffee shops, I was 

denied complete entry into the space, and I ended up talking to people on the opposite sidewalk 

outside the coffee shop. In other cases, I was able to negotiate with the manager who allowed me 

to enter at certain times of the day when the coffee shop was less busy. In addition to that, some 

spaces were formally and informally controlled by gatekeepers and security officers. In one 

space, I was interrogated by undercover security officers.  In the beginning, they did not allow 

me to take photographs of the space, and also required me to inform them every time I wanted to 

visit the space. However, the limited time I spent in the space enabled me to identify key 

informants who were acquainted with the security officers. The key informants helped me gain 

access to space, and I was finally able to visit the space more freely and take photographs of it. 

 

The final challenge was related to taking photographs in public spaces. On some 

occasions, people expressed discomfort while I was taking photographs, even though the 

photographs focused on capturing activities, not the individuals. Additionally, it was difficult to 

ask permission from everyone occupying the space before taking the photographs. As a result, I 

was not able to capture all types of activities in photographs. However, I was able to capture 

images of the spaces when they were empty, and also during big events that already included 
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press and photographers. Despite these challenges, I was still able to immerse myself in different 

spaces and engage with the activities and people. Negotiating access to spaces, gaining trust from 

the participants, and maintaining relationships with key informants, were all key aspects that 

helped me overcome many challenges in the fieldwork, interview more people in the space, and 

also access activities or zones in the space that might be less visible. 

 

3.5 Ethical considerations 

 

The methods used in this research focus on close work with participants in the form of 

observations, intensive interviews, and mental mapping activities. These tools are essential to 

achieve the goals of the research and develop a clear understanding of public life from the 

people’s perspective. At the same time, it is important to protect the participants from any 

potential risks these methods might entail. Before conducting the research, it was important to 

inform the participants about the study, explain the purpose of the study, the methods used for 

data collection, the nature of their participation, potential risks and benefits of their participation, 

and how this data will be managed and disseminated (Wiles,2013). It was also important to 

protect the privacy of the participants and maintain confidentiality and anonymity of the data 

gathered from the research, especially the data that relates to identifiable information about 

participants.  

Participants were informed about how the data was managed and used, and they were 

assured that the data gathered was used only for the research. Moreover, participants had the 

choice to refuse to participate in the research or withdraw from the research activity at any point 

(Wiles, 2013). After the participants were fully informed about the research, informed consents 

were obtained through signed consent forms. However, in some situations, it was difficult to 

obtain consent from all participants especially when conducting observations in public settings. 

In such circumstances, key participants and managers of the space were informed about the 

activities of the research, and during the observation activities (which included photographing 

the space), people using the space were informed about the research activity taking place and 

they had the choice to leave the space if they did not wish to be included in the activity. 
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3.6 Conclusion 

 

  This chapter explored the methodological approach for this research and demonstrated 

the overall framework and the tools used to examine public spaces in the twin cities of Ramallah 

and Al-Bireh. The centrality of the twin cities in relation to villages, refugee camps, and other 

cities in the West Bank offers opportunities for establishing linkages that can overcome the 

existing physical and social divide. The methodology of this research is based on an 

ethnographic approach that consists of two phases. The first phase examines the cities from street 

level and uncovers a wide range of planned and unplanned public spaces that entail activities 

related to the public realm and public sphere. The second phase includes an in-depth study of 

four spaces and explores physical elements and activities that facilitate agency and enable users 

to shape meaningful public spaces. The analysis of the data collected in both phases establishes a 

new reading of the twin cities and the different types of public spaces they support. Moreover, 

the findings emphasise the relationship between formal and informal operations in public space 

and underline key variables that need to be addressed in the design and management of public 

spaces. The following chapters will explore these findings and demonstrate how public spaces 

can challenge social and physical discontinuities, establish links to the past, and facilitate social 

networks across diverse groups. 
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Chapter 4 

Seeking meaningful spaces in the twin cities 
 

This chapter explores the findings of the first phase of this research and identifies the 

types of public spaces that emerged in the cities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh. The spaces identified 

here are diverse in terms of their location (the centre and periphery), size, physical features, 

activities, and the different social groups they support. The spaces enclose a wide array of 

activities that exist in the public sphere and public realm. They also draw attention to formal and 

informal operations that bring meaning to space and provide opportunities for connections 

between Palestinians from different locations.  

 

The West Bank is divided into areas A, B, and C. Area A, controlled by the Palestinian National Authority (PNA) includes the urban 
centres and comprises 18% of the West Bank. Area B comprises 21% of the West Bank, it includes the rural areas, and it falls 
under both PNA and Israeli jurisdictions. Area C comprises 61% of the West Bank, includes Israeli settlements, borders, military 
bases, and state lands. 
 
Fig 4-1 The boundaries of Ramallah and Al-Bireh: Map shows divisions after the Oslo accords: Areas A, B, and C. 
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The types of public spaces presented in this chapter are grouped into six categories. The 

categories include Reclaimed Spaces, Remembered Spaces, Third Places, Practised Spaces, 

Designated Parks, and Relational Spaces. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.1 Reclaimed Spaces 

 

This category focuses on activities related to both the public sphere and the public realm 

that enable Palestinians to reclaim public spaces in support of their visibility against control 

measures that undermine their presence. The category emphasises the importance of the 

formation of a visible public body in a space where “desires and needs of individuals and groups 

can be seen” (Mitchell,2003, p.33). This relates to earlier explorations by Mitchell (1995,2003) 

Fig 4-2 The location of all the spaces investigated in Phase 1 
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and Low and Smith (2006) that necessitate the physical occupation of public space in support of 

political action and the public sphere. At the same time, the cases bring out everyday practices in 

the public realm (Arendt,1958; Lofland,1998; Sennett,1978) that entail daily appropriations of 

public space and enable diverse groups to assert their visibility in space. The political and social 

activities that emerged in these cases underscore users’ agency in reclaiming more spaces on the 

edge of the city and providing a context for collective action (Iveson,2007). The activities 

include “quiet encroachments” (Bayat,2010) and tactical practices (De Certeau,1984) that elude 

disciplinary power and explore alternative possibilities in public space. The alternative 

possibilities that emerged in this category include reclaimed spaces that support the visibility of 

Palestinians on the edges of areas A, B, and C in the West Bank. The spaces explored in this 

section include Al-Sofara Park, The Holy Shrine of Sidi Shaban, and Nelson Mandela Square. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 4-3 The location of all the spaces for the category of Reclaimed Spaces 
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4.1.1 Al-Sofara Park 

 

 

Al- Sofara Park is a neighbourhood 

park located near the northern entry of Al-

Bireh city. The Park forms a major entry 

point for the twin cities of Al-Bireh and 

Ramallah due to its proximity to a regional 

street that connects to cities and villages in 

the north of the West Bank.  

 

 

 

 

The Park was originally an old street that was closed off by the Israeli authorities who 

control this area. Even though the street is within the boundaries of Al-Bireh city, yet its 

classification as area C restricts the municipality’s control over this area. Al-Bireh municipality 

created the park gradually and in several phases. In each phase, the municipality was testing how 

far the park can expand in the direction of the old street without being blocked by the Israeli 

soldiers (D. Joudeh, expert interview, August 2018). The location of the park is very critical; it is 

only a few hundred meters away from the DCO Israeli checkpoint and Beit El settlement (an 

Israeli settlement and military base). The DCO checkpoint and the Beit El settlement make the 

space a violent confrontation zone between Israeli soldiers and Palestinian protesters, especially 

during political upheavals. In such situations, the power relations shift, and Palestinian protestors 

take full control of the space. The clashes continue to occur, especially every Friday after the 

noon prayer1.  

 
1 Clashes on Friday: Usually most demonstrations are held after the Friday noon prayers, and demonstrators 
congregate at the mosque and head towards locations close to Israeli military bases. 
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 Fig 4-4 Al-Sofara Park and surrounding context 
 



 
 
 

99 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The ongoing clashes, that continue to occur every week, led to the deterioration of the 

park. Despite the neglect and deterioration, users come from different locations to hold family 

gatherings, share rides, and meet others inside the park. Many users consider their presence in 

the park as a form of resistance that challenges Israeli measures that seek to undermine the 

Palestinian presence in Area C. On Fridays, after the clashes, families come from the nearby 

residential buildings as well as from remote areas to hold their weekly family feasts with 

extended members of the family. This includes families from Hebron, Jericho, Al-Amari refugee 

camp, and Al-Jalazone refugee camp. The proximity of the regional street plays a significant role 

in supporting the collective presence of families and makes the park a destination to several 

remote communities residing in Area C. A resident from the nearby Al- Jalazone refugee camp, 

explained how meaningful it was for him to be able to be present in a space with such proximity 

to the settlement and checkpoint.  He added,  
 

10 years ago, we wouldn’t have dreamed of being able to sit here, so close to the Israeli settlement. 

One time during the clashes, a soldier approached me and demanded I get out of here. I told him 

that this is a park, and it is normal for me to sit in it, and you are the one who does not belong here 

(Khaled, participant interview, July 2018).  

 

 

Fig 4-5 Al-Sofara Park 
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The Park presents an intersection between the public realm and the public sphere as it 

encloses weekly political acts as well as everyday social activities that support Palestinian 

visibility in public space. The social activities in the park share similarities with Bayat’s (2010) 

“quiet encroachment” which entails “silent, protracted, but pervasive advancement of the 

ordinary people” (p.56) that allow ordinary users to acquire public space. The “quiet 

encroachment” of the old street opened up informal appropriations by diverse groups from 

nearby and remote locations and facilitated the visibility of families, men, and women in the 

park. The sustained presence of these different groups in the park reveals how “quiet 

encroachments” are as powerful as resistance acts as they enabled users to reclaim the old street 

that was controlled by Israel. The combination of political and everyday social activities creates 

a mix of people coming from different locations and for different reasons. While some might 

find the park a common ground that supports the daily presence of remote communities in Area 

C, others find their presence in the park as a form of a political act that enables them to reclaim 

lands in Area C. Al-Sofara Park is simultaneously a meeting space and a confrontational space 

that announces a strong Palestinian presence in Area C. 

 

4.1.2 The Holy Shrine of Sidi Shaban 

 

The holy shrine, also known as Maqam, is also located in Area C on the north-east side of 

Al-Bireh city. The holy shrine was built during the Ottoman period. The holy shrine is located 

within a 160-acre land that belongs to the Ministry of Endowment and Islamic affairs, yet the 

land is now controlled by Israel. The earlier historical overview of public spaces in Palestine 

 
The map shows the regional street that 
connects to the north of the West Bank. 
Amira described how the proximity of the 
street encourages many of the residents 
from Al-Jalazone refugee camp to drive to 
the park even during late night hours. 
   
Fig 4-6 Mental map by Amira from Al- 
Jalazone refugee camp (July 2018).  
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emphasised the significant role played by holy shrines in connecting different villages and cities 

and supporting rituals. The area of Sidi Shaban offers views of the surrounding mountains and 

natural springs that evoke the memories of the long journey that people used to take to visit the 

holy shrine and perform their rituals. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The holy shrine 

A mental map of Sidi Shaban by Yasin 
from Betein village (July 2018). The map 
shows the existing holy shrine in relation 
to nearby roads used by Israeli settlers 
and Palestinian residents (from Betein 
village and Al-Bireh)  

Settlement bypass road 

Nearby farm 

Main road with DCO checkpoint 
that leads to Betein village 
    

Fig 4-7 The Holy Shrine of Sidi Shaban and Area C 
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Nowadays, access to the holy shrine is difficult, as the municipality was only able to 

partially pave the road leading to the site. The area remains under Israeli control, and the Israelis 

continue to prevent the municipality from developing this area. People do not visit this site as 

much, partly because of the difficult access, but also because of its critical location (see Fig 4-7). 

The site overlooks a by-pass road that leads to an Israeli settlement. Israeli soldiers sometimes 

come to this site and accuse Palestinians of attempting to throw stones at the Israeli settlers’ cars. 

Moreover, the Israeli settlers occasionally come and use this site, and sometimes they are armed 

with weapons and pose a threat to Palestinian families in the site. In an attempt to bring back the 

Palestinian presence in this area, Al-Bireh Association has worked closely with Al-Bireh 

municipality to organise annual events in Sidi Shaban and the nearby Qurtees mountain in Area 

C. On Land Day2, Al-Bireh Association holds an event called “Bring your family and food” to 

encourage people to come back and visit the holy shrine (A. Ayesh, expert interview, September 

2018). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2 Land Day occurs on the 30th of March every year commemorating events of land confiscation by Israel that 
occurred in 1976. It also became an important day that emphasises resistance and fighting for the land.  

Fig 4-8 Events in Area C, Photo by Al-Bireh 
Association 
Top image: Bring your family and food at 
Sidi Shaban. 
Bottom image: Kite competition at Qurtees 
mountain. 
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On Land Day, Al-Bireh Association also holds a kite flying competition at the top of Qurtees 

mountain. Moreover, the municipality and Al-Bireh Association continue to organise several 

volunteering events to plant trees and clean up the area. The events organised by Al-Bireh 

Association aim to support Palestinian visibility in an area that is threatened by nearby Israeli 

settlers. The visibility of Palestinians in this space supports civic engagement (Arendt,1958)  

as well as political action where space forms a context for collective action (Iveson,2007) and a 

“ground within and from which political activity flows” (Mitchell,1995, p.117). Mitchell 

(1995,2003) emphasises the importance of the physical occupation of public space and 

demonstrates how public visibility supports political agency and paves the way for more political 

acts. The agency of both the municipality and Al-Bireh Association in this area focuses on 

achieving strong visibility in Area C to enable Palestinians to reclaim more lands and support 

nearby rural communities living in Area C. Despite these efforts, people only visit the space 

during planned events. Further, most of these events are short-lived and target people from Al-

Bireh, and rarely bring people from the nearby villages.  

 

4.1.3 Nelson Mandela Square, Al-Tireh neighbourhood 

 

Al-Tireh neighbourhood is considered an upper-class residential area, which also marks 

the western entry for Ramallah city. The neighbourhoods’ main street connects the city with 

several rural communities such as Ein Qinya village. Ramallah municipality has invested in 

designing open spaces and public squares in this neighbourhood to provide visually appealing 

elements for people entering the city. In addition to creating several small neighbourhood parks 

scattered in this neighbourhood, the municipality also added several public squares along the 

main street of the neighbourhood. Unlike other squares in the neighbourhood which serve as 

beautification elements; Nelson Mandela Square is designed to support annual cultural festivals 

and children's activities that are organised by the municipality. The square itself includes a statue 

of Nelson Mandela that was a gift from the Johannesburg municipality in South Africa (S. Abu 

Baker, expert interview, August 2018). Nelson Mandela Square holds a significant meaning for 

young men who live in Ramallah. The site is conveniently located at the edge of the city, where 

young men can easily meet. Before the square was constructed, the site consisted of wide streets 

and served as a meeting point for young men. Groups of young men would sit together in their 
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cars and sometimes perform car stunts in the wide streets. The municipality chose this location 

for the square to limit the presence of young men in the space and bring different social groups. 

The square now attracts families and tourists who occasionally come to take pictures with the 

statue of Nelson Mandela.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Young men sitting on the steps of Nelson Mandela square 

Bottom left: Poetry Festival oraganised by Ramallah municipality at Nelson Mandela Square.  
Bottom right: Young men sitting at Nelson Mandela Square  

Fig 4-9 Nelson Mandela Square 
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Moreover, the construction of the square has made this area known on a broader level and started 

attracting more young men from different cities and villages such as Hebron, Jenin, Tulkarem, 

Jerusalem, Birzeit, Al-Jalazone refugee camp, and Qalandiya refugee camp. The presence of 

young men in cars, especially during late hours at night, disturbs the residents of the area. This 

has led to the implementation of more control measures from local security authorities. Police 

patrol cars frequently circulate Nelson Mandela Square and the main street after 8:00 pm. A 

young man from Qalandiya refugee camp explained, 
 

All we do is sit in our cars and on the sidewalk. Some men park their cars in the nearby parking 

lot, and others line up their cars along the streets around the square. We do not even sit in the square 

or disturb any of the visitors who come and take pictures with the statue. The police ask us to leave 

because they claim that we are making too much noise and disturbing the residential neighbourhood 

(Waleed, participant interview, July 2018). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Al-Darraj Park  

 
Mental map: Map by Anwar from Deir Dibwan village (July 2018). The 
map shows multiple spaces appropriated by young men to escape police 
patrols. 
 
Fig 4-10 Mental map & image of Nelson Mandela Square 
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Nelson Mandela Square  

Young men with their cars parked at near the 
square 
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In response to these control measures, the young men have reclaimed several spaces near Nelson 

Mandela Square to escape police patrols. These spaces include Al- Darraj park (Area A), and the 

edges of Ein Qinya village (in Area B). One young man from Jerusalem explained,  
 

We start by buying coffee from the coffee cart at Al-Darraj park, and we sit there for a while. After 

that, most of us go to Nelson Mandela Square. The police keep sending patrol cars to Nelson Mandela 

Square, so we move to Al- Darraj park. Al-Darraj park is nice because it is on the main street. But 

Nelson Mandela Square offers more open views of the coastal cities and is a close drive to Ein Qinya 

village (Jaber, participant interview, July 2018). 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Image on left:  The stairs inside the park leading to the 
nearby mosque  
 
Image on right: The sidewalk near the entry of the park 
which includes a coffee cart and a few benches. 
 
Al-Darraj park is on the main street of Al-Tireh, and only 
100 meters away from Nelson Mandela Square. The Park 
is a stepped garden that is frequently used as a shortcut 
to the nearby residential buildings and the mosque. The 
young men however use it differently and sit on the 
upper side of the park facing the street. The upper side is 
connected with a spacious sidewalk that includes a few 
benches and a coffee cart. 
 
 
Fig 4-11 Al-Darraj Park  



 
 
 

107 

The whole area offers spaces of relative freedom that support the visibility of young men 

in Al-Tireh neighbourhood. When too much control is exercised, and they feel they cannot return 

to Nelson Mandela Square and Al-Darraj Park; the young men go to the nearby Ein Qinya 

village and light a fire in the mountains. Similar to the previous cases, this case also 

demonstrates how the physical occupation of space enables users to reclaim public spaces and 

put them into action to form a public body that can be “heard, seen, felt, and realized” 

(Bayat,2010, p.26). The everyday tactics and appropriations that emerged near Nelson Mandela 

Square aim to support the visibility of young men and assert their rights to the city (Iveson,2007; 

Mitchell,1995,2003). The tactics they employed encouraged more coordinated actions and 

enabled them to reclaim spaces in the neighbourhood despite the continuous restrictions 

practised by the local authorities. These tactics created a meaningful network of spaces that were 

connected through movements, appropriations, and coordinated actions. De Certeau (1984) 

demonstrates how such tactics enable users to appropriate spaces that meet their needs and seize 

spaces that escape control measures. For Bayat, these tactics emerge in “uncontrolled holes-

zones of relative freedom that can be filled and appropriated by ordinary actors” (Bayat,2010, 

p.25). Furthermore, the continuous search for spaces of visibility enabled the young men to 

reclaim spaces outside the city boundary and assert their visibility in the nearby edges of Area B 

(controlled by Israel). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fig 4-12 Map of the spaces around Nelson Mandela Square: The different spaces are connected by the 
movement of young men in the neighbourhood   
 

Ein Qinya 
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4.2 Remembered Spaces 

 

This category explores memories of events and spaces that connect with activities in both 

the public sphere and the public realm. The cases explored in this category resonate with earlier 

explorations about place memory (Hayden,1995) and “remembered” public spaces that existed in 

traditional rural and urban communities (Amiri,1987; Elsheshtawy,2006; Rabbat,2012).  The 

cases include memories of social and political activities carried out in mosques and memories of 

social activities carried out in agricultural fields and springs. Some of these spaces no longer 

exist, while others stopped playing a central role in people’s lives because of the social and 

physical transformations in the city spaces. However, the emotional bonds and memories linked 

with these spaces remain strong because of the persistence of certain physical and natural 

features. This links to Hayden’s (1995) notion of urban landscapes which operate as “storehouses 

for social memories” (p.9). Urban landscapes include buildings, streets, hills, and other natural 

features that store public meanings.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fig 4-13 The location of all the spaces for the category of Remembered Spaces 
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Thus, this category uncovers spaces that people are still invested in emotionally and historically, 

and it identifies physical dimensions and activities that make these spaces meaningful on a local 

and a broader level.  These spaces include Country in the City and the Outdoor Court of the 

Mosque. 

 

4.2.1. Country in the City  

 

As mentioned earlier, Ramallah and Al-Bireh were essentially rural communities, and 

many of their social spaces were closely linked with the nature present in land plots, springs, and 

agricultural fields. Many residents from Ramallah and Al-Bireh described how both cities used 

to be a paradise of land plots (Hawakeer) and springs, and people enjoyed sitting on the walls of 

these land plots, talking to passers-by, and picking fruits from the trees. Moreover, residents 

from Al-Bireh have a strong association with the springs that were very abundant in the village. 

The main spring, Ein El-Balad (spring of the town in Arabic), which ran through the centre of 

Al-Bireh, was an everyday social space for the women of Al-Bireh. As women visited this spring 

daily to fill their water jugs, many of them socialised and shared gossip in this space. The 

agricultural fields also constituted vibrant social spaces for seasonal events and everyday social 

activities that were carried out by members of the same village.  

 

Both the springs and agricultural fields supported a variety of rituals and daily social 

interactions that were synchronised with rural life and formed a strong basis for shared meanings 

between rural residents. These spaces almost disappeared from Ramallah and Al-Bireh’s 

landscape. For both Ramallah and Al-Bireh, the links to rural life and the land gradually started 

to weaken over time. The transformations in the social structure, the loss of the land, and the 

uncontrolled urban expansion have interrupted the agricultural rhythms of the cities. The 

agricultural rhythms used to shape social spaces that linked people with nature, and with each 

other. However, these social spaces still exist in the mind of the older generation, and many of 

them still try to find opportunities to recapture these past links through natural features. 
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Just a few hundred meters from the city centre is a small green space defined by tall pine 

trees. The space was designed by the municipality as a rest stop for people walking in Al-Iza’a 

street. Residents from Ramallah and Al-Bireh used to visit this spot even before it was designed 

as a rest stop. The presence of pine trees in this area evokes memories linked to social activities 

that existed in Ramallah. Local residents name Al-Iza’a street as Share’ Al-Kazdara (walking 

street in Arabic) because of the abundant pine trees and small land plots (Al-Hawakeer) it used to 

enclose. Now, most of the trees and small land plots have disappeared and have been replaced by 

commercial buildings and parking lots that serve as transit terminals.  The rest stop at Al-Iza’a 

street is the only remaining spot that includes natural features that survived over time.  

 

The mental maps drawn by users, from the older generation, demonstrate how the pine 

trees remind them of what Ramallah used to be, and how natural elements support place 

memory. This brings back earlier discussions by Bakshi (2015), Connerton (1989), and Hayden 

(1995) that demonstrate how people remember places and underline natural and physical 

elements that re-affirm meanings rooted in the past.  For the older generation, nature reminds 

them of abundant public spaces that existed in the twin cities.  These spaces were formed around 

Fig 4-14 Ein El-Balad underneath the mosque’s extension 
The main spring, Ein El-Balad, is now buried underneath Al-Ein mosque’s court and can only be accessed from a 
gated room located behind the main entrance.   
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nature, accommodated the agricultural life of the community, and supported different forms of 

meaningful social encounters. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mental map by an old resident, 
Munir, from Ramallah (July 2018). 
The map combines new elements 
(coffee carts and transportation 
networks) as well as the existing 
trees in AL-Iza’a street.  

Fig 4-15 The rest stop in Al-Iza’a street. 
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4.2.2 The Outdoor Court of the Mosque 

 

Mosques have historically provided a common ground that confirmed the religious 

identity and supported social solidarity between different members of the community. The events 

and ceremonies that take place inside the mosques play an important role in generating political 

action as well as supporting social unity (Amiri,1987; Bianca,2000; Rabbat,2012). One 

significant mosque located on the boundary between Ramallah and Al-Bireh cities is Jamal 

Abdel Nasser Mosque (see fig 4-16).  Jamal Abdel Nasser Mosque was built in 1962 and is 

located just a few hundred meters away from the modern city centre of Al-Manara. The mosque 

occupies a central location; not only is it close to the city centre, but it is also a few meters away 

from the central market in Al-Bireh. More importantly, the mosque is close to three main 

transportation networks that connect to cities, refugee camps, and villages all over the West 

Bank. Thus, the mosque is a central destination for residents of Al-Bireh and Ramallah in 

addition to users coming from different parts of the West Bank.  

 

During the First and Second Intifada, all the funerals of Palestinian martyrs from 

Ramallah and Al-Bireh area emerged from this mosque and its court. These funerals were also 

followed by demonstrations, as people conjoined at the mosque and then walked towards Al- 

Manara square or the city borders to confront the Israeli soldiers. In addition to the political 

events, the mosque played a significant role in the daily lives of local and remote communities. 

The mosque’s outdoor court formed a space for socialisation between diverse groups of users. 

Men gathered before and after prayer times and chatted in the outdoor court. Moreover, families 

and women from villages and other cities in the West Bank also used the outdoor court for 

eating, resting, and meeting friends. In the interviews, many users explained how the presence of 

the outdoor court encouraged them to use the space for other purposes aside from praying. The 

outdoor court was replaced by a prayer hall after an expansion project in 1999. Now the only 

space for socialisation is inside the mosque, which is restricted to users who come to pray. 
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Other mosques in Al-Bireh also provided similar social spaces for residents of the city. 

 Al-Ein Mosque included a spacious garden that overlooked the spring, Ein El-Balad.  The 

presence of nature in the open space around the mosque encouraged the emergence of different 

forms of socialisations that were not linked with the function of the mosque. The garden and the 

spring have been replaced with a prayer hall and a small paved court. Most of the time the court 

is empty; as it does not contain seating elements, vegetation, or any form of shading devices that 

encourage people to socialise in this space. The mosque’s outdoor court used to be a multi-

layered space and a complex space of meeting that brought together religious rituals, everyday 

life, and social gatherings.  

 

The outdoor courts of the mosques formed places of memories that linked people with 

significant political and social events in the past. These memories were associated with images 

of the mosque and its court as a common space for people to participate in political discourse and 

also socialise with each other during different times of the day. This connects with earlier ideas 

introduced by Hayden (1995), which suggest saving the public past by identifying urban 

landscapes that hold collective memories linked with a communal past. The current practices to 

erase these urban landscapes and replace them with new expansions fail to address the historical 

and social values embedded in physical and natural elements. 

 
 
Fig 4-16 Jamal Abdel Nasser Mosque 
  

The name of the mosque kept changing informally 
to the point where the Ministry of endowment and 
Islamic affairs had to remove several unofficial 
names that have been inscribed on the mosque. The 
naming of the mosque reflects an ongoing conflict 
between Al-Bireh residents and newcomers from 
different parts of the West Bank. The residents of Al-
Bireh insist on naming it the Grand Mosque of Al-
Bireh, Masjid Al-Bireh Al-Kabeer, to emphasise the 
city’s local identity. However, officially the mosque 
is named after the late Egyptian president Jamal 
Abdel Nasser, and users from all over the West Bank 
continue to refer to it with this name. The name 
Jamal Abdel Nasser appeals to a wider public, and it 
also resonates with emotional sentiments that 
Palestinians shared in support of this leader during 
the early 1960s.  
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4.3 Third Places 

 

This category explores Oldenburg’s (1989) concept of third places which facilitate 

informal gatherings within the public realm and include “a great variety of public places that host 

the regular, voluntary, informal, and happily anticipated gatherings of individuals beyond the 

realms of home and work” (Oldenburg,1989, p. 16). Oldenburg’s third places are characterised 

by their neutral grounds which welcome strangers and newcomers and operate beyond regular 

work hours.  Third places are essential as they offer various forms of meaningful interactions 

between diverse groups of people who would otherwise not be able to meet in other types of 

public settings. The cases underline physical features, such as “permeable boundaries” (Franck & 

Stevens,2007), that play a key role in encouraging the agency of people in space and enabling 

them to use it differently. The permeable boundaries present in these spaces facilitate new forms 

of social interactions including “supportive interchanges” (Goffman,1971) within the public 

realm.  The spaces explored in this section include The Internal Street of Palestine Medical 

Complex, and Traditional Coffee Shops.  

 

Fig 4-17 The new prayer hall and paved court in Al-Ein Mosque   Shading devices added temporarily during prayer times  
  

The mosque has undergone a new expansion that erased both the spring and the 
garden. The mosque and the spring were closely connected through informal 
paths and shared spaces that responded to different functions.  
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4.3.1 The Internal Street of Palestine Medical Complex 

 

Palestine Medical Complex is located in the downtown area of Ramallah around 700 m 

away from Al-Manara square. The medical complex was originally known as Ramallah Public 

Hospital, which was built in 1963. As the population in the twin cities increased, the Palestinian 

National Authority decided to expand the hospital and merge it with nearby existing private 

hospitals. In 2010, it was renamed Palestine Medical Complex, and the existing street that 

separated the buildings was integrated within the complex. Palestine Medical Complex became a 

central medical facility for the region, with more than 800,000 patients referred to it from all 

over the West Bank (Palestine Cabinet,2017). Palestinians from all over the West Bank and Gaza 

come to this place daily seeking medical services as it forms the only public medical facility 

available in Ramallah and Al-Bireh (Palestine Cabinet,2017). The original street that runs 

Fig 4-18 The location of all the spaces for the category of Third Places 
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through the complex is famous for its pine trees that frame both of its sides. The street connects 

different spaces in the downtown area including the nearby Qadura refugee camp, Al- Masyoon 

neighbourhood, and Al-Manara city centre. The street is now controlled by the medical complex, 

allowing access only to ambulances and the hospital’s staff. The presence of the street and pine 

trees creates permeable boundaries (Franck & Stevens,2007) that open up the medical complex 

to nearby movements. Despite its new merger with the hospital space, the street forms a vibrant 

traffic corridor that is used informally by pedestrians passing through Ramallah city centre. 

These movements provided opportunities for unplanned social interactions and “supportive 

interchanges” (Goffman,1971) between people using both the street and the medical complex. 

 

On both sides, the street is surrounded by benches and pine trees that run along the street. 

People who work in Al-Masyoon neighbourhood and the downtown area take a break and sit on 

the benches under the pine trees near the hospital. At night, families and relatives of patients 

bring food and gather around the street. During the interviews, some people explained that they 

do not come to this space to seek medical services or visit patients, but instead they come to 

watch other people sitting and passing through the street.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 4-19 Palestine Medical Complex  
 

Qadura 
Refugee Camp 

Palestine Medical 
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A resident from Ramallah explained,  

 

It is a place of action, I always like to sit and just listen to the different conversations going on 

between the people. You hear all sorts of stories about people coming from different parts of the 

West Bank and Gaza, and it makes you more aware of what is going on around you (Ammar, 

participant interview, August 2018).  

 

For other people, it is also a place where they feel they can offer support for the families 

and patients. A young group of students from a nearby college explained that they come to this 

space to be more sympathetic and hear about people’s problems. For them, it was important to 

realise the problems facing Palestinians from different locations, and sometimes they try to 

intervene to ease their pain. On a broader level, the street is a common ground where everyone 

gathers when the body of a Palestinian martyr arrives at the hospital. Demonstrations and other 

forms of supportive interchanges emerge from this street and bring together people from 

different parts of the West Bank. One student from Birzeit University, added, “when the body of 

martyr arrives, you will find no place to stand here, everyone from the village and the city comes 

to support his family and participate in his funeral” (Sharif, participant interview, July 2018). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Seating location Qadura refugee 
camp 

 Fig 4-20 Mental map by Salah from Ramallah (August 2018). The map shows street vendors and seating that emerged along the internal street 
in support of the strong pedestrian traffic.  

Falafel street vendor 

Hospital entrance Internal street 
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The Internal Street of the Palestine Medical Complex encloses different forms of 

informal conversations and supportive interchanges (Goffman,1971). This relates to Oldenburg’s 

(1989) exploration of third places that support the community life as they bring into contact more 

people who offer support and help for each other. The presence of nature and the internal street 

creates “permeable boundaries” (Franck & Stevens,2007) that provide more opportunities for 

lingering and interactions between different groups. This facilitates unexpected meaningful 

encounters outside the hospital’s buildings and generates “gathering spots” (Oldenburg,1989) 

especially during times of need.  

 

  

4.3.2 Traditional Coffee Shops, Historic core of the city  

 

 The Traditional Coffee Shops, also known as Maqahy, form an important place for social 

gatherings, especially for men. The traditional coffee shop is usually located on street level, with 

glass facades overlooking the street, and chairs extending out of the coffee shop and placed along 

the edge of the sidewalk.  The traditional coffee shop is not a bounded space; in fact, many 

people passing by the street can overhear the conversations taking place and exchange greetings 

with users sitting along the sidewalk of the coffee shop. Inside the traditional coffee shop, men 

would drink coffee, listen to the news, and engage in political discussions. In the evening, the 

coffee shop becomes very active and transforms into an arena of political debates. 

 

Ramallah and Al-Bireh include several Traditional Coffee Shops that still provide 

opportunities for social connections and meaningful interactions. In the historic centre of Al-

Bireh city, a street called Share’ Al-Maqahi (coffee shop street in Arabic) was known for its 

great number of Traditional Coffee Shops. The number of these coffee shops has significantly 

decreased, yet the remaining two are still used by the residents of the city. A resident from Al-

Bireh described how going to the coffee shop is a daily routine that is shared by many male 

residents. The men sitting in the coffee shop are mostly residents of Al-Bireh city, and most of 

them sit on the sidewalk outside the coffee shop to engage in conversations with nearby 

shopkeepers and people passing by.  



 
 
 

119 

The daily use of the coffee shop creates more durable social networks that emerge from 

intentional encounters (Goffman,1971) between users inside the coffee shop as well as users on 

the street. The users of the coffee shop appropriate the sidewalk and street to exchange news 

with local residents and provide support when needed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 4-21 Al-Bireh coffee street, Old city of Al-Bireh  
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Similarly, in the old city of Ramallah, Al-Baba coffee shop still plays a social role in the 

area. The coffee shop is located on Al-Baladiyyeh street (the municipality street in Arabic) also 

known as the Al-Hisbeh Al-Qadimeh street (old market street in Arabic). In an interview with the 

coffee shop owner, he emphasised the immediacy of this space in everyday life and described 

various forms of social activities as well as supportive interchanges that occur in the coffee shop. 

He added:  

 

Back in the old days, when the mayor wanted to deliver news to the people, he used to stand 

outside his balcony and address the men sitting in the coffee shop. This was the place where 

everything happened. Until now, if someone gets ill, or disappears from the coffee shop we ask 

about him and go and visit him. It is a place of an extended family; the ownership of this place is 

passed on from one generation to another, and the customers who come here are sons and 

grandchildren of an older generation who used to come here every day (Abu Elyas, participant 

interview, August 2018). 

 

 Fig 4-22 Map of Al-Baba coffee shop in the old city of Ramallah 
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The space of the coffee shop extends beyond its physical boundaries to include the street and the 

opposite sidewalk. People grab chairs and sit wherever they want, and sometimes they bring their 

own coffee and do not order anything. It is a social space, where people feel free to sit and talk 

and greet the people from the neighbourhood as they pass by. 
 

The Traditional Coffee Shops in both Ramallah and Al-Bireh are essentially social spaces 

for men. The location of these spaces, on street level, creates permeable boundaries (Franck & 

Stevens, 2007) that allow the space to expand and include more groups of users along the street. 

The examples of the Traditional Coffee Shops in the twin cities resonate with earlier explorations 

of public spaces that include activities in both the public sphere (Habermas,1962/1989; Arendt, 

1958) and the public realm (Oldenburg,1989; Lofland,1998; Sennett,1978).  The Traditional 

Coffee Shops enclose various forms of public activities which include political discussions and 

social encounters. More importantly, the Traditional Coffee Shops explored here emphasise 

supportive interchanges (Goffman,1971) that emerge from daily social encounters. The 

Traditional Coffee Shops serve as spaces for different forms of informal gathering which include 

a wider circle of people providing support for one another.  

 

 

 

 Fig 4-23 Al-Baba coffee shop 
Images show the coffee shop during day & night.  
The night images show a projection of a football match on the building opposite to the coffee shop, images taken by the coffee shop owner  
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4.4 Practised Spaces 

 

This category explores activities in the public realm that emerge in spaces in the 

downtown area that are controlled by the municipality. The cases explored in this category 

demonstrate how informality does not occur apart from formal operations (Roy,2005), and it 

arises in the form of meaningful social transactions in the public realm (Carmona et al.,2003; 

Lofland,1998; Sennett,1978). The cases foreground transactional processes that characterise 

informality and are linked with existing formal processes (AlSayyad & Roy,2004; Roy,2015; 

Simone,2004, 2008). The exploration of these spaces demonstrates people’s “ways of operating” 

(De Certeau,1984) in space which entail movements, appropriations, collaborations, and 

communications to accommodate needs that are not accounted for by the municipality. The 

informal operations explored here, emphasise the importance of users’ agency in space and 

highlight users’ engagement in producing the city (Mitchell & Tang,2018). The spaces include 

City Squares, Historic Spaces in the Old City of Ramallah, and Street Spaces. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fig 4-24 The location of all the spaces for the category of Practised Spaces 
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4.4.1 City Squares 

 

 This area includes Dowwar El-Sa’a square, Al-Manara city square, and the nearby 

Rukkab street which connects with Al-Manara square in the downtown area. Both the city 

squares have undergone several regeneration projects to provide temporary spaces for social 

interactions during programmed events held by the municipality and the local government. 

However, the municipality does not provide permanent spaces for any form of social gathering in 

the downtown area. The spaces examined here are not the squares, but rather the wide array of 

informal operations that unfold in the spaces between the squares to support social interactions 

between men and women from different locations. The spaces consist of indoor and outdoor 

coffee vendors that were dominant in the mental maps produced by both men and women who 

use the downtown area daily. The outdoor coffee vendors, Basta (street vendor in Arabic), are 

coffee carts located on the sidewalk of the street. The outdoor coffee vendors include Abu 

Asem’s coffee cart, Abu El-Safi’s coffee cart, and Abu Ibrahim’s coffee cart, and the indoor 

coffee vendor is Abdallah’s coffee place. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 4-25 The main public squares in the downtown area 

(Dowwar El-Sa’a) 
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Red indicates stationary users  

Mental map by Hamza from Al-Jalazone refugee camp (July 2018). 
The labels include Dowwar El-Sa’a city square and Abdallah’s 
coffee place. 
 

Mental map by Basma from Al-Bireh (July 2018). The labels include 
Al-Manara square, Rukkab street, and Abu Ibrahim’s coffee cart. 
 
 

Fig 4-26 Coffee carts and coffee places near Dowwar El-Sa’a square  

Blue indicates mobile users 
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 Abdallah’s coffee place is located in a small stairwell opposite to Dowwar El-Sa’a 

square. The coffee place is a destination for more than one thousand Palestinians coming from 

different areas of the West Bank including villages, cities, and refugee camps. This includes 

workers and employees who meet at this place before and after they come back from work. The 

coffee place provides very little space for users to stand inside of it.  Consequently, men stand on 

the sidewalk outside the coffee place and spread to the opposite islands around Dowwar El-Sa’a 

square. Its proximity to Dowwar El-Sa’a square and the surrounding traffic islands encourages 

many users to meet for coffee at this spot and invite other users passing by in this busy area. In 

the interviews, men expressed how this was a social space that allowed them to hold gatherings 

in the downtown area and meet new people coming from all parts of Palestine. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 4-27 Abdallah’s coffee place and Abu Asem’s coffee cart. Both spaces are in close proximity to transportation networks and the city 
squares.   
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A few meters down the sidewalk is the location of Abu Asem’s coffee cart (see Fig 4-27). 

Abu Asem’s cart is closer to the parking lots which provide public transportation to villages 

around Jerusalem as well as the nearby industrial town Beitunia.  This location is very busy 

especially during morning hours as employees, teachers, and workers linger around Abu Asem’s 

cart before they head to work inside the twin cities or to Betunia.  Abu Asem’s close location to 

the parking lots also encourages women to stand around his coffee cart as they grab their coffee 

on their way to work, or on their way back to the village. The sidewalk is used simultaneously by 

diverse groups of men and women who share the space during different times of the day. 

As we move towards Rukkab street, we find two more coffee carts. The first coffee cart is 

run by a young man, Abu El- Safi, from Al-Jalazone refugee camp. This coffee cart is a social 

space for young men between the age of 18-30. Many of these young men used to linger around 

Al-Manara square. However, the presence of police patrols around the square has forced them to 

search for new spaces further down Rukkab street. Abu El-Safi’s cart is a popular lingering space 

for this age group. The young men standing around the coffee cart generate a space that provides 

support for different users. In an interview with Abu El-Safi, he talked about the sense of 

community that is established in his spot. He added, 

Fig 4-28 Map of the east side of Rukkab street and Dowwar El-Sa’a: The map shows movement of people between both city 
squares   

 

Red indicates stationary users         
Blue indicates mobile users  
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I am from Al- Jalazone refugee camp and the young men who come here are not just from 

Ramallah; they are from villages and cities all over the West Bank. There is a young man from 

Gaza who stands here every day, and his mother, who lives in Gaza, calls me to check up on her 

son. Anyone who stands here every day becomes part of our family (August 2018). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 4-29 Abu El- Safi & Abu Ibrahim’s coffee carts 

Abu Ibrahim’s coffee cart Abu El-Safi’s coffee cart 
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The second coffee cart (see Fig 4-29), owned by Abu Ibrahim, is located close to a 

parking lot that provides public transportation to villages in the west of Ramallah.  Abu Ibrahim 

explained that the location of the nearby parking lot is crucial for his livelihood. Around 60% of 

his customers are people from the villages who pass by his cart on their way to work and back 

from work. The coffee cart forms a point of intersection between residents of the city and 

residents of the village. In the evening hours, the sidewalk is appropriated by rural and urban 

residents, who drink coffee together before they head back to their villages and homes. 

 

The street vendors and Abdallah’s coffee place do not operate in isolation from one 

another, and they communicate with each other and send their customers to other coffee vendors 

when they run out of certain items. In addition to that, customers use multiple coffee vendors 

during different times of the day. People’s informal movements and conversations between these 

vendors reinforce the links between these spaces and between different groups of users. The 

gathering spaces that emerged near Dowwar El-Sa’a square and Al-Manara square form a 

network of social spaces that are connected despite their dispersed locations in the city.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 4-30 Street venders in City Squares: The map demonstrates the connections established through 
the movement of people between the different vendors   
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The case of City Squares reveals how informal movements and appropriations created 

new spaces and activities in the downtown area. The presence of transportation networks played 

a key role in bringing diverse groups into the street space and facilitated social transactions 

between vendors and users coming from different locations. The array of uses and spaces that 

unfolded between the city squares highlight the importance of informal operations and the 

different adaptations they offer to users. The spaces explored here provided a “highly urbanised 

social infrastructure” (Simone,2004) that supports social interactions and meets the needs of 

diverse groups. This resonates with earlier works by McFarlane (2011), Mitchell & Tang (2018), 

and Roy (2015) that underscore the value of informal operations that are flexible, responsive, and 

provide opportunities for unplanned and meaningful activities in public space. Each space 

functions in a different manner to adapt to the needs of each group. At the same time, the spaces 

are linked together through communications and movements that include men and women from 

different age groups and locations.  

