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The Paradox of Ramallah: 
An Investigation into Palestine’s Political and National 

Architecture and Urban Topography Since 1995 
 

Anwar ‘Basim Sadeq’ Jaber 
 

 
Abstract 

 
Even with the signing of the Oslo Accords between Palestinians and Israelis (1993–

1995), the Palestinian government (PNA) has been continually denied a presence in Jerusalem, 
the city that Palestinians perceive as their historical home and national capital. As such, the 
PNA has gradually concentrated itself in the city of Ramallah, considering it a temporary base 
whilst maintaining the hope and desire for an eventual return to Jerusalem as a capital. 
However, as the PNA began constructing its state institutions in Ramallah, the city became 
coined a ‘de-facto’ capital; an identification that deeply opposes the fundamental and deep-set 
desire for Jerusalem as the national Palestinian capital city. 

This dissertation investigates Ramallah as a ‘de-facto’ capital city in the context of the 
still unrealised Palestinian state with Jerusalem as its national capital. Departing from the 
general understanding that Ramallah is a ‘bubble’ detached from the Palestinian national 
struggle, this dissertation investigates its emerging political and national architecture and 
urbanism through the lens of capital cities. It explores how decades of loss, defeat and struggle 
to establish a Palestinian state with Jerusalem as its national capital are key factors in the 
transformation of Ramallah. 

Building on the role of architecture in capital cities during state-building processes, the 
research begins by exploring Palestinian attempts to establish a government base in Jerusalem 
after Oslo Accords. It then spatially investigates the built political and national topography in 
Ramallah, then focuses on the memorial sites of two national figures: the poet Mahmoud 
Darwish and the political leader, Yasser Arafat. Finally, the dissertation investigates the 
Presidential Headquarters of the Muqata’a in Ramallah. It examines its colonial history, 
destruction and reconstruction processes and expands the analysis in relation to the city and the 
Palestinian national struggle.  

This research employs various architectural research methods such as mapping, site 
observation and visual analysis, as well as archival research and field-based interviews. Its main 
contribution is that it offers a new reading of Ramallah through the interpretation of its new 
government buildings and urban layout as they relate to the concept of capital cities. Ultimately, 
the situation of Ramallah is a paradoxical one. Although the idea of Ramallah as a capital 
remains officially refused, and the consensus amongst Palestinians is that Jerusalem is the only 
place for a Palestinian capital, the extent and characteristics of government building in 
Ramallah indicate otherwise.  
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Chapter One 
 

Introduction 
Situating the City of Ramallah 

 
1.1 Introduction  

 

In recent years, the Palestinian city of Ramallah has seen the development of a very 

particular sort of architecture and urban transformation. This development has been encouraged 

primarily by the fact that the Palestinian Government, represented by the Palestinian National 

Authority (PNA), has been based in the city ever since December 1995.1 For the past 25 years, 

government functions and activity have been slowly concentrating in Ramallah, to the extent 

that the city is now home to most, if not all, PNA institutions and government offices. These 

institutions are visible in the intertwined urban fabric of the twin cities of Ramallah and Al-

Bireh, both of which are referred to in this research simply as Ramallah.2 

The signing of the Oslo accords between the Palestinians and the Israelis (1993-1995)3 

stipulated the establishment of a Palestinian Authority (PA), which the Palestinians later added 

the word ‘national’ and renamed it the Palestinian National Authority or (PNA). The PNA was 

established as an interim governing body for the Palestinian population in the Occupied 

Palestinian Territories (oPt),4 functioning as a quasi-government. After the Oslo accords, Israeli 

forces withdrew from the centre of Palestinian cities in the oPt to allow the PNA’s rule to begin. 

In December 1995, the PNA, under the leadership of former Palestinian President Yasser 

Arafat, returned from the diaspora and entered Ramallah for the first time.5 Ever since, most 

PNA activity has been based in Ramallah, and the city has grown in an extraordinary manner, 

becoming a prominent Palestinian city.6  

Over the years, most PNA institutions have slowly become concentrated in the city, but 

the PNA has never declared Ramallah to be its official government base. However, a quick look 

                                                
1 (Hilal, 2016; Taraki, 2008a) 
2 This research investigates the intertwined urban fabric of the two cities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh, but 
only uses the name ‘Ramallah’ to refer to them, and both are hereafter referred to simply as ‘the city’. The 
choice to use only ‘Ramallah’ to refer to both is based on the current popular reference to the two cities as 
simply Ramallah, an issue that will be addressed later in this research in chapter two. 
3 The Oslo Peace accords or agreements (also process) were a series of negotiations in 1993 and 1995 
between the Palestinians and the Israelis, in which the two sides recognized each other and agreed on issues 
of security, territory and access to natural resources.  See: (Said, 1995b; Shlaim, 2005, 2010; Zomlot, 2010) 
4 The term refers to the West Bank and Gaza 
5 (Abourahme, 2009; Aruri, 2012; El-Khairy, 2013; Haddad, 2013; Khamaisi, 2006) 
6 (Abourahme, 2009; Anani, 2011, 2013; Aruri, 2012; Barthe, 2013; El-Khairy, 2013; Haddad, 2013; Hilal, 
1993a; Khamaisi, 2006; Rabie, 2018; Taraki, 2008a, 2008b) 
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at the city today reveals that it is here that the PNA’s institutions of national significance, such 

as ministries and courts, are concentrated. It is also the base for the current Palestinian President 