 

4.4.2 Historic Spaces in the Old City of Ramallah 

 

 In an attempt to connect the public with the old city of Ramallah; the municipality has 

renovated several historic buildings in the old city quarter to host temporary and permanent 

cultural and artistic activities inside the old city. Al-Kamanjati Music Association, the Ottoman 

court (includes children’s library and play area), and Tamer Institute for Community Education 

are historic buildings that are in operation all year long. Other historic buildings, such as Dar 

Sa’, Dar Jaber, and Hosh Qandah are only used during planned events hosted by the 

municipality (S. Abu Baker, expert interview, August 2018). 

 

The events hosted by the municipality play a significant role in revitalising the old city 

and linking together its different spaces. Past events such as Qalandiya International (an artistic 

festival), the Poetry Festival, and Nawwar Nissan (children’s festival during April), have brought 

people back into the old city (S. Abu Baker, expert interview, August 2018). The interesting 

aspect of these events is that they are organised in a fashion that keeps people moving through 

different spaces throughout the day. The movement of people between the different historic 

buildings allows people to establish connections between different parts of the old city. 
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Fig 4-32 Historic buildings used by the municipality during programmed events  
  

v 

Fig 4-31 Historic buildings in Ramallah: Al-Kamanjati Music Association (left image) & Dar Sa’ (right image)  
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Another popular event that occurs every summer in the old city, is Al-Harajeh Street 

Market. This event takes place in another part of the old city that is closer to the new building of 

Ramallah municipality. The entire area consists of an interesting mix of old and new elements. It 

includes an artistic installation “We Ramallah”, the dancing fountain and the outdoor theatre of 

the new municipal building, the historic Ottoman court, historical residences, and several historic 

buildings that are used as cafés and restaurants.  All these different elements come together 

during Al-Harajeh Street Market which takes place every Friday from 5:00 pm till 10:00 pm for 

3 months. The temporary design of the market occupies the street that connects these different 

elements. The market includes a series of booths that display traditional crafts from all over 

Palestine. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Outdoor theatre of the new municipal building  

Inside view of the market  

 Fig 4-33 Al-Harajeh Street Market and the surrounding spaces 
 

Manara 
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In addition to that, the market incorporates performances that appeal to the different age 

groups. At 5:00 pm a storytelling event takes place in the outdoor theatre. At 8:00 pm a music 

performance also takes place in the outdoor theatre, and at 9:00 pm people go and watch the 

dancing fountain for free. On some occasions, the municipality includes other performances that 

take place in the Ottoman court. The dispersion of these events expands the space of the market 

to include more parts of the historic town. The design of the market encourages the movement of 

people, but it deprives them of spaces to sit and socialise. However, users create their own spaces 

that enable them to socialise in the market. Some users appropriate leftover furniture of the 

nearby Berlin Bar to talk to their friends and acquaintances. Other users appropriate existing 

elements, such as ledges and low walls, attached to nearby historic buildings.  

 

Other elements, such as the steps of the Zarour restaurant and the platform of 

“WeRamallah” installation, transform into small social spaces that allow people to linger and 

talk. The combination of people’s informal occupation of different parts of the street and the 

dispersion of activities creates strong linkages in different parts of the old city. These linkages 

create a more unified historic space that connects people between the historical elements that are 

otherwise divided during the rest of the year. Throughout the interviews, people mentioned 

specific elements of the old city that became identifiable to them because of the informal 

activities they practised within the events planned by the municipality. The elements include the 

mulberry tree during Nawwar Nissan, the small court of Dar Sa’ during Qalandiya International, 

and the steps of Zaroor restaurant during Al-Harajeh Street Market. These elements form social 

spaces that people invented and discovered during these events.  

 

The informal operations in Al-Harajeh Street Market bring back movements and social 

transactions that existed in traditional urban and rural communities which centred around the 

market. Even though the municipality did not integrate the social transactions in Al-Harajeh 

Street Market, yet the informal operations enabled users to introduce new spaces for 

socialisation. The informal operations include movements between spaces accompanied by 

appropriations that generate spaces for lingering and socialisation that support the needs of the 

users. This resonates with De Certeau’s (1984) discussion of people’s “ways of operating” in 

space that actualise different possibilities that are difficult to administer or predict. In this case, 
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people’s “ways of operating” have activated linkages between different parts of the old city and 

generated more opportunities for socialisations that were not accounted for in the programs of 

the events. More importantly, the presence of different physical elements and historical features 

not only facilitates more opportunities for appropriations and social gatherings but also creates 

stronger links with existing historical features that have been overlooked in the programmed 

events. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fig 4-34 Elements appropriated during Al-Harajeh Street Market   
 
 

Berlin Bar 

Zarour restaurant 

v 

Left image:  
Furniture at Berlin bar used as 
temporary seating for users in Al-
Harajeh Street Market.  
 
Right image:  
Young boys from Al- Jalazone 
refugee camp sitting at 
WeRamallah near Al-Harajeh 
Street Market. 
 
Map: 
Mental map of Al-Harajeh Street 
Market by Bushra from Beir Al 
Sabe (July 2018). The map depicts 
other spaces that are 
appropriated during the market 
such as the steps of the nearby 
restaurant and the furniture of 
Berlin Bar. 
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4.4.3 Street Spaces  

 

The streets emerging from Al-Manara city centre form essential channels that connect the 

twin cities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh to other cities and villages in the West Bank. Examining 

the way these streets operate at a closer level revealed different informal activities that respond 

to the mobility of people during different times of the day. These activities include social 

transactions as well as coping mechanisms that connect people on the street space. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
Fig 4-35 The transportation networks in the downtown area of the twin cities:  All transportation 
networks depart and arrive near Al-Manara square 
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For example, Al-Iza’a street is a street that consists of several transportation networks 

that connect to cities and villages to the north and east of the West Bank. The transportation 

system in Palestine operates in the form of shared mini van rides that operate at different lines 

that connect to urban and rural communities. The limited amount of space available in the cities 

of Ramallah and Al-Bireh has made the development of the transportation network very difficult. 

Currently, most of these mini vans are scattered in different parking lots which are used as transit 

terminals. In Al-Iza’a street one small parking lot supports a large transportation network that 

connects to Tulkarem, Qalqilya, Birzeit village, Atara village, and Al-Mazra’a El-Gharbiyyeh 

village. The small size of the lot is unable to accommodate all the mini vans. As a result, many of 

the vans spread on the street. Both the passengers and the drivers occupy the street differently 

and develop different mechanisms to create a temporary space that meets their needs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fig 4-36 Transportation networks on Al-Iza’a street 
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The drivers send 10 vans at a time to the streets, and they use walkie-talkies to coordinate 

with the other drivers inside the lot and notify them when to send more vans. The drivers spend 

most of their time moving back and forth on the street, monitoring people and the traffic.  

The result is an interesting network of collective action between people coming from different 

locations. The failure of the current spaces to accommodate the needs of both the passengers and 

drivers has triggered different types of informal interactions and established meaningful social 

networks and connections between different groups using the street. The different activities 

carried out by drivers and passengers in the Street Spaces resemble what Bayat (2010) refers to 

as “collective actions of non-collective actors” where non-collective actors employ informal 

operations (self-organisation and communications) to provide services that the city fails to 

provide. The informal transactional processes and appropriations reveal how users’ agency in 

space produces a flexible and more responsive infrastructure that can adapt to changes in the 

physical environment, support social networks, and engage users in producing their city 

(Mitchell & Tang,2018; Simone,2014).  

 

 

 

Fig 4-37 Images of Street Spaces generated by the transportation networks 
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4.5 Designated Parks  

 

This category explores professionally designed spaces that are intended for public use. 

The cases in this category underline the municipality’s role in providing public spaces that 

support the public realm. Both the municipalities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh included 

Neighbourhood Parks and Recreational Parks in their strategic plans to provide open public 

spaces for different groups of the community. The examination of both the design of the parks 

and the informal operations carried out by the users draws attention to an existing discord 

between city planning and the public.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 4-38 The location of all the spaces for the category of Designated Parks   
 



 
 
 

138 

This category demonstrates the mismatch between the intended or “potential” use of 

public spaces and the actual, “effective” way in which people use them (Gans,1968). “Potential” 

environments designed for specific uses are constantly challenged by users in a process that 

reveals the tension between formal operations applied by designers and local authorities and the 

more informal user operations. The cases also highlight current design practices that produce 

“tight” spaces with overdetermined functions and limited opportunities for users’ agency (Franck 

& Stevens,2007; Mitchell & Tang,2018). This opens up the question of public participation and 

user engagement in the design and planning processes of public space (Awan et al.,2003; Cooper 

Marcus,1992). The spaces examined in this category include Neighbourhood Parks, 

Recreational Parks, and Al-Istiqlal National Park. 

 

4.5.1 Neighbourhood Parks 

 

The rapid urban expansion facing the cities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh has been 

accompanied by a growing trend of residential apartment buildings that offer limited access to 

the outdoors for its residents. Neighbourhood Parks are small land plots that the municipality 

allocated for creating green open spaces for these residential communities. The parks are 

relatively small in size (500 m2) and are designed in a very similar manner despite their different 

locations. The municipality applies a similar design formula in all its parks, Neighbourhood and 

Recreational, which includes a children’s play area, an open outdoor theatre, side benches, and 

picnic tables. However, unlike Recreational Parks, Neighbourhood Parks do not contain any 

toilet facilities, electrical or water utilities.  The parks are meant to serve the people living in the 

neighbourhood, and thus they have no security guards or on-site staff. Previously, the vacant 

lands were informally used by the residents as a natural open space. Unfortunately, the 

establishment of parks in these vacant lands ended up causing problems to the residents instead 

of offering them positive environments.  
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Fig 4-39 Neighbourhood Parks in Ramallah city                                                                                                                                                                
From top to bottom: Al-Jadwal Park, Al-Zaytooneh Park, Kamal Ajouli Park, and Bayarat Al-Tireh 
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 Fig 4-40 Neighbourhood Parks in Ramallah & Al-Bireh cities.                                                                                             
From top to bottom: Al-Masyoon Park, Bayarat Al-Bireh, Bayarat Ein Munjed, and Al-Kholood Park                                                                                                                                                                 
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In many cases, the creation of the neighbourhood park has deprived residents of natural 

open space and brought unwanted activities to it. For example, in Al-Masyoon Neighbourhood 

Park, the residents planted trees in the previously vacant land and spent time with their children 

and neighbours taking care of the land. When the municipality decided to transform the land into 

a park, they uprooted the trees and fenced the park with a wall that separated it from the nearby 

apartment buildings. The tension between the municipality and the residents has escalated as the 

park started attracting the wrong crowd after midnight. Since the park has no lighting fixtures, 

many young men come to the park at late hours, and they drink, smoke joints, and make loud 

noises that disturb the nearby residents.  

 

In addition to that, all Neighbourhood Parks can only be used by the residents during the 

summer and only in the evening hours between 5-7 pm. This is because the parks lack shading 

elements to protect from the sun, and do not contain lighting elements to provide light after dark. 

As a result, some parks are completely abandoned by the residents, others are vandalised, and 

only a few remain in operation. Moreover, the design of the Neighbourhood Parks is equally 

problematic. In many neighbourhoods, the presence of steep slopes forced the municipality to 

create stepped spaces on different levels. This makes visibility and access to the park very 

difficult and attracts more unwanted behaviour in these spaces. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fig 4-41 Design & location of Neighbourhood Parks                                                                                                                                                           
Left image: Al-Masyoon Neighbourhood Park and the nearby residential buildings                                                                     
Right image: Bayarat Ein Munjed, the park includes stepped terraces and is located at the edge of the neighbourhood   
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Now, the municipality views the Neighbourhood Parks as failed public projects and has decided 

to focus only on providing large-scale city parks that serve the wider community (A. Abu Laban, 

expert interview, October 2018). However, the residents find that the main source of the problem 

is the way these parks are designed and managed by the municipality. Before the construction of 

the park, the vacant land facilitated a shared communal responsibility towards the land, and 

residents worked together to create “social units” similar to those that existed in traditional urban 

communities where the use and management of spaces was a product of micro-operations carried 

out by the residents and family clans (Bianca,2000; Bishawi et al.,2017; Hakim,2008).  Their 

informal use and control of the space prevented disruptive behaviours and created a strong sense 

of community. Now, not only is this park a source of disturbance but users are not allowed to 

make any changes or use the space differently. The parks explored here underline the importance 

of users’ agency and engagement in the design of a public space that is more responsive to their 

needs. Works by Awan et al. (2011) and Mitchell and Tang (2018) emphasise the role of 

designers in supporting users’ agency and providing opportunities for users to co-produce 

spaces. The failure and abandonment of many parks were because the municipality took away 

the power from the local community and instead of working with the community, they imposed 

their visions of what public space needs to be and thereby limiting users’ agency in public space. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 4-42 Abandoned Neighbourhood Parks: Al-Zaytooneh Neighbourhood Park (left image) & Ein Mizrab 
Neighbourhood Park (right image) 
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4.5.2 Recreational Parks 

 

The rapid expansion in the twin cities, after the Palestinian National Authority (PNA) 

took over, came at the expense of open spaces in the city, and both municipalities relied on their 

city parks as the only source of outdoor recreation for families. Ramallah and Al-Bireh city 

parks, which date back from the Jordanian rule, function similarly, and they both include 

facilities that support family recreational activities. A new policy in Ramallah Municipality’s 

City Park prohibits people from bringing food into the park. The Park has been recently 

renovated and almost half of its green area was reduced to give more room for a dancing 

fountain and two restaurants. People can only enter the park for free to watch the dancing 

fountain display. The free display occurs at specific times, and people cannot enter the park at 

any other time unless they intend to sit in the restaurant. The same applies to Al-Bireh 

Municipality’s City Park, which is run by a private restaurant and only offers seating for the 

customers of the restaurant. 

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 Fig 4-43 Ramallah Municipality’s City Park 
Ramallah Municipality’s City Park has been reduced in size to accommodate the expansion of the new municipal building.  
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Fig 4-44 Al-Bireh Municipality’s City Park 
    

The remaining part of Al-Bireh Municipality’s City Park has also been divided into two spaces, a Botanical Garden (left image) and a family 
seating area (right image) that is currently managed by a private restaurant.   
    

Al-Bireh Municipality’s City Park has been reduced in size to accommodate new children’s facilities which include playground areas and built up 
spaces for the indoor children’s activities. 
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Furthermore, both Ramallah and Al-Bireh municipalities deny access to men (who are not 

accompanied by women or families) in their city parks. This is because most Recreational Parks 

are designed for families (including male members) or groups of women. The presence of men 

(without their families) in the public parks disrupts the privacy of the families, especially 

women, who feel that men are there to harass women.   

 

It was not until 2008 when Ramallah municipality launched a new green park project as a 

result of enacting zoning laws that enabled the municipality to gain control over 25% of private 

properties in certain areas for the public interest. This allowed the municipality to provide 

spacious Recreational Parks in central locations that can accommodate different groups in the 

city. Qadura Park was the first fitness park project implemented in the city of Ramallah. It is 

located only 500 m away from Al-Manara square, and next to Qadura refugee camp and 

Ramallah Boys’ Secondary School. The land was used informally by the residents of the refugee 

camp as a shortcut to the city centre as well as a soccer field for the young boys of the camp.  

Qadura Park is designed to encourage outdoor sports activities for children. The Park includes a 

small skating area, a small green climbing hill, a basketball playground, and fitness equipment 

(A. Abu Laban, expert interview, October 2018). After the park opened, it became a major 

attraction for families coming from Ramallah in addition to cities and villages from the West 

Bank.  

 Fig 8-17 Ramallah Municipality city park 

Fig 4-45 Entry signs for City Parks: Both Al-Bireh Municipality (left image) and Ramallah Municipality’s (right image) City Parks have 
signs on their entrance that specify entry for families only. 
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Throughout the interviews, the camp residents expressed how they felt that the park was 

no longer their space, and it has become a source of noise disturbance especially during summer 

nights. The Park is a very popular destination for families, and the municipality has removed 

several of the fitness equipment and the small hill to make room for more tables. The Park is 

now used as a recreational area where families bring their food and watch their children play. 

 

A similar situation is present in all other Recreational Parks that were established 

afterwards. Al-Omam Park, located around 1 km away from Qadura Park, is designed to provide 

a different type of function that relates to cultural exchange and public art. It includes sculptures 

and artworks from more than 12 different countries such as India, China, France, Norway, and 

Spain. The Park offers very limited play features for children as it is meant to function as a 

visitation site where people would walk around the park to view the sculptures (A. Abu Laban, 

expert interview, October 2018). Despite its smaller size compared to Qadura Park (about half 

the size of Qadura); the park shares an atmosphere similar to that of Qadura Park. Families bring 

food and invite their friends and relatives for family gatherings in the park. On busy summer 

days, families send their children from 11 am to reserve tables for the evening family feasts.  

 

Fig 4-46 Qadura Park 
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The financial burdens associated with the maintenance and security of small-sized 

Recreational Parks in the city centre and the failure of the Neighbourhood Parks explored earlier 

have led to the focus on providing bigger parks with entry fees and security. The municipality is 

now shifting its focus to providing large-scale Recreational Parks in remote areas. The 

municipality recently opened Ramallah Park, 5 km away from the city centre (Al-Manara 

square), which is difficult to reach through public transportation. Similar to the smaller versions 

in the downtown area, the park provides seating areas for families and children's play areas. Even 

though the location offers more natural features as the park covers a wide area in a natural 

setting. Still, the program focuses more on leisure activities, with little attention to activities and 

elements that emphasise the natural trails and the nearby views of Palestinian mountains and 

valleys.  

Fig 4-47 Al-Omam Park 
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The parks explored here resonate with earlier discussions by Carmona et al. (2003) and 

Gans (1968) that demonstrate that the relationship between people and spaces is not 

deterministic. These discussions emphasise how it is important to provide opportunities in 

spaces, as users will continue to modify spaces to create “effective” environments that meet their 

needs (Carmona et al.,2003; Gans,1968). While designers (and the municipality) create 

“potential” settings that may control functional capacities, they still cannot determine the 

outcome of the spatial activities and behaviours. The visions of the municipality do not agree 

with the way people use public spaces, and despite the variety of functions and physical features 

present in each space, users insist on using these spaces in a similar manner that is congruent to 

their own needs. This calls attention to a design process that permits modifications and 

manipulations (Cooper Marcus,1992) and supports users’ agency in shaping spaces that 

meet their needs. 

Fig 4-48 Ramallah Park in Juheir neighbourhood 
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4.5.3 Al-Istiqlal National Park 

 

Al-Istiqlal National Park is considered the only public park that is open to all members of 

society. The Park is located on Al-Iza’a street in Al-Bireh city and is approximately 1.5 km away 

from Al-Manara square. The Park is close to an active transportation network that operates on 

Al-Iza’a street, and it is also surrounded by several government buildings and commercial 

centres that attract people from all over the West Bank.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 4-49 Al-Istiqlal National Park and the surrounding context 
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The Park is built on a woodland area that is owned by the state and was used as a military 

training ground during different historical periods. The Park is open 24 hours and is constantly 

supervised by an on-site security team. It is by far the largest area of public space available for 

residents of the twin cities. Its total area is 155 acres and includes a multi-function building (used 

as a wedding hall), a woodland area, an outdoor theatre, a fountain plaza, and a children’s play 

area. The Park already attracts families and individuals from urban and rural communities from 

different parts of Palestine. Families, men, and women bring food, smoke shisha, play music, and 

barbecue in the park. The Park is a major destination for family gatherings and picnics especially 

on Fridays, during Ramadan, and during the Eid holiday. The design of the park offers a series of 

spaces that are not present in other city parks in the twin cities. The fountain plaza is one of the 

most popular active nodes that attract many people to sit around in the evening hours. The 

presence of the woodland attracts many users to the park since it is one of the few spaces in the 

city where people can engage with nature. In the summer, many families use the woodland and 

the nearby children’s play area for holding daily family gatherings. 

 

 Moreover, the park contains historical elements that date back from the British mandate, 

this includes a fountain, a military watch tower, and a transmission radio tower. However, the 

design of the park fails to emphasise the historical narratives associated with this site and the 

historical features that still exist in it. The historic British fountain and the British watch tower 

Fig 4-50 Fountain Plaza & outdoor theatre at Al-Istiqlal National Park  
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are neglected with no events that seek to draw attention to them and the narratives associated 

with them. The watch tower now sits in the middle of a traffic island in a newly established 

parking lot that accommodates the guests of the wedding hall in the park. Above all, there is no 

information placed anywhere in the park regarding these historical features.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fig 4-51 Historical features inside Al-Istiqlal National Park 

A newly built wall that 
surrounds the radio tower 
inside the park 

A new parking lot was added to 
the park and the historic watch 
tower was preserved in a 
traffic island.    

The historic British fountain 
recently painted by workers 
inside the park 
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Most of the mental maps carried out by the younger age groups depicted the fountain 

plaza and the children’s play area and failed to include the historical features inside the park. 

Moreover, during the interviews, many users were not aware of the history of the site and the 

military rules that controlled it throughout different historical periods. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Top: Mental map of the park by Zeina 
from Jenin (August 2018). The map 
shows the nearby Palestine Trade 
Tower, the children ‘s play area, the 
outdoor theatre, the fountain plaza, 
the woodland area, the park booths, 
and pedestrian pathways. 

Middle: Mental map of the park by 
Tamir from Jerusalem (August 2018). 
The map shows the nearby Palestine 
Trade Tower, the outdoor theatre, 
the children’s play area, the fountain 
plaza, foot paths inside the park, and 
the nearby Iza’a street. 

Bottom: Mental map of the park by 
Amneh from Nablus (August 2018). 
Map shows the nearby Palestine 
Trade Tower, the children’s play area, 
the fountain plaza, the east entrance, 
and a bench that overlooks the 
fountain plaza  

 

The mental maps drawn by the 
younger age groups (18-24) & (25-44) 
did not include historical features and 
highlighted the newly built spaces 
and the nearby commercial centres, 
specifically, the Palestine Trade 
Tower. 
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Fig 4-52 Mental maps of Al-Istiqlal National Park    
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The Park forms a complex site that consists of fragments of neglected history and at the 

same time new elements that bring people from different locations into space. However, the new 

elements do not encourage social exchanges between diverse groups of users. Several spaces in 

the park remain fairly isolated, as many of the users are drawn to the fountain plaza and the 

picnic area that are used for family gatherings. The outdoor theatre is only used during 

performances and is not lit at night to discourage users from sitting there. The design of the park 

aims to provide a variety of functions that appeal to diverse groups of users. By contrast, most of 

the activities carried out in the woodland (picnic area) and fountain plaza are family oriented. 

Furthermore, the design and distribution of functions make it difficult to facilitate social 

interactions between users. The Park is currently collecting people from different locations, but 

not bringing them together. The over determined functions inside the park create “tight” spaces 

(Franck & Stevens,2007; Mitchell & Tang,2018) that are isolated and with limited opportunities 

for user engagement with nearby activities and users. This limits social mixing in the park 

despite the presence of users from different locations. Even though Al-Istiqlal National Park is 

the only public park in the twin cities that is accessible to all members of the society, yet its 

design fails to create connections, socially and historically.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 4-53 Seating elements in the park:  Seating near the park’s entrances and at the edge of the 
woodland area left empty even during peak hours when limited seating is available 



 
 
 

154 

The neglected historical features resonate with a communal past that is slowly starting to 

disappear from the memories of the younger generations. This problem emphasises what Said 

(1986) describes as a fragmented history that needs to be re-assembled to establish a strong basis 

for a more connected Palestinian society. This missed opportunity should have been integrated 

into the design process, and it could have encouraged the emergence of more meaningful 

activities that connect the different groups using the space.  

 

4.6 Relational Spaces 

 

This category examines Al-Bireh Plaza and draws attention to relational aspects (Bayat, 

2010; Norberg-Schulz,1971) that connect more spaces and support a broad range of social 

interactions that constitute the public realm. The exploration of the activities, physical features, 

and people’s movements inside and through Al-Bireh Plaza reveals how the plaza is linked with 

nearby facilities that support the public realm and connect people from cities, villages, and 

refugee camps. 

 

Fig 4-54 The location of the space investigated for the category of Relational Spaces 
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This relates to works by Bayat (2010) and Alexander et al. (1977) that draw attention to 

“spaces of flow and movement” and nearby “activity pockets” which facilitate social encounters 

inside space as well as beyond it. The case examined here demonstrates how space is 

characterised with “inside” and “outside” properties that emerge from the spaces and activities 

gathered around it (Norberg-Schulz,1971). This allows space to operate on a wider level and 

creates new paths of communications and social networks that extend beyond the bounded space. 

 

4.6.1 Al-Bireh Plaza, downtown Al-Bireh 

 

The plaza is located a few meters away from Al-Manara square and is at the edge of the 

municipal boundary that separates the twin cities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh.  The design of the 

plaza came as a result of a municipality-funded project that aimed to build a new commercial 

centre. The location of the new commercial centre was next to an existing historic building, 

which now operates as a cultural centre. The plaza, originally a garden for the historical building, 

was not included in the design program and emerged after the designer suggested a plaza that 

would operate as a connective element for the commercial centre (A. Ziadeh, expert interview, 

September 2018). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 4-55 The plaza and the surrounding context  
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The history of the plaza as a public garden in the city centre, and the historic cultural 

centre remain overlooked. The activities implemented by the municipality inside the plaza draw 

attention to the new design of the plaza and separate the public from the historic building and the 

past events that occurred in that space. However, the plaza gains its significance from the 

different facilities that form an essential part of daily routines for many local residents as well as 

other residents coming from outside the twin cities. On a micro level, the plaza is a meeting point 

for different groups of men and women who use the plaza between their daily routines in the 

nearby facilities. In the interviews, both men and women, especially from rural communities, 

stated how they spent the entire day going back and forth to the plaza as they performed their 

activities in the nearby central market, mosque, medical facilities, and the shops along Al-Nahda 

street.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mental map of Al-Bireh Plaza by Basel from Nablus (July 
2018). The map is labelled with nearby facilities used for daily 
routines. The labels include Transportation networks, the 
central market, shops along Al-Nahda street, and Jamal Abdel 
Nasser Mosque.    
    

Fig 4-56 Movement through and around the plaza 
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On a macro level, the plaza is also a point of reference for people coming from outside 

the city. Its proximity to major transportation networks attracts people from different locations to 

rest in it, wait for rides, and meet new people from different locations. Throughout the 

interviews, several respondents revealed how the plaza became the first meeting point for anyone 

arriving in the twin cities. People from Gaza, Hebron, Bethlehem, Jericho, Al- Jalazone refugee 

camp, and villages in the north-east of the West Bank all conjoin in this space. 

 

In the interviews, different groups demonstrated various activities and forms of meetings 

that take place in the plaza. They viewed the plaza as a place where you can expand your social 

circle and talk to Palestinians from all over the West Bank and Gaza. Men from Gaza, who came 

to Ramallah for medical treatment, spend their afternoon in the plaza. For them, it is an intimate 

social space where they can see people passing by and at the same time overhear discussions and 

participate in them. Women also use the plaza as a meeting point between shopping routines and 

also as a waiting area for their rides back home. Older women engage more with men as they ask 

them about daily updates, such as the dollar exchange rates and gold prices. In other instances, 

older women sometimes ask men to help them carry their bags to the nearby transit terminal. The 

plaza is a space of social encounters, where people from different locations, genders, and age 

groups interact with one another.  

Fig 4-57 The plaza and the link it creates with nearby spaces 
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Al-Bireh Plaza presents different key components that contribute to the production of a 

public space that binds together a wider community. The formal design of the plaza is interrupted 

by informal activities that emerge in response to nearby spaces that generate movements inside 

and around the plaza. The flow and movement of people coming from different locations activate 

different linkages that exceed the boundaries of the plaza.  The central market, transportation 

networks, medical facilities, and nearby shops operate as “activity pockets” (Alexander et al., 

1977) that increase the concentration of people inside the plaza and around it. The plaza operates 

as a space of “flow and movement” (Bayat,2010) that facilitates communications between men, 

women, rural residents, urban residents, and refugee camps residents that carry out their daily 

activities in the twin cities. The interactions between diverse groups inside the plaza and their 

movement to nearby and remote locations trace out new paths that link the plaza with other 

spaces, cities, villages, and users.  

 

4.3 Conclusion 

 

This chapter explores the possibilities present in the twin cities in relation to public 

spaces that host activities in the public realm and public spheres and support social unity. The 

spaces are grouped into six main categories which include Reclaimed spaces, Remembered 

Spaces, Third Places, Practised Spaces, Designated Parks, and Relational Spaces. Each category 

unfolds narratives and experiences that draw attention to physical features and activities which 

facilitate meaningful connections in space. Reclaimed Spaces focuses on political and social 

activities that support the visibility of Palestinians in public space. These activities incorporate 

everyday tactics and appropriations that subvert existing restrictions over the space and allow 

users to reclaim public space to assert their visibility in public space. Remembered Spaces 

demonstrates the endurance of certain natural and physical elements that still hold memories and 

tie people to certain places and to each other. Third Places includes a variety of indoor and 

outdoor spaces that provide neutral grounds for new groups to meet and provide support to other 

users. The presence of permeable boundaries opens up these spaces for new forms of social 

encounters that are not accounted for and creates more possibilities for more durable social 

interactions.  Practised Spaces highlights informal operations that enable users to generate 

socially interactive spaces and introduce unplanned activities in city-controlled spaces. The array 
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of spaces and uses demonstrate how informal operations incorporate various forms of social 

transactions that adapt to the needs of users and create alternative possibilities in public space.  

Designated Parks emphasises the interaction between the formal and informal operations in 

relation to the design and management of space. It explores the contradictions that exist between 

the intended use of professionally designed public spaces and the actual way in which people 

informally use public spaces. Relational Spaces focuses on activities and physical elements that 

generate relational properties in space that connect it with other spaces, activities, and users. The 

relational dimension situates the space within a broader context and provides opportunities for 

social encounters between men and women from different cities, refugee camps, and villages. 

The categories in this chapter bring forward common themes related to social and historical 

dimensions that enable users to inscribe meanings to public space. These themes will be explored 

in the next chapter which aims to establish links between the different types of public spaces and 

underline key aspects that make public spaces meaningful. 
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Chapter 5 

Between the formal and informal: Identifying themes for meaningful public 

spaces 
 

The spaces explored in the previous chapter revealed a wealthy exchange of social 

interactions and meaningful connections that emerged in various types of public spaces in the 

twin cities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh. The categories of the types of public spaces include 

Reclaimed Spaces, Remembered Spaces, Third Places, Practised Spaces, Designated Parks, and 

Relational Spaces. Examining these categories together reveals meanings that emerged in 

relation to the historical and social dimensions illustrated earlier in the conceptual framework of 

this research. This chapter looks closely into the spaces across the different categories and 

identifies themes that support the emergence of meanings in public space. Moreover, these 

themes will guide the selection and analysis of the cases for the in-depth study. 

 

5.1 Common themes across spaces  

 

The themes explored in this chapter draw attention to informal operations that imbue 

public space with meanings related to social and historical dimensions. The themes include 

Symbolic reclaiming of Area C, Breaking isolation, Seeking links to the past, An engaged social 

context, Bringing the village to the city, Domesticating public space, Women occupying the 

public realm, and Men reclaiming the city. 

 

5.1.1 Symbolic reclaiming of Area C 

 
How rich our mutability, how easily we change (and are changed) from one thing to another, how 

unstable our place- and all because of the missing foundation of our existence, the lost ground of 

our origin, the broken link with our land and our past. There are no Palestinians. Who are the 

Palestinians? (Said,1986, p.26)  

 

Said’s (1986) insights expose a fear of losing a Palestinian existence due to changes that 

undermine links to the land and the past. The findings respond to these insights and bring forth 
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informal operations and examples of users’ agency that address these changes in an attempt to 

sustain historical meanings that link Palestinians with each other and also with their lands. These 

informal operations are less visible compared to resistance acts but are powerful operations that 

enable Palestinians to restore meaningful connections with lands in Area C. This resonates with 

what Said (1986) describes as “a certain kind of caring for and attention to your immediate 

situation if you know that in time it too can become the place you have lost forever” (Said,1986, 

p.50). The continuous use of a neglected park in Area C and the organisation of public events in 

a religious site in Area C are important reminders of lands lost, and at the same time trigger 

sentiments for staying put on the land. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A normal day in the park (left image), and Palestinians in the park during clashes (right image, image by Hamza Shalash) 
   

Israeli soldiers in the park, image by Said Shoaib 
   

Fig 5-1 Clashes inside Al-Sofara Park 
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In the category of Reclaimed Spaces, Al-Sofara Park (See Fig 5-1), is a space that is 

intentionally designed for family recreational activities. Even though the park has suffered 

neglect and damage after the clashes, and it currently lacks all the essential amenities it used to 

provide (toilets, lighting, wastebaskets), but users continue to use the park because of the strong 

references it provides to the land. A man from Deir Ghassaneh village added,  
 

If we stop coming here because of the neglect and the destruction, it means that we do not care 

about this land. And if we do not care about this land, then we do not care about all of our lands, 

and we do not deserve to be here (Ayman, participant interview, October 2018). 

 

The daily use of the park creates meaningful connections to the lands of Area C. Some residents 

from Al-Bireh city talked specifically about Al-Bireh city and the lands that were confiscated by 

Israeli settlers and explained how this loss has left them with a fear of losing more. An old man 

from Al-Bireh city explained how the park evokes mixed sentiments of loss and resilience. He 

added,  
 

This area used to consist of many plots of fertile lands, now all you can see ahead is this Israeli 

settlement. If we stop using these lands, this settlement might expand even more. We already lost 

a lot in Jabal Al-Tawil [a mountain in Al-Bireh], and this loss can never be recovered. Now, we 

need to learn how to keep what we already have, because we might not have that anymore (Awni, 

participant interview, October 2018). 

 

The presence of users in this park is supported by a network of nearby spaces that include 

the regional street, a nearby supermarket, and Al-Huda gas station (see Fig 5-2). These spaces 

form a dynamic network that supports the needs of users of the park and provides amenities that 

are no longer available inside the park. More importantly, these spaces generate more 

movements in Area C and thereby establish more connections with nearby vacant lands.  
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Further, the gas station and the other nearby spaces are also quickly appropriated to 

assume different functions in response to the changing movement patterns that arise during the 

clashes. During such events, the regional street and the gas station transform into hiding and 

escape spaces and at the same time facilitate movement between vacant lands in Area C. The 

movement of users between the park and the nearby spaces allows them to re-discover the lands 

of Area C and establish connections with more lands in this area. This includes visiting natural 

sites such as Al-Qasa’a spring near Beit El (Israeli settlement), Zulaykha spring near Qurtees 

mountain, and the Holy Shrine of Sidi Shaban.  

 

Fig 5-2 Nearby supermarkets, Al-Huda gas station, and vacant lands.  

 

Regional street 
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Israeli 
soldiers 
 

Top: Map by Saif from Qalandiya 
refugee camp (October 2018). Saif 
participated in demonstrations near 
the park. The map depicts the street, 
the park, the Israeli military base, 
vacant lands, and nearby spaces used 
during the clashes.  
 
Bottom: Map by Tarek from Birzeit 
village (September 2018). Tarek 
watches the demonstrations from a 
nearby street. The map depicts hiding 
spaces which include streets, the park, 
and Al-Huda gas station. 
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 Fig 5-3 Mental maps of Al-Sofara Park during the clashes 
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In the same category, the case of the Holy Shrine of Sidi Shaban brings to Area C 

activities and meanings that are also connected with rituals held in the land.  The Holy Shrine of 

Sidi Shaban is a religious space located in Area C, and in the past, it was used by nearby rural 

communities for religious rituals and social gatherings. The growth of the nearby settlements 

became a threat to families and individuals and prevented them from visiting spaces and lands in 

this area. The informal operations carried out by Al-Bireh municipality and Al-Bireh Association 

were able to re-enact these communal activities and reconnect the local community of Al-Bireh 

with lands of Area C.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fig 5-4 Holy Shrine of Sidi Shaban, Area C 
 



 

 

166 

 

In both cases explored it is evident how informal operations support meanings connected 

with historical links to the land. In the first case, the informal operations initiated by the 

municipality (creating a park in Area C) were reinforced by the informal operations carried out 

by users who continue to use the park and appropriate nearby spaces to sustain links with nearby 

lands. The second case shows how informal operations carried out by the municipality and Al-

Bireh Association have brought users back to space and reconnected them with lands and 

communal rituals associated with the land.  The informal operations in both cases demonstrate 

how the land continues to evoke strong meanings rooted in the past (Sherwell,2006; Tamari, 

2003) and at the same time inspire collective acts that seek to maintain links with the land. The 

land embodies memories of communal events and places, and these memories remain powerful 

to elicit meanings in space.  

 

5.1.2 Breaking isolation  

 

“The stability of geography and continuity of land- these have disappeared from my life 

and the life of all Palestinians” (Said,1986, p.19) 

 

Said (1986) describes a new reality that Palestinians face daily, as they have lost access to 

continuous geography that links them socially and physically. In several spaces, the observations 

and interviews revealed how users form networks that enable them to re-connect remote and 

divided spaces and cities. This links with earlier explorations of social capital that emphasise the 

value in bridging networks that emerge between diverse groups and offer opportunities for users 

to “get ahead” (Putnam, 2000; De Souza Briggs,1997). Such networks offer more resources that 

enable users to collectively work together to overcome challenges. Moreover, the cases explored 

here resonate with Paxton’s (1999) and Bayat’s (2010) emphasis on spaces that provide 

opportunities for social networks to evolve. The spaces bring together Palestinians from different 

locations and facilitate wider networks that connect villages and cities and provide opportunities 

for collaborations between them. 
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In the category of Practised Spaces, the case of Street Spaces highlights informal micro-

operations that emerge as a result of diverse groups of passengers and drivers collaborating to 

overcome mobility challenges that impact Palestinians in different locations. The appropriation 

of parking lots as transit terminals facilitates the spill out of many informal activities into the 

street space.  These informal activities include communication and organisational skills that 

regulate movement within tight spaces inside the city. The organisational skills extend further as 

drivers and passengers from different locations work together to find new paths of movement 

between cities and villages to overcome Israeli unexpected closures or traffic jams at 

checkpoints. Both drivers and passengers are active agents who collaborate to overcome the 

existing physical divide and mobility challenges. During peak hours and unexpected closures, 

passengers from different cities and villages propose alternative routes and share their rides with 

other destinations. These informal operations open up opportunities for agency in space as both 

the passengers and drivers communicate with other parking lots and improvise new solutions. 

The constant movement of both passengers and drivers between different parking lots generates 

active channels of communications and collaboration between diverse groups of users. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 5-5 Street Spaces and parking lots  
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Similarly, in the same category, the case of City Squares includes parking lots that 

connect between villages located in the west of the twin cities and also the west of Jerusalem. 

This case demonstrates how the pairing of parking lots and informal vendors generates a constant 

movement of people from villages, cities, and refugee camps in this area. In the interviews, many 

users revealed how they came into contact with other users as they moved between parking lots 

and informal vendors. This movement creates a more connected social space that brings closer 

remote communities that are otherwise isolated from each other geographically.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 5-6 Movement between parking lots and coffee vendors in City Squares. 
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In the category of Relational Spaces, Al-Bireh Plaza is intended as a travel corridor to 

support movements to the nearby commercial centre. However, the movement is not limited to 

the commercial centre, and the plaza is informally appropriated to support other movements 

emerging from the central market, the mosque, and the nearby transportation networks. The 

movement of diverse groups from different locations allows these groups to come into contact in 

the plaza. The interactions between diverse groups inside the plaza create meaningful 

connections that expand beyond the boundaries of the twin cities to create social networks 

between users from different locations including the West Bank area and Gaza. 

 

 In the category of Reclaimed Spaces, the young men using Nelson Mandela Square and 

its surroundings (see Fig 5-8) generate spaces that support their presence in this area and also 

support meaningful social networks between them. This network extends to the nearby village of 

Ein Qinya and enables men from different locations to collaborate and discover new spaces 

beyond the city.   

 

Fig 5-7 Movement between different facilities around Al-Bireh Plaza 
 

v 
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 In the same category, the regional street of Al-Sofara Park (see Fig 5-9) challenges the 

existing division between cities and introduces to the park users from cities and villages in the 

north of West Bank. The municipality created wide sidewalks, linear parking strips, and small 

traffic islands along the regional street to encourage mobile users to rest in this area. This 

approach was successful in bringing both the nearby and remote communities, especially in Area 

C. The new elements introduced in the street design support the mobility and movement that 

characterise this area and introduce to the street moments of pause and social interaction between 

men and women from villages, cities, and refugee camps located in the north of the twin cities. 

Fig 5-8 Movement and connections around Nelson Mandela Square 
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Area C, which comprises more than half the West Bank, remains a crucial problem that causes a divide across Palestinian 
cities and villages. Almost half the area of Al-Bireh city is classified as Area C, and it is impossible to establish connections 
between the urban and rural communities in the West Bank without taking control over Area C. 
 
Fig 5-9 Al-Sofara Park, the regional street, the nearby rural communities, and Area C  
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Similarly, in the category of Designated Parks, Al-Iza’a street adjacent to Al-Istiqlal National 

Park introduces users from outside the twin cities as well as users from nearby colleges and 

schools who use transportation networks linked with the street. Young students from nearby 

colleges and universities use the transportation network connected to Al-Iz’a street. The Park is a 

popular meeting point for students after class, and many youth groups organise meetings in the 

park that include students from nearby and remote colleges. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 Fig 5-10 Al-Istiqlal National Park & Al-Iza’a street 
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The cases explored here reveal how informal operations carried out by users coming from 

different locations have a significant impact on the macro-environment and create networks that 

exceed the boundaries of the twin cities. The sharing of the same space establishes meaningful 

social networks between diverse groups and opens up opportunities for creative collaborations 

and improvisations that enable Palestinians to overcome confinement and excessive control.     

The cases of Nelson Mandela Square and Street Spaces, draw attention to social networks that 

facilitate agency in space. The diversity of users involved in these networks resonate with De 

Souza Briggs’ (1997) exploration of bridging social capital and demonstrate how bridging 

networks encourage more forms of collaborations and collective agency in space. The cases of 

City Squares, Al-Sofara Park, and Al-Istiqlal National Park, reveal how elements in space 

support informal operations and provide opportunities for social networks to emerge between 

users from nearby and remote locations (Bayat,2010; Paxton,1999). The informal operations 

emerged in spaces where movement was confined and revealed how social networks can 

overcome physical divides and support meaningful social interactions between users from 

different locations. 

 

5.1.3 Seeking links to the past 

 
 These intimate mementos of a past irrevocably lost circulate among us, like the genealogies and 

fables of a wandering singer of tales. Photographs, dresses, objects severed from their original 

locale, the rituals of speech and custom: Much reproduced, enlarged, thematized, embroidered and 

passed around, they are strands in the web of affiliations we Palestinians use to tie ourselves to our 

identity and to each other… In the end the past owns us” (Said,1986, p.14). 

 

Said’s (1986) insights emphasise Palestinian practices that continue to restore shared 

meanings linked to the past. The exploration of a wide range of public spaces in Phase 1 

confirmed what Said noted about a past that still owns many Palestinians. The memories of the 

past play an essential role in bringing meanings and supporting attachments to different spaces. 

Hayden (1995) underlines the importance of “place memory” that is either attached to space or 

supported by it.  The findings highlight this aspect and reveal how physical elements and 

informal appropriations trigger memories of events, the lost homeland, and traditional rituals and 

communal practices.  
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In the category of Remembered Spaces, the case of the Outdoor Court of the Mosque 

underlines memories of social and political activities that were carried out in the court of Jamal 

Abdel Nasser Mosque. These memories resonate with local residents as well as residents visiting 

from outside the twin cities as they continue to include the mosque in their everyday activities to 

recover the memories of past events. In the same category, the case of Country in the City 

highlights narratives associated with memories of springs that have become difficult to access. 

These springs hold meanings related to socialisations and meaningful networks established in 

rural communities. In the interviews with old residents from Al-Bireh city, some women 

explained how springs allowed them to socialise with others and to establish new contacts. After 

the war of 1948, Al-Bireh’s main spring (Ein El-Balad) was an essential meeting place between 

the refugees and the original residents of Al-Bireh. Even though Ein El-Balad is currently buried 

under the mosque, however, rural and urban residents continue to search for springs, especially 

in Area C, to restore links to the past.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jamal Abdel Nasser Mosque  

Fig 5-11 Remembered Spaces: The. Mosque and springs 
 

Springs in Al-Bireh: 
The main spring of Al-Bireh, Ein El-
Balad, is now buried under the 
new expansion of Al-Ein Mosque 
(left image). Other springs such as 
Zulaykha and Qas’a (right image) 
are now classified as Area C and 
are used frequently by Israeli 
settlers as recreational and 
touristic spaces. Palestinians still 
visit these springs despite the 
risks present in these sites. 
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In the category of Practised Spaces, the case of the Historic Spaces in the Old City of 

Ramallah demonstrates how the formal events (Al-Harajeh Street Market) organised by the 

municipality were interrupted by the informal movements and appropriations of people between 

the historic spaces in the old city. The unplanned movement of people unified the historic spaces 

in ways that the municipality was unable to achieve through its programs and events. These 

movements were inspired by the presence of nearby historic buildings that invite users to 

informally appropriate more spaces in the old city. These informal appropriations resemble 

practices that existed in the traditional urban and rural communities, where streets and open 

spaces were appropriated and converted into semi-public and semi-private spaces to support 

more communal activities. 

 

In the category Reclaimed Spaces, users informally appropriated the natural elements 

surrounding the Holy Shrine of Sidi Shaban during the events organised by the municipality. 

These elements are powerful reminders of long journeys and rituals people shared to reach the 

holy shrine. Families used to travel by foot from the nearby villages of Betein, Mekhmas, and 

Deir Dibwan to visit the Holy Shrine of Sidi Shaban. As people recalled these journeys, they 

spoke in great detail about mountains, valleys, and natural springs that formed an essential part 

Fig 5-12 Al-Harajeh Street Market & nearby historic spaces: The images show spatial and movement restrictions (left image), and 
people moving beyond assigned spaces and using nearby historic buildings (right image)  
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of their shared ritual. These meanings were not incorporated in the design and programmed 

events organised by the municipality. The informal appropriations emphasise how nature and 

historical features linked with past rituals and practices inform the way people connect with 

spaces and preserve meanings rooted in the past.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The events focus mainly on holding activities next to the holy shrine, without any engagement with nearby mountains, springs, and 
valleys. The design focuses on creating a family recreational area that includes seating elements and play areas around the holy 
shrine. The seating elements were discarded by the users, and instead, they use existing natural features, such as rocks and trees, 
for their gatherings. Children also prefer to climb the holy shrine and fly kites around it and rarely use the play area designed by 
the municipality. 
 
Fig 5-13 Events & programs in the Holy Shrine of Sidi Shaban  
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The natural features had a similar impact in other cases in the same category and activated links 

to places that were out of reach. The views of nearby mountains (in Al-Sofara Park) and coastal 

cities (in Nelson Mandela Square) triggered more appropriations on the edges of these spaces to 

re-connect users with memories of the lost homeland.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Holy Shrine of Sidi Shaban: The views of nearby mountains and valleys which evoke memories of seasonal rituals 
 

 

Nelson Mandela Square & Al-Sofara Park  
In Nelson Mandela Square (left image), the young men appropriate spaces around the square to capture glimpses of coastal cities 
that are now occupied by Israel and became physically out of reach.   
       

Fig 5-14 Views in Area C:  The Holy Shrine of Sidi Shaban, Nelson Mandela Square, & Al-Sofara Park   
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In Relational Spaces, the case of Al-Bireh Plaza draws attention to natural and historical 

features that are neglected in the design and management of the space. The plaza has replaced 

the historical garden and does not provide visual or physical connections with the existing 

historic building and the role it played in the past. Inside the plaza, the users are blocked from 

entering or even looking inside the historic building. However, the presence of the historic 

building and the remaining wild trees trigger imaginary journeys to the past associated with 

memories of social activities that occurred in the historic building and its garden. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Map by Farah from Al-Bireh 
(September 2018).   
The map shows the door of the 
historic building and the garden. 
Farah indicated different locations 
she used for reading in the garden.  
  
Map of the garden by Aziz from 
Birzeit village (August 2018). The 
map shows how the garden was 
used informally as a reading space. 
 
Map by Dima from Al-Bireh (August 
2018).  
The historic building is labelled as a 
library because it used to include 
permanent and temporary book 
displays. 
      
 
      
Fig 5-15 Mental maps of the historic 
building & its garden  
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Users from the older generation shared their memories about the historic building and the 

role it played in the past. For them, the building itself played a significant role in supporting 

political debates and also encouraging volunteering activities in villages. Other users shared their 

memories about the erased garden (now the plaza) that fronted the historic building and 

described the informal reading activities that emerged between the book display inside the 

building and the garden (see Fig 5-15).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The front and rear facades of the historic building  
 

The history of the building and the different functions it assumed uncovered stories from different historical periods. 
When it operated as a school, Al Hashimiyyeh school, some users narrated stories about violent clashes between 
students and Israeli soldiers during the First Intifada. Other users shared their memories about its function as an 
Israeli administrative building, and how the west part of the building was used by Israeli soldiers for land control and 
registration.  

Mental map of Al-Bireh Plaza by Sondos from 
Deir Dibwan village (October 2018).  
The map shows the historic cultural centre. The 
red marks indicate preferred spots for seating, 
this includes the staircase and planting ledges 
located next to the historic building.  

 Fig 5-16 Historical features in Al-Bireh Plaza  
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In the category of Designated Parks, the past is also retrieved in Al-Istiqlal National Park 

through remaining physical elements that evoke memories of journeys and events during 

different historical periods.  The nearby coastal views offered by Al-Iza’a street, and the blinking 

light of the historic transmission radio tower remind users of historical journeys made into the 

twin cities. The remaining radio tower evokes connections for many users from remote urban 

and rural communities. A man, originally from Lod city, explained how the lights of the radio 

towers were an important landmark, and people coming from cities in the north of Palestine 

knew that they have arrived in Ramallah once they saw the radio tower lights. Another man from 

the village of Deir Sudan near Ramallah recalled how people living in nearby villages used to 

watch the lights of the radio towers from their villages. The remaining radio tower still has a 

strong visual presence, however, there are no events or programs that raise public awareness of 

the history of the tower.  

 

 Fig 5-17 Al-Iza’a street & views of coastal cities 
 



 

 

181 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Map by Ruba from Bethlehem (October 2018). The map 
indicates the radio tower, the outdoor theatre, and the 
west entrance.  
 

The radio tower is linked with a history of Palestinian 
communication that played a key role in connecting cities 
and villages. This radio tower is the only one remaining of 
three towers that were built during the British mandate. 
After the first phase of the Oslo agreement, the radio 
towers in the park were used to support the broadcast of 
the first Palestinian radio station in Jericho. During that 
time, Jericho and Gaza were the only cities that Israel 
withdrew from, and the twin cities were still under Israeli 
occupation. The radio towers in the twin cities enabled the 
radio broadcast to reach different regions in the West Bank 
and allowed Palestinians to listen for the first time to a 
Palestinian radio station. During the Second Intifada, the 
demolishing of the tall tower was an important moment 
that was broadcasted live on satellite news channels, and 
people continued to share testimonies of how the tallest 
tower fell during the Israeli incursion. Such historical 
moments form an important part of a collective memory. 
There have been several projects that aimed to provide 
narratives about the history of radio communications in 
Palestine. However, the focus of these projects was on the 
physical artefact, rather than the practices of 
communication that are still maintained and take different 
forms until the present time.  
  
 
 
 
     

Map by Emad from Ramallah (October 2018). The map 
indicates the radio tower, the east entrance, and the 
fountain plaza. The map also shows a bench that overlooks 
the plaza & the radio tower  
  

Map by Sami from Al-Bireh (October 2018). The map 
indicates the radio tower, the east entrance, and the 
fountain plaza. The map also shows a bench that overlooks 
the plaza & the radio tower. 
  
Fig 5-18 The radio tower in Al-Istiqlal National Park        

The radio tower was present as a background element in 
many of the mental maps drawn by users from the older 
generation, especially those who lived through the 
Jordanian rule and the First Intifada. In their mental maps, 
several users indicated a bench near the fountain plaza 
that enables them to see both the fountain plaza and the 
radio tower in the woodland area. 
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The different categories explored in this section reveal how public spaces still sustain 

memories that elicit meanings in space. The informal operations in the spaces emphasise 

Hayden’s (1995) exploration of “place memory” and the connections it facilitates between 

people and the built environment. This is evident in the cases of Country in the City, the Outdoor 

Court of the Mosque, and Al-Sofara Park, where users appropriate natural and physical elements 

that support memories of places and events. In the cases of Historic Spaces in the Old City of 

Ramallah, the Holy Shrine of Sidi Shaban, Al-Bireh Plaza, and Al-Istiqlal National Park, the 

formal operations focused mainly on the inside of the space and failed to integrate existing 

historical dimensions that support place memory. By contrast, users informally appropriated 

different elements and inscribed new paths of real and imaginary movements to recover 

memories associated with existing historical features. This confirms what Said (1984) noted 

earlier regarding a past that, despite its hindrances, still forms a strong basis for shared meanings 

in space and continues to find its way in present spatial experiences. 
 

5.1.4 An engaged social context 

  

In his book, Community and the politics of place, Kemmis (1990) explains, “What holds 

people together long enough to discover their power as citizens is their common inhabiting of a 

single place” (p.117). Furthermore, Goffman’s (1971) empirical research regarding “supportive 

interchanges” draws attention to intentional and accidental instances of supportive interchanges 

that emerge from people operating in the same space. The cases explored here reveal how the 

sharing of the same space establishes bridging social networks (De Souza Briggs,1997; Putnam, 

2000) that provide more opportunities for collaborative acts including supportive interchanges 

between diverse groups. 

 

In the category of Reclaimed Spaces, the municipality organised activities and designed 

spaces to provide support for Palestinian communities residing in Area C. This was evident in 

the case of Al-Sofara Park and also in the case of the Holy Shrine of Sidi Shaban. In Al-Sofara 

Park, the idea of creating a neighbourhood park in a critical location was enough to bring diverse 

groups to this area.  The groups of families, male, and female individuals support the presence of 

each other inside the park. For instance, due to the absence of wastebaskets, many users bring 
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their waste bags and leave extra bags for other users to collect their waste. Other users move 

rocks from the nearby vacant lands and use them to close off gaps in the torn fence to prevent 

stray dogs from coming into the park. These different small acts of agency allow users to support 

each other and share a sense of collective responsibility towards the park. The presence of 

families and different groups sharing the same space for different reasons creates a sense of 

familiarity and trust between the diverse groups. Street vendors also support the presence of 

users inside the park. Yahya, a coffee vendor who continues to work in the park even during the 

clashes, insists on staying inside the park because his presence is important for people to 

perceive that the park is safe.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Top: Map by Hosam from Nablus (October 2018). 
The map shows the play area, Yahya’s cart, and the 
regional street. 
  
Middle: Map by Maher from Al-Bireh (September 
2018).  The map shows only Yahya’s cart and nearby 
benches on the edge of the park     
 
Bottom: Map of Al-Sofara park by Younis from Al-
Amari refugee camp (September 2018). 
The map depicts Yahya’s cart on the sidewalk and 
users gathering around it. 
   
  

The presence of Yahya and users drinking coffee 
next to him is enough to communicate safety to 
other users passing by the park and encourage 
them to use the park during different times of the 
day. In several mental maps, Yahya’s cart was 
shown in a bigger scale than any other element 
inside the park. 
   

 
Fig 5-19 Mental maps of Al-Sofara Park & Yahya’s 
coffee cart. 
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Many users explained how they would call Yahya before coming to the park to ask him if the 

conditions were safe. 

  

 Similarly, in the case of the Holy Shrine of Sidi Shaban, family events organised in this 

area establish meaningful connections between diverse users. The events re-enact supportive 

interchanges such as Al-Oneh1 that existed in traditional rural communities. However, the 

support extends beyond the events, and families organise shared rides to attend the events.  In 

order to reach the holy shrine, families need to share a four-wheel drive because the Israeli Civil 

Administration prevented the municipality from paving the road that leads directly to the holy 

shrine. These activities establish meaningful networks between families and encourage them to 

visit the holy shrine together on other days. 

 

In the category of Practised Spaces, the case of City Squares unfolds a series of social 

transactions that include supportive interchanges. Abdallah’s small coffee place inside the 

stairwell and the coffee carts on the street generate a network of social spaces around the city 

squares. These spaces bring into contact men, women, rural and urban residents. People who use 

these spaces ask about each other, establish new connections, and offer help to each other.  

Abdallah’s coffee place is strategically located close to transportation networks that are used 

daily by workers and employees coming to the twin cities. In the early morning hours, 

Abdallah’s coffee place is packed with workers waiting for their shared ride. Sometimes workers 

come to the coffee place to look for a job, and they end up landing new jobs through the 

connections they make inside this small coffee place. Additionally, Abdallah himself helps 

people who are looking for jobs or workers; his daily contact with hundreds of Palestinians from 

all over the West Bank enables him to establish linkages between different people. Abdallah’s 

coffee place fosters supportive interchanges between different groups during different times of 

the day. The act of sharing a common space as part of their daily activity is enough to trigger 

connections between different users and enable them to widen their social networks in this small 

space.  

 

 
1 A Palestinian tradition that originated in rural communities, in which neighbours and relatives offered help to each 
other 
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Left: Map by Yusuf from Al-Amari 
refugee camp (September 2018). 
The map shows daily spaces used 
by Yusuf including street vendors 
and Abdallah’s coffee place. 

Right: Map by Mansour from 
Silwad village (September 2018). 
The map shows Mansour’s daily 
routine to work which includes 
Abdallah’s coffee place and the 
transportation networks close to 
Al-Manara square.   
          

Fig 5-20 Mental maps of coffee vendors & details of Abdallah’s coffee place 
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Abu Asem’s coffee cart offers similar connections as it is located close to transportation 

networks and shopping centres that are frequently used by urban and rural residents 

working/visiting Ramallah and nearby towns. Abu Asem compares his cart to a green park, as it 

offers stress relief and support for the users. Abu Asem listens to people’s stories and links them 

with people who can offer help. The appropriation of the sidewalk and the tree creates a small 

intimate and open space that attracts many passers-by. Abu Asem revealed how the street 

allowed him to reconfigure his space and dissolve social boundaries, he added, 

 

If this was a closed coffee shop, the space would have been very different in terms of the activities 

and types of people who would come here. In a coffee shop setting, I cannot come up to someone’s 

table and offer him help or advice. Here, it is the other way around, the fact that they come to my 

space (the cart) enables me to talk to them and offer my help. Moreover, the street makes this space 

more fluid and makes it easier to initiate conversations with new people (Abu Asem, participant 

interview, September 2018). 

 

This type of informality made it easier for Abu Asem to approach people and encourage them to 

open up to him.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fig 5-21 Abu Asem’s coffee cart  
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In the cases explored in the category of Third Places, the sharing of the street space 

inside the Palestine Medical Complex creates a strong social network between people from 

different locations. In the same category, the Traditional Coffee Shops offer intimate social 

environments where people can establish a strong sense of community.  The presence of the 

street expands the boundaries of the coffee shop and facilitates a combination of accidental and 

intentional supportive interchanges (Goffman,1971) between diverse groups. As men occupy the 

street space, more informal functions start to emerge from nearby spaces, and as a result, regular 

and new groups came into contact.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 Fig 5-22 informal appropriations in Palestine Medical Complex & Traditional Coffee Shops.: The map & images reveal how 
the space spills out into the nearby street. 
 

 
 
Mental map by Anees from Ramallah (July,2018) 

Internal street at Palestine Medical Complex 
 

Traditional Coffee Shop, old city of Ramallah  



 

 

188 

In Designated Parks, both the Recreational Parks and Neighbourhood Parks reveal how 

local communities collectively work together and appropriate spaces in the city to serve their 

common needs. The local communities were able to informally control and manage vacant lands 

before the interference of the municipality. The control and restrictions imposed by the 

municipality after the creation of the parks not only deprived the local community of these 

spaces but also eliminated opportunities for collaborative acts that existed previously in the 

shared vacant lands. In the same category, the case of Al-Istiqlal National Park highlights the 

importance of physical and natural elements in facilitating social interactions in the park. The 

sharing of the woodland area in the park opens opportunities for people to interact with each 

other in meaningful ways. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mental map by Yaqub from Gaza (October 2018). Yaqub indicated 
seating locations (marked in red) in the woodland area associated with 
the presence of the booths. 
  

Fig 5-23 Booths in the woodland area 

 
The booths scattered in the woodland area pull 
more users into the woodland area and encourage 
meaningful social interactions.  
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In an interview with a family from Birzeit village, one woman explained how the woodland area 

made it easier for them to meet new people. She added,  
 

When we sit in the fountain plaza, each group sits on its own and is involved in its own 

conversation. In the woodland, we see each other making and eating food, and we offer food to 

other families, to nearby users sitting on the benches, and to other users passing through the 

woodland (Widad, participant interview, October 2018). 

 

In Relational Spaces, Al-Bireh Plaza is labelled as the space for “social support”, because 

of interactions carried out by key actors inside the plaza. One key actor, Abu El-Raed, has 

resolved family disputes, helped out in financial troubles, and provided advice and support for 

people in need.  The plaza forms an essential part of people’s daily movements, especially for 

residents from outside the twin cities. This provides more diversity in the space and encourages 

more people to get involved in providing support inside the space. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Fig 5-24 Mental map by Abu El-Raed 
from Kafr Nima village (September 
2018). Abu El-Raed indicated the 
different locations he uses inside the 
plaza to meet new people and offer 
support.  

Coffee 
vendor 

Central 
market 

Mosque 

Al-Nahda St 
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The findings reveal how meanings emerge in space as a result of social networks that 

encourage collaborative acts and supportive interchanges between diverse groups.  The social 

networks emerged from the informal operations carried out in a space that was shared by 

families, men, and women from different locations. The cases explored here emphasise the 

positive meanings associated with bridging social capital (Putnam,2000; De Souza Briggs,1997) 

and the opportunities they offer for more collective acts including “supportive interchanges” 

(Goffman,1971). In the cases of Al-Sofara Park and the Holy Shrine of Sidi Shaban, the informal 

operations carried out by Al-Bireh municipality and Al-Bireh Association were successful in 

supporting family bonds in the local neighbourhood and opened opportunities for bridging 

networks across different groups attending the event. In the cases of Neighbourhood Parks, 

Recreational Parks, and Al-Istiqlal National Park, social networks emerged in vacant lands and 

woodland areas where users had more control over the space and informally introduced 

collaborations and meaningful social interactions into space. In the other cases, the informal 

movements and appropriations supported wider bridging networks across diverse groups. This 

was evident in the informal appropriation of streets in Palestine Medical Complex and the 

Traditional Coffee Shops, and the informal movements between spaces in Al-Bireh Plaza and 

City Squares.  

 

 

5.1.5 Bringing the village to the city 

 

The cases explored in Phase 1 bring to the surface micro-geographies that support rural 

communities coming to the twin cities. These micro-geographies introduce a rural character into 

more city spaces, as rural residents move between different spaces inside the city.  The micro-

geographies introduced by rural residents provide examples where tightly homogenous groups 

from the same village “bridge across geography” as they come into contact with residents from 

other villages (Putnam, 2000, p.39). The combinations of bonding and bridging networks that 

emerge from these micro-geographies provide opportunities for meaningful collaborations at 

multiple scales.  
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In the category of Practised Spaces, the cases of Street Spaces and City Squares reveal 

how transportation networks on the street and inside parking lots are familiar spaces where 

village residents share rides and offer help to each other. In the case of Street Spaces, the 

transportation networks on the street serve rural residents and offer opportunities for social 

connections. This was evident in several situations where women and men offer help while 

waiting for their ride on the street or whenever they cross paths in other streets of the city. A man 

from Nilin village added,  
 

I think people from the village are more supportive than the ones who live in the city. When 

someone comes here from the city, he sees how we are very social and how we offer our help. The 

drivers are from our villages, and we all know each other. We take care of each other here just like 

we do inside the village (Hafez, participant interview, August 2018)  

 

In the case of City Squares, the parking lots provide transportation services to villages in 

the west of the twin cities in addition to villages near Jerusalem. The parking lots are spaces for 

meaningful acts between rural residents. Many rural residents refer to the parking lot as “Sahet 

El-Balad”, which denotes the traditional village square. Inside the parking lot, we find different 

users assuming multiple roles that support a sense of community. The parking lot manager 

assumes the role of the “service provider” who sells bread, provides praying mats, offers phone 

services, and locates lost objects along the remote travel routes.  

Fig 5-25 Parking lots serving as transit terminals for villages near Ramallah and Al-Bireh  
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Dowwar El-Sa’a 

Manara 

Bread being sold inside the parking lot  

Fig 5-26 Parking lots near City Squares 

  

Top map: Mental map by Nizar from Beit Liqya (September 2018). 
The map incudes several parking lots (orange) that are used as transit 
terminals. The one coloured in yellow is the parking lot that serves his 
village and he referred to it as “Sahet El-Balad”: the plaza of the town.  

Bottom map: Movement patterns of passengers from different 
parking lots near City Squares. Red indicates stationary users, and blue 
indicates mobile ones.  
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Moreover, the drivers who are also from nearby villages, assume the role of the “protectors” of 

women from their village. They offer help and protection for them in the streets of the city and 

secure their ride back home during late-night hours. 

 

In the category of Relational Spaces, the central market, the mosque, the transportation 

networks, and the shops along Al-Nahda street ensure a regular movement and a constant 

presence of rural residents inside and around Al-Bireh Plaza. Al-Nahda street adds great value to 

the plaza and brings a lot of rural residents to the area. Unlike other streets in Ramallah and Al-

Bireh, most of the shops on Al-Nahda street are owned by residents from the nearby villages. 

Village residents who come to the twin cities daily visit these shops to maintain their connections 

with other village residents inside the city. In the interviews, many users described how shops 

were not only used for shopping purposes, but also to leave something for someone, make a 

phone call, or borrow money. Thus, the street offers an interesting extension of the rural life 

inside the city and enables people to make further connections with other villages as they 

perform their daily routines in the street. The support extends beyond the shops into the plaza, as 

village residents help each other carry shopping bags and walk together to the nearby plaza to 

rest or wait for a ride. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 5-27 The plaza & Al-Nahda street: The map shows how the origin of each shop owner links to different geographical 
locations (marked in red).  

AL-NAHDA ST. 
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The cases explored here emphasise bonding and bridging networks that bring meaning to 

space. The combination of bonding and bridging social capital that emerged between members of 

the same village as well as members from different villages confirms Putnam’s (2000) argument 

about how “groups simultaneously bond along some social dimensions and bridge across others” 

(p.38) and that the combination of both can produce positive social outcomes. The bonding 

networks emerged in spaces in the city that support daily activities carried out by the rural 

residents. However, these bonds are not limited to the spaces and residents of the same village, 

and the presence of other users in these spaces offers more bridging opportunities between users 

from different villages. In the cases of Street Spaces and City Squares, the spaces used mainly 

for transportation opened up opportunities for new forms of meaningful connections between 

rural residents from different villages, and these connections expanded outside these spaces to 

leave an impact on the city life. In the case of Al-Bireh Plaza, the rural character was introduced 

to the plaza as a result of a combination of nearby activities that were happening in the streets, 

shops, and markets near the plaza. These activities were essential to maintain bonds between 

rural residents and establish new bridging networks with other rural residents performing similar 

activities. In all these examples, the informal appropriation of city spaces by rural residents 

generated various forms of bonding and bridging networks that formed a basis for meaningful 

social interactions between rural residents.   

 

5.1.6 Domesticating public space 

 

 The continuous changes in the Palestinian geography and the constant challenges facing 

Palestinian communities living in villages, cities, and refugee camps have left an impact even on 

the smallest social structures such as the family. Recent studies that focus on family life under 

occupation in the West Bank area and the Gaza strip reveal how major changes in living 

conditions emerged after the Second Intifada in 2000. Before the Second Intifada, most extended 

families lived in apartments close to each other or shared traditional households with other 

members of extended families. After 2000, and the increased number of Palestinians seeking 

employment in Ramallah, the extended family structure started to break down in both rural and 

urban communities (Harker,2011,2014; Taraki,2006). The investigation carried out in Phase 1 

reveals how the mobility of families changed the structure and living conditions of extended 
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families, and also transformed spaces inside the twin cities in response to these changes. The 

findings identify new spatial alternatives invented by families to create a familiar world that 

stretches beyond the private residence and supports intimate family bonds. This was achieved by 

the process of “domestication” of public spaces, and it involved a series of activities in which 

families appropriated public spaces to meet the needs of both the immediate and extended 

families. These new spatial appropriations emphasise earlier explorations by Paxton (1999) and 

Bayat (2010) that identify important links between the physical environment and meaningful 

social processes in space. The “domestication” of public space responds to what Paxton refers to 

as “objective associations” in which physical dimensions are necessary to sustain networks that 

link individuals together. Furthermore, Bayat (2010) elaborates on this aspect and identifies 

“passive networks” that develop between groups based on the commonalities they share in space. 

This was evident as families became familiar with other families because of sharing the same 

space. As these different families share space for similar purposes, an “unspoken 

communication” (Bayat, 2010) emerges between them, and it soon transforms into supportive 

and collaborative activities similar to those that were carried out in the traditional clustered units 

shared by the extended members of the family.  

 

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 5-28 Family gathering in Al-Istiqlal National Park 
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In the category of Designated Parks, the municipality aims to provide a range of 

activities in parks to accommodate various groups However, despite the different design of each 

park, all the parks attract mostly families who use these parks for family gatherings and weekly 

feasts. Whether they are Neighbourhood or Recreational Parks; they are all used as an extension 

of the home, where extended families meet together and hold family feasts regularly. In the case 

of Al-Istiqlal National Park, the volunteering projects initiated by Al-Bireh municipality included 

a recycling project that enabled students to support family activities in the park. The students 

designed furniture pieces from recycled material and chose to place the recycled elements next to 

the family picnic tables. The presence of the recycled elements creates more opportunities for 

family gatherings to expand beyond the picnic tables and appropriate more of the woodland area 

for preparing food, eating, and conversing. The combination of these different elements creates 

small living rooms that host family gatherings and encourage many families to domesticate the 

public park for their weekly family feasts.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fig 5-29 Recycled tyres near picnic tables in the woodland   

Mental map by Razan from Nablus 
(October 2018). The map shows the 
picnic area & recycled tyres placed next 
to the picnic tables.  

The recycling project organised by Al-
Bireh municipality introduced colourful 
recycled tyres that were made by 
students from nearby schools. The 
students created different furniture 
pieces from the tyres and placed them in 
the family picnic areas in the woodland. 
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 In the category of Reclaimed Spaces, Al-Sofara Park, is a domestic family meeting 

space, specifically on Fridays, despite the clashes that occur on that day.  It attracts extended 

families who come from remote villages and refugee camps in search of spaces that can support 

larger family feasts outside the crowded and confined spaces of apartment buildings and refugee 

camps. Furthermore, supportive communications emerge as a result of common spatial 

appropriations practised by many families in the park. As families regularly use the park for 

similar purposes, they establish networks with each other and extend their private circles to 

include nearby families and users in the park. Several acts of collective agency emerge from 

these networks, as families help each other in carrying picnic tables, share food, and collaborate 

in cleaning the park afterwards.  

 

The formal spaces in both these categories are designed to support families, but the 

support is limited to a specific type of recreational activities and children's play areas. The 

informal domestication practices sustain meanings rooted in the traditional rural and urban 

communities that centre around the family as the basic “social unit” of the society (Bianca,2000; 

Lapidus,1973; Raymond,2008). This brings together historical and social dimensions that 

 
 
Fig 5-30 Mental map by Amani from Deir 
Jrir village (October 2018).  The map 
shows the location of picnic tables that 
became known as the “family zones” 
inside the park. 
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revolve around the family and the communal meanings they support. The appropriation of a 

public park into a private space for intimate domestic activities created commonalities between 

the families (Bayat,2010), and the park operated as an “objective network structure” (Paxton, 

1999) that linked the families together. The new spatial appropriations support bonds between 

families and also open up bridging networks (Paxton,1999; Putnam,2000; De Souza Briggs, 

1997) between new members beyond the intimate circle of the family. The informal 

domestication practices imbue public spaces with meaning as they function as essential spaces 

that sustain familial bonds and also establish opportunities for social networks between diverse 

groups.  

 

5.1.7 Women occupying the public realm 

 
…[T]he courage and creativity to assert collective will in spite of all odds, to circumvent 

constraints, utilizing what is available and discovering new spaces within which to make oneself 

heard, seen, felt, and realized. The art of presence is the fundamental moment in the life of 

nonmovements, in life as politics (Bayat,2010, p.26).  

 

Bayat’s (2010) notion of agency associated with the “art of presence” resonates with the 

way women appropriate spaces in the twin cities to assert their visibility in public space and 

partake in public life. Historically, women’s participation in public life was limited as they were 

physically unable to occupy the same spaces as men. In both rural and urban environments, 

women were physically absent from central communal spaces, such as the mosque, the market, 

and the guest house, and were consequently unable to partake in most public activities (Abu-

Lughod,1987; Amiri,1987).  The observations and interviews reveal how physical features and 

activities encourage women to use various types of public spaces in the city and share them with 

men. The agency of women to inscribe their presence in public space developed meaningful 

social networks between diverse groups of women, women and families, and women and street 

vendors. This sheds light on social processes that bring new meanings to space and lead to social 

change. Bayat (2010) demonstrates how the active use of public spaces challenges existing social 

norms and conflicts that prevent certain groups from their rights to the city. Women’s gradual 
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occupation of public spaces through ordinary everyday activities enables them to “be seen, felt, 

and realized” (Bayat,2010, p.98) and assert collective presence in public space. 

 

In the category of Reclaimed Spaces, the permeable boundaries between Al-Sofara Park 

and the street space introduce informal activities and new users to space. The street connects to 

villages, cities, and refugee camps in the north of the West Bank. This plays a role in bringing to 

the space families from different locations, and the presence of families signals safety to women 

and encourages more women groups to use the space. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fig 5-31 Al-Sofara Park and regional street t  
 

 The regional street brings to 
visibility cities, villages, refugee 
camps as well as nearby residents.  
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In the category of Practised Spaces, the case of Street Spaces reveals how the networks 

of transportation and street vendors encourage women to use street spaces for waiting or meeting 

other users on their way to work/home. The presence of transportation networks on the street, 

and the lack of adequate spaces for waiting and resting, left no other choice for women but to 

stand on the street with men and wait for their ride back home. The ride back to the village/ city 

is also shared in a mini van with other men and women. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 5-32 Dowwar El-Sa’a and Rukkab street 
 

Buildings, vendors, & transportation 
networks create opportunities for 
women to be present in street space.   
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In the same category, the case of City Squares provides numerous examples of daily 

activities and movements that generate spaces of visibility for women from different locations. 

Women arriving in the twin cities for shopping and meeting of others, appropriate different 

spaces and physical elements to support their daily activities inside the twin cities. Elements such 

as deep recesses and stairwells of shopping centres facilitate social interactions between women 

in the downtown area.  

 

In other instances, the movement of both vendors and users generates spaces that support 

the visibility of women. Abu Asem’s coffee cart supports the presence of both men and women 

in this area. During the daytime, Abu Asem moves his cart to different parts of the sidewalk to 

provides opportunities for both men and women to stand and share the sidewalk. In the busy 

morning hours, he opens two windows in his cart, one for men and one for women. At night-

time, Abu Asem moves to a location closer to a taxi company to make women feel safe standing 

next to the cart. Abu Asem’s own movement and strategic location bring forward an individual 

form of agency that not only changes the organisation of the street but also reveals how 

individuals can improvise with tight and controlled spaces to support the visibility of other users 

in public space. 

 

 

 

 
Left image: The deep recess in the 
entrance of Burj El-Sa’a’s building is 
used mostly by women to meet 
other women from the village and 
shop together.  
 
Right image: Women with their 
children also appropriate stairwells 
of commercial buildings to rest and 
feed their children between their 
shopping and daily routines. 
 
Fig 5-33 Appropriations near 
Dowwar El- Sa’a in City Squares 
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Abu Ibrahim’s coffee cart operates similarly and offers more opportunities for the 

visibility of women around his cart. The nearby vendors and Abu Ibrahim reorganised the street 

space (Rukkab street) to form a small multi-functional social space that consists of Abu-

Ibrahim’s coffee cart, Saba’s falafel shop, the artist, the corn vendor, a nearby old residential 

building, and the book display. In the interviews, women expressed how it was more difficult for 

them to stand on Rukkab street, and they felt they needed a reason to stand. This space 

Mental map by Lamia from Betunia 
(September 2018).  
The map demonstrates where she stands to 
meet others in order to share a ride back 
home. The map shows Abu Asem’s cart placed 
next to Al-Wafa Taxi Company during late 
evening hours.  
 

Fig 5-34 Daily movements around Asem’s coffee cart: The nearby Taxi company, commercial centre (Burj-El-Sa’a), and the 
transportation networks; all support the visibility of women near Abu Asem’s cart.    
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encourages women from different locations to linger in this area. This is partly due to its 

proximity to several parking lots used daily by rural residents. More importantly, their visibility 

is supported by different activities offered around the coffee cart.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 5-35 Abu Ibrahim’s coffee cart & nearby spaces  

Abu-Ibrahim and the surrounding spaces 
The folded door of the falafel shop forms a movable wall that allows the artist to display his work.  The wall of the nearby historic Quaker 
church is used to support the book display. The nearby old residential building supplies Abu Ibrahim with electricity and water.  
 
   

Red indicates stationary users 
Blue indicates mobile users 
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 Fig 5-36 Mental maps of spaces used by 
women at Rukkab street  
   

Top: Map by Najwa from Tulkarem 
(August 2018).  
The map shows details of shops & 
vendors along Rukkab street 
including Abu Ibrahim’s cart, the 
artist, the book display, and nearby 
shops. 
  
Middle: Map by Layla from Ramallah 
(August 2018). 
The map indicates Abu Ibrahim’s cart, 
the artist, the book display, and 
nearby shops. 
 
Bottom: Map by Shireen from 
Ramallah (September 2018). 
The map indicates Abu Ibrahim’s cart, 
the falafel shop, and the nearby 
church. 
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In the category of Relational Spaces, Al-Bireh Plaza is surrounded by a network of 

indoor and outdoor transportation networks.  The presence of Al-Bireh Central Station and a 

nearby parking lot (which operates as a transit terminal) encourages women to sit in the plaza for 

longer hours as they wait for their ride back home. Despite the dominant presence of men in 

these spaces, women socialise in this space and meet up with other women.  

Mental map by Areen from Ramallah 
(August 2018).  
The map demonstrates the central 
location of Abu Ibrahim’s cart in relation 
to both Al-Manara square and Dowwar 
El- Sa’a square. 
The map also reveals how Abu Ibrahim’s 
cart is associated with other spaces and 
vendors which include the artist, the 
book display, nearby shops, and a small 
wall used for seating opposite to Abu 
Ibrahim’s cart.    

Fig 5-37 Abu Ibrahim’s coffee cart and the nearby vendors  
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Moreover, the nearby spaces and activities around the plaza allow women to appropriate 

more spaces in this area and become visible in what is perceived as male-dominant public 

spaces. Currently, women sit on the steps of Al-Bireh Commercial Centre (near the central 

market), the steps of the plaza, and the steps of the mosque; all of which are connected through 

common daily routines carried out around the plaza (see Fig 5-39). In addition to that, women 

use these different activities to prolong their stay inside the plaza, and they constantly change 

their location as they take breaks from their daily routines. The presence and visibility of women 

inside the plaza encourage other women to access this space.  

 

 

Fig 5-38 The different facilities around the plaza used by women 
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Mental map by Sana from Bethlehem (October 
2018). The map shows the steps (at the edge of the 
plaza) that women appropriate in relation to 
shopping activities in Al-Nahda street. 
       

Mental map by Ibtisam from Jericho (July 2018).  
The map indicates planting ledges and steps 
appropriated by women.  
     

 Fig 5-39 Spaces appropriated by women inside & 
around the plaza  
 

Mental map by Shatha from Al-Jalazone refugee 
camp (August 2018). The map indicates the different 
locations Shatha uses in relation to the shops of Al-
Nahda street and the parking lot opposite to the 
plaza. 
       

Mosque 

 

Parking lot 

 

Nahda St 

 

Al-Bireh 

commercial centre 

Plaza 
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The findings of these cases build on Bayat’s (2010) concept of the “art of presence” and 

demonstrate how informal operations facilitate a collective presence of women in public space 

and support meaningful social encounters between them.  The informal operations emerged as a 

result of social networks that extended between different groups of men and women. This was 

evident in the appropriations and reorganisations of spaces carried out by street vendors, women, 

men, and families to support the visibility of women in public life. In the cases of Street Spaces, 

City Squares, and Al-Bireh Plaza, the street activities carried out by street vendors, and the 

movements and appropriations carried out by women opened opportunities for social interactions 

between women and enabled women to assert their presence in public spaces. Similarly, in the 

category case of Al-Sofara Park, appropriations carried by different family groups encouraged 

more women to use the park despite the dominant presence of men. Across these different 

categories, it is apparent how informal movements and appropriations are key aspects that 

support the visibility of women and enable them to establish meaningful social networks with 

other groups of men and women using the same space. 

 

5.1.8 Men reclaiming the city 

 

Many women using public spaces in both Ramallah and Al-Bireh explained how public 

spaces remain dominated by men. However, the explorations of the different types of spaces 

reveal many formal restrictions and policies that seek to diminish the male presence in public 

spaces in the twin cities. Despite all these restrictions, the findings of Phase 1 reveal how 

informal tactics employed by diverse groups of men have led to the emergence of new public 

spaces that support their visibility and facilitate social networks between them. The social 

networks established between men resonate with Bayat’s (2010) exploration of agency that 

emerges between similar groups that collectively appropriate spaces to assert their rights in the 

city. The agency is based on “passive networks” that enable groups with similar needs to 

collectively appropriate spaces and inscribe their visibility in the city.   

 

In the category of Reclaimed Spaces, the case of Al-Sofara Park reveals how the 

collective appropriation of nearby traffic islands and wide sidewalks opens up the park and 

allows male users to appropriate these elements for various forms of gatherings. The sidewalks 
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already include a few benches, but at night-time, men move more benches from inside the park 

and place them along the sidewalk. This allows men to take advantage of the streetlight since the 

light fixtures inside the park were destroyed during the clashes. On Thursday nights, the 

sidewalks resemble traditional coffee shops with men sitting on the sidewalk, drinking coffee 

and listening to music played from the nearby coffee cart. In the same category, the case of 

Nelson Mandela Square brings to the fore informal appropriations of more spaces that support 

men’s visibility in this area. The movement of young men is accompanied by collective 

appropriations that enable men to assert their visibility in a space (Nelson Mandela Square) that 

was intentionally designed to undermine their presence.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Benches moved to sidewalks outside the park   

 Fig 5-40 Collective appropriations on the edge of Al-Sofara Park 

Mental map by Ramez from Kafr Nima village 
(October 2018). 
The map shows benches on the sidewalks near the 
entrance of the park  
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In the category of Practised Spaces, the cases of Street Spaces and City Squares 

demonstrate how collective appropriations carried out by men are linked with control measures 

practised by the municipality. The inconsistency in the implementation of control measures, 

especially during night-time and weekends, opens up opportunities for both male users and 

vendors to produce new spaces through appropriating different parts of the street. In the case of 

Street Spaces old furniture appears near transportation networks to create temporary waiting 

spaces for both passengers and taxi drivers on the street. These elements are not fixed and are 

sometimes confiscated by the municipality or stolen at night. In some instances, vendors and taxi 

drivers hide furniture and bring it back as soon as local patrols disappear. 

 

 

 

 

Fig 5-41 Furniture and found objects used by taxi drivers 
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In the case of City Squares, coffee places, coffee carts, and shops place chairs on the 

sidewalk as soon as the working hours of the municipality come to an end. These furniture pieces 

appear and disappear depending on the level of control imposed in these locations. Some coffee 

carts hide plastic chairs above the cart and sneak them on the sidewalk during the day to support 

the gathering of men around the cart. By contrast, coffee places wait until night-time or Fridays 

to place their furniture on the sidewalk.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Informal appropriation of street furniture and plantings: The municipality did not expect the trees, bollards, and 
chains to be used as elements that support social interactions and gatherings. The trees are small to keep the 
sidewalk clear, and only serve as beautification elements.  The bollards are connected with chains and are meant to 
regulate pedestrian movement and keep pedestrians from walking on the street.  
  

Chairs placed on sidewalks in different parts of the city  

Fig 5-42 Informal appropriations in the downtown area  
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In addition to that, existing street furniture and plantings support the gatherings and social 

interactions of male users standing next to the coffee places and street vendors (see Fig 5-42). 

The existing trees attract male users to stand for long hours on the sidewalk. Many users and 

vendors appropriate spots that consist of both trees and bollards which allow them to linger on 

the street. The chains between the bollards are constantly occupied by men who are either 

swinging, sitting, or leaning on the chains and bollards. Moreover, the transportation networks 

near Dowwar El-Sa’a square support these spaces and bring into contact diverse groups of men 

coming from cities, villages, and refugee camps. The informal collective appropriation of spaces 

and physical elements around coffee carts and small coffee places enable male users to shape 

meaningful public spaces that support their visibility and interactions inside the city.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 5-43 Facilities that support men’s visibility in Dowwar El-Sa’a and Rukkab street 
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Fig 5-44 Daily movements around Abdallah’s coffee place near Dowwar el Sa’a square 
   

Left map: Mental map by Wisam 
from Silwad village (September 
2018). 
 
Right map: Mental map by Ismail 
from Ein Yabrud village (September 
2018).  
 
Both maps show Abdallah’s coffee 
place and the traffic islands 
appropriated next to the coffee 
place.  
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In the category of Relational Spaces, Al-Bireh Plaza is a space of movement of users 

coming from different cities and villages in the West Bank and Gaza. For many men, the plaza is 

a central social space in the downtown area that enables them to see and interact with other male 

users coming from various locations. The everyday movements carried out by diverse groups of 

men enable them to establish meaningful social networks and assert their visibility in the 

downtown area. 

 

In all these categories, it is evident how the visibility of men emerged from informal 

operations that support the formation of social networks between diverse groups of men and 

facilitate meaningful social interactions in space.  In the cases of Al-Sofara Park and Al-Bireh 

Plaza, the movements and informal appropriations brought into contact men from nearby and 

remote locations and facilitated meaningful social networks between them. In the cases of Street 

Spaces, Nelson Mandela Square, and City Squares, the movements and appropriations carried 

out by men aimed to elude control measures, and at the same time supported the activation of 

Fig 5-45 Daytime and night-time movements in City Squares: Movements and appropriations by men between vendors (yellow), 
& transportation networks near AL-Manara and Dowwar El- Sa’a city squares during day and night. At night-time, the coffee 
vendors remain in operation and support social gatherings between men. 
  

Daytime Night-time   
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social networks between men and enabled them to temporarily claim more spaces. The informal 

operations explored in these cases demonstrate how “passive networks”, that emerge between 

groups that share commonalities, can develop into active social networks that facilitate 

communication and other forms of collective acts (Bayat,2010). The social networks enabled 

men to carry out more appropriations in space, prolong their presence in the space, and also 

engage in meaningful social interactions with other groups of men. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fig 5-46 Men in Al-Bireh Plaza 
   

A mental map of Al-Bireh Plaza by Wael from Jenin (July 2018). The map shows nearby 
spaces that support the visibility of men in the plaza. This includes Al-Manara square, 
coffee vendors, and shops along Al-Nahda street. 
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5.2 Connecting between the formal and informal 

 

The common themes that emerged in this chapter highlight activities and physical 

elements that bring meaning to space, and challenge existing forms of fragmentations and 

divisions in the Palestinian context. The themes include, Symbolic reclaiming of Area C, 

Breaking isolation, Seeking links to the past, An engaged social context, Bringing the village to 

the city, Domesticating public space, Women occupying the public realm, and Men reclaiming 

the city. The themes focus on identifying informal operations that open up opportunities for 

agency and imbue space with meanings linked with social and historical dimensions.  

The figure below illustrates the themes that emerged across all the cases explored in Phase 1,  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 Fig 5-47 Emerging themes across the categories 
The four highlighted spaces include more themes that support social and historical dimensions 
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In addition to that, the findings of this chapter draw attention to the relationship between 

formal and informal operations in various types of public spaces and underline the role of the 

municipality and local institutions in supporting people’s agency and meaningful activities in 

space. In Al- Sofara Park, Historic Spaces in the Old City of Ramallah, Al-Bireh Plaza, Al-

Istiqlal National Park, and the Holy Shrine of Sidi Shaban, certain design features and events 

organised by the municipality opened opportunities for unplanned informal operations in space. 

In the cases of Street Spaces, City Squares, Nelson Mandela Square, Recreational Parks, and 

Neighbourhood Parks there was a clear contradiction between the municipality’s intended use of 

space and the actual way people operated in space, and many of the informal operations were 

met with tighter measures of control. Nonetheless, informal operations continued to emerge in 

each category and bring meanings to the different spaces including those not intended for public 

use. These findings bring back earlier discussions by AlSayyad & Roy (2004), which necessitate 

understanding how the formal and informal processes co-exist and operate together in producing 

the space.  Thus, the selection of the cases for the in-depth study should not be limited to a 

specific type of formal or informal space and focus on exploring the combination of formal and 

informal operations that are essential for establishing meaningful spaces on a local and broader 

level. The themes identified in this chapter capture the relationship between the formal and 

informal operations and identify four spaces that offer opportunities in relation to these 

operations and the meanings they elicit in space.  

 

The first case is Al-Sofara Park, in the category of Reclaimed Spaces, which reveals a 

combination of formal and informal operations that make this space meaningful for many 

groups. The space is located in Area C, an area that is critical for validating a Palestinian 

presence and establishing continuity in a fragmented Palestinian geography. The themes that 

emerged in the space support social processes that link remote and local residents and reinforce 

historical meanings that link users with the land. The themes Symbolic reclaiming of Area C and 

Seeking links to the past demonstrate how existing physical features trigger sentiments that 

inspire a sustained presence in the park in an attempt to recover connections with lost and 

remembered lands in Area C. The themes Breaking isolation, An engaged social context, 

Domesticating public space, Women occupying the public realm, and Men reclaiming the city 

highlight bridging social networks that emerge between groups of families, men, and women 
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from local and remote communities. The social networks between the diverse groups facilitated 

collaborative activities as well as supportive interchanges that enabled the users to provide safety 

and trust in a very unstable context. Despite the critical location of the park, and its association 

with weekly clashes and resistance acts, the findings reveal how the provision of public spaces in 

this area opens opportunities for a combination of political acts as well as social acts that imbue 

space with meanings. This draws attention to a combination of formal and informal operations 

carried out by the municipality in space to support local communities living in Area C. 

Moreover, the formal design of the park became meaningful through several activities that were 

informally introduced by men, women, families, commuters, and protesters. All these different 

aspects can reveal more details about informal operations that co-produce formal spaces and 

inscribe the spaces with more meanings.   

 

The second case is City Squares, in the category of Practised Spaces, which unfolds 

informal operations that subvert formal ones carried out by the municipality and at the same time 

elicit meanings in space. The themes that emerged in this case support intimate and broad social 

networks between diverse groups of men and women from cities, villages, and refugee camps. 

The themes Breaking isolation and Bringing the village to the city highlight spaces that bring 

into contact diverse groups from various locations. The case of City Squares consists of several 

parking lots that operate as transit terminals similar to those explored in the case of Street 

Spaces. However, the parking lots in City Squares offer combinations of bonding and bridging 

networks that support rural and urban residents in different parts of the city. The theme An 

engaged social context emphasises the informal operations carried out by coffee vendors to 

provide support to users. The coffee vendors in City Squares function similarly to the Traditional 

Coffee Shops explored in the category of Third places. Yet the coffee vendors in the case of City 

Squares form social spaces for both men and women, unlike the Traditional Coffee Shops which 

are only used by men. The themes Women occupying the public realm and Men reclaiming the 

city draw attention to informal appropriations that assert the visibility of men and women in 

public life, facilitate social networks between these groups, and support agency in space. The 

themes explored here emphasise the different interactions between spaces managed by the city 

(sidewalks, streets, squares), and informal operations introduced by the users (street vendors, 

parking lot operators, men, women, urban residents, rural residents). Investigating these 
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interactions is essential to understand how agency emerges in public space, and how ordinary 

people can shape public spaces that support meaningful social networks that operate on a wider 

level. 

 

The third case is Al-Istiqlal National Park, in the category of Designated Parks, which 

draws attention to a design process that overlooks historical meanings and social processes 

already existing in space. Unlike other spaces in this category, the park still draws users from 

different locations in the West Bank. The themes that emerged in the park emphasise historical 

features as well as a combination of formal and informal operations that support social networks 

between the local and remote communities. The theme, Breaking isolation, brings to the fore 

informal operations linked with the movement of nearby and remote users that appropriate the 

park for different activities. Moreover, the informal appropriation of the park by the students 

foregrounds the role of a younger generation in eliciting meanings in space and also establishing 

networks with other groups. The themes An engaged social context and Domesticating public 

space underline existing features and formal events (recycling project), organised by the 

municipality, that facilitate unplanned activities and support meaningful social networks between 

different families. The theme Seeking links to the past highlights historical physical elements that 

survived over time and form a strong basis for collective memories in space.  The collective 

memories associated with this park are similar to those explored in the cases of Remembered 

spaces, and also reveal more historical narratives that situate this park within a broader context. 

The Park opens up the opportunity to examine how informal operations introduced to this space 

can contribute to supporting its rich history. Furthermore, this case draws attention to the design 

process and management of the space, especially the new spaces inside the park that fail to 

support existing social and historical meanings. Thus, exploring this space can bring more details 

about physical elements and activities that link the formal design with informal operations that 

bring meaning to space. 

 

The fourth case is Al-Bireh Plaza, in the category of Relational Spaces, which brings out 

rich interactions that emerge from informal operations introduced by many users into space. The 

context of the plaza brings out spaces that were explored in other categories. For example, the 

central market next to the plaza draws attention to historical meanings that emerged in Al-
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Harajeh Street Market in the category of Remembered spaces. However, the central market near 

the plaza provides a new reading of historical meanings as it links the market with contemporary 

urban experiences. Similarly, the mosque, which was also explored in the category of 

Remembered spaces, plays a significant role in supporting historical meanings as well as new 

meanings related to everyday activities carried out around the plaza. The themes in this space 

highlight micro-operations that are driven by everyday life patterns of diverse groups and reveal 

how these operations establish meaningful social networks between groups of men and women 

from cities, villages, and refugee camps. The themes Breaking isolation, Bringing the village to 

the city, and An engaged social context, reveal how daily activities and movements facilitate the 

emergence of bonding and bridging networks between rural and urban residents. The presence of 

the central market, the mosque, transportation networks, and shops creates a constant flow of 

diverse groups of users into the plaza and establishes opportunities for meaningful social 

networks. The themes Women occupying the public realm and Men reclaiming the city, explore 

daily movements and appropriations by men and women who assert their visibility in public 

space and also support the presence of others. The theme, Seeking links to the past, emphasises a 

combination of existing and erased historical features that open up imaginative possibilities in 

space and enable users to establish links to the past. The case also exposes formal operations that 

undermine historical and social meanings that exist in space and draws attention to positive and 

negative outcomes in relation to the design process and management of the space. 

 

5.3 Conclusion 

 

The themes explored in this chapter focus on informal operations that exist in public 

spaces and bring meanings related to the historical and social dimensions illustrated earlier in the 

conceptual framework of this research. The themes, Symbolic reclaiming of area C and Seeking 

links to the past, emphasise historical meanings that are linked with physical elements and 

activities that support memories in public space. The themes Breaking isolation, An engaged 

social context, Bringing the village to the city, and Domesticating public space focus on the 

social process, and demonstrate different forms of bonding and bridging networks that emerge 

between users from different locations sharing the same space. The themes, Women occupying 

the public realm and Men reclaiming the city also focus on the social process and explore 
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meaningful networks that emerge between groups of men and women who collaborate to support 

their presence in public space. Moreover, the themes draw attention to complex interactions 

between different physical features and activities that enable users to become agents and imbue 

spaces with meanings linked with social and historical dimensions.  These different aspects 

guided the selection of four cases that demonstrated strong potentials for understanding 

processes and components that bring meaning to public space. The four cases include Al-Sofara 

Park, City Squares, Al-Istiqlal National Park, and Al-Bireh Plaza. These cases will be the focus 

of the following chapters which will examine the formal and informal operations in these spaces 

and explore how these operations support agency in space and enable users to shape a 

meaningful public space. 
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Chapter 6  

An introduction to the selected cases: The formal dimension 

 
This chapter provides an overview of the four cases selected for the in-depth study in 

Phase 2. The chapter examines the design process and management of each space bringing into 

focus the roles played by local designers and the municipality in the provision of public space. 

This exploration draws attention to formal operations implemented in public spaces and 

demonstrates how public spaces are planned for and envisioned by both Ramallah and Al-Bireh 

municipalities. 

 

6.1 Al-Sofara Park 

 

Al-Sofara Park, identified in the category of Reclaimed Spaces, demonstrates 

opportunities for informal operations that support Palestinian visibility in Area C and restore 

meaningful links with the land. The Park was designed by Al-Bireh municipality and was part of 

a broader vision regarding public spaces in Area C. Al-Bireh city has limited capabilities for 

future expansions, where more than half its lands are classified as Area C and are thereby 

controlled by Israel. Around 90 % of the archaeological sites are located in Area C, and the 

municipality is not allowed to provide any infrastructure or amenities to support access to these 

areas (Z. Taweel, expert interview, September 2018). Despite the Israeli control over Area C, Al-

Bireh municipality continues to provide support for the Palestinian presence in this area in an 

informal manner. In an interview with the director of the municipality, he explained how the 

municipality is constantly in confrontation with the Israeli soldiers, and on several occasions, 

their equipment was confiscated as they were trying to provide services for residents in Area C. 

Despite these challenges the municipality is keen to create more public spaces in these areas to 

maintain a Palestinian presence in Area C (Z. Taweel, expert interview, September 2018). 

 

Al-Bireh municipality has set out several public projects that focus on lands in Area C. 

Al-Sofara Park demonstrates how the provision of different types of public spaces in Area C can 

attract diverse groups of users and support a prolonged presence in this area.  
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The Park was designed as part of Al-Bireh’s regeneration project that aimed to create a 

pedestrian-friendly neighbourhood for the nearby dense residential community in Al-Balou’ 

neighbourhood. The border area of this neighbourhood falls within the boundaries of Al-Bireh 

city, but because it is classified as Area C Al-Bireh municipality cannot build or plan in this area 

without Israel’s approval.  

 

Fig 6-1 Al-Sofara Park and the surrounding context 
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The Park was originally a street that used to lead directly to the village of Betein as well 

as other surrounding villages and towns. The Israelis soldiers blocked the street and constructed 

a new street that served as a by-pass road to nearby Israeli settlements. The new street connects 

to Israeli settlements as well as Palestinian cities and villages. It also offers a shortcut for many 

Palestinians coming from the north of the West Bank; however, this access is controlled by an 

Israeli checkpoint called the DCO1 checkpoint. The entire area became a constant point of 

confrontation between Israeli soldiers and Palestinian protesters, especially due to the presence 

of Beit El settlement (also military base), which is only a few meters away from the park.  

 

To regain control over the borders of this neighbourhood, the municipality focused on 

rehabilitating the regional street, Nablus Street, that connects directly to the old street (leading to 

Betein village). The municipality started slowly reclaiming the old street by adding elements on 

the edges of the regional street and moving slowly in the direction of the old street. Initially, the 

municipality gained Israeli approval to add benches on the sidewalk of the regional street. Soon 

after, they started to slowly advance in the direction of the old street without securing any 

approval from Israel. The idea was to create a space that would encourage residents in Areas A 

and B to start using Area C (D. Joudeh, expert interview, August 2018).  

 
1 DCO stands for the Israeli District Coordinating Office established after the Oslo agreement. The office provides 
permits to Palestinians and controls their movements between Areas A, B, and C. 

 DCO checkpoint                                                      Beit El settlement & military base 
 

Fig 6-2 The checkpoint and settlement next to the park 
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The initial focus of the municipality was to regenerate the regional street, the sidewalks, 

and the roundabout to establish a Palestinian entrance for the north border of Al-Bireh city. The 

sidewalks on both sides of the regional street were widened and paved with coloured bricks (see 

Fig 6-4). Since the regeneration project was implemented in several stages, and in each stage a 

different donor was involved, a variety of physical elements have been added over time by the 

municipality (D. Joudeh, expert interview, August 2018). Moreover, the municipality used the 

dead-end area that connects the regional street and old street to create small green traffic islands. 

One traffic island (see Fig 6-5) is furnished with benches and shrubs and includes a sculptural 

water feature with Arabic calligraphy of a Quranic phrase. The island serves as a small social 

space that attracts people to sit near the entry of the city.  

 

Old ST 
 

Reg
ional 

ST
 

 

Fig 6-3 Elements & traffic islands added on the regional street: The elements are added in the direction of the old 
street   
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Fig 6-4 Elements added in different stages in Al-Sofara Park 
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The municipality renovated the nearby roundabout and 

included a vertical 25-meter massive concrete structure that ends 

with a 15-meter flagpole. All these phases of the regeneration 

project were constantly negotiated with the Israeli Civil 

Administration Unit (ICA) who controls this area. The height of 

the roundabout itself underwent a long process of rejection as the 

ICA did not want the Palestinian flag to be visible to the nearby 

Israeli settlers. For the municipality, these are essential elements 

that not only regulate movement and traffic but also serve as 

visual components that defy the ongoing Israeli control over this 

area and emphasise and encourage the presence of Palestinians in 

this area. Moreover, the future vision of the municipality includes 

plans to develop more social spaces near the entry area to form a 

basis for future tourism and investments in Area C (Z.A. Taweel, 

expert interview, August 2018). 

 

Fig 6-6 Roundabout near Al-Sofara Park 
 

Fig 6-5 Traffic island and sculptural water feature near the park  
 



 228 

The creation of the park came after the developments in the street and nearby traffic 

roundabout. The Park was a result of two additional phases (see Fig 6-8) in which the 

municipality was slowly trying to expand beyond the traffic islands in the direction of the old 

street. There were no design proposals that guided this expansion, and instead, the vision of each 

phase was informed either by an event or a donor opportunity. The first phase was inspired by a 

tree planting event on Land Day2. The event was attended by municipality officials and 

ambassadors. This inspired the name, Al-Sofara, which means ambassadors in Arabic (Z.A. 

Taweel, expert interview, August 2018). The design followed the shape of the tree and was 

created and implemented on-site by an agricultural engineer working for the municipality. The 

agricultural engineer implemented the design without referring to any planned drawings and 

quickly added elements to avoid any obstructions from the nearby Israeli soldiers (Z.A. Taweel, 

expert interview, August 2018). The second phase was financed by Al-Taawon Welfare 

Association; a local Palestinian organisation that supports community development projects in 

Palestine. This phase included the children’s play area and toilets that were designed by the 

Planning and Design Unit in the municipality. Unlike the previous phase, these two additional 

phases were done without the approval of the ICA (D. Joudeh, expert interview, August 2018). 

The Israelis did not demolish any part of the park, however, during past clashes and protests, 

Israeli soldiers occupied the park, and used bulldozers to raze the lands surrounding it. 

 

  

 
2 Land Day occurs on the 30th of March every year commemorating events of land confiscation by Israel that 
occurred in 1976. It also became an important day that emphasises resistance and fighting for the land. 

Fig 6-7 Entrance to the park from the regional street  
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Fig 6-8 The phases of the park’s construction 
 

Phase 3 
 

Phase 2 
 

Phase 1 
 

Fig 6-9 The Park after the completion of all phases 
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The three phases brought the park to a total area of 3500 square meters. Despite its 

relatively small size, it is still able to accommodate families coming from nearby and remote 

places. The combination of street spaces and the park provides opportunities to use the park for 

different types of gatherings. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 6-10 Al-Sofara Park’s details  

Toilets 
 

Seating on the sidewalk           Paved footpaths                      Picnic tables & Benches 
     

Traffic island near 
the entrance 
  

Linear parking along 
the sidewalk 
 

Benches near the entrance          Picnic tables next to play area      Playground facilities 
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The Park was a success in its early years, and the municipality used it for holding 

religious and cultural events such as tree planting on Land Day and Ramadan night festivals.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The destruction of the children’s swing after the clashes 
 

Destructed toilet facilities and remains of burnt 
tyres 
 

Damage in the fence to create a path to the 
nearby checkpoint 
 

Fig 6-11 Deteriorating conditions in Al-Sofara Park 
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After 2015, the municipality was unable to continue with the upkeep of the park, 

especially since the site of the park and the roundabout became a regular area for clashes every 

Friday and during political upheavals. Due to the ongoing clashes, the municipality has not made 

any new attempts to improve the park’s status or hold any events as it did in the past. The only 

new physical element that was added recently was an ATM machine for the Bank of Palestine, 

which is now located on the edge of the park facing the street. This is yet another example where 

the private sector and investments are given priority over other aspects that are essential for the 

support of public life. 

 

Furthermore, the future plans set out for this area include more touristic and recreational 

projects that aim to gain international support, and thereby enable the municipality to control 

more lands in Area C.  This includes the Balou’ water canal, which is located near Al-Sofara 

Park and aims to provide a water collection site, in addition to recreational facilities for families. 

For the municipality, such projects will allow the municipality to develop this area and expand 

its boundaries in Area C (Z. Taweel, expert interview, September 2018).  

 

6.2 City Squares 

 

City Squares, identified in the category of Practised Spaces, reveals how the two public 

squares of the downtown area (Al-Manara and Dowwar El-Sa’a squares) are linked to an array of 

informal social transactions that unfold in spaces between the two squares. Al-Manara square is a 

landmark that represents the modern centre of the twin cities and serves as a traffic roundabout at 

Fig 6-12 Benches near the main entrance 
 

Fig 6-13 ATM machine installed near the entrance 
of the park 
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which several major streets intersect. Al-Manara square is the busiest node in the downtown area 

and is surrounded by local shops, commercial buildings, local and regional transportation 

networks, and streets that are constantly occupied with vehicular and pedestrian traffic.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dowwar El-Sa’a square                        Al-Manara square 

Fig 6-14 The main squares in the downtown area 
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The square is located within the municipal boundaries of Ramallah city next to the border 

that separates Ramallah from Al-Bireh. Even though most of the spaces in the downtown area 

are managed by Ramallah municipality, this border location includes a mix of spaces managed 

by both Ramallah and Al-Bireh municipalities, especially near Al-Manara square. Al-Manara 

square is not the original centre of the twin cities. It was during the British mandate that this 

location became the new centre of the entire Ramallah district, which included Al-Bireh city and 

the surrounding villages (Shibli, 2006). The location of the square was strategic as it took away 

power from the existing historic centres of both Ramallah and Al-Bireh, to announce a new 

centre that would serve the interests of the new mandate power and authority (Shibli, 2006).  

 

 

Fig 6-15 Location of Al-Manara square 
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The British mandate established Al-Manara to facilitate channels of visual and physical 

control of the city. The square became a monument during the Jordanian rule in 1951, and it 

consisted of five statues of lion heads that were meant to represent the founding families of 

Ramallah city (Shibli, 2006). During the different historical periods of the British mandate, the 

Jordanian rule, the Israeli occupation, and the Palestinian National Authority (PNA); Al-Manara 

has been a central point for imposing power and control (Shibli, 2006). Al-Manara square has 

been used as a central surveillance point by military officers to control the entire city. The power 

associated with this square was also a driving force behind many counter-movements that 

emerged in the square. Al-Manara square was a site for political demonstrations against the 

Israeli occupation, especially during the First Intifada. In 1982, the square was completely 

eroded by the Israeli soldiers, but Palestinians continued to refer to the erased square and hold 

demonstrations in the same location. After the deployment of the Israeli soldier from Ramallah 

in 1995, a new monument, inspired by the old design was constructed (see Fig 6-16). The 

monument consisted of four lion statues, eight fountains, and a pillar in the middle (Shibli, 

2006). Nowadays, the square is policed at all times, and any event or demonstration that takes 

Fig 6-16 Al-Manara square  
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place around the square needs to be previously approved by the Governorate of Ramallah and 

Al-Bireh.  Even though people informally occupy the square and its surrounding areas, yet these 

small acts remain under control and surveillance.  

 

In 2002, Ramallah municipality worked on rehabilitating the nearby Dowwar El-Sa’a 

square to reduce pedestrian traffic near Al-Manara square and accommodate the heavy vehicular 

traffic that already exists around Al-Manara square.  The name Dowwar El-Sa’a refers to the old 

clock tower that used to centre the fountain of the square. The rehabilitation of the square 

replaced the old clock tower with a new fountain that is centred with a vertical structure. The 

vertical structure ends with a young man carrying a Palestinian flag (see Fig 6-18). The new 

structure is supposed to commemorate the late Palestinian president Yasser Arafat, and his 

popular statement “Until one of our children raises the Palestinian flag over the walls of 

Jerusalem and the minarets of Jerusalem and the churches of Jerusalem”. Consequently, the 

municipality renamed the square Midan Yasser Arafat. However, people insist on naming it 

Dowwar El-Sa’a (clock tower square). This informal name references the erased clock tower and 

is also linked with the nearby commercial building, Burj El-Sa’a, which forms an important 

shopping destination for rural and urban residents.  

 

The rehabilitation of Dowwar El-Sa’a square was part of a larger regeneration project 

initiated by Ramallah municipality after 2000. The project aimed to create a touristic-friendly 

city centre that attracts investments and international tourism. The regeneration project included 

two main components. The first component focused on adding physical elements to beautify the 

downtown area. This included unifying all storefronts in the downtown area and applying a grey 

colour scheme to all storefronts. The new storefronts transformed the image of the downtown 

area and removed traces of the graffiti that dominated all storefronts during the First Intifada. 

The municipality also widened and repaved all sidewalks using a similar colour scheme of grey 

and dark red bricks (A. Abu Laban, expert interview, October 2018). Moreover, the municipality 

introduced street furniture which included bollards, street lamps, small trees, and wastebaskets. 

These elements were placed in a repetitive pattern on the sidewalk. The bollards were also 

connected with chains that aim to keep people off the street and force them to walk on the 

sidewalk (S. Aweida, expert interview, July 2018).  
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The beautification of the downtown area also included a street naming project that aimed 

to emphasise the new role of Ramallah city as a capital for investments, cultural events, and also 

a city that has a strong presence on an international and local level. On an international level, the 

city’s presence was asserted by using street names that were associated with foreign cities and 

activists who offered support, collaborations, and financial aids to Palestinians. This included 

street names such as Tokyo, Rachel Corrie, and Chile streets.  On a local level, the street names 

included names of Palestinian cities and villages that were either erased or became out of reach. 

In addition to that, the street names also included names of Palestinian leaders, poets, writers, 

and martyrs.  

 

The second component of the regeneration project focused on supporting public life. For 

the municipality, this meant providing spaces that can support the municipality’s programmed 

events. Dowwar El-Sa’a square was the main focus for holding the municipality’s events.  

Fig 6-17 The new street furniture after the regeneration project 
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The municipality created new traffic islands near the square to create an infrastructure for 

temporary elements to be added during religious and political events. This included temporary 

stages, the Christmas tree installation, and the Ramadan lantern installation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Top image: Dowwar El-Sa’a square 
Bottom left: Traffic islands around Dowwar El-Sa’a square used for temporary events 
Bottom right: A small traffic island opposite to Dowwar El-Sa’a square used for the installation of the Christmas tree and the 
Ramadan lantern.  
 
Fig 6-18 Midan Yasser Arafat (Dowwar El-Sa’a) 
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For several years, Ramallah municipality has worked with the local government on 

holding religious and political events that appeal to the wider community. These events include 

religious celebrations as well as political marches near Dowwar El-Sa’a square. This location 

provides a temporary public space that aims to support events on a wider level. Despite its 

temporality, the space was successful in bringing diverse groups, especially during religious 

celebrations. The lighting of the Christmas tree attracted both Muslim and Christian communities 

who came from remote areas to partake in this annual event. However, after the opening of the 

new municipal building and its city park, the municipality has decided to move the event to the 

new park and included a Christmas market inside the park. The new location is further away 

from Al-Manara square, and closer to the historic core and churches in the downtown area. This 

shift made the event more localised and attracted mostly local residents and the nearby Christian 

community.  

Ramallah municipality’s regeneration project in the downtown area intended to generate 

an “ordered” image of the city. However, one of the major challenges facing the municipality in 

this area is the lack of adequate infrastructure and open spaces to support public transportation in 

the city. This opened up the way for informal operations to emerge in the municipality’s way of 

managing spaces in the city. Ramallah municipality and the Ministry of Public Transportation 

organised with parking lot owners to use parking lots as transit terminals. The rented parking lots 

connect with transportation networks scattered in the city and spilling out in streets in the 

downtown area.  

Fig 6-19 Temporary stage installed at Dowwar El-Sa’a square  
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Both Ramallah and Al-Bireh municipalities are now working together on a ring road 

project that aims to reduce the traffic inside the twin cities and move transportation networks 

away from the downtown area. Ramallah municipality has already proposed a formal 

transportation system, the bus rapid transit, and claims that this system offers more safety for 

women than the current shared mini vans (K. Taweel, expert interview, October 2018). The 

Fig 6-20 Transit terminals & transportation network in City Squares   
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proposal does not address how the system can overcome Israeli checkpoints and movement 

restrictions. These types of proposals support the notion of creating a business-oriented 

downtown area that limits the everyday activities carried out by rural and urban residents inside 

the city centre. However, the proposal does not take into consideration existing informal 

practices that are successful in providing an alternative infrastructure for transportation and 

providing creative solutions to movement restrictions in the West Bank area.  

 

When asked about amenities and services provided for public use in the downtown area, 

both the mayor and director of Ramallah municipality explained that the downtown area cannot 

support everyday gatherings because of the lack of continuous large areas of open spaces that 

can support public life. Thus, the municipality provides opportunities for gathering through 

temporary programmed events near Dowwar El-Sa’a. (M. Hadid, expert interview, July 2018). 

The municipality allows limited forms of everyday gatherings near the squares in the downtown 

area. These gatherings emerge from informal activities by vendors, shopkeepers, and taxi drivers, 

and are closely monitored and regulated by the municipality.  Despite the continuous efforts to 

impose control and order around the city squares, informal activities continue to emerge, and the 

downtown area remains central for the public life of many groups. 

 

Furthermore, the increased presence of street vendors is a major problem for both 

Ramallah and Al-Bireh municipalities in the downtown area. Each municipality adopts a 

different approach especially in relation to the use of streets and sidewalks near Al-Manara 

square. Al-Bireh municipality employs a strict approach within its municipal boundaries and 

removes all informal vendors from streets and sidewalks during weekdays. By contrast, 

Ramallah municipality allows vendors to occupy the street space in exchange for a monthly fee 

(A. Abu Laban, expert interview, October 2018). Also, Ramallah municipality allows shop 

owners in the downtown area to appropriate 60 cm from the sidewalk, leaving 140 cm for 

pedestrian movements. Furthermore, the control over the streets varies during different times of 

the day and the week. On Fridays, holidays, and during evening hours on weekdays both 

municipalities do not exert any control over the streets, and as a result, many sidewalks are 

completely occupied by street vendors and furniture from nearby shops during these times. 
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Street vendors & coffee places near Dowwar El- Sa’a square   

 

Red indicates stationary users         
Blue indicates mobile users 

Sidewalks in the downtown area:  
Left image: Different tile colours are used to denote the amount of space that can be used by shop owners                
Right image: Appropriation of sidewalks by informal vendors on Fridays  
 
 
Fig 6-21 Informal appropriations in the downtown area 
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Fig 6-22 Informal activities around the city squares 



 244 

Nonetheless, Ramallah municipality continues to exert control on street vendors and shop 

owners, and during certain events, they confiscate carts and furniture placed on sidewalks to 

show the tourists an “ordered” image of the city.  To further limit gatherings on the street, 

Ramallah municipality is now considering a new proposal for removing the chains between the 

bollards on the sidewalk. The removal of the chains will reduce the current appropriations of the 

sidewalk and clear out the sidewalk from any form of lingering or gathering (S. Aweida, expert 

interview, August 2018). Ramallah municipality is also currently preparing for a new “Koshok 

project” which aims to remove all the current street vendors (around 40 carts) and replace them 

with a fewer number of fixed booths (27 booths) that are managed by the municipality. This 

project will force the vendors to stay inside the booth and make it more difficult for customers to 

engage in social interactions on the sidewalk around the booth. The function of the booths will 

also be changed, and instead of serving coffee, they will provide other products that appeal more 

to tourists such as souvenirs, fresh juices, and quick snacks (A. Abu Laban, expert interview, 

October 2018). Thus, the existing management practices and the future proposals adopted by 

Ramallah municipality continue to show a tendency towards meeting commercial ends and 

overlooking the opportunities present in the informal operations existing in the city. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 6-23 The new booths (still not in operation) that will replace the current coffee carts 
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6.3 Al-Istiqlal National Park 

 

In the category of Designated Parks, Al-Istiqlal National Park brings forward important 

aspects regarding formal design practices in public space. The Park is located next to Al-Iza’a 

street; a major street that radiates from Al-Manara square and connects to villages in the north of 

the twin cities. The Park was originally the site for the first three radio transmission towers that 

were constructed by the British authorities in 1936. The name of the street, Al- Iza’a (means 

broadcasting in Arabic) came in response to the construction of the radio towers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 6-24 Al-Istiqlal National Park and its context 
 
 

By: Habash Consulting Engineers 
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The neighbourhood surrounding the park underwent an extensive transformation as many 

investors established commercial centres and business centres in this area. The Park itself is 

situated between two huge commercial projects. On its south end, there is the highest 

commercial tower in Palestine, known as the Palestine Trade Tower. On its north end, there is 

Al-Irsal Centre, which consists of several commercial and business projects established by the 

Palestinian Development Fund.  This network of commercial and business spaces generates 

strong traffic in Al-Iza’a street, which includes local transportation networks that serve these 

commercial centres.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fig 6-25 Al-Irsal Centre and the Palestine Trade Tower near the park 
   

The nearby Palestinian Trade Tower (viewed from inside the park) 
  

Al-Irsal Centre 

Palestine 
Trade Tower 
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The park’s site is a woodland area that is classified as state land and based on a presidential 

decree, it was decided to transform the state land into a national park. The site was originally 265 

acres, but the Ministry of Finance was unable to fund the park project. As a result, the Ministry 

of Finance established an agreement with the Palestinian Investment Fund (an independent 

investment company) to finance the park project in exchange for land. As a result, the area of the 

park kept diminishing as more investment projects were built on the site (N. Habash, expert 

interview, September 2018). The investment projects financed by the Palestinian Investment 

Fund included a commercial centre, Al-Irsal Centre, next to the park. The centre is still 

incomplete, and it will consist of 11 commercial towers which include banks and a shopping 

mall. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 6-26 The site of Al-Istiqlal National Park: The site before the construction of the park (left) demonstrating more trees and nature before 
the construction of the park (right) 

Fig 6-27 Al-Irsal Centre                         
Left image: The commercial towers of Al-Irsal Centre, By Al-Amaar group.                                                                                                           
Right image: The location of the towers (marked red) in relation to the park (marked green), By Al-Amaar group                                                                                                                
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Even though more than a third of the area of the park was given away for investment 

projects, yet the remaining 155 acres still form a large-scale public park that is unique to the twin 

cities. The design of the park was a result of a design competition that was organised by the 

Palestinian National Authority. The proposed program for the competition included a museum 

(for the historic radio tower), restaurants, cafés, multi-purpose halls, nature reservation, bird 

habitat, tennis court, basketball court, football court, fountain plaza for social interaction, 

outdoor theatre, water features, picnic/BBQ area, car parking building, and children’s play area. 

The design that won the competition was selected because of its minimum intervention with the 

natural woodland, and it proposed a built-up area that comprised 16% of the total area of the site. 

Moreover, the built-up area was proposed on the north side of the site, which is mostly vacant 

and has less dense trees (N. Habash, expert interview, September 2018). 

 

The financial obstacles in the implementation process have led to a drastic change in the 

program, and the end product included the woodland area (with a picnic/BBQ area and 

children’s play area within it), a multi-purpose hall (mainly used as a wedding hall), parking lots 

(for 100 cars), an outdoor theatre, an international garden, cafés, and a paved fountain plaza. The 

Park also includes booths located near the children’s play, the picnic/BBQ area, and the fountain 

plaza. The booths only operate after 2:00 pm, when families start arriving. In winter, as fewer 

families start coming to the park, the booths remain closed and reopen again during the busy 

summer months (A. Aghbar, expert interview, September 2018).  

 

The lack of sufficient funds prevented the establishment of a museum that was supposed 

to highlight the existing historical features that date back to the British mandate. The historical 

features include a transmission radio tower, a watch tower, and a small fountain. Thus, the 

history of the park and its existing historical features remain absent from the implemented design 

and are not connected with the newly introduced spaces and physical elements. 
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The cafes, restaurants, and wedding hall on the north side of the park  
   

The outdoor theatre    
 

Fig 6-28 Built-up area in Al-Istiqlal National Park   
 



 250 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The British fountain  
 

Historic British watch 
tower  
 

Fig 629 Historical features inside the park 
  

The remaining radio tower is still being 
used for the broadcast of the local radio 
channel “voice of Palestine”.  
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The Park is managed by both Ramallah and Al-Bireh municipalities, and a director was 

appointed to supervise the daily operations of the park. The director of the park works with both 

municipalities in managing the park and organising events. However, Ramallah municipality is 

less involved because the park is located within Al-Bireh’s municipal boundaries. The director of 

the park organised several events with Al-Bireh municipality to support the nearby residential 

community and school district. Most of these events target the nearby schools and include 

volunteering events and educational projects that aim to encourage students to visit the park 

more frequently. In addition to that, the director of the park is actively involved in different 

projects and events that provide financial support for the upkeep and management of the park. 

The outdoor theatre and the wedding hall bring enough financial revenue to sustain the park (A. 

Aghbar, expert interview, September 2018).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fig 6-30 The recycling project at Al-Istiqal national park 
This project involved students from the nearby schools who worked on re-using tyres and 
introducing them in the park as new elements that attract users and support their activities in the 
park  
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The main entrance gate for the park is the west entrance, which is around 4m above Al-

Iza’a street level and is accessed through a parking lot next to the street. The design for this 

entrance consists of massive stone walls that frame the flights of stairs that lead to the entrance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 6-31 Entrances of the park 

West entrance (main entrance) 

East entrance 

South entrance (not in use) 

North entrance 
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The massive stone walls also connect with a long zig-zag ramp that provides accessible 

entry for people with disabilities. The entire entrance is dominated by massive multi-coloured 

stone walls and steel trusses and shows no indication of the woodland area hidden behind these 

walls. In fact, the park remained invisible to the public even after its opening, and it took several 

months for people to realise that there was a green public space hidden behind these walls.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The main entrance gate (west entrance) overlooking Al-Iza’a street   
 

 The ramp that leads to the west entrance 

Fig 6-32 The main entrance of the park (west entrance)      
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In an attempt to create a more inviting entrance to the park, the director of the park 

opened up the gates of the north and east entrances to include the nearby streets inside the park. 

In order to prevent cars from entering the park through these streets, the director added concrete 

blocks that would be removed only in special events when trucks and cars are needed to move 

equipment.  The nearby streets form a loop that connects both the woodland at the south end and 

the newly built-up area at the north end of the park (A. Aghbar, expert interview, September 

2018). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 6-33 North entrance of the park: The gate is always open and concrete blocks are used to stop cars 
from entering the park 
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Inside the park, the design provides a network of paved footpaths that connect the 

internal spaces and entrances of the park. The removal of the gates allows the footpaths to 

connect with nearby streets. The internal footpaths connect the picnic/BBQ area, the children’s 

play area, and the seating areas in the woodland. One of the footpaths leads to the fountain plaza, 

which connects with a series of staircases and ramps that provide access to all the built-up spaces 

on the north side. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 6-34 Nearby streets & footpath network inside the park 
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The design of the park focuses on protecting the natural features of the park, and thereby 

all the new facilities are condensed on the north-east side away from the woodland area. 

However, the minimal intervention inside the woodland area diminishes the impact of the 

existing natural and historical features. The condensing of all facilities in the north-east side of 

the park (see Fig 6-37), steers users away from the woodland. Users sit in the fountain plaza or 

use the nearby streets to access the children’s play area, and thus avoid walking on the footpaths 

inside the woodland. Thus, the south-west side of the park remains underused as it does not offer 

many facilities that draw people further into the woodland. The cafés and the international 

garden are hidden behind the massive open theatre and oriented towards Al-Irsal Centre instead 

of the woodland (see Fig 6-35). Moreover, the multi-purpose building, which is frequently used 

as a wedding hall, adds a lot of control on the north section of the park, making it very 

uncomfortable for many users to use the north entrance, which is close to the historic British 

watch tower. 

 

 

 

The East entrance that leads directly to the fountain plaza 
 

The north entrance that connects with the nearby cafes and wedding hall 
 

Fig 6-35 North and east entrances 
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Fountain plaza 

Fig 6-36 The main facilities provided in the park 

Wedding hall 

Outdoor theatre 

Children’s play area 

Picnic tables near play area 

Picnic/BBQ area 

Woodland 

Cafe 
International garden 
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The neglect of existing natural and historical features and the privilege given to specific 

functions resulted in the creation of underused and ambiguous spaces inside the park. This 

problem is further intensified as many of the spaces that are perceived as public are frequently 

privatised and closed off from the public. This includes the newly built parking lot (next to the 

north entrance), which can only be used if there is no event in the multi-purpose building. The 

outdoor theatre, which overlooks the nearby wedding hall, is usually used as a seating area after 

sunset. However, people sitting in the outdoor theatre would be constantly asked by security 

guards to look away from the nearby wedding hall to protect the privacy of the wedding 

ceremony. Also, the public toilets next to the outdoor theatre and the multi-purpose hall are 

locked during wedding seasons to prevent people from walking towards the small court facing 

the wedding hall. This notion of isolating spaces and events gives privilege to private events that 

are becoming more frequent in the park. The outdoor theatre in the park is fenced off and heavily 

guarded during paid events. One popular event is the Palestinian Circus, which requires an entry 

fee, and is closed off from the public. During this event, a temporary structure is built around the 

outdoor theatre to prevent users in the nearby spaces from watching the performance. On several 

occasions, the children sitting with their families inside the park tried to catch glimpses of the 

circus, yet they were chased away by security guards. 

 

 

 

 

The wedding hall near the north entrance  The toilets near the outdoor theatre and opposite to 
the wedding hall 

Fig 6-37 Spaces near the entrances & the edge of the park 
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Furthermore, the parking lot next to the main entrance of the park is a paid parking lot 

and is used more frequently to serve the surrounding commercial centres rather than the visitors 

to the park. All these different factors contribute to the emergence of different forms of control 

and restrictions to areas adjacent to and inside the park. Even though the park is open to all 

members of the community, yet the program and functions in the park mainly provide 

recreational activities for families and children. These management programs create spaces and 

events inside the park that continue to exclude groups and give privilege to families and the 

private sector. 

The design and management operations in Al-Istiqlal National Park draw attention to 

different instances where public services (the land of the park, spaces inside the park) are handed 

over to the private sector for cost efficiency and also for maximising profits. However, such 

privatisation discourses yield negative outcomes as they restrict the control and access of users to 

spaces and events in public parks (Owen,2002; Smith,2012,2015).     

.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 6-38 The parking lot next to the main entrance 
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6.4 Al- Bireh Plaza 

 

 Al-Bireh Plaza, identified in the category of Relational Spaces, offers many 

opportunities for meaningful encounters inside the space and as well as beyond it. The plaza is 

two hundred meters away from the modern city centre of Al-Manara square and was constructed 

by Al-Bireh municipality in 2012. The plaza faces Al-Nahda street, which is the main street that 

connects Al-Bireh city with Al-Manara square. The plaza, which covers an area of 600 square 

meters, was originally the front garden for Al-Amirriyyeh school (later renamed as Al-

Hashimiyyeh school) which was built in the 1900s. The building is owned by the municipality, 

and it underwent several renovation projects. For several years, the building was leased out to a 

private organisation that used it as a cultural centre, Baladna Cultural Centre, that hosted 

volunteering activities, book reading events, and intellectual discussions for Ramallah, Al-Bireh, 

and nearby villages (S. Jaradat, expert interview, September 2018).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 6-39 Al-Bireh Plaza and its context 
 

By Ziadeh Architects 
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The municipality regained control over the building and renamed it as Al-Bireh 

Municipality’s Cultural Centre. The renovation project of the historic cultural centre came in 

response to Korean funds for creating a research centre in the building. The rich history of the 

building remains absent, and the new functions respond to donor visions. The building now 

serves as the cultural unit for the municipality, and it includes a visitor information centre, a 

research training unit, multi-purpose halls for exhibitions and dance practice, and a women’s 

training centre. After the municipality regained control over the building, it also carried out 

several projects to revitalise the entire area (D. Joudeh, expert interview, August 2018). Behind 

the cultural centre, the municipality constructed a large-scale commercial centre, Al- Manara 

Centre, which includes medical and commercial facilities. In an attempt to create a direct 

connection between the main street (Al-Nahda street) and the new commercial building, the 

designer commissioned for Al-Manara Centre removed the fence walls surrounding the historic 

cultural centre and converted its garden into an open plaza.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fig 6-40 Al-Bireh Plaza and the cultural centre 
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The design of the plaza aims to dissolve the boundaries of the space and merge it with the 

main street (Al-Nahda street). The edges of the plaza consist of stepped seating and pathways 

that transport people from Al Nahda street into the plaza and its surrounding spaces (A. Ziadeh 

expert interview, September 2018).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fig 6-42 Steps of the plaza leading to Al-Nahda Street       

Fig 6-41 Al-Manara Centre, By: Ziadeh Architects 
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The plaza is an important junction point that connects people with significant spaces in 

the downtown area. These spaces include Jamal Abdel Nasser Mosque, the central market, Al-

Bireh Central Station, and a parking lot that supports transportation networks.  This strategic 

location inspired Al-Bireh municipality to organise annual religious events and cultural festivals 

in that space.  The Annual Grape Festival organised by al-Bireh municipality attracted residents 

from cities, villages, and refugee camps. This is partly due to the meanings and symbolic 

associations that this event captures, as it creates links to agricultural practices that connected 

people with each other and with the land. More importantly, the location itself supports the 

success of the event, as the plaza offers a seamless connection with the nearby spaces that 

support the daily routines of rural and urban residents.  

 

During the interview with the designer of the plaza, he explained how the concept of the 

plaza was based on the idea of designing continuous open spaces in the downtown area, which 

seamlessly flow and connect with other spaces in the city. The design of the plaza consists of two 

main zones (see Fig 6-45) that define the functions of the plaza. The first zone, the south side, is 

a space for staying and consists of a small rectangular open theatre. The second zone, the north 

side, is the space of movement and dynamism. This zone operates as a circulation area and 

consists of a system of stairways, ramps, footpaths, and steps that transport people between Al-

The Grape Festival at Istiqlal National Park (left image), which was moved to Al-Bireh Plaza (right image) where more people were able 
to attend the event and move freely between the plaza and the nearby facilities.   
 
Fig 6-43 The Annual Grape Festival 
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Nahda street and the nearby buildings. These buildings include Al-Manara Centre, the central 

market, and Al- Bireh Commercial Centre- all of which are owned and managed by the 

municipality (A. Ziadeh expert interview, September 2018). The design of the plaza lacks any 

form of seating elements in the middle to support temporary displays and exhibitions. Users can 

only sit on the edge of the plaza (under the trees), and shading devices are only installed during 

planned events and removed promptly afterwards.  
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Fig 6-44 The movement paths connected with the plaza  

N 
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The connections that emerge from the plaza are directed outward and do not draw 

attention to the existing historic building and the public facilities it provides. The historic cultural 

centre remains separated from Al-Bireh Plaza. On one hand, the design of the plaza includes 

ramps and stepped stairs that turn away from the historic building and point in the direction of 

Al-Manara Centre. On the other hand, the historic building which used to host different forms of 

public events is now closed off to the public and most of the events are held in the plaza. 

Moreover, the plaza replaced a garden that used to serve as an extension of the historic building. 

The garden is now a paved court with limited spaces for seating as it is essentially designed for 

holding outdoor exhibitions and for pedestrian traffic.  The historic building, which now includes 

different functions, is used by specific local organisations in coordination with the director of the 

centre (N. Eid personal expert interview, August 2018). The municipality created a separate 

entrance for each function to close off different parts of the building and prevent users from 

using the main entrance after working hours (see Fig 6-48).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 6-45 Connections with the market 
Images show connections at the backside of the historic building leading to the central market.  
The back entrance of the building is closed off.   
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Fig 6-46 Connections provided with the design of the plaza  
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The main entrance of the cultural centre is closed at all times and can only be accessed by 

those who have a special event or training inside the building units. Moreover, despite the 

municipality’s claims to prevent the privatisation of the space, they did allow the Arab Bank to 

install an ATM machine inside the plaza, and also allowed an advertisement company to place a 

huge screen on the top of the wall facing the outdoor theatre. The designer explained how this 

wall was supposed to serve as a backdrop for performances and projection for the small outdoor 

theatre (A. Ziadeh, expert interview, September 2018). However, the wall no longer provides any 

space for projections as it includes a mosaic mural placed later on by the municipality, and the 

huge advertisement screen that sits right on top of it. The ATM machine, the multi-storey 

commercial centre, and the huge advertisement board supersede the historic building and the 

intimate social spaces that exist in this area. Despite its failure to integrate the historic building 

and the different functions it provided, the design of the plaza remains successful in connecting 

the plaza with different activities and spaces that shape people’s everyday life. 

Fig 6-47 The different entrances of Al-Bireh Municipality’s Cultural Centre 
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The success of Al-Bireh Plaza as a public space is strongly linked with the nearby central 

market. The current location of the market is important in the way it connects with the other 

spaces in the area around Al-Bireh Plaza and attracts a larger community beyond the cities of 

Ramallah and Al-Bireh. However, Al-Bireh municipality has set out future plans to remove the 

central market from this area. The municipality has moved the wholesale section of the central 

market to a vacant land near Surda village, on the north-east edge of the city. The relocation is an 

attempt to gradually move the entire market to this area. The new location is fairly isolated and 

lacks nearby spaces that can support other activities during different times of the day. More 

importantly, the removal of the central market from the downtown area compromises the 

meaningful interactions that the market introduces to the plaza. 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 6-48 Elements added later in the plaza: The ATM machine (left image) and the projection screen (right image) used for 
advertising 
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6.5 Conclusion 

 

The spaces selected for the in-depth study include Al-Sofara Park, City Squares, Al-

Istiqlal National Park, and Al-Bireh Plaza. The overview of these spaces aims to explore the 

design process, management, and intended use of each space. Each space had a different design 

process that was influenced by different key players including the municipality, the users, and 

local designers. The exploration of these different aspects provides insights into how the 

municipality and local institutions view public space, and the type of challenges they face in its 

design and management. The four cases foreground the role of both Ramallah and Al-Bireh 

municipalities in providing and managing public spaces in the twin cities. The cases explored 

here reveal opportunities for more connections between the twin cities through public space, 

however, there is a limited collaboration between both municipalities, and each municipality 

Fig 6-49 The central market in relation to Al-Bireh Plaza 
   

Plaza 

Market 

Mosque 

Vendors spill out of the market into several streets 
that connect with Al-Manara square, the mosque, 
and Al-Bireh Plaza. The market merges with the 
nearby bakeries and coffeeshops on the main street, 
and the clothing stores inside Al-Bireh Commercial 
Centre. People move seamlessly through these 
different spaces which form an essential part of a 
daily routine shared by users from both urban and 
rural communities.   
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continues to focus on supporting spaces and activities within its municipal boundaries. 

Furthermore, the cases shed light on the formal operations carried out by Ramallah and Al-Bireh 

municipalities in public space. There are differences in the programs and control measures 

implemented by each municipality in public space. While Al-Bireh municipality imposes strict 

control measures in relation to informal operations, Ramallah municipality alternates between 

loose and tight control measures that open opportunities for informal operations in space. In 

many instances, Ramallah municipality relies on these informal operations to provide essential 

services for its residents. On the other hand, the events organised by Al-Bireh municipality, such 

as the Grape Festival and the volunteering events, are more in line with existing informal 

operations and open up opportunities for agency in space. Moreover, Al-Bireh municipality 

provides public spaces in central (near the central market) and peripheral locations (Area C) that 

are strongly connected with everyday movements carried out by local and remote communities, 

and thereby attract diverse groups of users into space. 

 

Furthermore, Ramallah and Al-Bireh municipalities reveal some similarities in how 

public space is envisioned and planned for. The changes in the design of the spaces and the 

elements added later on by the municipality restrict the active role of designers and give more 

privilege to donors and private investors in the design of public space. The future visions and 

proposals set out by both municipalities are steered towards providing more recreational public 

spaces that attract more investment into the twin cities. In addition to that, the plans to move 

central spaces (such as the central market and transportation networks) away from the city centre 

reveal how both municipalities are trying to remove Al-Manara square from public life. By 

contrast, the observations and interviews in Phase 1 revealed how Al-Manara square continues to 

play a significant role in the public life of users coming from different locations. This brings 

back previous discussions about realising the different processes that produce public space. It 

calls for more attention to the processes that bring meaning to space in relation to social and 

historical dimensions illustrated earlier in the conceptual framework. The next chapter will look 

closely at the four cases and examine processes and interactions that enable users to shape 

meaningful public spaces. This entails examining the physical features, activities, and agency 

that generate meanings in public space. Examining these different interactions will provide 

insights into how formal and informal operations impact the way users shape public space. 
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 Chapter 7 

People shaping public spaces: The informal dimension  

 

This chapter examines the four cases of Al-Sofara Park, City Squares, Al-Istiqlal 

National Park, and Al-Bireh Plaza in relation to the components and processes illustrated in the 

conceptual framework. The conceptual framework links meaningful processes with physical 

features and activities that enable people to become active agents in space and imbue it with 

meaning.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The in-depth study of each case draws attention to activities and physical elements that 

support social processes and historical meanings in public space (see Fig 7-2, 7-3,7-4,7-5). The 

activities include synchronised activities, monitoring activities, and informal naming processes. 

These activities are linked with supportive physical elements, relational physical elements, and 

symbolic physical elements in public space. This chapter focuses on the interactions between 

activities and physical elements in relation to the opportunities they offer in terms of agency and 

bringing meanings to space. The chapter is divided into three sections. The first section, 

Synchronised activities and supportive elements, explores supportive physical elements and 

habitual and routinised activities that facilitate meaningful social encounters and provide links to 

the past. The second section, Connecting outwards and relational elements, explores relational 

physical elements and activities that provide connections beyond space and support bonding and 

bridging networks between diverse groups. The third section, Recovering history and symbolic 

Fig 7-1 Conceptual framework: A meaningful public space 
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elements, identifies symbolic physical elements and narration activities that provide continuity 

between the present and the past.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 7-2 The case of Al-Sofara Park 
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Fig 7-3 The case of City Squares 
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Fig 7-4 The case of Al-Istiqlal National Park 
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Fig 7-5 The case of Al-Bireh Plaza 
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7.1 Synchronised activities and supportive elements 

 

“The Palestinian life is scattered, discontinuous, marked by the artificial and imposed 

arrangements of interrupted or confined space, by the dislocations and unsynchronised rhythms of 

disturbed time” (Said,1986, p.20).  

 

The cases explored here demonstrate how users’ informal operations in public space 

produce synchronised activities that enable Palestinians to restore “unsynchronised rhythms” 

(Said,1986) and share space together. This section builds on the earlier themes Breaking 

isolation, An engaged social context, Bringing the village to the city, Women occupying the 

public realm, and Seeking links to the past. It reveals how agency is linked with a combination of 

habitual and routinised activities that reactivate meaningful past experiences and support social 

networks between diverse groups. Bayat (2010) emphasises the agency present in such activities 

and the transformative power they bring to space as they are performed by many people 

simultaneously. The cases highlight this transformative aspect and demonstrate how 

synchronised activities are supported by physical elements and spaces that connect different 

cities and villages and establish links to the past. 

 

7.1.1 Synchronised daily activities: Shopping, resting and meeting of rural residents  

 

“…[M]ore stress needs to be given to the routinizing of behavior, the formation of habits, 

which is one thing culture is about” (Rapoport,1990, p.60). 

 

In his book, The meanings of the built environment, Rapoport (1990) illustrates how 

habitual and routinised practices are key for encoding meanings in the built environment. The 

formation of habits demonstrates how past experiences and meanings are sedimented in social 

practices carried out by users in space. According to Bourdieu (1977,1990) agency emerges from 

such practices that operate on a subconscious level where past experiences are internalised and 

reveal themselves in habitual patterns. Moreover, Giddens (1984) demonstrates how agency is 

present in routinised practices that produce familiar social structures and generate trust and 

ontological security. For Giddens, “ontological security is sustained in the enactment of daily 
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routines” (p.87). The combination of habitual and routinised activities of rural residents in the 

twin cities provides links with past experiences and supports meaningful social bonds between 

rural residents in city spaces. Furthermore, these activities are closely connected with physical 

elements and spaces that support habitual and routinised occurrences. 

 

For instance, in the cases of City Squares and Al-Bireh Plaza, the central market and the 

mosque form supportive physical elements for synchronised shopping activities and movements 

of rural residents who come to the twin cities daily. These activities bring back memories of 

traditional activities centred around the market and the mosque. However, the cases reveal an 

interesting interplay between remembered spaces and modern spaces and demonstrate how 

Palestinians improvise new ways to sustain core meanings rooted in the past and apply them in 

new contexts. The streets, coffee vendors, shopping centres, and parking lots form supportive 

physical elements that operate in close connection with the mosque and the central market and 

create a continuity between the present and the past.  

 

In City Squares, the routinised movement of rural residents between shopping centres, 

coffee vendors, streets, and parking lots creates a daily synchronised event that connects many 

spaces in the city and also establishes a shared common ground between vendors, drivers, and 

rural residents. As part of their daily shopping routine, many rural residents use shopping carts 

(located near the central market) and wheel them in the streets of the city. This creates a complex 

overlap between indoor and outdoor spaces, rural and urban movements, and pedestrian and 

vehicular traffic. Rural residents in the city quickly identify each other once they see the 

shopping carts travelling between different spaces and moving between the cars. This triggers 

conversation between rural residents wheeling their carts, establishes trust between them, and 

encourages them to offer help and support as they share a similar path to the parking lot or the 

shopping centre. The parking lots, shopping centres, and coffee vendors near Dowwar El-Sa’a 

square are supportive physical elements that facilitate these synchronised movements and create 

points of contact between rural residents. 
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Moreover, the new paths inscribed by rural residents re-introduced Al-Manara square into 

the centre of public life, and the simultaneous movements of rural residents around the square 

were powerful enough to defy existing measures of control that limited people’s access to the 

central square and gave priority to vehicular traffic. These synchronised movements establish a 

Map by Nael from Betein village near Ramallah (October 2018). The arrows 
indicate the paths he uses with his shopping cart. 
  

Fig 7-6 Mental maps & images of rural shoppers in the downtown area   

 

Mental map by Omar from Surda village (September 2018).  
The names on the map include shopping centres and shops frequently used by 
rural residents.  
 
The names of several shopping centres such as Surda centre and Mekhmas 
centre are names of villages that are located near the twin cities. The names 
played a role in attracting rural residents to these spaces.  
Building setbacks, recessed entrances, and the entry courts of shopping centres 
form an important point of contact between rural residents who meet in these 
spaces because of a synchronised daily routine and carry on the rest of their 
activities together.   
 
.   
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continuity between the present and the past as they restore symbolic links to a square that holds 

collective memories of social and political events. 

 

 

 

 

 

Similarly, in Al-Bireh Plaza, the synchronised activities of different users between the 

spaces around the plaza also establish meaningful links to past experiences and support 

meaningful social networks in space. The activities around the plaza are supported by the nearby 

central market, the mosque, transportation networks, and shops along Al-Nahda street, and these 

activities are synchronised in relation to prayer times.  
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The routes start with the shopping carts found on the edges of the central market, and the carts are wheeled along streets 
next to Al-Manara square, Al-Bireh Plaza, and transit parking lots. The owner of the cart would accompany the rural 
residents in their shopping journey in both the market and the streets, until they finally reach the parking lot. This 
movement reveals a new reality that many rural residents face due to physical confinement and economic recession in 
their villages, which forces them to come to the twin cities despite the mobility challenges they face daily. 
 
Fig 7-7 Routes taken by rural residents 
 

Dowwar 
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Top: Map by Rashad from Hizma town 
(September 2018).  The map is 
labelled with spaces that support daily 
routines carried out by rural residents. 
The spaces include nearby 
transportation networks, the central 
market, Al- Nahda street, and Jamal 
Abdel Nasser Mosque.  
 

Middle: Map by Sahar from Jericho 
(September 2018). The map shows 
commercial centres along Al-Nahda 
street as well as the central market.  
 

Bottom Map by Amjad from Hebron 
(October 2018). The map shows the 
plaza in relation to activities in Al-
Nahda street including shops, 
transportation networks, the bank, 
and medical services.  
 

Al-Nahda St 

Market Mosque 

Parking lot 

Fig 7-8 Mental maps of Al-Bireh Plaza in relation to daily movements 
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The organisation of activities around prayer time connects with Bourdieu’s (1990) idea of 

social habits that stem from past experiences and continue to form an essential part of everyday 

social life. These habitual practices existed in past rural and urban communities in Palestine and 

were driven by the mosque and the market which constituted the core of public life. Such 

practices are similar to what Bourdieu describes as, “a present past that tends to perpetuate itself 

into the future by reactivation in similarly structured practices” (p.54).  

 

However, the lack of open courts linked with the mosque and the central market has 

inspired rural residents to appropriate the plaza as a new space that supports their habitual 

practices and routinised shopping activities. Rural residents pass through the plaza as they use 

morning hours for shopping and medical services present in Al-Nahda street. After the noon 

prayer, the plaza transforms into a space for staying, and many users rest in the plaza and then 

head to the mosque for the afternoon prayer (Al-Aser prayer). At this time people start sitting 

inside the plaza after they have finished their praying and shopping from the nearby mosque, 

central market, and Al-Nahda street. This brings together groups from different locations as they 

share this space for similar purposes. After Al-Maghreb (at sunset) prayer the sidewalks of Al- 

Nahda street, the edges of the plaza, and the parking lots transform into waiting spaces where 

people share their rides back home. After Al-Esha prayer (after sunset) all the parking lots and 

shops on Al-Nahda street shut down as rural residents return to their villages. 

 

This type of organisation of time and space links between the present and the past and 

ensures the continuity of a communal public life that was originally based in the mosque and the 

market. However, these activities are performed by both men and women who visit the twin 

cities daily and use the plaza as a social space between their prayers and shopping activities. This 

made the presence of women stronger in public life compared to the traditional communal spaces 

that mainly supported men in both rural and urban communities. 
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Top map: Shows the plaza in the early 
morning hours, before the noon prayer, 
where most movements (blue) occur 
between the plaza, the central market, 
the transportation networks, and Al-
Nahda street. During this time, only few 
people (red) sit inside the plaza. 

Bottom map: Shows the plaza after the 
noon prayer, where more users (red) sit 
inside the plaza. After the noon prayer 
movements (blue) occur between the 
plaza, the transportation networks, the 
central market, the mosque, and Al-
Nahda street.  

 

Fig 7-9 Activities around Al-Bireh Plaza during different times of the day   
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In both cases, the synchronised activities are linked with supportive physical elements 

that facilitate a variety of habitual and routinised movements. The supportive physical elements 

include remembered (mosque, market) and modern spaces (Al-Manara square, streets, coffee 

vendors, shopping centres, and parking lots) and are linked with memories of social and political 

practices as well as everyday routinised practices. This connects with earlier explorations of 

public spaces in the Middle East which emphasise the role of everyday practices in bringing back 

historical meanings in public space. While Rabbat (2012) focuses on political activities that 

create a link between the remembered public space (the mosque) and the modern public space 

(the square), other works bring out the social dimension and identify social practices that are 

linked with past experiences and applied in a new context. This is evident in Mady’s (2012,2015) 

exploration of temporary public spaces in Beirut, and Elsheshtawy’s (2006) new square in Cairo.  

The cases explored here resonate with these studies and reveal how agency in shaping public 

space is not reduced to organised political activities and emerges in the form of unplanned social 

practices. In both these cases, the agency that resulted from the synchronised activities and 

supportive physical elements was unplanned and emerged as a result of habitual and routinised 

practices that were strongly linked with historical and social meanings.  

 

7.1.2 Synchronised weekly movements: Waiting for a ride? 

 

Thursday became a common day in which thousands of urban and rural residents leave 

the twin cities and return to their city or village for the weekend. In the interviews, rural and 

urban residents who are not originally from Ramallah expressed how it was important for them 

to maintain their links to their villages and cities even after they have moved to Ramallah. Some 

of them move daily between Ramallah and their villages, while the majority go back to their 

villages every Thursday. Many of the studies that examine the physical fragmentation in the 

Palestinian context draw attention to the disruption that Palestinians face in these weekly 

movements. Baumann (2019), Hammami (2004), and Tawil-Souri (2009,2011) explore 

checkpoints and Israeli measures that confine the Palestinian movement and highlight individual 

and collective acts of agency that enable them to cross over and maintain links to their cities and 

villages. The findings from the in-depth analysis expand on these works and provide a new 

reading of movement that is linked with routinised activities carried out in spaces inside the twin 
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cities every Thursday. These routinised movements are supported by physical elements and 

spaces that are multi-functional spaces and facilitate individual and collective acts of agency. 

The cases explored here share similarities with the lively social and economic hubs that emerged 

in checkpoints and offer broad social networks that link diverse groups. However, unlike the 

social spaces that emerged in checkpoints, the cases inside the twin cities entail individual and 

collective agency that are not direct responses to Israeli control measures.  

 

In the case of City Squares, Thursday became known as Azmet El-Mowazafeen; which 

refers to the crowding of employees in different spaces before going back to their villages and 

cities. The area around Dowwar El-Sa’a square takes on a different character on that day, with 

employees leaving their work earlier than usual to take a turn to secure their ride back home. 

Near Dowwar El-Sa’a square, we find numerous examples of spaces that support the routinised 

Thursday movements. For example, the small coffee places are used as temporary storage 

facilities, as people store their suitcases and shopping bags, and leave items for friends and 

relatives while they try and secure a ride back home. The street vendors and the sidewalks 

support meetings between men before they take their ride back home. Many men spend their 

waiting time drinking coffee and socialising on sidewalks and traffic islands until their ride 

arrives. A man from Jenin added,  

 
This cup of coffee became important to me. By the time I get back to Jenin, it will be already 

late, and I can no longer find time to socialise with my friends and family on Thursdays. It is 

ironic but I end up seeing my neighbours and cousins here, in addition to meeting new people 

from other villages and cities who are also waiting (Jamal, participant interview, September 

2018). 

 

The sharing of time and space facilitates supportive interchanges (Goffman,1971) between 

diverse groups that become familiar with one another as a result of these weekly encounters. This 

resonates with Giddens (1984) and Goffman (1971) that demonstrate how routinised practices 

support social structures through various forms of social interchanges. According to Giddens, 

“the routinization of encounters is of major significance in binding the fleeting encounter to 

social reproduction and thus to the seeming 'fixity' of institutions” (p. 72). Giddens emphasises 

the agency that emerges from routinised activities that are “ordered across space and time” and 
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that “In and through their activities agents reproduce the conditions that make these activities 

possible” (p.2). The supportive interchanges emerged from the agency of vendors and passengers 

who are engaged in routinised activities to “reproduce familiar forms of social life” (Cohen, 

2000, p.94). These familiar forms bring back social meanings that existed in traditional rural 

communities and included supportive interchanges connected with seasonal movements and 

rituals that were ordered across space and time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thursday introduces similar social meanings in spaces around Al-Bireh Plaza.  The plaza 

is situated between multiple transportation networks that connect to many cities and villages in 

the West Bank (see Fig 7-11). The edge of the plaza facing the parking lot is packed with men 

and women constantly monitoring the buses and mini vans and sharing the space to wait for their 

ride back home. The sharing of the edge of the plaza every Thursday opens up opportunities for 

collaborative actions. Users sitting on these edges regulate their turns, give out numbers to each 

Top Map: 
Map of City Squares by Jamal 
from Jenin (September 2018). 
The map shows Abdallah’s 
coffee place including the 
transportation networks and 
the nearby traffic islands used 
for drinking coffee and waiting 
for rides.  
 
Bottom map: 
Map of Al-Sofara Park by Amir 
from Nablus (September 
2018). The map shows nearby 
traffic islands used as waiting 
areas. 
 
  

Abdallah’s 
coffee place 
 

Transit  
 

Fig 7-10 Mental maps of spaces used for waiting in City Squares and Al-
Bireh Plaza 
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other, and call out on passengers sitting in different locations inside the plaza. A woman from 

Bethlehem who works in Ramallah explained,  
 

Sometimes it takes us four hours to find a ride back home on Thursdays. In the meantime, we sit 

here (inside the plaza) until our ride arrives. I do end up meeting the same people every Thursday, 

even though we come from different places, I feel like we are all in this together, sharing the same 

suffering and the same fate (Salwa, participant interview, October 2018). 

 

Moreover, the nearby parking lot serves as a transit terminal for major cities including 

Jerusalem, Bethlehem, and Nablus. The plaza and the nearby cafeteria operate in close 

connection with the parking lot to support the movement of passengers. The small cafeteria 

inside the parking lot is appropriated in multiple ways to serve all passengers using 

transportation networks in this area. The space itself serves multiple functions and is used for 

eating, buying coffee, waiting for rides, and storing valuables for passengers coming from 

different locations. In all these spaces, it is clear how a more connected geography was achieved 

through networks of supportive spaces that operate together to support the daily movements of 

different groups.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fig 7-11 Map of Al-Bireh Plaza and nearby transportation networks: The transportation networks connect to cities, villages, and 
refugee camps in the West Bank 
  

1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

4 
 

1: Al-Bireh Central Station which serves Abu Deis, Bethlehem, Yatta, Hebron, Obwein, Aroura, Jenin, Nablus, Qabalan, Mazare El-
Nobani, and Al-Azariyyeh   
2: Parking lot transit which serves Bethlehem, Nablus, Jerusalem, and Jericho 
3: Street transportation networks which serves Qalandiya, Al-Ram, and Kafr Aqab 
4: Transit terminal which serves villages in the northeast 
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In both cases, the synchronised movements every Thursday facilitated a new form of 

agency that was supported by spaces that adapt to the needs of users from different locations. 

The routinised activities encourage ordinary users to improvise in space and provide support for 

other users that they became familiar with because of these regular encounters. This correlates 

with Goffman’s (1971) and Giddens’ (1984) discussions about the bonds that formulate as a 

result of routine encounters, and the trust and support that these bonds produce. The cases 

explored here draw attention to bonds that are not limited to similar groups inside the village, 

and extend to diverse groups from cities, villages, and refugee camps who share similar 

challenges in relation to their weekly movement. This confirms Putnam’s (2000) notion of 

combinations of bonding and bridging networks and the positive communal actions they 

produce. The networks that emerged in these cases were based on similarities in relation to 

mobility challenges and a determination to sustain bonds with extended families. Further, the 

Fig 7-12 The cafeteria inside the transit parking lot opposite to the plaza   
 

The cafeteria was initially built as a 
temporary structure after an Israeli 
order that prohibited any permanent 
structure on this land. The structure 
has expanded over time to support 
all passengers using different 
transportation networks near the 
plaza.   

Plaza 

Cafeteria 
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routinised encounters generated trust and familiarity across groups from various locations and 

thereby opened more opportunities for bridging networks that extend beyond the networks of 

immediate circles of a family or a village. In these cases, people had no control over their time, 

and on many occasions, their rides were delayed due to traffic jams on checkpoints or 

unexpected closures. The sharing of spaces to wait, run errands, store items, and socialise 

generates a new platform that enables Palestinians to utilise more resources and improvise new 

solutions that influence both the micro and macro-environments.  

 

7.2 Connecting outwards and relational elements 

 
Being public is not simply a matter of associating or gathering with others in a particular place. It 

is also a matter of imagining oneself and those others to be part of a public that exists beyond the 

spatial and temporal limits of any particular association or gathering. This inevitably provokes the 

need for more serious analysis of how being ‘in public’ (publicness as visibility) might relate to 

being part of a/the public ‘publicness as collectivity’ (Iveson,2007, p.42).  

 

The notion of supporting the visibility of people to each other to form a collective body 

links with the social process and the importance of forming broader “outwardly” looking social 

networks that bring meaning to space (Putnam,2000). The cases explored here reveal how 

informal operations in public space are based on bridging social networks that enable users to 

collectively act together in space. The bridging social capital introduced earlier by Putnam 

(2000) and De Souza Briggs (1997) emphasises collective actions that emerge from such 

networks. This also relates with earlier discussions by Kant (1951) that situate actions within a 

broader network and underline the importance of the presence of an “enlarged mentality” to 

support collective agency. The findings of the in-depth studies support this notion and build on 

the earlier themes, Symbolic reclaiming of Area C, Seeking links to the past, An engaged social 

context, Domesticating public space, and Men reclaiming the city. The findings explored here 

reveal how collective agency emerges as a result of relational physical elements and activities 

that are contextualised in relation to diverse groups. 
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7.2.1 Making connections through monitoring streets 

 

In the case of City Squares, the street is an essential relational element that supports a 

network of street vendors and creates a continuous social space in the area between the city 

squares. The network of vendors supports a monitoring activity that forms a basis for bridging 

networks across diverse groups monitoring each other and sharing the same street space. This 

relates to what Bayat (2010) refers to as the “gaze” which enables individuals to recognise 

commonalities and establish “passive networks” based on these commonalities. However, in this 

case, the “gaze” is an active monitoring process that aims to build trust and establish familiarity 

across diverse groups of men and women from different cities, villages, and refugee camps. The 

coffee cart of Abu El-Safi at Rukkab street is the centre of a visual network that forms a meeting 

point for urban and rural residents coming from the nearby parking lots.  The cart overlooks 

Rukkab street, Dowwar El-Sa’a square, and Al-Manara square.  If any incident or problem 

occurs around Abu El-Safi’s cart, the visual network transforms into collective action by the 

young men appropriating different spaces within this network.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rukkab street connects Abu El-Safi’s cart with other buildings and coffee carts. Further down the street, the small entry courts of Al-Natsheh 
and Tannous commercial buildings are appropriated by young men who meet at Abu El-Safi’s cart and then spread into different parts of the 
street away from the cart.  Another group meets at Abu El-Safi’s cart, and then would go to a modern upper storey coffee shop in Al-Natsheh 
building, which overlooks the entire street. In all locations, the young men maintain a strong visual connection with the cart, Rukkab street, 
and the city squares. 
 
Fig 7-13 Monitoring activities around Abu El-Safi’s coffee cart  
 

Al-Manara 
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Moreover, the monitoring activity is accompanied by the activity of drinking coffee; an 

essential activity that transforms the passive visual networks into active ones and enables various 

forms of individual and collective agency to emerge in space. This includes remedial and 

supportive interchanges (Goffman,1971) carried out by both vendors and users on the street. 

Men standing on sidewalks monitoring the street yell across the street to their acquaintances: 

“Come and drink coffee with us!”.  When someone appears to be distraught, another man comes 

up to him and says, “Let us bring you coffee”. Most of the phrases that individuals use to invite 

others to drink coffee include plural terms (let us bring you coffee, come drink with us), which 

constantly suggest the presence of a collective body associated with this activity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 7-14 Mental maps & images of coffee vendors in the downtown area 
  

Map by Malik from Tubas (October 2018). The 
map shows users gathering on a traffic island 
next to Abu Asem’s cart to monitor the 
movements associated with the nearby 
transportation networks.  
  

Coffee carts in downtown Ramallah   

Map by Muaz from Ramallah (September 
2018). The map shows how Abu El-Safi’s cart 
is visually connected to buildings along 
Rukkab street (Tannous, Al-Warda Al-Hamra) 
as well as Al-Manara square. 
     

Manara 
 

Abu El-
Safi 
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Men explained how they sometimes drink 10-15 cups of coffee a day to prolong their 

monitoring activities and invite new users to their network. This collective activity brings to the 

surface a new form of social structure outside the traditional family and kinship lines.  It 

announces the presence of a larger collective body that offers help and support when needed.  

The activities of monitoring and drinking coffee encourage more agency in space, as many 

individuals start imposing different forms of informal social control.  The informal social control 

resonates with Goffman’s (1971) “remedial interchanges” that focus on negotiations and rational 

appeals rather than imposing sanctions. These interchanges contribute to supporting social 

processes and bringing positive meanings to social relationships between new groups on the 

street. Hence, some users assume the role of “street security”, where they monitor activities and 

people, regulate activities on the sidewalk, and collaborate to resolve problematic behaviour. 

Other forms of agency are practised by vendors who assume responsibility for their locations and 

clean the sidewalk and street every morning. Also, each vendor monitors the group that stands by 

his cart, remedies undesired activities, and provides support when needed. 

 

Furthermore, the combination of monitoring the street and drinking coffee establishes a 

common ground for different forms of supportive interchanges. A young man from Birzeit 

village explained,  
 

You do not see us all standing here together at the same time, but I know where each one stands. 

When something comes up, and a friend needs money or got released from prison, I immediately 

bring everyone here just by calling out one person standing on the street. Within moments you will 

find all of us standing here to help our friend (Mutaz, participant interview, August 2018). 

 

Other coffee carts function similarly and entail similar activities and agency in space. A 

young man from Qalandiya refugee camp explained how lingering next to Abu Asem’s coffee 

cart enables him to watch people from different locations coming into the twin cities (see Fig 7-

14 & 7-15). He added, “This is the only part of the city where all social classes come into 

contact. You see workers, employees, teachers, men, women, and people from all over Palestine 

walking in this area” (Rami, participant interview, August 2018). The visibility of all these 

groups, allows both men and women to use these visual connections to create meaningful social 

connections. 
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The agency of both users and vendors in providing supportive and remedial interchanges 

is based on monitoring activities that enable people to establish networks with each other on the 

street. These networks are supported by coffee carts and streets that function as relational 

elements that connect diverse groups of users with different parts of the city. The relational 

elements generate networks connecting “outward” that extend beyond the space and also extend 

beyond the “inward” networks of immediate circles of a family or a village (Putnam,2000). 

Moreover, these findings expand our understanding of the “gaze” especially in the downtown 

area which has been historically associated with monitoring activities exercised by different 

political powers (Shibli,2006). Shibli’s research focuses on power and space and emphasises 

how Al-Manara square served as a panoptical element that allowed the British, Jordanian, Israeli, 

and Palestinian Authority to assume complete visual control over the city and thereby control all 

forms of collective gatherings (Shibli,2006).  The findings reveal how the monitoring activity 

carried out by the users creates a counter space that escapes the visual control of the authority 

and invites visual and informal control and collective supportive interchanges by ordinary people 

who occupy streets, sidewalks, and nearby buildings.  

 

Fig 7-15 Mental map by Ghazi from Qalandiya refugee camp (August 2018). The map shows 
Abu Asem’s cart and the different spaces that are visually connected with this location.   
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In the case of Al-Sofara Park, the street plays an equally important role in facilitating 

monitoring activities that enable Palestinians to establish networks and collaborate in support of 

their presence in Area C. In the interviews, many users expressed how it was important for them 

to maintain visual access to the street, the checkpoint, and the nearby settlement during their stay 

inside the park. At night-time, users feel safer sitting on the sidewalk of the street as it allows 

them to maintain better visual access and plan for fast exits. During the observations, many users 

parked their cars carefully in order not to block the view of the street from other users sitting on 

the sidewalk and inside the park. The monitoring activity included monitoring both the regional 

street that connects with the Israeli settlement and the back street that connects with the DCO 

checkpoint. One man from Al-Amari refugee camp added,  

 
I like to sit at this end of the park where I can see the main street and also the checkpoint. If 

something happens at the checkpoint, I would see smoke (from tear gas or burnt tyres) and I would 

instantly leave the park, especially if I have my family with me (Adel, participant interview, 

October 2018). 

 

 

Top: Map by Rafat from Kobar village 
(August 2018).  The map shows locations 
of nearby coffee vendors used to monitor 
the city squares. This includes Abdallah’s 
coffee place near Dowwar El-Sa’a and Abu 
El-Safi’s coffee cart on Rukkab street. 
 
Bottom: Map by Adham from Ramallah 
(August 2018). The map shows the two city 
squares in relation to different locations 
appropriated by users for monitoring the 
downtown area.  
 
     

Dowwar El- Sa’a 
 

Manara 
 

Dowwar El-Sa’a 
 

Manara 
 

 

 Fig 7-16 Mental maps of city squares in the downtown area 
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The monitoring activity is not limited to the nearby streets and includes monitoring other 

users. The presence of users near the street signals safety to other mobile users and encourages 

them to use the park during late hours at night. Moreover, watchfulness and constant monitoring 

empower the users and enable them to learn from the clashes that occur in this area. Giddens 

(1984) reveals how “knowledgeability”, is linked with agency, in which actors gain knowledge 

from their repetitive activities in space and apply it as they continue to use the space.  For 

example, Mariam, who lives in the neighbourhood (originally from Hebron) brings her daughter-

in-law every Friday after the clashes to eat their lunch in the park. Mariam explained that the 

clashes do not interrupt their weekly meals, and she continues to monitor the backside of the 

park to know when it becomes too dangerous for them to stay. She added, “There were several 

times when we smelled tear gas and watched young men carrying tyres towards the checkpoint. 

We usually do not leave the park unless things escalate and they start shooting live bullets” 

(Mariam, participant interview, October 2018). The visual access to elements and activities 

beyond the park enables users to understand different levels of danger, and they use this 

knowledge to protect other users during clashes, and also to prolong their stay in the park. This 

type of knowledge facilitates agency and enables users to prolong their stay in the park without 

risking their lives.  

Fig 7-17 The Park and the distribution of users in relation to the street and sidewalks 
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Hence, the monitoring activities carried out daily by users in the park take a more passive 

form and resembles what Bayat (2010) refers to as an “unspoken communication” that supports 

“passive networks” between users. However, during the clashes, these “passive networks” 

instantly transform into collective action. This is evident on Fridays as some users decide to stay 

in the park and its surrounding streets to monitor the clashes that occur after the Friday afternoon 

prayer. The monitoring of clashes triggers agency in the form of cross-communication between 

protestors and spectators. Even though many users do not participate in the demonstrations, but 

they actively help demonstrators and signal them about incoming danger.   

 

In the case of Al-Sofara Park, the people’s agency of looking beyond the space 

establishes trust and control in a very unstable context. This type of agency is visible daily as 

many users appropriate physical elements (streets and edges) to gain visual access over the space 

Fig 7-19 Clashes near Al-Sofara Park on 
Friday. Photo by: Suha Hussein 
Many spectators line up in their cars in the 
streets linked to nearby vacant lands to 
monitor the park and the regional street 
from a higher and safer location. 
 
 

Fig 7-18 Mental map by Hani from Al-
Bireh, originally from Nablus, 
(September 2018).  
The map demonstrates car movements 
(entry, exit, and parking) in relation to 
the park.  
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and sustain their collective presence in the park. A collective body emerges in response to the 

“unspoken communication” (Bayat,2010) present in the monitoring activities. The presence of 

streets supports these activities and establishes networks of trust and familiarity between 

different groups that inscribe their visibility in Area C.  

 

In Al-Bireh Plaza, the monitoring activity supports meaningful social contacts between 

different groups.  This relates to Giddens’ (1984) “reflexive monitoring” that emerges routinely 

in spaces of encounter, where users “not only monitor continuously the flow of their activities 

and expect others to do the same for their own; they also routinely monitor aspects, social and 

physical, of the contexts in which they move” (p.5). The “reflexive monitoring” forms a basis for 

more meaningful encounters in space. Goffman (1971) demonstrates how repetitive encounters 

enable users to develop an understanding of the probability of contact between other users they 

become familiar with. Thus, the monitoring activity transforms accidental and fleeting 

encounters into more durable and meaningful ones. This is evident in Al-Bireh Plaza, where the 

monitoring of the routinised activities carried out by other users near the central market, the 

mosque, and transportation networks are essential to establish contacts and meaningful networks 

between groups. The two streets facing the plaza serve as relational elements that visually 

connect the edges of the plaza to the nearby facilities and the routinised activities they support. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Parking lot (transit 
terminal for 
Jerusalem, Nablus, 
Bethlehem, Jericho 
 

Al-Nahda St 

 

Fig 7-20 Monitoring activities in Al-Bireh Plaza  
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The edges consist of the planting ledges and steps that are appropriated in different ways to 

provide more opportunities for monitoring the streets and the movement of other users between 

different facilities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The ledges are not meant for seating, and do not have uniform heights as their dimensions were informed 
by the slope of the site and the size of the existing trees. The planting ledges inside the plaza, on the east 
side, have a height range that varies from 42 cm- 50 cm, and a depth of 15 cm. Despite these variations, 
people favour sitting on these ledges because of the different visual opportunities they offer. The planting 
ledges allow users to monitor Al-Nahda street, nearby transportation networks, and the movements of 
other people. 
 
Fig 7-21 User appropriating planting ledges at the edge of the plaza  
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Within this monitoring activity, several groups 

bring other users to space. These groups strategically 

organise the plaza into sub-spaces that respond to 

monitoring various types of routinised activities and 

use these locations to initiate contact with users they 

monitor.   

 

On the north side of the plaza, men and 

women sitting on the planting ledges monitor all 

passengers coming from the nearby parking lots. On 

the same side, old men appropriate the low walls 

overlooking the path towards the mosque. Moreover, 

men and women sitting on the ledges inside the plaza 

monitor the Al-Nahda street and the people moving 

through the plaza to reach the central market.  These 

monitoring activities guarantee frequent encounters  

between users and facilitate the emergence of social  

networks in space.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 7-22 Low walls at the north-east side edge 
of the plaza. The low walls are appropriated for 
monitoring movements related to the nearby 
parking lot and mosque. 

The map shows Al-Bireh Plaza in relation to Al-
Nahda street and the street leading to the 
mosque. Raed indicated locations on the edge 
of the plaza that provide a clear view of all 
streets surrounding the plaza.  
 
 
Fig 7-23 Mental map by Raed from Gaza 
(October 2018).  
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Map by Hashem from Al-Bireh (October 2018).  
The map shows low walls facing the street that leads to the mosque 
near Al- Bireh Plaza.  

Map by Kamal from Dir Dibwan village (October 2018).  
The map shows the planting ledges and low walls appropriated for 
monitoring nearby activities and users. This includes the transit 
parking lot, the street leading to the central market, and Al-Nanda 
Street.   

Map by Nada from Ramallah (October,2018).  
The map shows the planting ledges appropriated for seating and 
monitoring Al-Nahda street. 

Fig 7-24 Mental maps of low walls and planting ledges appropriated in the plaza 

Mental map by Thaer from Ajjul village (October 2018).  
The map shows different locations (mainly planting ledges) used for 
waiting and meeting users between daily routines. The locations 
labelled in the map include ledges facing Al-Nahda street and the 
street leading to the central market. 

v v 

v v 
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The monitoring activity supports individual and collective agency in space as it catalyses 

interaction between people and encourages communication between them. The streets form 

important relational elements that facilitate monitoring activities. This expands our 

understanding of physical elements that support meaningful encounters in space. Previous works 

by Alexander et al. (1977), Gehl (1971/1987), and Jacobs (1961/1992) focus on supportive 

facilities and streets that increase the concentration of activities and people in public space. 

However, the concentration of people and activities does not guarantee meaningful encounters 

and may only support brief contacts between users. The monitoring activities in the plaza reveal 

how a combination of supportive facilities and relational elements support physical and visual 

contacts that provide stronger chances for more durable social relationships and repetitive 

encounters in public space.  The visual connections offer more opportunities for the development 

of social networks between diverse groups and thus providing more opportunities for 

“outwardly” looking bridging networks (Putnam,2000) that facilitate support and collaboration, 

safety and stability, and durable social encounters. 

 

7.2.2 Making connections through streets and vendors 

 

In their exploration of relational properties in space, both Norberg-Schulz (1971) and 

Bayat (2010) identify relational physical elements that bring meaning to space and support the 

development of wider social networks and connections across spaces. Bayat’s exploration of 

informal appropriations and quiet encroachments in streets brings forth communicative aspects 

and collaborative actions that emerge from streets. Similarly, Norberg-Schulz emphasises new 

relations and connections that develop from paths that connect the space with other spaces and 

activities. The findings reveal similar operations in streets, and also reveal how social networks 

extend from streets and vendors to connect diverse groups in different public spaces in the twin 

cities.  

 

In the case of Al-Sofara Park, the street was a dominant element in almost all mental 

maps of the park, and it was associated with many activities carried out inside and outside the 

park.  

 



 301 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The street encourages many users to bring their cars into the park. The presence of cars 

allows users to adapt to sudden changes and feel safe in an unsettling context. More importantly, 

it opens up the possibility for more connections and supportive interchanges between users. 

Users who have cars provide help for other users especially during clashes when users need to 

quickly exit the space. In addition to that, during night-time, users turn on the car headlights in 

dark zones inside the park to establish a safer environment for other individuals and families and 

prolong their stay inside the park. 

 

 

 

Top:  
Map by Eahb from Deir Ammar village 
(October 2018).    
 
Bottom:  
Map by Nidal from Ramallah (October 
2018). T  
 
In the mental maps, it is evident how 
the street and the park were closely 
connected. Many users included both 
sidewalks of the street in their 
drawings of the park. They also 
described how the street enabled them  
to bring their cars to the park and 
appropriate more spaces along the 
regional street. 
 
 
 
  
  

The Park 

Regional st 

Regional st 

 
Fig 7-25 Mental maps of Al-Sofara Park & regional street 
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This relates to Kant’s (1951) “enlarged mentality”; where small individual acts of agency can 

become relational as actors introduce a communicative aspect and contextualise their acts in 

relation to others. This type of relational agency opens up opportunities for communications and 

social transactions that can operate on a higher level. The agency was a result of the regional 

street, which supports movements and opens up opportunities for improvisations carried out by 

different groups. The regional street resembles what Bayat (2010) refers to as a “socio-spatial 

feature” (p.167) which facilitates individual and collective agency and encourages groups to 

collaborate in space.  

Fig 7-26 The regional street & the use of cars in Al-Sofara Park  

Left image:  Cars inside Al-Sofara 
Park   

Right image: Mental map by Jana 
from Al-Jalazone refugee camp 
(October 2018). Jana comes to the 
park daily because she can park her 
car near the entrance of the park.   

Linear parking strips and traffic 
islands adjacent to the park enable 
users to park their cars near the 
spaces they use inside the park.  
   

v 
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Similarly, in the case of Al-Istiqlal National Park new forms of movement emerge in 

response to nearby streets that were merged inside the park. The removal of the gates from the 

north and east sides creates a seamless movement between the park and nearby streets and 

establishes connections with the nearby local community. The streets encourage nearby residents 

and students to use the park as a shortcut between nearby facilities in this area. During the 

observations, users parked their cars along the street leading to the east entrance and walked 

down the street to reach other spaces inside the park instead of using the east entrance that leads 

directly to the fountain plaza (see Fig 7-28). Walking down the street became a meaningful 

experience that was shared by many families who used the street for recreational walking and 

meeting with friends. The street serves as more than a connective element, it opens up the 

opportunity for families to talk with each other and walk together back and forth in the street.  

 

Users from nearby schools and residential apartments use the street near the east entrance. The street merges with the park 
and leads into different areas of the woodland as well as the fountain plaza on the north side. In the mental maps, it was clear 
that many users appropriated the nearby street to access the fountain plaza, the woodland area, and the children’s play area. 
Several mental maps only showed the street and did not include the internal footpaths. 

Fig 7-27 The street near the east entrance    
 

 

School 

Residential 
neighbourhood 
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The activities introduced by the nearby community bring back earlier explorations by 

Elsheshtawy (2006) in Cairo that emphasise the importance of the street in encouraging the 

emergence of unplanned and meaningful communal practices. Similar to Elsheshtawy’s case 

study, Al-Istiqlal National Park demonstrates how the absence of gates and the merging of 

nearby streets supports seamless movements that connect the park with its surrounding context. 

The activities introduced by families were meaningful in supporting social connections and 

restoring a sense of community between families who live nearby.  

 

 

Bottom: Map by Mustafa from Nablus (October 
2018).  The map shows the east entrance, the 
benches overlooking the fountain plaza, and the 
fountain plaza.   

Top: Map by Sawsan from Al-Bireh (October 
2018). The map shows the east entrance, lighting 
elements, the benches near the entrance, and the 
fountain plaza.  

 
Fig 7-28 Mental maps of the fountain plaza in Al-Istiqlal National Park  
    

Several mental maps only show the fountain plaza 
which is used more frequently than other parts of 
the park.  The design of the park emphasises the 
fountain plaza, with footpaths that directly 
transport users to the fountain plaza on the north-
east side of the park.  
The nearby streets create more opportunities for 
users to explore more spaces inside and outside 
the park. 
 
   

v 

v 
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Map by Salma from Al-Bireh (October 2018). Salma indicates how the 
nearby street connects the woodland with other entrances (marked in 
yellow) as well as the fountain plaza. 

Woodland 

Fountain 
plaza 

Map by Nadia from Ein Yabrood (October 2018). The map shows how the 
nearby streets forms a loop that connects the east entrance, the children’s 
play area, and the woodland.   

Top image: Stone blocks that replaced the 
entrance gate.  

Bottom image: Users walking down the 
street towards the children’s play area.  

  

Map by Ghassan from Hebron (Ocotber 2018). The map shows how the 
nearby street connects the woodland with the children’s play area, 
outdoor theatre, fountain plaza, and the west entrance.     

 Fig 7-29 Mental maps & images of nearby streets at Al-Istiqlal National Park  

v 

v 
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The merging of the nearby streets with the park opens subtle movements towards historical elements inside the park. After 
the removal of the gates, the street of the north entrance conjoined with the street of the east entrance to form a continuous 
loop that connects the east, west, and north entrances of the park. This creates a link with many areas in the park including 
the historic British watch tower and other parts of the woodland area near the radio transmission tower. 
  
Fig 7-29 Nearby streets and the connections they establish in the park   

Map by Ahlam from Nablus (October 2018).  The map shows the 
street near the north entrance of the park. The map reveals 
connections with new spaces (yellow) and existing historical 
features and spaces (blue).   

Woodland 

Map by Luay from Ramallah (October 2018). The map 
shows the loop formed by the nearby street indicating how 
it connects with the north entrance and the British watch 
tower near the east entrance.   

Watch 
tower 

v v 

Booth 

Wedding 
hall 

Radio 
tower 
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Moreover, the case of Al-Istiqlal National Park demonstrates how the street facilitates 

more connections between groups once equipped with vendors. The vendors along Al-Iza’a 

street generate a constant movement that permeates through the massive concrete walls that 

separate the park from Al-Iza’a street. The movement of users between street vendors and the 

park facilitates networks beyond the park and connects the users more successfully inside the 

park. The connections that emerged from nearby streets and the vendors along Al-Iza’a street 

link with earlier works of Franck & Stevens (2007) and Gehl (1971/1987) that emphasise edges 

and permeable boundaries that introduce more interactions into space. The merging of the nearby 

streets creates permeable boundaries (Franck & Stevens,2007) that permit movements between 

spaces and consequently support connections inside the park and beyond it. The vendors along 

Al-Iza’a street produce a fluid relationship between the main street and the park and generate 

what Gehl (1971/1987) refers to as the “edge effect”. In this case, the vendors create an active 

street edge that increases the possibility for more social encounters to occur inside the park and 

beyond it.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the observations, many users moved 
between the park and Al-Iza’a street to buy 
coffee and falafel from carts located on the 
sidewalk of Al-Iza’a street. As users queue on 
the street to get their falafel, many of them 
initiate conversations and continue walking 
together to the park.  Many users explained 
how they preferred to buy from vendors 
outside the park because it was cheaper, and 
because they operated from early morning 
hours till late at night. 

Al-Iza’a street  

Mental map by Asem from Hebron (October 
2018). 
Asem drew Al-Iza’a street merging into the 
park as a result of the continuous movement 
between the street and the park. 
  

 
Fig 7-31 Al-Iza’a street and Al-Istiqlal National Park 
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The cases of Al-Bireh Plaza and City Squares bring forward a more active role of street 

vendors in creating connections inside the space and beyond it. This resonates with earlier works 

by Hammami (2004) and Tawil-Souri (2009,2011) that highlight the agency of street vendors in 

ensuring continuity of economic and social relations across a divided geography. While 

Hammami and Tawil-Souri explore relational aspects in spaces of division and control, the cases 

explored here reveal how relational aspects inside the city produce connections that extend to the 

broader context.  In the case of Al-Bireh Plaza, the remote street vendors provide connections 

between different users and spaces. Abu Hamza’s cart, located at the north of the plaza, creates a 

lingering effect that draws passengers into isolated parts of Al-Bireh city before continuing their 

walking journey to the plaza. Abu Hamza’s cart connects the plaza with a more isolated part of 

Al-Bireh city and allows different forms of communications to occur between local residents and 

remote residents coming from different cities and villages.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Due to traffic congestion in Al-Nahda street, passengers are dropped off at remote locations, such as Abu Hamza’s 
cart, instead of their assigned transit terminal located near the plaza.  

Fig 7-32 Abu Hamza’s cart in relation to Al-Bireh Plaza & nearby transportation networks 

   

Abu Hamza’s cart  

Plaza v 
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Another example is Samara’s coffee cart in Al-Nahda street which connects the plaza 

with other informal vendors near the central market (see Fig 7-33). The tactics employed by Abu 

Hamza and Samara are similar to what De Certeau (1984) describes as “art of the weak”, in 

which people’s way of operating in space suggests alternative possibilities that elude control. 

These tactics not only provide better opportunities for the marginalised vendors but also support 

connections and networks that extend beyond the municipality confined spaces. The networks 

bring together diverse groups of users and informal vendors from different villages and cities.  

 

In addition to physical connections, the informal vendors along with Al- Nahda street 

near Al-Bireh Plaza establish virtual connections that support active channels of communication 

that connect different parts of the city. These carts are constantly on the move due to the 

measures of control imposed by Al-Bireh municipality. Some of them move to the other side of 

the sidewalk, which is controlled by Ramallah municipality. Others move towards the central 

market and keep changing their positions throughout the day. As people move between spaces to 

Manara 
Sq 
 

Samara 
 

Souq El-
Falahat.   

Plaza 
 

Nahda St 

 

Mental map (left image) by Esam from Kafr Malek village (September 2018). The map indicates the location of Samra’s coffee cart in relation 
to Al-Bireh Plaza. 
 Samara’s coffee cart is one of the few remaining vendors after Al-Bireh municipality removed all informal vendors from the street. Many 
women used to come from villages and sell their agricultural products informally in Al-Nahda street. The municipality relocated them to a 
tight alley next to Al-Bireh Central Station and called it “Souq El-Falahat” (market of female peasants in Arabic). These women became 
invisible as they lost the previous mobile locations that allowed them to encounter diverse groups in different parts of the city. What helped 
bring these women back to visibility was when Samara placed his cart next to them. Now users in the plaza refer to Samara’s cart as the 
cart next to Souq El-Falahat, and the two elements became almost inseparable.  
    
 
    
 
   

Fig 7-33 Samara’s coffee cart near Al-Bireh Plaza 
  

Plaza 
 

Samara 
 

v v 
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reach other destinations (the central market or Al-Manara square), some of them stop at the cart 

to drink coffee and talk about the news. The mobility of both vendors and users, especially 

around the plaza, offers infinite forms of connections between vendors and users coming from 

different locations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Left image: Cart relocated on the right side 
of AL-Nahda street 
Right image: Corn cart hidden in street 
corner  

N 

Samara’s Coffee cart is located near the south end of the plaza. Another coffee cart is located next to the 
staircase at the back of the plaza, which connects to the central market and Al-Manara Centre. 
 

Fig 7-34 Fixed & mobile coffee carts in the downtown area 
 

v 



 311 

 

In the case of City Squares, street vendors operate similarly and support communication 

networks between diverse users and vendors. In City Squares, many informal vendors associate 

themselves with transportation networks located on main streets and in parking lots. The vendors 

constantly change their locations in response to the movement patterns of passengers and drivers.  

In these different situations, the coffee carts are active relational elements that are constantly on 

the move, and at the same time, establishing connections between people through exchanging 

news, and providing live updates about events in the city.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mental map by Ramzi from Jenin (September 2018). The labels include different informal vendors on the street. 
  

Fig 7-35 Coffee carts near Dowwar El-Sa’a square  
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 Fig 7-36 Informal vendors in the downtown area (City Squares & Al-Bireh Plaza) 

The red indicates fixed locations for vendors, while the blue indicates mobile vendors on the street  
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The street vendors in City Squares, also generate virtual networks through radio stations 

that connect users with different spaces inside the twin cities and beyond them. The street 

vendors in different locations all tune in to the same radio station at specific times during the 

day. Umm Kulthum1 songs can be heard in the evenings from the radios of street coffee vendors, 

coffee places, and the taxis parked on the street. One resident from Gaza, standing on the 

sidewalk next to Abdallah’s coffee explained,  

 

When I am standing here in the corner, listening to Umm Kulthum, and sipping my coffee I forget 

that I am in Ramallah and remember the corniche (seaside seating and walkway) in Gaza. 

Sometimes these little things are enough to take you back to places that became difficult to reach 

(Aysar, participant interview, September 2018). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Furthermore, every morning the vendors and taxis tune in to the morning news on local radio 

stations, which triggers discussions and conversations on the street between the street vendors, 

 
1 Female Egyptian singer popular during the period 1940-1975 

Mental map by Aysar from Gaza 
(September 2018). 
The map shows a traffic island 
where he stands, a radio, and 
nearby taxis on the street.  
 

Fig 7-37 Coffee carts and taxis playing the radio in the 
downtown area  

In the 1930s, the radio created 
links between urban centres and 
remote rural locations. Also, 
during both the First and Second 
Intifada, Palestinians used the 
radio to exchange news about 
events, and send messages 
across different locations to 
support Palestinian unity in the 
political discourse (Bookmiller & 
Bookmiller,1990; Stanton,2013). 
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shopkeepers, taxi drivers, passengers, and passers-by. These daily practices create a strong link 

to a history of communication that supports social connections and establishes a basis for 

collective political action. This links with the work by Zawawi et al. (2012) that draws attention 

to public space that operates on imaginary and physical levels. Zawawi et al. underline 

communicative dimensions linked with public space, such as graffiti and flyers, that facilitate the 

dissemination of news and engage a wider public in the political discourse (Tripp,2013; Zawawi 

et al.,2012). The streets and vendors explored in these cases create a communicative network that 

connects diverse groups from remote cities and villages as well as groups inside the city. The 

connections established in these cases provide vivid examples of Norberg-Schulz’s (1971) 

relational elements in spaces and reveal how physical and imaginary paths are traced out by 

remote elements, mobile elements, and active streets that break isolation and generate 

connections between users and spaces. 

 

7. 3 Recovering history and symbolic elements  

 

History remains an important dimension that can provide social unity for Palestinians and 

enable them to overcome the present challenges they face. Said (1986) discusses the necessity of 

establishing a clearer understanding of the Palestinian history and cultural past to establish a 

common ground for all the different generations. He adds, “The further we get from the Palestine 

of our past, the more precarious our status, the more disrupted our being, the more intermittent 

our presence” (p.34). In his discussions about the Palestinian dispossession and estrangements, 

he emphasises the importance of the telling details of everyday Palestinian life, and how these 

details can form a basis for a more unified historical narrative.  

 
The concrete human detail of Palestinian existence was sacrificed to big general ideas…This 

ritualized and gross emphasis on arms [ armed struggle] caused us to neglect the incredibly complex 

and far more important political and cultural aspects of our struggle (Said,1986, p.107).  

 

The in-depth analysis of the four cases draws attention to people’s agency in assembling 

a fragmented history in a context that has undergone extreme transformations. Works by Bakshi 

(2014) and Rabbat (2012) emphasise this aspect and demonstrate how links to the past are 
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maintained through establishing connections between the remembered and the experienced 

place. Both these works emphasise activities and memories that elicit meanings in space and 

create a continuity between the present and the past. As Said (1986) illustrates, the continuity 

between the present and the past is essential to bring together a more connected narrative and 

confirm a Palestinian existence. The findings resonate with these works and draw attention to 

symbolic elements and narration activities that bridge between the present and the past. This 

builds on the themes Symbolic reclaiming of Area C and Seeking links to the past and reveals 

how symbolic elements and historic events are mobilised to create a continuity between the 

present and the past. 

 

7.3.1 Recovering elements linked with the past 

 

What existed in the past for us- the there of our memories -is still there, but because it is 

irredeemable and inaccessible, it has acquired the complex impersonal nature of an ancient wall: 

you can neither have it nor penetrate it. Yet curiously this aspect of the past can be reinscribed in 

the present (Said,1986, pp.149-150). 

 

Said’s (1986) notions about hindrances associated with accessing the past emphasise the 

importance of recovering elements that link to places that have been eroded, transformed, or lost. 

The cases explored here identify symbolic elements that are infused in space and allow access to 

an “irredeemable” past (Said,1986).  The earlier discussions of symbolic elements that establish 

links to the past examine different forms of cultural imagery that support these links. The graffiti 

that captured the walls of the city during the First Intifada and the graffiti that appeared on the 

Israeli apartheid wall during the Second Intifada served as powerful symbolic elements that 

communicated political messages and supported shared Palestinian experiences. In his study of 

symbolic elements painted on the walls of a Palestinian in refugee camps in Lebanon, Ramadan 

(2009) demonstrates how the walls operate as a “highly textualized and symbolic landscape” that 

engages the public in remembering the past and supporting the Palestinian national identity. 

Ramadan’s exploration reveals how these walls operate as an active symbolic landscape that 

assembles different political events and meanings into a single narrative.  
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This is what happens when one sees a wall painted with nationalist slogans, and images of the flag, 

the map, the Dome and the kuffiyeh. And the repetition of these symbols throughout the camp 

attempts to reinforce the same message over and over again: this is Palestinian space, you are 

Palestinian. Repetition of slogans, the flag, the map and so on turns background space into national, 

distinctively Palestinian space. The painting of a wall in the pattern of the kuffiyeh … serves no 

purpose except to mark that wall as a Palestinian wall (Ramadan,2009, p. 86).  

 

In the case of Al-Istiqlal National Park, the murals painted by the students during a 

volunteering activity serve a similar purpose and introduce to the park “a highly textualized and 

symbolic landscape” (Ramadan,2009) that supports shared meanings. The images and symbols 

painted on the walls include the Palestinian flag, the map of Palestine, the Dome of the Rock in 

Jerusalem, idyllic images of Palestinian villages, female Palestinian peasants, and the Kuffiyeh 

(worn by the male peasant). However, unlike the previous examples where the painted elements 

were closely linked with resistance acts; the painted murals in Al-Istiqlal National Park 

encourage more social acts as they invite more users to appropriate the empty street and at the 

same time provide access to symbolic meanings. The images drawn by the young generation 

reveal an attempt to keep history alive by remembering images of places that provide a sense of 

stability. The remembering process portrayed in these images is not about the place itself, but it 

revolves around stories they heard about the activities carried out in these places and the stable 

way of life that existed back then. This resonates with many users who are drawn to these 

elements because of the sense of stability it provides for them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 7-38 Details of symbolic elements in the park: Mural painted by students from nearby schools 
 The words inscribed include My dignity is my freedom (top image) and Freedom (bottom image) 
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Fig 7-39 Symbolic elements in the park: Mural painted by student from nearby schools  
  

The mural includes the Dome of the Rock, clusters of Palestinian houses (old city of Jerusalem), the map of 
Palestine, and Palestinian women peasants.  

The mural includes clusters of Palestinian houses in villages and the flag of Palestine 

The mural includes images of the spring and traditional structures in a Palestinian village, Qalunya (labelled on 
the wall) that was destroyed in the war of 1948.   

The mural includes the Kuffiyeh, the Dome of the Rock, poppy flowers, and the Palestinian flag  
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Furthermore, the recycling project initiated by Al-Bireh municipality encouraged students 

from nearby schools to share their own interpretations of the past.  The students placed recycled 

tyres in different locations inside the park, and one location was next to the historic British 

fountain. The design of the tyres as seating elements encourages users to sit near the historic 

fountain. Moreover, the object itself brings symbolic meanings to space that connect the past 

with the present.  The tyres, which are often burnt in clashes and resistance acts, have now 

assumed a new function and a new location that reminds users of past events and evokes a 

hopeful future.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The recycled elements encouraged the 
emergence of similar acts by individual 
users. On another occasion, one user asked 
permission from the park director to paint 
the colours of the Palestinian flag on an 
existing stone block inside the park.  In the 
interviews, many users explained how 
these small colourful elements made them 
more aware of the details inside the park 
and encouraged them to use different 
areas inside the park.  
  

Tyres placed next to the British fountain  

Fig 7-40 Introducing symbolic elements inside the park  
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In the case of Al-Istiqlal National Park, the formal operations initiated by Al-Bireh 

municipality supported informal appropriations in space and connected users with historical 

meanings. The symbolic elements were successful in establishing links with the past and 

bringing stability in a context that has undergone extreme transformations. 

 

In the case of Al-Sofara Park, the olive tree serves a similar purpose and encourages 

users to appropriate the park in search of links to the past. The olive tree in the centre of the park 

forms an important trace of a Palestinian presence that survived Israeli attempts to erase it. The 

vacant land next to the park, which used to be planted with olive trees, has been razed by Israeli 

bulldozers to facilitate the movement of their military jeeps during the clashes. Moreover, the 

lands near the checkpoint and the settlement were also razed, and the olive trees were replaced 

by pine trees. The new image of this area suggests a new narrative and a different context that 

excludes the Palestinian presence. As a result of these transformations, Palestinians find value in 

the remaining natural elements that survived these transformations.  A middle-aged man, 

originally from Al-Qabayba village explained how the olive tree in the centre of the park became 

meaningful to him. He added,  
 

The stories of our lost homes and our villages of origin are not enough to establish a common 

ground for our existence and presence here. But there is one story my dad used to tell me that had 

a great impact on me. He used to describe the landscape of our village in Hebron (Al-Qabayba), 

and how he used to sit down under an olive tree near our home. Every time I come here to the park, 

I look at the olive tree in the centre of this park and I remember this story and think about the home 

I never had (Wajeeh, participant interview, October 2018). 

 

The olive tree and the symbolic references it brings to space resonate with earlier discussions 

about natural elements that are derived from the village life and its unchanging customs that 

remain resistant to change despite the political and social transformations (Amiry,1987; 

Swedenburg,1990). Abufarha (2008) emphasises meanings of resilience associated with the olive 

tree that emerged during the 1980s and continue to dominate political acts and call for people to 

stay put on the land. The findings expand on this notion and reveal how the olive tree creates 

links between the present and the past, and these links enable Palestinians to assert their visibility 

in spaces that have been radically transformed. This links with earlier explorations by Bakshi 
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(2014) that underline traces of the past present in a place, and the role they play in allowing 

people to access memories and make sense of their present environment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fig 7-41 Olive tree in Al-Sofara Park  
 
  

Mental map of Al-Sofara Park by Wajeeh from Hebron (October 2018). The map indicates 
the olive tree in the middle of the park  
 
  

v 
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Furthermore, the olive tree re-introduces itself in the park in the form of a sculptural water 

feature that combines cultural and religious values. The sculpture includes a Quranic verse that 

states: God illuminates the heavens and earth. This verse describes how the light bestowed by 

God is similar to a light that radiates from a lamp placed in a blessed olive tree. Many users 

inside the park repeated this verse as they talked about memorable elements inside the space. The 

verse evokes shared religious and cultural meanings related to the land and the blessed olive tree 

mentioned in the Holy Quran.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The presence of the Palestinian flag in public space also functions similarly and opens 

opportunities for memories to emerge. The Palestinian flag appears in several spaces; however, 

its symbolic significance is revealed in the case of Al-Sofara Park where the flag announces a 

Palestinian presence in Area C and encourages users to stay put in this area. 

 

 Fig 7-42 Sculptural water feature near the entrance of the park  

Mental map by Aida from Al-Bireh (October 2018).   
The map shows the park with the sculptural water feature (with 
the Quranic verse) near the entrance of the park. 

v 
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The renovation of Dowwar El-Sa’a 
square includes a vertical structure 
that ends with a young man carrying 
a Palestinian flag. The new structure 
commemorates the late Palestinian 
President Yasser Arafat, and his 
aspirations for raising the Palestinian 
flag in Jerusalem when it becomes 
the capital of Palestine. 
 

The Palestinian flag appears in 
different parts of Al-Istiqlal 
National Park including the nearby 
school, the murals, and other 
elements inside the park.  
   

Fig 7-43 The Palestinian flag in City Squares & Al-Istiqlal National Park    
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In Al-Sofara Park, several users expressed how significant it was for them to see the 

Palestinian flag raised high in front of the Israeli military base and the nearby Israeli checkpoint 

that replaced the Palestinian agricultural lands in this area. For them, the presence of this flag is 

not only associated with meanings related to political struggles throughout history, but it is also a 

symbolic element that confirms a Palestinian presence despite attempts to erase it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 7-44 The Palestinian flag on the nearby Roundabout near Al-Sofara Park  

Mental map by Salem from Jenin (October,2018). 
The map shows the nearby roundabout & the flagpole  

v 
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7.3.2 Recovering names and ordinary places 

 
Palestine is exile, dispossession, the inaccurate memories of one place slipping into vague 

memories of another, a confused recovery of general wares, passive presences scattered around in 

the Arab environment. The story of Palestine cannot be told smoothly. Instead, the past, like the 

present, offers only occurrences and coincidences. Random.  (Said,1986, p.40).  

 

The findings explored here reveal people’s agency in mobilising memories, and actively 

reconstructing narratives by employing an informal naming process that is practised collectively 

by different groups. The telling details associated with these narratives respond to what Said 

(1986) calls for in his quest for a Palestinian narrative that does not overlook “the concrete 

human detail of Palestinian existence” (p.107) and brings together political and cultural aspects.  

 

In the case of City Squares, the informal naming of the streets is practised by both the 

residents of the twin cities and the residents coming from other cities and villages. The informal 

names unfold different forms of narratives and connections that operate on a broader level.  The 

mental maps and interviews reveal informal names related to buildings, social spaces, and erased 

spaces that hold memories of social and political events. In their mental maps, many users 

labelled the street corner that connects Al-Manara and Dowwar El-Sa’a squares with the name 

Al-Warda Al-Hamra (see Fig 7-45 & 7-46). The name refers to a small flower shop that became 

a famous spot after it was bombed during the Israeli incursion of Ramallah in 2002. The same 

memory is also linked with Al-Natsheh building, an early example of a multi-storey interior 

shopping centre, which has gained greater significance after it suffered destruction during the 

Israeli incursion in 2002. The informal naming process reveals people’s agency in creating 

meanings that resonate with their own experiences and memories of the city. Moreover, they 

draw attention to the informality that is being practised collectively by ordinary users and 

consequently establishing shared meanings between them. The naming activity is not only used 

as a tool to navigate through the city, but it also establishes a common ground in which people 

start to remember together and connect different aspects of a fragmented history. These names 

are used daily as people arrange to meet with others or give directions to newcomers.  
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Top: Mental map by Shadi from Tulkarem 
(September 2018). The labels include 
Dowwar El-Sa’a square, Al-Manara 
square, Al-Warda Al-Hamra, Rukkab ice 
cream, and street vendors  
  
Middle: Mental map by Noha from 
Ramallah (September 2018). The labels 
include Rukkab ice-cream, Al-Natsheh 
building, Al-Warda Al- Hamra, Al-Manara 
square, and Dowwar El-Sa’a square.  
  
Bottom: Mental map by Zeid from 
Jerusalem (September 2018). The labels 
include Al- Natsheh building, Tannous 
building, Al- Warda Al- Hamra, and coffee 
vendors. 
  
 
 

7-45 Mental maps of buildings and vendors used in the informal naming 
process  
    

v 

v 

v 
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The naming process exposes a different layer of a historical narrative that captures 

different events and locations throughout the past and the present. It reveals the agency of 

Palestinians to record their lived experience and construct together a narrative that sustains their 

visibility and existence. In other spaces, the naming process is linked with physical elements that 

continue to play a major role in people’s daily routines and movements. This made the naming 

activity more effective since users from different locations use these names to meet for prayers, 

wait for rides, or carry out daily shopping. These insights relate to Hayden’s (1995) discussion of 

social history embedded in ordinary landscapes, which include material, imaginative, and social 

Top: Map by Laith from Al- Jalazone 
refugee camp (August 2018).  
The map depicts names used to define 
different parts of the main street in the 
downtown area. The main street is 
labelled as Rukkab street even though it is 
officially named by the municipality as 
Main Street. The name Rukkab is related 
to the first ice cream shop in Ramallah, 
Rukkab ice-cream, that sells unique 
Palestinian ice cream. The shop provides a 
historic landmark for both the original 
residents of the city, and residents who 
used to come from remote locations to 
experience the traditional Palestinian ice-
cream.   
 
Bottom: Map by Abu Asem from 
Ramallah (September 2018). 
The map indicates the location of street 
vendors in relation to physical elements 
associated with historic events.  The map 
drawn by Abu Asem shows Abdallah’s 
coffee place & Dowwar El-Sa’a square, 
Abu Ibrahim’s cart & Natsheh building, 
and Abu El-Safi’s & Al-Warda Al-Hamra. 
The presence of coffee carts near the 
buildings and squares encourages social 
narrations to emerge. This brings to the 
fore a historical dimension that was 
neglected by the municipality and was 
asserted by vendors and users who 
appropriated these locations.  
 
 
  
  

Abdallah 
 

Abu El-
Safi 
 

Abu 
Ibrahim 
 

Fig 7-46 Mental maps of Rukkab street and vendors in City Squares  
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dimensions that attach people to places and formulate an important part of public memory.  

Hayden (1995) emphasises ordinary landscapes as “storehouses for social memories”, which are 

essential for nurturing public memory. 

 

In Al-Bireh Plaza, we find buildings and spaces that support public memories that 

connect different fragments of history.  For instance, the parking lot, which functions as a transit 

terminal, was labelled in many mental maps as the parking lot of the buses of Jerusalem. 

Moreover, in the interviews, many users referred to it as El-Shorta El-Mahdoodeh (the 

demolished police station in Arabic). The users who mentioned El-Shorta El-Mahdoodeh talked 

about the event of demolishing a police station that took place in 2001. This name reminds 

people of the first Israeli attack on Ramallah after the Oslo agreement. Moreover, the inability to 

build in this site forms a constant reminder of the presence of Israel (see Fig 7-47).  As for the 

users who associated the parking lot with the Jerusalem buses; they referred to small details that 

connected Ramallah to Jerusalem through this lot. Even though the parking lot includes 

transportation services to other cities such as Jericho, Nablus, and Bethlehem. Yet on Friday, 

only the Jerusalem buses remain in operation, and many Palestinians seek permits and attempt to 

go to Jerusalem for the Friday prayers. At first, all these names may appear different and 

disconnected, yet together they form a continuous timeline for space and consequently a 

narrative about physical, social, and political transformations within the context.   

 

The different names given to the same parking lot used daily by users from different 

locations enable users to playfully construct narratives and move beyond the existing physical 

divide to bring closer remote cities and villages. This type of imaginative agency remains 

significant as it enables users to overcome restrictions that prevent them from accessing 

historical features, and it allows them to connect with history by attaching meanings to new 

physical elements. What is interesting about these spaces is that they are also used by younger 

generations who have never seen these events, and yet they repeat these stories to other users. 

Thus, these types of narratives also provide a historical base that brings in different generations.  
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Mental map by Randa from Jerusalem (October2018). 
 
  

Mental map by Samar from Deir Abu Mashal (October 2018). 
 
  
In both maps, the parking lot opposite to the plaza is labelled as the 
transit hub for Jerusalem 
    

The parking lots was established after 
the police station was demolished by 
Israeli soldiers in 2001. The demolishing 
of the building was in response to the 
murder of two Israelis inside the 
building. Israel reacted to the murder by 
demolishing the building and issuing a 
military decree that prevents 
Palestinians from building on this land 
for the following 120 years. 
 
 

 
Fig 7-47 The parking lot opposite to Al-Bireh Plaza     



 329 

Similarly, the central market next to Al-Bireh Plaza is located within the municipal 

boundaries of Al-Bireh and is referred to as “the market of Ramallah and its villages”. The name 

evokes a strong link to Ramallah and its centrality to many villages and towns during the 

Ottoman period. It also emphasises the continuity of Ramallah’s central role, and the current 

links it provides to other cities, villages, and refugee camps in the West Bank.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Top: Map by Mosab from Al-Bireh 
(September 2018). The map 
indicates the central market and its 
close relation to the city centre, Al-
Manara square.  
 
Bottom: Map by Ayman from Deir 
Ghassaneh (October 2018).  
The map shows the central market, 
both city squares, and Rukkab 
street. The central market is 
labelled as the market of Ramallah 
and the villages.  
  
 

Fig 7-48 Mental maps of the central market near Al-Bireh Plaza 
  

v 

v 
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In the case of Al-Istiqlal National Park, the name of the park itself is powerful in 

triggering narrations about significant social and political memories. The name Al- Istiqlal 

(independence in Arabic) frees the park from all previous military associations and captures 

sentiments of liberation especially after the deployment of Israeli soldiers from the West Bank. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mental map by Tawfik from Al-Bireh (August 2018). The map shows Al-Istiqlal 
National Park during the Jordanian rule when the park served as a site for 
military training. 
   

Mental map by Tayseer from Nablus (October 2018). The map shows the park 
when it served as a military training ground for the Palestinian National 
Authority after the signing of the Oslo agreement. 
   
 
Fig 7-49 Mental maps of Al-Istiqlal National Park during different historical 
periods    

In the interviews, some users, from the 
older generation, talked about the history 
of the park as a military training ground 
during the British mandate and Jordanian 
rule. During the Jordanian rule, the 
military took care of the remaining British 
rose garden, and the park was well 
organised. The Park suffered neglect 
during the Israeli occupation. After the 
Palestinian National Authority took over, it 
suffered from more neglect and many 
trees were cut off to accommodate the 
military training ground.  
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More importantly, users informally use the name Share’ Al- Iza’a (Broadcasting Street in 

Arabic) in reference to the main street (now named Al-Irsal Street) adjacent to the park. The use 

of the name Al-Iza’a street retrieves memories associated with the historic transmission towers 

established during the British mandate and the different forms of communications that connected 

remote places with the twin cities. 

 

The agency of these narratives is in the act of recollecting details of events and places to 

establish greater connections between people. The narratives that emerged in the spaces are 

powerful because of the way they are practised collectively in the everyday life, which makes 

them known to different generations who did not necessarily live through the events narrated. 

This makes these findings essential as they identify physical features as well as activities that 

need to remain present in people’s everyday spaces to continue supporting shared meanings that 

link the present with the past. These findings respond to previous debates regarding the 

disjuncture between traditional and modern models of public space in Middle Eastern cities.  

Works by Rabbat (2012), Elsheshtawy (2006) and Mady (2015) emphasise the agency of users in 

space and highlight a combination of political and social activities that generate dialogues 

between the present and the past. The symbolic elements and naming processes explored here 

bring forward real and imaginative forms of agency that play a key role in supporting links to the 

past. 

 Fig 7-50 Mental map by Sireen from Ramallah (September 2018). 
  

The map shows the nearby Palestine Trade 
Tower and the main street labelled as Al-
Iza’a street. The official name of the street is 
Al-Irsal street, the name comes in response 
to commercial projects which include Al-Irsal 
Centre and the Palestinian Trade Tower. 
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7.4 Conclusion 

 

The analysis of the physical elements, the activities, and agency in relation to the 

conceptual framework and the themes identified earlier bring forward people’s role in producing 

meanings in public spaces.  The physical elements include supportive, relational, and symbolic 

elements that provide opportunities for users to shape public space. The physical elements 

support synchronised activities, activities that provide connections beyond space, and activities 

that recover history. In relation to the synchronised activities, the physical elements include the 

mosque, the central market, shopping centres, and parking lots that support combinations of 

routinised and habitual activities which reactivate past experiences in public space and also 

establish meaningful connections between rural and urban residents. In relation to the activities 

that provide connections beyond space, the physical elements include streets and coffee carts that 

support monitoring activities and communication networks that connect diverse groups of users 

and provide a basis for collective action. In relation to the activities that recover history, the 

physical elements include images, symbols, natural features, and ordinary buildings that establish 

a framework for collective memory and provide continuity between the “rapidly changing 

present” and the “irredeemable” past.  

 

The examination of the interactions between physical elements and activities 

demonstrates how different acts of individual and collective agency emerge in space. Some 

instances reveal how unplanned ordinary practices are powerful to generate connections that 

support the social process and restore links to the past. Other instances reveal how physical 

elements provide more opportunities for improvised and imaginative acts that are equally 

effective in supporting shared meanings. The different acts of agency that emerged in these cases 

once again draw attention to the informal operations that are carried out in spaces and help us 

identify elements and activities that need to be addressed in the design and management of 

public spaces. This key issue will be examined in the following chapter that will focus on 

drawing connections between formal and informal operations in public space and underlining 

key variables that enable users to establish a meaningful public space. 
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Chapter 8 

Learning from the informal 
 

The findings of both phases of this research unfold details about a wide range of public 

spaces that support essential meanings and bind Palestinians on a wider level. The in-depth 

analysis of the four cases brings forward informal operations that shape public space and draws 

attention to the importance of people’s agency that makes these spaces meaningful. Furthermore, 

the findings underline the role of local authorities and organisations to understand and support 

these informal operations rather than work against them. The observations and interviews carried 

out in this research reveal numerous examples where there was an apparent contrast between the 

spaces appropriated informally by users, and the ones formally designed and managed by the 

municipalities. The former show spaces that are linked with people’s everyday activities, and at 

the same time provide moments for meaningful encounters and communication. The latter 

impose images and functions that focus on recreation, investment, and tourism, and give little 

attention to existing socially interactive spaces. However, the problem does not stop here, and 

future plans set out by the municipalities threaten many of the meaningful spaces explored in this 

research and seek to impose more restricted spaces in terms of users and activities.  In his book, 

Occupation diaries, Shehadeh (2012) explores the urban transformations in Ramallah and 

highlights these concerns as he states, “…[O]ur biggest challenge in the face of Israeli 

occupation is to guard against becoming a mirror image of our oppressor and adopting their ways 

and attitudes” (p.49).  This chapter addresses this matter and builds on the findings of this 

research to identify key variables that need to be addressed in design and management practices 

to support the development of meaningful public spaces in Palestine.  

 

8.1 Key variables for a meaningful public space 

 

The variables identified in this section draw from the findings of both phases of this 

research, and underline conditions that facilitate agency in support of meaningful social networks 

across diverse groups and links to the past. The variables include Opening up visual control, 

Facilitating networks of spaces that operate together, Flexibility for space to be reorganised, 

Engaging with a historical narrative, and Designing for a larger community.  
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8.1.1 Opening up visual control 

 
 …[T]he sidewalk must have users on it fairly continuously, both to add to the number of effective 

eyes on the street and to induce the people in buildings along the street to watch the sidewalks in 

sufficient numbers. Nobody enjoys sitting on a stoop or looking out a window at an empty street. 

Almost nobody does such a thing. Large numbers of people entertain themselves, off and on, by 

watching street activity (Jacobs,1961/1992, p.35). 

 

Earlier studies demonstrate the importance of providing visual engagement, especially in 

streets to produce convivial public spaces that support social solidarity, mutual trust, and a sense 

of community (Jacobs, 1961/1992; Bayat,2010). In her book, The death and life of great 

American cities, Jacobs (1961/1992) explores the concept of visual engagement in the public 

realm. Jacobs emphasises the importance of having more people in the street to provide safety 

through “effective eyes on the street” and also to provide an active street space that encourages 

people to linger and watch public life. Similarly, Bayat (2010) reveals how visual engagement 

facilitates an “unspoken communication” between groups and reveals how the “gaze” in public 

spaces enables individuals to observe each other, identify commonalities between one another, 

and eventually establish networks that become a basis for collective action. The findings of this 

research unfold rich details about more active forms of visual engagement that enable users to 

maintain a strong Palestinian presence in central and remote areas and also provide support for 

each other. The cases explored in this research demonstrate how users seek spaces that enable 

them to assume visual control of nearby activities, immediate physical environment, and other 

users. This type of visual control enables users to prolong their stay in public space as well as 

establish meaningful social networks that operate on a wider level.  

 

The different projects that Al-Bireh municipality executed in Area C focus on 

establishing relations between the street and the space. The street operates as a relational 

physical element that supports visual control and enables users to continue using spaces despite 

restrictions and unstable conditions that threaten their stay. The street stimulates the emergence 

of lively social spaces on the edge as users appropriate many elements connected to the street 

that enable them to look beyond the space and provide visual cues for other users. The provision 

of benches on sidewalks as well as on traffic islands near the edges of the space creates 
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subspaces that extend towards the street and thereby enable users to maintain visual control over 

the area. These elements enable users to create a safe place that supports their presence and 

facilitate meaningful collaborations in space. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 8-1 Physical elements and activities opening up visual control at Al-Sofara Park 
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In other examples, the edges of the space are connected to streets that enclose everyday 

movements that form an essential daily routine for rural and urban residents. The absence of 

gates and definitive boundaries enables users to appropriate the edges and monitor streets 

connected to the market, transportation networks, and the mosque. These facilities create active 

edges that are visually connected with nearby activities and movements. The active edges 

explored here share similarities with the “edge effect” (Gehl,1971/1987) and permeable 

boundaries (Franck & Stevens,2007) that generate in-between spaces and support unplanned 

activities in space. The active edges not only support physical movements between spaces but 

also enable users to monitor the movements of users from various locations and invite them into 

space.  

 

 

 

 Fig 8-2 Physical elements and activities opening up visual control at Al-Bireh Plaza 
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Coffee vendors also support visual control and facilitate channels of communication 

between users inside the space as well as users outside of it. The visual control facilitates 

“outward-looking networks” (Putnam,2000) which enable users to establish connections beyond 

the immediate circles of families and friends. Both the users and the vendors in the downtown 

area assume a role similar to what Jacobs (1961/1992) describes as a “public character” who is 

always present on the street making acquaintances with everyone. In this area, the visual control 

exceeds brief encounters and translates into collective acts of help and support.  The visual 

control is supported by many elements that the municipality is now trying to remove. The current 

proposal for the removal of the bollards limits the possibilities for informal appropriations of the 

street. Moreover, the “Koshok” project which aims to replace street vendors with fixed booths 

seeks to eliminate the presence of young men and other users from the street. Such proposals 

view street appropriations as disruptive to commercial activities and fail to see the positive social 

value these interactions bring to the downtown area.  

 

The provision of active edges (connected with the street) and street vendors permit spaces 

to connect outwards and open up visual control beyond the space. Visual control is essential not 

only to facilitate meaningful social networks and collaborations in public space but also to 

support visibility in public space and restore historical meanings associated with lost and 

remembered lands. The creation of public spaces in Area C reveals how providing spaces that 

allow visual control, through streets and active edges, enables users to assert their visibility in 

lands in Area C and continue to access the lands despite the risks and dangers. This supports 

historical sentiments associated with the land and also supports a social process that connects 

diverse groups of users in space.  
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Fig 8-3 Physical elements and activities opening up visual control at City Squares 
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8.1.2 Facilitating networks of spaces that operate together 

 
For Deleuze, the only unity of assemblage is that of ‘co-functioning’ … This means that urban actors, 

forms or processes are defined less by a pre-given property and more by the assemblages they enter and 

reconstitute. The individual elements define the assemblage by their co-functioning and can be stabilised 

(territorialised or reterritorialised) or destabilised (deterritorialised) through this mutual imbrication. 

(McFarlane,2011, pp.207-208). 

 
The concepts of multiplicity and assemblage explored in the work McFarlane (2011) 

build on the assemblage thinking (De Landa,2006; Deleuze & Guattari,1987; Deleuze & Parnet, 

2007) to examine processes that produce the city. McFarlane underlines dynamic interactions 

between human and non-human components and shifts focus from the function of each 

component and instead emphasises the co-functioning that occurs between these components in 

creating new relations and interactions. The findings of this research build on this notion and 

demonstrate how public spaces cannot operate alone. The networks of spaces that emerged in 

this research are composed of spaces that co-function together to provide spaces of high 

adaptability. On a macro-scale, a sense of totality is achieved from the way the spaces operate 

together to re-connect a fragmented geography. On a micro-scale, the co-functioning of spaces 

inside the city forms a continuous social space for users from various locations.  

 

The street functions as a relational element that supports networks and facilitates co-

functioning and unplanned interactions between nearby and remote spaces as well as local and 

remote users. Bayat (2010) demonstrates the relational opportunities the street offers as it 

connects with nearby spaces and facilitates access to mobile users through transportation 

networks present on the street.  Furthermore, Norberg-Shulz (1971) describes these elements as 

opening elements that make spaces alive and facilitate more interactions. The findings 

demonstrate how new interactions emerge between spaces and users due to the presence of 

regional streets that support transportation networks connected to different cities and villages. 

The co-functioning between streets, transportation networks, local users, and remote users opens 

room for agency in public space as users appropriate public space for sharing rides and meeting 

users from remote locations. 
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Streets also facilitate operations between nearby spaces to form a network of spaces that 

co-function together to support the visibility and presence of diverse groups of users in public 

space. This is evident in Area C, where the street operates with other spaces to form what 

Mitchell & Tang (2018) refer to as a “loose fit landscape” that accommodates a variety of needs 

and allows for change. The “loose fit landscape” provides a variety of uses which “are 

accommodated across, rather than within, these deceptively familiar, functionally derived of 

categories of streetside spatial container” (p.16). The findings include examples of nearby 

facilities such as the supermarket, gas station, and vacant lands which provide a supportive 

network, across the regional street, that enables users to sustain their collective presence in 

spaces in Area C.  The nearby facilities are adaptable spaces that assume different roles to 

support the daily needs of users, and also to provide spaces for refuge during clashes with Israeli 

Fig 8-4 Spaces that operate together at Al-Sofara Park 
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soldiers. In other spaces, the street opens relations between the space and the surrounding context 

and facilitates operations between nearby spaces as well as internal ones. A successful example 

is in Al-Istiqlal National Park where the nearby streets permit interactions between isolated 

spaces inside the park as well as nearby spaces that support the residential and school districts.  

 

The co-functioning and adaptability offered by the street share similarities with Lynch’s 

(1981) exploration of positive spatial qualities that result from street systems that provide access 

to users, spaces, and other activities. This type of access improves communication networks and 

channels of movement, and it makes spaces adaptable. Lynch further demonstrates, how 

designing for access and adaptability is important in unstable conditions and that “the ability to 

move or to shift operations is critical for survival” (p.199). The formal operations in both Al-

Sofara Park and Al-Istiqlal National Park reveal successful attempts in connecting public space 

with street systems. However, the design of Al-Istiqlal National Park still fails to integrate the 

main street, Al-Iza’a street, and the focus remains on providing amenities inside the space rather 

than connecting it with Al-Iza’a street (which includes vendors and facilities). This is also 

evident in other cases, such as City Squares, where the relational and social properties associated 

with the street are overlooked, and tight control measures are implemented in support of fast-

paced commercial activities on the street.  

 

In addition to streets, co-functioning between spaces also emerges from movements and 

channels of communication that connect spaces and users. This is achieved through transit 

terminals and street vendors that operate together to create connections in a disconnected 

geography. The transportation networks (on the street and inside parking lots) and the coffee 

carts are multi-functional spaces that support movements of urban and rural passengers inside the 

twin cities and also beyond them.  Also, the coffee carts integrate other forms of communication 

to create virtual connections that reach more spaces.  
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The mobile vendors and passengers function as street narrators as they constantly 

exchange news while moving between different spaces. Thus, movement is accompanied by 

interactions in different locations and supports communication networks that extend beyond the 

twin cities. This type of communication allows spaces in dispersed locations to operate together 

and provide solutions for mobility challenges that many Palestinians face daily between their 

cities. Hammami (2004) and Tawil-Souri (2009,2011) explore micro-operations carried out by 

drivers, vendors, and commuters in checkpoints and reveal how the communications that emerge 

in these spaces create interconnected social and economic hubs across a divided geography. The 

findings build on these works and reveal how the co-functioning between the parking lots and 

the street vendors inside the city is closely connected with similar operations carried out in 

Fig 8-5 Spaces that operate together through virtual communication (the radio), City Squares 
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remote spaces (such as checkpoints). This resonates with assemblage thinking that suggests 

relational dimensions that emerge from the interactions between different components in a whole 

(De Landa,2006; Deuleuze & Guattari,1987; Dovey,2011; McFarlane,2011). De Landa (2006) 

examines assemblages in terms of “relations of exteriority” in which part of an assemblage is 

“detached and plugged into a different assemblage in which interactions are different” (De 

Landa,2006, p.10). Similarly, the micro-operations carried inside the twin cities extend and 

merge with other micro-operations in remote spaces to support connections within the macro-

environment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fig 8-6 Spaces that operate together at City Squares 
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Fig 8-7 Spaces that operate together through movement, Al-Bireh Plaza (Al-Nahda street)  
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The findings reveal a combination of physical elements and activities that facilitate 

networks and produce meaningful public spaces that adapt to different circumstances. The co-

functioning is what kept each space in operation as it produced a repetitive movement that 

supported meaningful social networks and established familiarity, trust, communication, and 

collaboration between the users.  The exploration of formal operations carried out by the 

Fig 8-8 Spaces that operate together through movement, Al-Bireh Plaza (Al-Nahda street)  
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municipalities reveals how certain spaces and events failed due to the absence of nearby spaces 

that can operate together. This was evident when both Al-Bireh and Ramallah municipalities 

tried to move events and spaces away from the city centre which consists of all major 

transportation networks that connect the twin cities with other Palestinian cities and villages.  

Furthermore, both municipalities continue to impose restrictions on vendors and limit their 

presence in the city. Al-Bireh municipality confines all vendors inside the central market in the 

downtown area. By contrast, Ramallah municipality allows them to occupy specific locations in 

the downtown area but limits their movement. Nonetheless, Ramallah municipality has set out 

future plans for reducing the number of street vendors and replacing all of them with fixed 

booths. In addition to that, future plans have been proposed to remove transportation networks 

from the city centre and implement an alternative transportation network that does not address 

the mobility challenges and division that exist between cities. These types of proposals overlook 

the agency of spaces in terms of the connections they provide between users, cities, and villages. 

Attempts to move these spaces away from the city centre will eliminate the daily movements and 

networks that merge between the spaces and connect more users inside the twin cities. This 

brings to attention the importance of the surrounding context and how the location of the space 

has a clear impact on the public life it supports. A central location, in relation to public life, 

provides connections with many facilities that meet the needs of different groups. These 

connections not only bring people to space but also bring a great deal of agency as spaces start to 

operate together and take over one another to meet the changing needs of users. 

 

8.1.3 Flexibility for space to be reorganised 

 

We too have lost the sense of space, we think of Palestine not as ‘an extensive Palestinian state’ 

but as a small, extremely congested piece of land from which we have been pushed. Every effort 

we take to retain our Palestinian identity is also an effort to get back on the map…But the map, like 

the land itself, or like the walls of our houses, is already so saturated and cluttered that we have had 

to get used to working with an already dense and already worked over spaces (Said,1986, p.62).  

 

The findings of this research reveal how Palestinians work with spaces on a micro-scale 

and employ various forms of tactics and spatial appropriations to produce spaces that enclose 

meaningful social interactions. In their discussions of practices in everyday life, Bayat (2010) 
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and De Certeau (1984) explore schemes employed by users to alter space. De Certeau’s work 

underlines tactics that utilise time to seize opportunities and change the way space operates. 

 

[I]t is always on the watch for opportunities that must be seized "on the wing." Whatever it 

wins, it does not keep. It must constantly manipulate events in order to turn them into 

"opportunities." The weak must continually turn to their own ends forces alien to them. This 

is achieved in the propitious moments when they are able to combine heterogeneous elements  

(De Certeau,1984, xix). 

 

 While De Certeau’s tactical schemes may be short-lived, Bayat’s “quiet encroachment” 

demonstrates a different understanding of time and reveals how gradual and prolonged 

appropriations bring transformations to space. The findings build on both these works and 

underline the importance of informal operations including tactical schemes and gradual 

appropriations which enable users to reorganise space in support of social processes and 

meanings rooted in the past.  

The findings reveal how such informal operations do not only occur in peripheral 

locations or hidden spaces where control is absent.  As a matter of fact, many tactics and 

appropriations emerge in central spaces where control is heavily exercised. In such cases, 

repetitive movements play a central role in creating counter spaces that subvert existing forms of 

control and transform the organisation of the physical setting to meet the needs of users.  For 

instance, the daily movements in street spaces in the city foreground tactical schemes and 

gradual appropriations that enable diverse groups of men and women to introduce a new street 

logic and reorganise street space to support the visibility of men and women from different 

locations. This type of agency initiates in the form of dispersed and individual tactics that are 

integrated into everyday life and practised on a collective level. During the day supportive 

physical elements such as traffic islands, stairwells, building entrances (of shopping centres), and 

coffee vendors allow users to produce spaces on the street as they go about their daily routines. 

This links with the concept of “loose space” introduced by Franck & Stevens (2007) which 

highlights physical features that are used differently than planned for and provide new 

possibilities in space. The informality introduced by such “loose” elements allows the space to 

expand and contract to meet the privacy needs of different groups and support their visibility in 

space.  
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Fig 8-9 Spaces that can be reorganised, City Squares 



 349 

At night-time, coffee vendors and users collectively appropriate sidewalks and transform 

them into social spaces for conversing, drinking coffee, and listening to the radio. Furniture 

appears and disappears on sidewalks in response to the measures of control. These quick 

adaptations are not fixed to specific locations and are essentially based on momentary 

movements that capture spaces that are free of control and transform them into meaningful 

spaces for socialisation.  

In parks, male users gradually appropriate different parts of the street space to meet the 

privacy needs of families and women. They reorganise the park by creating family spaces inside 

the park and social spaces for men at its edges near the street. In other examples, the 

reorganisation of space responds to gradual appropriations that emerge from synchronised 

routinised and habitual activities that transform spaces over a prolonged period of time. The 

location of public space in relation to parking lots, the market, Al-Manara square, and the 

mosque, which supports the synchronised activities, allows different groups to share public 

spaces and reorganise them for similar purposes. On a broader scale, the synchronised activities 

have reorganised the downtown area to bring back meaningful spaces into public life such as the 

mosque and Al-Manara square. It is therefore essential to understand how and why spaces are 

reorganised and identify elements and facilities that support these operations. 

 

Fig 8-10 Spaces that can be reorganised, Al-Sofara Park 
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Fig 8-11 Spaces that be reorganised, Al- Bireh Plaza 

Fig 8-12 Spaces that can be reorganised, City Squares & Al-Bireh Plaza  
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The informal operations explored here enclose momentary tactics as well as gradual 

appropriations that reorganise spaces and provide opportunities for different groups of men and 

women to inscribe their visibility in public space. The informal appropriations of supportive 

physical elements to create subspaces echo the “activity pockets” introduced earlier by 

Alexander et al. (1977). However, in these cases, it is evident how these supportive physical 

elements not only draw users into public space but also facilitate agency and enable men and 

women to reorganise space and expand its use to support the presence and visibility of other 

users. The presence of groups of men and women in parks, streets, and different spaces in the 

city links with Bayat’s (2010) exploration of the “active use” of public space where solidarities 

and meaningful networks are forged.  Bayat’s “active use” of public spaces draws attention to 

informal activities that spill out into main streets, sidewalks, and alleyways. Such activities are 

carried out by vendors, housewives, youth groups, children, and demonstrators who form 

communities in public spaces and establish wider social networks that support collective acts.  

 

These different mechanisms are essential for supporting meaningful social networks 

between diverse groups and need to inform current formal operations that seek to prioritise 

certain groups and exclude others from public space. Current design practices implemented in 

neighbourhood and recreational parks focus on elements that support recreational and cultural 

performances in public spaces. This creates similar spaces that consist of children's play areas, 

picnic tables, and outdoor theatres. This approach focuses on the space itself and neglects nearby 

elements and activities that introduce more flexibility to space and enable more access to diverse 

groups.  This design formula is applied in almost all types of formal spaces that are intended for 

public use, regardless of their location and size, and thereby giving dominance to one group and 

neglecting the others. The only exception is Al-Sofara Park, where Al-Bireh municipality 

included the nearby sidewalk and traffic islands in the design process, and thereby encouraged 

users to reorganise the space to meet their different needs. The flexibility that emerges from the 

existing physical elements connected to the street needs to inform the design and management 

schemes by providing supportive physical elements and spaces that are free from rigid control 

and support temporary appropriations and reorganisations. Ramallah municipality continues to 

implement rigid control measures that prevent people from appropriating sidewalks and traffic 

islands and continues to confiscate furniture placed in these spaces. Traffic islands are only used 
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temporarily to support events organised by the municipality near Dowwar El-Sa’a. However, the 

informal appropriation of the traffic islands and sidewalks near Dowwar El-Sa’a can inspire a 

future scenario where more elements can be appropriated temporarily to support existing socially 

active spaces near the city squares. A more successful program was carried out by Al-Bireh 

municipality with the introduction of volunteering activities into public space. The volunteering 

activities allow users to introduce elements that encourage movements in isolated spaces and 

support activities carried out by families. For instance, the painted murals along the internal 

street and the recycled tyres in the woodland area evoke strong symbolic meanings that appeal to 

users and pull them into abandoned spaces. The presence of symbolic physical elements on the 

edges triggers momentary and repetitive movements that gradually transform the organisation of 

space. 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 8-13 Spaces that can be reorganised, Al-Istiqlal National Park 
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8.1.4 Engaging with a historical narrative 

 
Places also suffer from clumsy attempts to market them for commercial purposes…place needs to 

be at the heart of the urban landscape history, not on the margins, because the aesthetic qualities 

of the built environment, positive or negative, need to be understood as those of the natural 

environment (Hayden,1995, p.18). 

 

Hayden’s (1995) work underscores the role of place in supporting history and public 

memory and calls for efforts to reinforce historical meanings embedded in place. Similarly, 

works by Rabbat (2012), Elsheshtawy (2009), and Mady (2012,2015) necessitate links between 

the present and the past in support of shared meanings that existed in traditional communities 

and are slowly disappearing from public memory. These works focus on informal occupations of 

public space that echo memories of social and political events. Moreover, they emphasise access 

to historical sites and spaces that hold memories and reveal the role they play in providing 

continuity between the present and the past. The findings resonate with these studies and draw 

attention to a variety of public spaces that sustain natural and physical features that play a 

significant role in shaping spatial experiences and restoring links to a shared communal past. The 

findings also establish links between activities and physical features that provide a basis for 

collective memory. Through everyday activities associated with historical, natural, and ordinary 

settings; users in different spaces operate as active agents who help weave the strands of a 

fragmented Palestinian historical narrative. 

 

Several cases provide examples of activities and spaces that were planned by the 

municipality to support historical meanings associated with the land. This is evident in the public 

spaces created in Area C, such as Al-Sofara Park and the Holy Shrine of Sidi Shaban, which 

support shared sentiments for the lost lands and restore communal rituals that are strongly 

associated with the land. Symbolic elements that have been incorporated in the design process 

proved to be successful in attaching meanings to spaces. This includes the olive tree, Quranic 

calligraphy, murals, and the Palestinian flag which serve as “vehicles for memory” Bakshi 

(2014) that enable users to keep the history alive and also bring stability and familiarity to a 

rapidly transforming context.  
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Fig 8-14 Engaging with a historical narrative, Al-Sofara Park & Holy Shrine of Sidi Shaban  

Fig 8-15 Engaging with a historical narrative, Al-Istiqlal National Park 
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This brings foreword imaginative dimensions that enable Palestinians to access what Said 

(1986) refers to as an “irredeemable past”. Symbolic physical elements (including natural 

features) and historical remains trigger imaginative journeys to the past and allow users to move 

freely between space and time and bring to proximity remote or erased places that hold 

memories of the past. The findings also emphasise users’ agency in constructing historical 

narratives through an informal naming process that highlights overlooked narratives in ordinary 

places that hold memories of social and political events. The informal naming process creatively 

integrates spaces and elements into everyday practices and allows people to connect different 

fragments of history. Hayden’s (1995) discussions of place memories draw attention to the role 

of ordinary places in nurturing shared meanings: “The power of place - the power of ordinary 

urban landscapes to nurture citizens' public memory, to encompass shared time in the form of 

shared territory” (p.9). Demolished buildings, shopping centres, mosques, city squares, and 

historical remains (radio towers, watch towers, fountains) unfold stories about families, rural and 

urban communities, and political events that hold important meanings for different generations. 

These physical elements and spaces are appropriated by users in habitual and routinised activities 

that contribute to bringing historical meanings into proximity as well as supporting the informal 

naming process.  

 

It is important to understand the significance of the physical elements and spaces that 

support these narratives, especially since several projects undertaken by Ramallah municipality 

overlook the meanings associated with political and social events. The municipality’s 

regeneration projects which aim to preserve public history in Ramallah city were not enough to 

trigger narrations in public spaces in the city. The street naming project initiated by Ramallah 

municipality focuses on providing names for historic places without supporting the names with 

activities and elements that can establish a meaningful narrative. Users dismissed these names 

and used their own informal names that draw attention to spaces, buildings, and activities that the 

municipality overlooked. The same problem exists in the management programs, as many events 

and activities that aim to support public life do not take into consideration existing spaces and 

activities that already bring meaning to users. In the cultural events programmed in the historic 

core, the historic buildings are only used temporarily to serve seasonal events and remain 

abandoned throughout the rest of the year. More importantly, Ramallah municipality continues to 
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focus on programs and events that aim to steer people away from Al-Manara square and 

undermine the political and social meanings attached to the square. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 8-16 Engaging with a historical narrative, City Squares  
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The historic centre of both cities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh remain disconnected from Al-

Manara city square, and each municipality insists on holding events in spaces closer to its own 

historic centre. This type of programming not only separates the cultural activities of both cities 

but also makes it more difficult to establish a more coherent image of the past that can provide a 

wider framework for Palestinian history and experiences. Moreover, the importance of natural 

and physical elements in supporting historical meanings did not always inform the design 

process. In the cases of Al-Istiqlal National Park and Al-Bireh Plaza, the existing historical 

features were not addressed in the design or events carried out in space. Other cases highlight the 

importance of existing natural features that were overlooked in the design process. The design of 

the newly established Ramallah Park in Juheir neighbourhood fails to integrate nearby natural 

features and is limited to providing recreational family activities inside the park.  Similarly, the 

rehabilitation of the Holy Shrine of Sidi Shaban carried out by Al-Bireh municipality focuses on 

preserving the historic character of the holy shrine and fails to recognise other historical 

associations present in the natural features surrounding the holy shrine. In addition to that, the 

future plans set out by Al-Bireh municipality for this area focus on touristic projects and fail to 

connect with existing natural features such as the natural springs and the history of agricultural 

lands in this area.  

Thus, informal operations are more powerful than formal ones in creating meaningful 

connections to the past. This is partly due to the daily activities that are associated with historical 

meanings. Also, it is because users integrate historic buildings, natural landscapes, and ordinary 

buildings in their narratives. This combination recovers forgotten everyday details that appeal to 

a wider community and bring to the surface meanings and events that were overlooked by the 

municipality. This combination needs to be implemented in public space management and 

design, especially if the space already incorporates physical and natural features that support 

historical narrations. Al-Istiqlal National Park holds significant features that unfold narratives 

related to social and political events. However, the only successful program in the park was the 

volunteering program introduced by Al-Bireh municipality. The volunteering activities in the 

park, such as mural painting and recycling elements, proved to be effective in creating links 

between the present and the past and allowed different generations to infuse symbolic elements 

that provide a basis for collective memory in public space. Nevertheless, more programs need to 

be implemented to address the different historical features that exist in space.  
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8.1.5 Designing for a larger community 

 
The absence of a Palestinian territorial state and its attendant attributes of citizenship with its sets 

of rights and obligations is a factor that promoted a reliance on other structures for socio-economic 

support. Such structures were produced by kinship and locality affiliations as well as by political 

organizations, those belonging to the PLO and to the Islamic movement (Hilal,2006, p.194)  

 

Hilal’s (2006) insights on the economic and social support provided by family structures 

and political organisations emphasise the importance of the formation of a collective body to 

provide stability in a context overwhelmed with uncertainty and fragmentation.  Other works by 

Harker (2014) and Johnson (2006) underline local practices along family lines that remain 

dominant in the Palestinian context despite the transformations in its physical and social worlds. 

This resonates with the historical overview of public spaces in Palestine that emphasises the role 

of public space in supporting the unity of the family as well as the unity of the village. Despite the 

different political powers that imposed new spaces to break down traditional practices that support 

these social units, the traditional practices remained present and supported social unity in new 

types of public spaces. The findings build on these aspects and reveal how activities carried out in 

public space are key in the formation of a collective body that functions as a social unit and 

provides social support for men, women, rural, and urban residents beyond the networks of 

families, villages, and political organisations. The sharing of space and time is key for producing 

a collective environment where new solidarities are forged. Arendt (1958) emphasises the 

significance of placing oneself in a collective environment that supports visibility, generates 

plurality, and can thereby support collective actions. The findings reveal how a public body 

emerges in spaces through activities and physical elements that support the visibility of diverse 

groups and facilitate the emergence of meaningful social networks between them. A public body 

cannot emerge by simply collecting users in a space, but it requires a certain type of visibility that 

enables individuals to imagine being part of a collective body and contextualise their actions in 

relation to this collective body.  
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The efforts of Al-Bireh municipality in Area C focus on generating public spaces that assert 

the visibility of Palestinians against an occupation that continues to undermine it. However, the 

findings draw attention to the importance of the visibility of Palestinians to each other and reveal 

how the presence of families and other users in Area C generates trust and familiarity between 

users coming from cities, villages, and refugee camps.  This type of visibility is what encourages 

these groups to collaborate, establish a safe context for each other, and assert a collective presence 

in the micro and macro environments.  

 

The family remains an important social structure, and this is evident in the way families 

domesticate public space in support of activities that sustain familial bonds. Both Ramallah and 

Al-Bireh municipalities prioritise families in their public space design, however, their focus 

remains on meeting recreational needs and providing limited activities for families in space. The 

findings underline informal operations carried out by families and reveal how the domestication 

of public space opens opportunities for family circles to expand and include other families who 

share the space and use it similarly.  The presence of families from different locations as well as 

the presence of other groups of male users encourages various forms of communication and 

collaborations between these groups. Physical elements, such as cars and furniture, are 

introduced by users to support the domestication activities and collective presence of extended 

families in space. A sense of collectiveness emerges with these individual acts of agency that are 

carried out to support the presence of other users. This establishes familiarity and trust which 

extends beyond the intimate circles of families and local residents. The domestication activities 

and collaborations between families and other users need to be addressed in the design and 

management of space. A successful example is evident in Al-Istiqlal National Park where new 

elements were added by students (in the recycling project) to support and expand the spaces used 

for family gatherings in the picnic area. Nevertheless, the current policies in Ramallah and Al-

Bireh municipality’s city parks still restrict families from bringing food and exclude male groups 

from entering these parks. These policies undermine the meaningful social networks that emerge 

between these groups and the positive outcomes they bring to space.  
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On a larger scale, the village is another example of an intimate circle of support that 

expands once introduced into the city spaces.  The parking lots and street vendors inside the twin 

cities support bonding networks between village residents and also offer bridging opportunities 

between users from other villages and cities using these spaces. The routinised movements 

associated with these spaces, on a daily and weekly basis, generate familiarity over time and 

enable male and female users from different villages to inscribe their visibility in the city and 

support other rural residents inside city spaces and beyond them. The familiarity between the 

village and the city is further intensified through the emergence of an informal supportive 

network that includes young men from cities, villages, and refugee camps. This supportive 

network emerged as a result of activities of monitoring and drinking coffee carried out around 

coffee vendors in the streets of the downtown area, and it suggests a presence of a larger entity 

that regulates public life and provides help when needed. The coffee vendors support contact 

points between diverse groups and facilitate bridging networks between them. 

 

Moreover, the findings reveal how a shared configuration of time informs daily activities 

and appropriations that bring together diverse groups of rural and urban residents in public space. 

Synchronised activities such as shopping, praying, resting, meeting, and waiting for rides bring 

many groups into contact. Nearby facilities such as markets, mosques, and transportation 

networks are important to support the synchronisation of activities and support a collective 

presence of users in different types of public settings. The combination of physical elements and 

activities supports the formation of social structures that provide support within a wider network 

of people. The values and meanings present in these networks emphasise earlier exploration of 

social capital (Putnam,2000; De Souza Brigg,1977; Paxton,1999) and reveal how bonding and 

bridging networks emerge between men, women, and families from cities, villages, and refugee 

camps. 
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Fig 8-17 Spaces for a larger community, Al-Sofara park 

Fig 8-18 Spaces for a larger community, City Squares (the parking lot) 



 362 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These findings can inform the formal operations that seek to provide events and activities 

that appeal to the larger community and seek to establish social cohesion between the diverse 

groups that visit and reside in the twin cities. Taraki & Giacaman (2006) describe Ramallah as “a 

town that belonged to no one and thus belongs to everyone”1 (Taraki & Giacaman,2006, p.24). 

The centrality of Ramallah to residents from other cities and villages in the West Bank was the 

main driving force behind many of the events organised by both Ramallah and Al-Bireh 

municipalities. Both Ramallah and Al-Bireh municipalities provide seasonal cultural festivals 

and markets in an attempt to promote social cohesion. However, many of these events do not 

 
1 Taraki & Giacaman (2006) demonstrate how the emigration of the original families of Ramallah has left it open to 
“strangers” and “outsiders   

Fig 8-19 Spaces for a larger community, Al-Bireh Plaza 
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appeal to a wide variety of users and serve the interests of specific groups. The most successful 

events are those connected with the lands and agricultural practices, such as the Grape Festival in 

Al-Bireh Plaza. Such events are more successful because they are in line with synchronised 

activities that are still carried out by rural and urban residents. Moreover, the location of these 

events, specifically in Al-Bireh Plaza, is more appealing to the larger community as it is close to 

the central market, mosque, and transportation networks that support the synchronised activities 

carried out by rural and urban residents in the twin cities. The erasure of open spaces near the 

mosque and the plans set out to remove the central market from this area undermines the 

persistence of these activities and can consequently eliminate the presence of a larger community 

in this area. The findings also emphasise how time is an essential component that needs to be 

addressed when organising events. Shared rhythms of time need to be considered in the design 

and the events planned in space to increase opportunities for interactions between diverse groups 

from villages, cities, and refugee camps. Moreover, the findings draw attention to supportive 

physical elements that produce bonding and bridging networks between urban and rural 

communities. The current proposals to remove transportation networks and coffee carts from the 

downtown area overlook the importance of the informal supportive networks that emerged in 

relation to these physical elements.  

 

 

8.2 Towards new approaches in designing and managing public space 

 
When designs are not grounded in social understanding, they may fall back on the relative 

certainties of geometry, in preference to apparent vagaries of use and meaning. Both designers 

and clients may easily confuse their desire to make a strong visual statement with good design. 

Public space design has a special responsibility to understand and serve public good, which is 

only partly a matter of aesthetics (Carr et al.,1990, p.18). 

 

The findings of this research demonstrate many instances in which design and 

management practices compromise existing collective efforts that make public spaces 

meaningful. The analysis of the informal operations carried out by users in different types of 

public spaces identifies key activities and physical elements that support social processes and 

historical meanings that need to be addressed in earlier stages of the design process of public 
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space.  Rapoport’s (1990) examination of meanings in the built environment privileges meanings 

attributed by users and calls for a design process that is of “loose fit” in relation to users’ ability 

to control, modify, and communicate meanings in space. Works by Awan et al. (2011), 

Schneider & Till (2009), and Mitchell and Tang (2018) build on this notion and emphasise the 

agency of the designer in building knowledge from existing social structures and “taking note of, 

understanding, and working with inherent social structures is a necessary part of the process of 

the creation of spaces that have more relevance to those who use and live in them” (Awan et al., 

2011, p.56).  Mitchell and Tang (2018) emphasise the role of the architect to provide proposals 

that respond to transformations in the physical and cultural context and support existing 

adaptations carried out by the users.  
 

…So, in practice, the architectural imagination should really be employed to service the temporary 

occupation of the changing physical and cultural landscape of the city. 

Where the landscape and its current occupants are regarded as a valuable resource, then that 

imagination should work towards proposals which fit with what is already there and should go 

some way to facilitate a fit with the unpredictable changes which will occur during the proposal’s 

lifetime, as well as facilitating the effective reuse of its remaining fabric at the end of that life 

(Mitchell &Tang,2018, p.4).  

 

The findings from both phases of this research reveal how the agency of the designer is 

often limited, and the design often complies with standards and needs set by municipality 

directors. This is evident in the analysis of the four case studies which demonstrates changes in 

the design process to meet visions set by donors and municipality directors that focus on 

touristic, recreational, and investment needs in public space. These visions neglect the historical 

role public space has played in providing social and political unity, and also undermine the 

current informal operations that support everyday social unity and imbue public spaces with 

historical meanings. The in-depth case studies reveal examples of physical elements included in 

the design of the space that enable users to communicate meanings in space. However, the 

positive outcomes related to these elements were not always intended by the municipality, and 

the management and future development plans for the existing public spaces seek to eliminate 

the unplanned activities and meanings introduced by the users.  
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This brings us to the management dimension and the importance of a management 

system that does not compromise the formation of positive social networks and historical links 

that attach users to space and to each other. The analysis of public spaces in this research brings 

forward management practices by both Ramallah and Al-Bireh municipalities which include 

rigid control measures that date back to earlier regimes and undermine the role of social 

structures in regulating public life.  The problem with this approach is that it overlooks the 

creative solutions and meaningful collective acts that play a key role in responding to unstable 

conditions in the Palestinian context.  This calls for a different management approach that shifts 

away from fixed control to include adaptable regulations and policies that are more flexible and 

do not obstruct existing forms of social networks and self-organisations that bring positive values 

to space. This type of adaptive approach allows for agency, opens room for innovation, provides 

coping mechanisms, and meets a wider range of needs, especially in uncertain conditions.   
 

Policies that cannot perform effectively under dynamic and uncertain conditions run the risk of 

not achieving their intended purpose, and becoming a hindrance to the ability of individuals, 

communities and businesses to cope with— and adapt to— change (Venema & Drexhage,2009, 

p.1).  

 

The current formal operations lack consistency in relation to future visions and 

regulations of public space. This has led to a state of ambiguity in many spaces, where many 

ordinary users became active agents and provided services that the municipality was unable to 

provide. The state of ambiguity comes as a result of an accumulation of outdated regulations and 

new management practices, which are not explicit and tend to prioritise the needs and interests of 

specific groups. This escalates the conflict between the city and the users and creates conditions 

where users do not understand their spatial rights, and thereby have to resort to temporary 

tactical schemes to access and use public space. All these different factors can result in public 

spaces that fail to meet the needs of different groups and fail to provide safety and stability to a 

society that is in dire need of a safe common ground that supports its unity.  

 

The findings of this research reveal how informal operations are evolving in cities where 

land is scarce, expansion is limited, and self-determination is restricted. The findings also draw 
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connections between formal and informal operations carried out in public space and highlight 

situations where these operations are linked together through the agency and meanings they 

bring to space.  The variables identified in this chapter draw attention to elements and activities 

that generate empowering conditions, facilitate collective actions, and enable users to inscribe 

public spaces with meanings that are shared on a wider level. The variables include Opening up 

visual control, Facilitating networks of spaces that operate together, Flexibility for space to be 

reorganised, Engaging with a historical narrative, and Designing for a larger community.   

 

Opening up visual control draws attention to active edges that are connected with 

everyday movements and enable users to connect outwards, sustain a collective presence in 

public space, and establish meaningful networks with diverse groups. Facilitating networks of 

spaces that operate together emphasises relational physical elements and strategic locations that 

support the co-functioning of spaces, enable spaces to adapt to various needs, and support 

different forms of communications inside the city and beyond it. Flexibility for space to be 

reorganised highlights the importance of momentary, routinised, and habitual activities that are 

facilitated by the presence of supportive physical elements and spaces that are free of control and 

allow men, women, and families from different locations to establish meaningful networks in 

public space. Engaging with a historical narrative underlines symbolic elements as well as 

ordinary buildings that support collective memories and informal narration processes which keep 

the history alive and enable Palestinians to establish links to the past. Designing for a larger 

community draws attention to physical elements and spaces that generate a collective body and 

enable users from cities, villages, and refugee camps to share space and time and support each 

other. The five variables explored here focus on the process of creating a meaningful public 

space that plays a role in connecting Palestinians across a fragmented geography. These variables 

can be employed to frame more explicit design and management processes that are conscious of 

informal operations and support a wider range of needs and meanings associated with public 

space.   
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The figure below illustrates how the variables can be used to guide future practices in the design 

and management of public space: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 8-20 Key variables for a meaningful public space 
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8.3 Conclusion 

 

The variables illustrated in this chapter are derived from essential processes that are key 

for creating empowering and enabling conditions that support social and physical connections 

which extend beyond public space. The variables are essential to inform future models in 

designing public space and can provide a framework for the design and management of public 

spaces in Palestine. It is not just about simply integrating these processes in the design and 

management of public space. Instead, it is essential to be conscious of these processes, and 

realise the adaptive qualities and the agency they bring to space. These qualities are important for 

a Palestinian context that is dominated by uncertainty and requires spaces that can challenge 

existing hindrances and adapt to unexpected situations. This draws attention to adaptive 

approaches in the development of plans and regulations related to public space. These 

approaches must address the idea of upgrading existing spaces instead of looking for alternatives 

in new locations and dismiss important aspects that support informal operations in public space. 

There is much to be learned from the informal operations that emerged in this research as they 

offer effective solutions for daily challenges in public life, and also provide a strong basis for a 

collective agency that challenges occupation measures spatially and symbolically.  
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Conclusion 

 
This research investigates the role of public space in supporting social unity in a context 

that is overwhelmed with geographical fragmentation that divides Palestinian cities and villages 

and undermines their visibility in the physical and social worlds. There is significance in 

investigating public space and exploring its potential role to provide opportunities for 

establishing meaningful connections between Palestinians and enable them to take control over 

their everyday reality. Palestinian public space is a mirror of the Palestinian experiences and 

activities and reveals how Palestinians imagine a new alternative for a troubling reality, and how 

they re-invent new meanings to maintain their solidarity. The research identifies different types 

of formal and informal operations in public spaces and emphasises the key role they play in 

establishing meaningful connections between diverse groups and asserting their visibility in the 

micro and macro-environments. The findings of this research reveal the importance of informal 

operations in public space which proved to be effective in producing meaningful public spaces. 

This brings us back to revisiting the two main research questions and understanding how the 

findings of this research respond to the research questions, contribute to new knowledge and 

open up opportunities for future research in this area.  

 

Reflecting on the research questions  

 

The two main research questions are: 

• What are the types of public spaces that exist in the Palestinian city in relation to public 

life inside the city? 

• How to identify and support social practices and physical features that produce 

meaningful public space and link people together at the intimate micro-scale and the 

more extensive macro-scale? 

The first research question addresses the nature of public space and broadens our 

understanding of public space typology to bring forward a wide range of spaces that incorporate 

a variety of interactions that constitute the public realm (Arendt,1958; Lofland,1998; 

Oldenburg,1989; Sennett,1978) and the public sphere (Habermas,1962/1989; Low & 
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Smith,2006; Mitchell,1995,2003). The areas of focus in this research are the twin cities of 

Ramallah and Al-Bireh, which play a central role in supporting daily movements of Palestinians 

from different villages and cities and bring into contact diverse groups of men and women in 

planned and unplanned public spaces. The findings identify six categories of public spaces that 

provide intersections between the public sphere and public realm and support social and 

historical meanings. The public spaces vary in terms of their location, history, and the type of 

activities they support. The spaces explored in these categories resonate with the historical 

overview of public spaces in Palestine and include spaces that were introduced from different 

historical periods, such as holy shrines, roundabouts, plazas, streets, and parks. Moreover, the 

categories include spaces in central and peripheral locations that bring together groups from 

remote urban and rural communities. The categories include Reclaimed Spaces, Remembered 

Spaces, Third Places, Practised Spaces, Designated Parks, and Relational Spaces. In Reclaimed 

Spaces, the spaces highlight activities in the public realm and the public sphere that assert 

Palestinian visibility through informal operations in public space. The spaces bring to visibility a 

broader context as they are located near checkpoints, Israeli settlements, and Israeli controlled 

zones (Areas B and C). The informal operations include political acts as well as social practices 

that enable users to reclaim and physically occupy more spaces that challenge dominant 

measures of control that undermine the Palestinian presence in public space. In Remembered 

Spaces, the spaces foreground elements that elicit memories of social and political activities in 

the public realm and public sphere. The spaces include physical and natural features that operate 

as “storehouses” for social memory (Hayden, 1995). They include mosques and nature spots in 

the city that remind users of a disappearing urban landscape that incorporates historical and 

cultural meanings. In Third Places, the spaces follow Oldenburg’s (1989) informal meeting 

places in the public realm and reveal how supportive and meaningful social interactions are 

informally introduced by ordinary people coming into these spaces for different purposes. The 

spaces include indoor and outdoor spaces that are connected to streets and consequently provide 

opportunities for new forms of supportive interchanges (Goffman, 1971). In Practised Spaces, 

the spaces underline people’s “ways of operating” (De Certeau’s,1984) in city-controlled spaces 

to create alternative possibilities that meet the needs of diverse groups of users. The category 

unfolds an array of spaces around two major city squares that enclose social transactions and 

collaborations between men, women, rural, and urban residents in the public realm. In 
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Designated Parks, the spaces include neighbourhood and recreational parks that are intended for 

public use. The spaces expose a discord between the way professionally designed public spaces 

are planned for and the way they are used. The limited functions of these spaces are challenged 

by modifications and appropriations carried out by families and neighbourhood residents who 

improvise new ways to create spaces that meet their needs. In Relational Spaces, the central 

location of a plaza in the downtown area brings foreword rich interactions and connections 

between spaces, activities, and diverse groups in the public realm. This category emphasises 

relational aspects and reveals how paths of movements through space facilitate meaningful 

connections between Palestinians from different locations. Examining the spaces across these six 

categories reveals essential themes that support informal operations that facilitate meaningful 

social networks and restore links to the past. The themes include Symbolically reclaiming of 

Area C, Breaking isolation, Seeking links to the past, An engaged social context, Bringing the 

village to the city, Domesticating public space, Women occupying the public realm, and Men 

reclaiming the city.  The themes Symbolically reclaiming Area C and Seeking links to the past 

explore informal operations that support place memory and establish links with lost lands and 

places that became out of reach. The themes Breaking isolation, An engaged social context, 

Bringing the village to the city, Domesticating public space, Women occupying the public realm, 

and Men reclaiming the city identify informal operations that support bonds between members of 

a family or a village, and also generate bridging networks between men and women from 

villages, cities, and refugee camps. The themes reveal how new meanings and functions are 

assigned to public spaces and how meaningful social practices are relocated to new types of 

planned and unplanned public spaces to maintain social cohesion and keep history alive. The city 

roundabouts, which historically functioned as rallying points and played an essential role in 

engaging the wider public in political discourse, are also spaces that enclose meaningful social 

transactions between diverse groups. Whereas some roundabouts are used by men to assert their 

visibility in public space, the roundabouts in the downtown area are connected to an array of 

spaces that support daily movements and appropriations by men and women coming from local 

and remote locations. Other spaces, such as parks and holy shrines in peripheral locations, 

provide a context for collective action and reveal how everyday social activities in spaces near 

checkpoints and Israeli controlled areas (Area C) can be just as powerful as political acts in 

asserting Palestinian visibility within the broader context. Furthermore, unplanned public spaces 
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emerged in parking lots, coffee carts, and street spaces and support communication and social 

networks between men and women and urban and rural residents. These spaces are managed by 

drivers, male and female passengers, young men on the street, and coffee vendors who 

collaborate and support the presence of diverse groups in the city. Moreover, informal operations 

continue to emerge in spaces controlled by the municipality. Plazas, neighbourhood parks, 

recreational parks and historic cores emphasise the role of local communities and families in 

managing public spaces and creating opportunities for rich social interactions that are not 

accounted for by the municipality. All these different examples draw attention to the role of 

women, men, and families in shaping public spaces and establishing meaningful social 

connections that extend to remote urban and rural communities. Even though not all the spaces 

are intended for public use, and some spaces are managed by ordinary people, the informal 

operations that emerged in all these spaces show a great deal of agency practised by diverse 

groups to overcome daily challenges as well as create meaningful connections that extend 

beyond the twin cities. Further, the examination of the spaces across the different categories 

reveals instances where formal operations serve to either hinder or facilitate the process of 

shaping meaningful public space. This informed the selection of four cases for the in-depth study 

that focuses on drawing connections between the formal and informal operations in relation to 

historical and social meanings that emerge in public space. 

 

This brings us to the second research question, which focuses on identifying key physical 

features and activities that are essential for supporting meaningful public spaces that operate on 

multiple scales.  The conceptual framework responds to this question as it offers an analytical 

tool for studying public space. The conceptual framework was developed by examining previous 

literature that focuses on the physical aspects of public space as well as activities and agency that 

emerge in the physical setting and support meanings associated with social processes and links to 

the past. Understanding how these dimensions work together demonstrates how public spaces 

operate, and how meaningful transformations occur as a result of informal and formal operations 

that support conditions for agency in space. The examination of these dimensions was carried out 

in an in-depth analysis of four cases, and it uncovers interactions and processes that enable users 

to shape public space. 
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The in-depth analysis underlines key physical elements and activities that support 

historical meanings and establish meaningful social connections between diverse groups in 

space. In the cases examined in the downtown area, it is evident how synchronised activities lead 

to the emergence of common spaces that connect cities and villages and also sustain core 

meanings rooted in the past. The synchronised activities include daily activities carried out by 

rural residents and weekly movements carried out by rural and urban residents. These 

synchronised activities are closely linked with supportive physical elements, such as the mosque, 

the central market, shopping centres, street vendors, and parking lots that enable users to share 

space and time. Agency in space was unplanned and emerged as a result of habitual activities 

that reactivated meaningful past experiences in the modern city spaces. Another form of agency 

emerged as a result of routinised movements that support the social process and establish trust 

and familiarity between diverse groups. The supportive physical elements are not fixed and 

assume multiple functions to adapt to the synchronised activities performed by users. This 

creates more possibilities for agency in space and provides a strong basis for collaborations 

between users. 

 

In addition to synchronised activities, other activities provide connections beyond the 

space and support the formation of a collective body. The activities are supported by vendors and 

streets that operate as relational physical elements and facilitate visual connections and 

communications beyond the space. The vendors and streets support a monitoring activity that 

enables users to establish outward networks that include diverse groups of men and women from 

other cities and villages. This supports the social process and generates meaningful social 

networks of support between diverse groups of users. The streets and vendors also support 

virtual communication networks and remote connections that extend beyond the space. The 

virtual communications and remote connections are based on individual acts of agency carried 

out by street vendors who trace out imaginary and real paths of movement that connect dispersed 

users and spaces inside the city and beyond it.  The monitoring activities, remote connections, 

and virtual communications facilitate various forms of agency that regulate public life and 

provide support for men and women from different locations.  
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The last set of activities and physical elements is linked with historical meanings 

recovered in public space. The existing fragmentations and transformations in the Palestinian 

geography have compromised Palestinians’ access to historical meanings that are supported by 

places that have been erased or have become out of reach.  A combination of symbolic physical 

elements and informal narration activities emerged in space in support of recovering memories 

and establishing links between the present and the past. The symbolic elements include images, 

symbols, natural features, and ordinary buildings that enable users to access an “irredeemable 

past” (Said,1986), make sense of their present reality, and employ historical links to provide 

stability in a rapidly changing context. Moreover, the informal naming process carried out daily 

by users reveals an imaginative form of agency that enables Palestinians to move more freely 

between space and time and construct a narrative that captures the telling details of Palestinian 

everyday life.  The narratives highlight marginalised historical and social events that have been 

overlooked and neglected by the municipality and designers.  

 

The findings that emerged from the in-depth study of the four cases emphasise the 

importance of users’ agency in space, and the different informal operations they introduce to 

public space. The proliferation and effectiveness of these informal operations have forced the 

municipality to integrate them in some spaces and rely on informality to provide services and 

meet needs that the municipality was unable to provide. However, the findings reveal that these 

informal operations are not always met with support, and in many situations, the municipalities 

and local authorities attempt to subvert informal operations despite the meanings they bring to 

spaces. Moreover, future visions for public spaces continue to dismiss the successful outcomes 

from informal operations. This is where the study fits in and offers an alternative way of looking 

at the informal and integrating it within formal operations. The analysis of the findings of this 

research led to the development of variables that proved to be essential in supporting informality 

and users’ agency in public space. The first variable, Opening up visual control, draws attention 

to physical features and spaces that enable users to assume visual control and establish 

meaningful connections through visual networks. Visual control here exceeds passive visual 

engagement with aesthetic features and nearby activities and includes active visual 

communication that translates into supportive interchanges and collaborations that establish trust 

and familiarity between users.  The second variable, Facilitating networks of spaces that operate 
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together, emphasises the importance of situating the space in relation to other spaces and 

activities and understanding how the co-functioning and networking between spaces are essential 

to support public life. This is especially important in the Palestinian context, where users are 

faced daily with new and unexpected challenges, and the presence of such networks provides 

room for adaptations and urban resilience.  The third variable, Flexibility for space to be 

reorganised, focuses on users’ agency in co-producing spaces and creating more opportunities 

for socialisation between diverse groups of users. Providing possibilities for different types of 

appropriations can encourage users to improvise new ways to support the visibility of other 

groups and bring more users to space. The fourth variable, Engaging with a historical narrative, 

brings back the historical dimension and its important role in providing a solid ground that 

supports Palestinian narratives and historical links to a land that is continuously changing. This 

draws attention to physical features as well as practices that play a crucial role in re-inscribing 

the past in present situations.  The last variable, Designing a larger community, suggests a 

broader public body that supports communal feelings and achieves social unity within a broader 

context. It addresses existing social structures that provide support within intimate networks of 

families and villages. Moreover, it reveals how the sharing space and time between diverse 

groups of rural and urban residents expands these social networks to provide support to other 

users from different locations.  

There is a significance in the meanings and connections provided by the findings of this 

research as they draw attention to less visible processes that inscribe public space with meaning. 

This is where the research offers new contributions to the city and provides recommendations for 

future design and management practices in public space.  

 

Contribution to knowledge 

 
The Palestinian predicament: finding an ‘official’ place for yourself in a system that makes no 

allowances for you, which mean endlessly improvising solutions for the problem of finding a 

missing loved one, of planning a trip, of entering school, on whatever bit of paper it is at 

hand…since we authorize no part of the world and only influence increasingly small bits of it. In 

any case, we keep going (Said,1986, p. 37). 
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Many of the studies related to everyday life in Palestine focus on the geopolitical 

dimension of the Palestinian/ Israeli conflict, and the continuous measures of control imposed by 

the Israeli occupation in Palestinian territories. The occupation measures continue to diminish 

and divide Palestinian spaces and undermine their visibility in the broader context. However, the 

focus on the macro-environment limits our understanding of Palestinian everyday spaces into 

fields of domination and resistance. This research seeks to fill an existing gap by focusing on the 

role of everyday spaces inside the cities where occupation measures are less visible. Users do not 

only inhabit public space, but they also bring with them different forms of micro-operations that 

connect with other users, spaces, villages, and cities. This research study links the micro and 

macro-operations by closely examining the relationship between people and spaces, and the 

impact it leaves on a local and a wider level. The research offers new contributions in both the 

methodology and the empirical outcomes which can inform the future design and management of 

public space. 

 

The method incorporates innovative tools that provide a different reading of the twin 

cities through deep engagement with its different daily rhythms and activities. The “act of 

walking” and drifting in different parts of the city have led to the discovery of unnoticed events 

and spaces. These daily walks were guided by people’s movements and included informal 

encounters with different groups. Drinking coffee, engaging in conversations, and sharing spaces 

with users over an extended period uncovered social processes that are difficult to understand 

unless lived through directly. Visual tools, such as mental maps, were equally effective in 

bringing to the surface real and imaginative dimensions that users employ to modify spaces and 

inscribe them with meanings. These tools provide access to meanings from the inside and offer 

insights about meaningful spatial experiences that are difficult to capture in interviews and 

observations. This draws attention to the importance of adopting more human-centred 

approaches in the study of everyday spaces in Palestinian cities. Such approaches uncover less 

visible social experiences that are significant in terms of the agency they bring to space.  

 

Moreover, the conceptual framework of this research offers a new lens for investigating 

public space by drawing attention to a wide array of activities and physical features that support 

agency in space, and also provide links between formal and informal operations connected with 
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social and historical meanings. This type of investigation also requires situating public space 

within a broader context and contextualising the agency of users within forces that operate on a 

wider level.  This provides a deeper understanding of how ordinary users are actively engaged in 

shaping the city in light of transformations brought upon by political and economic forces as 

well as other dominant practices that take place inside the city. It also demonstrates how users 

consciously and unconsciously create alternative possibilities in the micro-environments and 

leave an impact on the macro-environment. Thus, the study of public spaces through mapping 

the different spatial operations that operate on multiple levels opens up opportunities to see 

alternative practices that take place in everyday life and examine their impact inside the city and 

beyond it. 

In addition to the tools employed to study public life, the findings of this research also 

demonstrate how people’s ways of inhabiting spaces bring transformative properties that support 

meaningful social interactions in space. The research emphasises the role of ordinary users as 

agents who seek out spaces to create new possibilities and solutions to problems they face in the 

local and broader contexts. The findings reveal collective aspirations to achieve a social whole, 

maintain links to the past, and carry on with life despite the daily challenges it presents. These 

findings are significant in light of the Palestinian / Israeli conflict and reveal a different type of 

empowerment that is not limited to resistance acts. The supportive and collaborative acts that 

emerged between diverse groups of men and women from cities, villages, and refugee camps 

bring forward the agency of ordinary users who refuse to internalise the state of being occupied 

and continue to improvise new ways to assert their existence. These improvisations are similar to 

what Said (1986) refers to as “a way of turning presence into small-scale obduracy” (p.100). The 

greatest challenge that Palestinians face is an Israeli occupation that continues to deny their 

presence and obliterate their history. History becomes an essential component in the Palestinian 

struggle, as it provides a strong platform for social solidarity and can also allow Palestinians to 

surpass their “national incompleteness” (Said, 1986) and employ certain elements of history to 

achieve a sense of wholeness. The findings reveal that the process to overcome the statelessness 

entails everyday practices that encourage the emergence of a collective body that is strongly 

connected to the land. The everyday practices respond to Said’s reading of a history that 

reinscribes itself in the present situation. This reading of history carries with it an amount of 
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caring for the land, self-awareness of the current situation, and the need to find ways to endure 

loss so that the oppressor will not succeed.   

The findings provide a new way to look at the past that involves a more active 

relationship with the land and mobilises memories associated with the land to encourage agency 

and generate a context for collective action in both the public realm and the public sphere. The 

public spaces explored in Area C support this notion and reveal how the everyday tactics and 

appropriations empowered Palestinians and enabled them to symbolically reclaim lands in Israeli 

controlled zone. The natural and symbolic elements introduced to spaces in this area not only 

provide a basis for collective memory but also provide a form of imaginative agency that enables 

Palestinians to create connections to erased or inaccessible historical sites and announce a strong 

Palestinian presence that defeats the geographical discontinuity imposed by Israel. This 

emphasises the importance of tactical responses and alternative practices that Palestinians 

employ to challenge the disconnections they face on a local and broader level. The tactics were 

based on momentary opportunities that presented themselves in different types of public spaces. 

Furthermore, the tactics were reinforced with routinised and habitual practices that developed 

over time and supported social and historical meanings in public space.  This resonates with De 

Certeau’s (1984) exploration of strategic and tactical practices and draws attention to situations 

where a combination of strategic and tactical practices can be employed to generate empowering 

opportunities in space. The findings provide examples of temporary appropriations coupled with 

permanent occupations and reveal how powerful these practices are in terms of agency and 

asserting meanings related to social and historical dimensions. These practices emerged 

informally and broadened our understanding of informal operations to include many aspects of 

everyday life that are shared by men, women, rural residents, urban residents, and residents from 

nearby refugee camps. Identifying these informal operations includes understanding how they 

emerge and underlining physical features and meaningful activities that support the agency of 

users in space.   

 

This draws attention to formal operations in public space, which tend to be more 

authoritarian and continue to increase control to limit or hinder the informal operations in space. 

The neglect of existing historical features, the relocation of central activity hubs, the 

marginalisation of street vendors, and the restrictions to the accessibility of public space 
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undermine meanings and activities shared by many Palestinians living inside and outside the 

twin cities. Furthermore, the failure and abandonment of spaces intended for public use, 

especially in city parks, come because of control measures and physical elements that aim to 

predict functional outcomes and limit the emergence of new possibilities and agency in space.  

The ambiguity of laws and the inconsistency in applying control reveal how the city fails to 

address a growing culture that is improvising new ways to cope with challenges faced on a local 

and wider level. This type of ambiguity generates tension between users and the municipality, 

and in many instances, users employ informal operations to defend their spatial rights. These 

conditions deprive both the municipalities and the users of opportunities to utilise existing 

resources and work together against Israeli measures that undermine Palestinian everyday life 

inside the city and beyond it. The signing of the Oslo Accords in 1993 and 1995, has created a 

stateless condition where the Israeli occupation prevents Palestinian governmental institutions 

from operating on a wider scale, and this presents limitations in providing interconnected social 

and economic centres that support Palestinians living in urban and rural areas. However, the 

stateless condition underlines the significance of informal operations that can operate at multiple 

scales, create connections, and provide urban infrastructures that Palestinian governmental 

institutions are unable to provide. The findings bring forward social connections, 

communications, and collaborations that initiated inside public spaces in the twin cities and have 

extended to other spaces inside the twin cities as well as other cities and villages in Palestine. 

The cases explored in this research reveal competing views between the municipalities on one 

hand and the municipalities and the public on the other hand in relation to the design and 

management of public space. The limited collaboration between Ramallah and Al-Bireh 

municipalities and the different programs and control measures applied within each municipal 

boundary separates the cultural activities of both cities and deprives citizens of continuous social 

spaces within the twin cities. Furthermore, both Ramallah and Al-Bireh municipalities share 

similar visions regarding the future of public space and these visions are steered towards 

investment projects and cultural tourism. The future plans set out by both municipalities do not 

offer alternative solutions to daily mobility problems, land scarcity, and isolated urban and rural 

centres. The projects proposed by both municipalities fail to address the challenges faced in the 

broader context and aim to encourage more international support and attract more investment 

activities in the twin cities.  By contrast, the informal operations carried out by men and women 
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from urban and rural locations, who visit the twin cities daily, aim to maintain social connections 

across a fragmented geography to assert a strong Palestinian presence and challenge Israeli 

measures the undermine their everyday activities and movements. However, not all formal 

operations are ineffective, and the findings include examples of management programs and 

design elements that were introduced by the municipality and provided opportunities for 

collective agency and meaningful collaborations. This is evident in the creation of public spaces 

in Area C, the provision of symbolic and relational physical elements that extend beyond space, 

the organisation of events near historical sites and the city centre, and the volunteering activities 

that involve local communities in producing public space. These formal operations not only 

imbue space with meaning but also create conditions that support users’ agency in public space 

and create more opportunities for social connections and collaborations that operate at a higher 

level. The ability of public space to produce meanings and empower the users does not only lie 

in the informal operations but also includes formal operations that provide a strong basis for 

informal operations to emerge. This underlines the role of both Ramallah and Al-Bireh 

municipalities to address the meanings established in the informal operations. This is especially 

important in a context where Israeli measures are creating contested spaces for Palestinians in the 

areas controlled by Israel. Thus, the aim of the municipalities should be to work together to 

create different spatial conditions that encourage more of what is valuable and enable users to 

shape meaningful public spaces. 

 

The findings of this research can benefit both the public and municipal authorities as they 

offer new contributions to existing formal operations in public spaces and open up new 

opportunities to learn from the informal operations and incorporate them in future models of 

public space. The success of the specific features and activities planned in public space, as well 

as the unplanned features and activities introduced informally, need to be addressed together in 

the design and management of spaces. The knowledge that this research brings can allow the 

municipality, architects, and planners to envision new ways to implement control and design new 

spaces. This brings to the fore a more active role for the architect to imagine alternative realities 

that address the existing challenges and at the same time support informal operations and the 

meaningful transformations they bring to space. The research findings include mental maps and 

narratives that reveal imaginative dimensions and collective aspirations shared by many 
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Palestinians. This type of agency needs to be extended to architects and city planners who need 

to initiate design proposals that project into the future and provide solutions to existing 

uncertainties and fragmentations. This projective dimension of agency is valuable in the 

Palestinian context as it offers insights about evolving aspirations and suggests new ways to 

move forward.  Architects should also initiate projects in public space that support existing 

informal operations and inspire more forms of agency in public space. This includes reinforcing 

informal processes of collaborations, communications, and self-organisations that constantly 

adapt to the changes. These processes are rarely accounted for in the design and management of 

public space and proved to be successful in sustaining social unity. Thus, architects need to adopt 

participatory approaches in design processes by developing “loose fit” design proposals 

(Mitchell & Tang,2018) that engage the users in the design process and account for users’ 

agency in space. These approaches not only open more opportunities for users to engage in 

producing spaces but also shift attention to an open-ended design process that involves the 

architect and users in various stages of the design process. 

 

Moreover, the narratives, mental maps, and everyday activities registered in this research 

can be employed by architects to provoke city-wide debates, challenge existing bureaucratic 

structures, and provide designs that are more responsive to users’ needs and everyday activities. 

Furthermore, the human-centred approach used in this research needs to be employed by 

architects in their study of city spaces to be conscious of the informal operations and the different 

agents involved in producing public spaces. In addition to that, learning from the informal 

emphasises the value found in existing spaces that are often dismissed or radically transformed to 

serve a different function. The findings necessitate upgrading existing public spaces and 

translating successful informal operations into long-term solutions that provide adaptive 

opportunities and continue to support users’ agency in space.  

 

Building on the knowledge offered from the informal produces successful examples of 

public space that can be transferred to other cities, and thereby consolidate the micro-operations 

between different cities to create a more unified broader context. The research reveals how the 

agency of users in these micro-operations triggers change through movements, collaborations, 

and connections that extend beyond the bounded space to leave an impact on a higher level. 



 382 

These operations were carried out by users from different locations, and their operations in space 

were connected with other spaces and other geographical locations. Thus, the micro-operations 

identified in this research are not exclusive to the twin cities and are associated with meanings 

and activities that extend to other urban and rural communities. However, the significance and 

extent of the micro-operations inside the twin cities can only be visible once these operations are 

transferred to other cities, not only through agents and networks but also through the production 

of successful public spaces in the twin cities as well as other cities to form an interconnected 

social space in the macro-environment. The spatial experiences inside the city spaces were 

powerful enough to provide social continuity across physical divides; this needs to be 

materialised into a public space model that can be applied in different contexts to achieve a 

unified whole. 

 

 

Limitation of the study and future implications 

 

The area of focus of this research is limited to investigating public spaces in the twin 

cities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh. The rationale behind selecting the twin cities is linked with the 

centrality of the twin cities to the everyday life of users coming from different locations. This 

was evident in the findings that incorporated meaningful connections between users living in the 

Gaza strip, refugee camps, and other cities and villages in the West bank region. However, the 

findings also reveal activities that are very specific to rural communities and play a key role in 

introducing meaningful interactions in city life. This opens up an area for future research in 

public spaces in other cities, villages, and refugee camps which still hold essential meanings that 

are not necessarily present in the city. Moreover, these investigations can enrich this area of 

research and offer more insights about other micro-operations carried out in response to the 

spatial experiences in the twin cities. The way cities learn from each other, and the way 

experiences are translated into different contexts can also create a better understanding of 

informal operations that create connections on a broader level. 

 

Furthermore, the focus of this research is limited to public life present within the physical 

settings and thus does not capture all forms of public activities that exist in other virtual domains. 
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As a matter of fact, with the rise of communication technology and the internet; both the public 

realm and the public sphere can be found in virtual spaces that consist of social networking sites 

and digital communities (Alex de Freitas,2010). The virtual space has proven its power in the 

recent events in Al-Tahrir square (Cairo) and Pearl square (Bahrain). In both these examples, the 

virtual space played a vital role in shaping public opinions and mobilising a wider public that 

exceeded those who physically occupied the public spaces. However, instead of giving 

dominance to one space over the other, it might be more essential to understand the different 

opportunities present in each space in supporting public interactions.  This study does not intend 

to capture all forms of public activities; however, it does provide insights towards meaningful 

activities and physical features that play a key role in enabling Palestinians to shape their 

everyday life and imagine new possibilities for a better future.  
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Appendix A: City maps (aerial maps, tourist maps, and event maps) 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Tourist map of Ramallah 
 

Aerial map of the modern centre 
Al-Manara, and surrounding 
spaces in both Ramallah & Al-
Bireh  
 

Tourist map of Al-Bireh 
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Map for “Wein A Ramallah” music festival 
 

Map for poetry festival held in different spaces including 
city parks and historic buildings in the old city of Ramallah 
 

Map for Nowwar Nissan festival held in different spaces 
including cultural centres and historic buildings in the old city of 
Ramallah 
 

Map for “Yalla Al Hadeeqa” children’s reading event indicating the 
location of neighbourhood parks used for hosting the event. 
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Map for Al-Bireh marathon which offers different trails that run through the 
historic centre, the modern centre, and Area C 
 

Map for Qalandiya International showing locations of historic buildings used for the 
artistic events 
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Appendix B: List of participant interviews and mapping activities in phase 1 
(July-August, 2018)  
(All names of participants have been changed except for the coffee shop owner and street 
vendors whose real names have been used with their permission) 
  
 
July, 2018 
 

• Abdel- Hadi: Street artist from Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview)  
• Abu Ahmad: Male resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 65+ (interview) 
• Afnan: Female resident from Nablus, Age group: 45-64 (interview) 
• Ali: Male Parking lot manager from Silwad village near Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 

(interview) 
• Alia: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group: 25- 44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Amira: Female resident from Al-Jalazone refugee camp near Al-Bireh, Age group: 45-64 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Anan: Male Taxi driver from Al-Nabi Saleh village near Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 

(interview) 
• Anees: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group: 18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Anwar: Male resident from Dir Dibwan near Ramallah, Age group: 18-24 (interview 

&mapping activity) 
• Aseel: Female resident from Jerusalem, Age group: 18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Areej: Female resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 25-44 (interview) 
• Aref: Male resident from Al-Bireh, Age group:18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Aya: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group: 18- 24 (interview) 
• Azzam: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group: 65+ (interview) 
• Dalal: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group: 25-44 (interview) 
• Dana: Female resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 65+ (interview) 
• Dia: Male resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 65+ (interview) 
• Dirar: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Baha: Male resident from Al-Jalazone refugee camp Al-Bireh, Age group: 18-24 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Basel: Male resident from Nablus city, Age group: 45-64 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Basma: Female resident from Al-Bireh, Age group:18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Bushra: Female resident from Beir Al Sabe city, Age group:18-24 (interview & mapping 

activity) 
• Fadi: Male resident from Al-Jalazone refugee camp Al-Bireh, Age group: 18-24 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Fadel: Male resident from Al-Jalazone refugee camp, Age group: 25-44 (interview & 

mapping activity) 
• Fahd: Male resident from Awarta village near Ramallah, Age group: 25-44 (interview & 

mapping activity) 
• Farid: Male resident from Qalandiya refugee camp near Jerusalem, Age group: 18-24 

(interview & mapping activity) 
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• Fatima: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview) 
• Fayez: Male resident from Gaza, Age group: 25-44 (interview) 
• Firas: Male resident from Abu Qash village near Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview) 
• Fuad: Male Taxi driver from Jericho, Age group: 45-64 (interview) 
• Ghada: Female resident from Jericho, Age group:18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Halima: Female resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 25-44 (interview) 
• Hamdan: Male Taxi driver from Qatanna village near Jerusalem, Age group: 45-64 

(interview) 
• Hamza: Male resident from Al-Jalazone refugee camp near Al-Bireh, Age group: 25-44 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Haneen: Female resident from Bethlehem, Age group: 45-64 (interview)  
• Haysam: Male resident from Qadura refugee camp in Ramallah, Age group: 65+ 

(interview) 
• Hiba: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview) 
• Hosni: Male resident from Gaza, Age group: 25-44 (interview) 
• Ibtisam: Female resident from Jericho, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Ihsan: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group: 25-44 (interview) 
• Inas: Female resident Al-Bireh, Age group: 65+ (interview) 
• Issa: Male resident from Jenin, Age group: 45-64 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Jaber: Male resident from Jerusalem, Age group: 18-24 (interview &mapping activity) 
• Jalal: Male resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 65+ (interview) 
• Jamil: Male resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 25- 44 (interview) 
• Jawad: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Jude: Female resident from Deir Dibwan village near Ramallah, Age group: 65+ 

(interview) 
• Jumana: Female resident from Jericho, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Khaled: Male resident from Al-Jalazone refugee camp near Al-Bireh, Age group: 45-64 

(interview) 
• Khawla: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group: 25-44 (interview) 
• Khulood: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview) 
• Lama: Female resident from Beit Rima village near Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 

(interview) 
• Latifa: Female resident from Jericho, Age group :25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Lima: Female resident from Al-Amari refugee camp in Al-Bireh, Age group: 25-44 

(interview) 
• Maan: Male resident from Hebron, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Mahdi: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group: 18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Majed: Male resident from Al-Amari refugee camp in Al-Bireh, Age group: 18- 24 

(interview) 
• Manal: Female resident from Jenin, Age group: 65+(interview) 
• Maram: Female resident from Rafat village near Ramallah, Age group: 45- 64 (interview) 
• Maysa: Female resident from Beit Rima village near Ramallah, Age group: 25-44 

(interview) 
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• Mohannad: Male resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 18-24 (interview & mapping 
activity) 

• Munir: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group: 65+ (interview & mapping activity) 
• Murad: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group: 18-24 (interview) 
• Nadir: Male resident from Gaza, Age group: 25-44 (interview) 
• Osama: Male resident from Jerusalem, Age group: 65+ (interview) 
• Osayd: Male Taxi driver from Qalqilya, Age group: 45-64 (interview) 
• Nahil: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group: 18-24 (interview) 
• Nahla: Female resident from Bilin village near Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview & 

mapping activity) 
• Nesma: Female resident from Al-Jalazone refugee camp near Al-Bireh, Age group: 25-44 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Nisreen: Female resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 18-24 (interview) 
• Noman: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group: 18-24 (interview) 
• Ola: Female resident from Al-Bireh, Age group:18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Qais: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group: 65+ (interview) 
• Radwan: Male Taxi driver from Rantis village near Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 

(interview) 
• Rahaf:  Female resident from Ramallah, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping 

activity) 
• Rashid: Male resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 65+ (interview) 
• Raya: Female resident from Qalandiya refugee camp near Jerusalem, Age group: 18-24 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Reem: Female from Birzeit village near Ramallah, Age group: 65+ (interview) 
• Reham: Female resident from Nablus, Age group: 65+ (interview) 
• Riyad: Male resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 45-64 (interview) 
• Riyam: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview) 
• Sadiq: Male resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 65+ (interview) 
• Saji: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group: 18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Saleem: Male Taxi driver from Bilin, Age group: 45-64 (interview) 
• Saleh: Male resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 18-24 (interview) 
• Sama: Female resident from Al-Amari refugee camp in Al-Bireh, Age group: 25-44 

(interview) 
• Samah: Female resident from Jerusalem, Age group: 45-64 (interview) 
• Sara: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group: 18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Sari: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview) 
• Sharif: Male resident from Abu Shukheidem village near Ramallah, Age group: 25-44 

(interview) 
• Shukri: Male resident from Qalandiya refugee camp near Jerusalem, Age group: 18-24 

(interview) 
• Sufian: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group: 65+ (interview) 
• Sultan: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group: 18-24 (interview) 
• Taha: Male resident from Al-Amari refugee camp in Al-Bireh, Age group: 18-24 

(interview) 
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• Talal: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group: 65+ (interview) 
• Wael: Male resident from Jenin, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Waleed: Male resident from Qalandiya refugee camp near Jerusalem, Age group: 25-44 

(interview) 
• Wesal: Female resident from Jerusalem, Age group: 65+ (interview) 
• Waseem: Male resident from Qalandiya refugee camp near Jerusalem, Age group:18-24 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Yasin: Male resident from Betein village near Al-Bireh, Age group: 25-44 (interview& 

mapping activity) 
• Yasmine: Female resident from Qibya village near Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 

(interview) 
• Yazid: Male resident from Silwad village near Ramallah, Age group: 25-44 (interview) 
• Zainab: Female resident from Betein village near Al-Bireh, Age Group: 65+ (interview) 

 
 

 
August, 2018  
 

• Abbas: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group: 18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Abdallah: Owner of coffee shop from Ramallah, Age group: 25-44 (interview) 
• Adnan: Male resident from Qadura refugee camp in Ramallah, Age group: 18-24 

(interview) 
• Abla: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group: 18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Abu Asem: Owner of coffee cart from Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview) 
• Abu El Safi: Owner of coffee cart from Al-Jalazone refugee camp near Al-Bireh, Age 

group :18-24 (interview) 
• Abu Elyas: Owner of Al-Baba coffee shop from Ramallah, Age group :45-64 (interview) 
• Abu Ibrahim: Owner of coffee cart from Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview) 
• Ammar: Male resident from Ramallah, Age Group: 25-44 (interview) 
• Amneh: Female resident from Nablus, Age Group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Amr: Male resident from Hebron, Age group: 45-64 (interview) 
• Asa’d: Male resident from Beit Sira village near Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview) 
• Azza: Female resident from Al-Bireh, Age group 65+ (interview) 
• Bader: Male Taxi driver from Jenin, Age group: 45-64 (interview) 
• Dalia: Female resident from Nablus, Age group: 18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Duha: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Majdi: Male resident from Al-Bireh, Age group:18-24 (interview) 
• Mazen: Male resident from Beitillu village near Ramallah, Age group: 18-24 (interview 

&mapping activity) 
• Hafez: Male resident from Nilin village near Ramallah, Age group: 25-44 (interview) 
• Hakam: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview) 
• Hanan: Female resident from Tulkarem, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping 

activity) 
• Hoda: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group 45-64 (interview & mapping activity) 
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• Jafar: Male Taxi driver from Deir Ammar village near Ramallah, Age group :45-64 
(interview) 

• Obaida: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview) 
• Rawya: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group: 18-24 (interview & mapping 

activity) 
• Rehab: Female resident from Al-Jalazone refugee camp near Al-Bireh, Age group: 25-44 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Sabreen: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group: 25-44 (interview) 
• Safi: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group: 18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Saja: Female resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Salah: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Samira: Female resident from Qadura refugee camp in Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 

(interview) 
• Subhi: Male resident from Jericho, Age group: 45-64 (interview) 
• Tamir: Male resident from Jerusalem, Age group:25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Zeina: Female resident from Jenin, Age group:25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
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Appendix C: List of participant interviews and mapping activities in phase 2 
(August- October, 2018) 
(All names of participants have been changed except for the coffee shop owner and street 
vendors whose real names have been used with their permission) 
  

 
August, 2018  
 

• Abu Hamza: Owner of coffee cart from Al-Bireh, Age group: 65+ (interview) 
• Adham: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group :18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Al-Ramoony: Owner of coffee place from Ramallah, Age group :25-44 (interview) 
• Arwa: Female resident from Budrus village near Ramallah, Age group: 25-44 (interview 

& mapping activity). 
• Aziz: Male resident from Birzeit village near Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview & 

mapping activity) 
• Dima: Female resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 45-64 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Ghazi: Male resident from Qalandiya refugee camp, Age group:18-24 (interview & 

mapping activity) 
• Laith: Male resident from Al-Jalazone refugee camp near Al-Bireh, Age group :18-24 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Layla: Female resident from Ramallah city, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping 

activity) 
• Mutaz: Male resident from Birzeit village near Ramallah, Age group :18-24 (interview & 

mapping) 
• Najwa: Female resident from Tulkarem city, Age group:18-24 (interview & mapping 

activity) 
• Rafat: Male resident from Kobar village near Ramallah, Age group :18-24 (interview & 

mapping activity) 
• Rami: Male resident from Qalandiya refugee camp, Age group :25-44 (interview & 

mapping) 
• Shatha: Female resident from Al-Jalazone refugee camp near Al-Bireh, Age group: 18-24 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Suha: Female resident from Qalandiya refugee camp near Jerusalem, Age group:18-24 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Tawfik: Male resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 65+ (interview & mapping activity) 
• Yahya: Owner of coffee cart from Al-Amari refugee camp in Al-Bireh, Age group: 18-24 

(interview) 
 
 
September, 2018 
 

• Abdallah: Owner of coffee shop from Ramallah, Age group: 25-44 (interview) 



 393 

• Abu Asem: Owner of coffee cart from Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview & 
mapping activity) 

• Abu Ibrahim: Owner of coffee cart from Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview) 
• Abu el Raed: Male resident from Kafr Nima village near Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Abu El-Safi: Owner of coffee cart from Al-Jalazone refugee camp near Al-Bireh, Age 

group: 18-24 (interview &mapping activity) 
• Amir: Male resident from Nablus, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Anwar: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group: 18-24 (interview & mapping 

activity) 
• Areen: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping)  
• Asma: Female resident from Abu Qash village near Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 

(interview & mapping activity)  
• Aysar: Male resident from Gaza, Age group: 45-64 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Buthayna: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group:18-24 (interview & mapping 

activity) 
• Dina: Female resident from Qalqilya, Age group:18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Esam: Male resident from Kafr Malek village near Ramallah, Age group :45-64 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Farah: Female resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Fatin: Female resident from Al-Jalazone refugee in Al-Bireh, Age group: 25-44 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Faraj: Male resident from Qadura refugee camp in Ramallah, Age group :18-24 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Hala: Female resident from Jerusalem, Age group :18-24 (interview & mapping activity)  
• Hani: Male resident from Al-Bireh (originally from Nablus), Age group: 45-64 (interview 

& mapping activity) 
• Hana: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group: 65+ (interview & mapping activity) 
• Hania: Female resident from Jenin, Age group :45-64 (interview & mapping)  
• Hasan: Male resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 65+ (interview & mapping activity) 
• Ismail: Male resident from Ein Yabrud village near Ramallah, Age group :18-24 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Jamal: Male resident from Jenin, Age group: 25-44 (interview& mapping) 
• Karim: Male resident from Gaza, Age group: 45-64 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Khaldone: Male resident from Al-Jalazone refugee camp (originally from Gaza), Age 

group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Lamya: Female resident from Beitunia, a town near Ramallah, Age group:18-24 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Maha: Female resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 65+ (interview & mapping activity) 
• Maher: Male resident from Nablus city, Age group:18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Mahmoud: Male resident from Safa village near Ramallah, Age group:18-24 (interview 

& mapping) 
• Manar: Female resident from Tubas, Age group: 45-64 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Mansour: Male resident from Silwad village near Ramallah, Age group: 25-44 (interview 

& mapping activity) 
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• Mosab: Male resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 65+ (interview & mapping activity) 
• Muaz: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group :18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Nazih: Male resident from Nablus, Age group: 65+ (interview) 
• Nizar: Male resident from Beit Liqya village near Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview 

& mapping activity) 
• Noha: Female resident Ramallah, Age group: 65+ (interview & mapping activity) 
• Omar: Male resident from Surda village near Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview & 

mapping activity) 
• Radwa: Female resident Qadura refugee camp in Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview 

& mapping)  
• Ramzi: Male resident from Jenin, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Rasha: Female resident from Bethlehem, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping 

activity)  
• Rashad: Male resident from Hizma town near Jerusalem, Age group: 25-44 (interview & 

mapping activity) 
• Safa: Female resident from Al-Amari refugee camp in Al-Bireh, Age group: 25-44 

(interview & mapping)  
• Sahar: Female resident from Jericho, Age group: 45-64 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Samia: Female resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping)  
• Shadi: Male resident from Tulkarem, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Shireen: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group:18-24 (interview & mapping 

activity) 
• Shurook: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group:18-24 (interview & mapping)  
• Sireen: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview & mapping 

activity) 
• Suhad: Female resident from Qalandiya refugee camp, Age group: 45-64 (interview & 

mapping)  
• Tahani: Female resident from Bethlehem, Age group: 65+ (interview) 
• Tarek: Male resident from Birzeit village near Ramallah, Age group:18-24 (interview & 

mapping activity) 
• Wisam: Male resident from Silwad village near Ramallah, Age group :25-44 (interview 

& mapping activity) 
• Yusuf: Male resident from Al-Amari refugee camp, Age group: 18-24 (interview & 

mapping activity) 
• Younis: Male resident from Al-Amari refugee camp in Al-Bireh, Age group: 45-64 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Zeid: Male resident from Jerusalem, Age group:18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 

 
 
October, 2018 
 

• Abeer: Female resident from Birzeit village near Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview 
& mapping activity) 

• Adel: Male resident from Al-Amari refugee in Al-Bireh, Age group: 25-44 (interview & 
mapping activity) 
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• Ahlam: Female resident from Nablus, Age group: 45-64 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Aida: Female resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Akram: Male resident from Gaza, Age group: 45-64 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Amani: Female resident from Deir Jrir village near Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Amjad: Male resident from Hebron, Age group: 45-64 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Asem: Male resident from Hebron, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Awni: Male resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 65+ (interview & mapping activity) 
• Ayman: Male resident from Deir Ghassaneh village near Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Bassam: Male resident from Tulkarem, Age group: 45-64 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Bayan: Female resident from Nablus, Age group: 45-64 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Donia: Female resident from Nablus, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Ehab: Male resident from Beit Or village near Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview) 
• Emad: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Eyad: Male resident from Deir Sudan village near Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Fadwa: Female resident from Beit Anan village near Jerusalem, Age group: 65+ 

(interview) 
• Fahmy: Male resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 65+ (interview) 
• Ghadeer: Female resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 25-44 (interview &mapping 

activity) 
• Ghassan: Male resident from Hebron, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Hadeel: Female resident from Rafat village near Ramallah, Age group: 25-44 (interview 

& mapping) 
• Hashem: Male resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 65+ (interview & mapping activity) 
• Hiyam: Female resident from Jericho, Age group: 45-64 (interview) 
• Hosam: Male resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Hussein: Male resident from Qalqilya, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Jamila: Female resident from Nilin village near Ramallah, Age group: 18-24 (interview 

& mapping activity) 
• Jana: Female resident from Al-Jalazone refugee camp, Age group: 25-44 (interview & 

mapping activity) 
• Kamal: Male resident from Dir Dibwan village near Ramallah, Age group: 25-44 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Kawthar: Femle resident from Nablus, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Luay: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group: 65+ (interview & mapping activity) 
• Lubna: Female resident from Deir Jrir village near Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Malik: Male resident from Tubas city, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Mariam: Female resident from Al-Bireh (originally from Hebron), Age group: 65+ 

(interview) 
• Marwan: Male resident from Jerusalem, Age group: 45-64 (interview & mapping 

activity) 
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• Mohsen: Male resident from Kafr Nima village near Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 
(interview & mapping activity) 

• Musa: Male resident Hebron, Age group:18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Mustafa: Male resident from Nablus, Age group:18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Nabil: Male resident from Hebron, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Nada: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group:18-24, (interview & mapping activity) 
• Nadia: Female resident from Ein Yabroud village near Ramallah, Age group:18-24 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Nael: Male resident from Betein village near Ramallah, Age group: 25-44 (interview & 

mapping activity) 
• Nidal: Male resident from Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview & mapping activity) 

 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Raed: Male resident from Gaza, Age group :25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Ramez: Male resident from Kafr Nima, Age group: 45-64 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Rana: Female resident from Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Randa: Female resident from Jerusalem, Age group:18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Razan: Female resident from Nablus, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Reema: Female resident from Al-Mazra’a Al-Qabaliya village near Ramallah, Age 

group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Ruba: Female resident from Bethlehem, Age group: 65+ (interview & mapping activity) 
• Sadeel: Female resident from Deir Dibwan village near Ramallah, Age group: 25-44 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Saif: Male resident from Qalandiya refugee camp near Jerusalem, Age group:18-24 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Salem: Male resident from Jenin, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Salma: Female resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Salwa: Female resident from Bethlehem, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping 

activity) 
• Samar: Female resident from Deir Abu Mashal village near Ramallah, Age group:18-24 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Sami: Male resident from Al-Bireh, Age group: 65+ (interview & mapping activity) 
• Sana: Female resident from Bethlehem, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Sawsan: Female resident from Al- Bireh, Age group: 65+ (interview & mapping activity) 
• Siham: Female resident from Al- Amiri refugee camp in Al-Bireh, Age group: 18-24 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Sondos: Female resident from Deir Dibwan village near Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 

(interview & mapping activity) 
• Tayseer: Male resident from Nablus, Age group: 25-44 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Thaer: Male resident from Ajjul village near Ramallah, Age group: 25-44 (interview & 

mapping activity) 
• Wajeeh: Male resident from Hebron, Age Group:18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 
• Widad: Female resident from Birzeit village near Ramallah, Age group: 45-64 (interview 

& mapping activity) 
• Yaqub: Male resident from Gaza, Age Group:18-24 (interview & mapping activity) 
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Appendix D: List of expert interviews 
 
August, 2018 
 

• A. Qub: Urban planner at Al-Bireh municipality 
• D. Joudeh: Urban planner at Al-Bireh municipality 
• M. Al-Jamal: Civil engineer at Ramallah municipality 
• N. Eid: Director of Al-Bireh cultural centre 
• S. Abu Baker: Project manager at Ramallah municipality 
• A. Awadallah: Cultural unit at Al-Bireh municipality 
• S. Aweida: Architect at Ramallah municipality 

 
 
 
September, 2018 
 

• A. Ayesh: Committee member at Al-Bireh Association 
• A. Atrash: Senior urban programme officer at UN Habitat 
• A. Aghbar: Director of Al-Istiqlal National Park 
• A. Ismail: Mayor of Al-Bireh municipality 
• A. Shawamreh: Director at the Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities 
• A. Ziadeh: Principal partner in Ziadeh Architects & Engineers 
• M. Jwayyed: Committee member at Al-Bireh municipality 
• N. Habash: Principal partner in Habash Consulting Engineers  
• O. Enaia: Planner at the Ministry of Local Government 
• O. Hamada: Urban planner at Ramallah municipality 
• S. Jaradat: Former director of Baladna Cultural Centre (now Al-Bireh cultural centre) 
• Z. Taweel: Director at Al-Bireh municipality 

 
 
 
October, 2018 
 

• A. Abu Laban: Director at Ramallah municipality 
• A. Khaled, Assistant professor, Faculty of law and public administration, Birzeit 

university 
• A. Rayyan: Cultural unit at Al-Bireh municipality 
• H. Tamimi: Director of public transportation at the Department of Transportation in 

Ramallah and Al-Bireh District. 
• J. Hilal: Sociologist at Birzeit university 
• K. Taweel: Coordinator of the Joint Cooperation Unit Between Ramallah, Al-Bireh, and 

Beitunia 
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Appendix E: Municipal future visions and strategic plans 
 
 
 
 

Excerpts from Al-Bireh municipality’s sustainable development 
goals in the strategic plan for 2018-2021. 
Goals include encouraging volunteering activities, 
neighbourhood committees, environmental awareness, and 
implementing the transportation ring road project 
 

Excerpts from Al-Bireh municipality’s sustainable development goals in 
the strategic plan for 2018-2021. 
Goals include encouraging agricultural activities, developing the 
downtown area, developing the tourist sector, supporting local 
organisations, preserving cultural heritage, and asserting Al-Bireh’s 
identity on a local and global level 
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Excerpts from Ramallah’s municipality’s sustainable development goals in the strategic plan for 2018-2021. 
Goals include development of urban infrastructure and urban planning.  
Implemented projects include city parks, street beautification, and installation projects. 
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Excerpts from Ramallah’s municipality’s sustainable development goals in the strategic plan for 2018-2021. 
Goals include cultural and community development through annual cultural events which include Wein A 
Ramallah, Souq Al Harajeh, Nowwar Nissan, and children’s marathon. 
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Excerpts from Resilient Ramallah 2050 
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Appendix F:  Previous laws and regulations issued by Ramallah & Al-Bireh 
municipalities 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Excerpt from Ramallah municipality’s regulations (1934): The regulations states that no 
chair or vendor should be placed on the street or pavement without the municipality’s 
approval. It also states that permits maybe given to coffee shops or bars to place chairs and 
tables on the pavement facing the shop. 
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Excerpt from Al-Bireh municipality’s laws and regulations (1957). 
This section specialises in public parks, referred to as Al-muntazat. 
It consists of several clauses that specify activities that are 
prohibited inside the park such as climbing trees, bringing a dog 
without a leash, playing with a ball, hunting birds, and uprooting 
plants 
 

Excerpt from Al-Bireh municipality’s regulations (1957): 
The regulations states that no chair or vendor should be 
placed on the street or pavement without the 
municipality’s approval. 
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Glossary 
 
 
Ahwash/hosh     Cluster of houses that share a courtyard 
Aser    Afternoon (used in relation to prayer time) 
Azmet/Azma      Crowding/Traffic jam 
 
Balad/Baladna  Town or village 
Baladiyyeh        Municipality 
Basta                 Vendor’s cart on the street 
Bayarat              Field/ Garden 
Burj                Tower/ High rise building 
 
Dar                House  
Darraj               Staircase/ Steps 
Dowwar             Traffic roundabout 
Duhur                Noon (used in relation to prayer time) 
 
Eid                 Islamic feast 
Ein                Natural spring 
Isha                    Night-time (used in relation to prayer time) 
 
Falahat              Female peasants 
 
Hawakeer           Open land 
Hisbeh               Market 
 
Intifada             Uprising 
Istiqalal              Independence 
Iza’a               Broadcasting 
 
Jabal                 Mountain 
  
Kabeer               Grande 
Kazdara             Strolling 
Koshok              Booth 
Kuffiyeh   Black and white scarf originally associated with male peasants 
 
Madafeh   The guest house of the village used for social and religious gatherings 
Maghreb            Sunset (used in relation to prayer time) 
Mahdoodeh       Demolished 
Manara              Lighthouse 
Masjid               Mosque 
Maqahy             Traditional coffee shops mainly used by men 
Maqam              A burial site for holy men or regional saints  
Midan               City Square 
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Mosafereen       Travelers  
Mowazafeen     Employees 
 
Nakba              Catastrophe 
 
Oneh   A Palestinian tradition that originated in rural communities, in which neighbours       
                         and relatives offered help to each other  
 
Qadimeh           Historic/old 
 
Ramadan          A month for fasting in the Islamic calendar 
 
Sa’a                  Clock 
Saha/Sahet   Village plaza/square  
Share’               Street 
Shorta               Police 
Sofara               Ambassadors  
Souq                 Market 
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