Mahmoud Abbas and the Prime Minister’s Office, and it is the place where national monuments 

are built and national events are celebrated. For these reasons, the city has been largely deemed 

a ‘de-facto’ or ‘quasi’ capital city.7  

But calling Ramallah a ‘capital city’ is not straightforward, despite the concentration of 

government activity in the city. In fact, it is an extremely complex and delicate issue to explore, 

relating to the larger Palestinian struggle and the desire for statehood. In the context of 

Palestine, the question of ‘what the Palestinian capital city is’ is both an easy and a difficult one 

to answer. It is easy because the Palestinian nation and government consider the city of 

Jerusalem to be their only possible capital city. But it is also difficult because Jerusalem is under 

full Israeli control, officially declared the ‘eternal capital’ of the state of Israel.8 As a result, the 

Palestinian leadership is banned from establishing any form of political or national presence in 

Jerusalem. And so, the city that the Palestinians want and desire as their own capital is 

inaccessible and under full Israeli control, leaving them without a capital city. Thus, calling 

Ramallah a capital city, even if only a ‘de-facto’ one, has deep ramifications because it 

immediately opens the question of Jerusalem, the inaccessible capital. 

In fact, the struggle over who controls Jerusalem and whose capital it is remains one of 

the key unresolved issues, and one of the most complex, in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. 

When the two sides signed the Oslo agreements, they both decided to postpone negotiations 

over Jerusalem – among other issues – for 5 years, after which they were supposed to discuss 

the city’s ‘final status’. As a result, the Palestinians considered the PNA’s location in the West 

Bank in general, and especially in Ramallah, as only a temporary arrangement.9 They were 

hoping to move their political centre from the West Bank and Gaza to Jerusalem at some point 

in the near future.10 Although Oslo did not promise the establishment of a Palestinian state with 

Jerusalem as its capital, the fact that the two sides had reached an agreement (regardless of how 

disputed it was), to some extent signalled that an optimistic resolution of Jerusalem’s final status 

might be reached sometime soon. But following a series of instabilities and complex tensions 

between the two sides, Oslo started to fall apart and Jerusalem’s final status was never agreed.11 

As a result, the PNA has remained temporarily based in the West Bank, and in Ramallah, until 

today. The ‘temporary’ location of the PNA outside Jerusalem has thus been transformed into 

                                                
7 (Abourahme, 2009; Rabie, 2018; Taraki, 2008b, 2008a, 2010) 
8 (Emmett, 1996) 
9 (R. Nasrallah, 2014; Qurei, 2006a, 2008, 2011; Saleh, 2018; Shtayyeh, 2018) 
10 Ibid., which was not guaranteed by the Israelis. 
11 Palestinian public opinion started questioning the Israelis’ intention to achieve this following a series of 
incidents in Israeli politics and negotiation goals. See: (Lustick, 1997; Pundak, 2001) 
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a form of open-ended waiting, a ‘protracted temporariness’12 or indeterminacy, leaving the 

Palestinians with no definite resolution of their wait for Jerusalem. They have thus been caught 

in an impossible situation and an everlasting impasse in Ramallah. 

But if being based in Ramallah today shows that the Palestinian desire for a state and a 

capital city remains thwarted, it also represents a consolidation of Palestinian institutions and a 

certain visibility of Palestinian political control. This can be better understood if we understand 

how the placing of PNA institutions in and outside Ramallah has changed over the years. Until 

2005, the PNA’s institutions were scattered across various cities, and the PNA rarely 

constructed any purpose-built government institutions. As a result, the PNA housed its 

institutions in rented buildings, basements and warehouses in cities like Nablus, Ramallah and 

Bethlehem and in neighbourhoods close to Jerusalem (figure 1.1).13 An exception was made in 

Ramallah, where the PNA constructed a temporary building for the Palestinian Parliament – 

the Palestinian Legislative Council (PLC) – although at that point there was another PLC 

building in Gaza,14 while a third was under construction near Jerusalem.15 Therefore, Ramallah 

was not seen as the only government base, and was never deemed the capital city.  

Following this, there was a change in the siting of PNA institutions. The PNA 

announced the Palestinian Reform and Development Plan (PRDP) in 2007 and the State-

building Programme in 2009, two initiatives which aimed to establish the basis for a Palestinian 

state through various economic and security reforms, but particularly focused on building state 

institutions.16 The two initiatives considered these institutions a tool to prepare for the 

establishment of a fully recognized and sovereign Palestinian state, with Jerusalem envisioned 

as its capital.17 As a result, the PNA embarked for the first time on constructing its own 

institutions in Ramallah. It constructed large-scale purpose-built government buildings in the 

city (figures 1.2–1.4), calling them ‘state-institutions’ and making the concentration of 

government activity in Ramallah more visible than ever. Nevertheless, the Palestinian 

leadership still considers the buildings they have erected in the city to be temporary, believing 

that they will be transferred to Jerusalem, the capital, once that becomes possible.18 

From an architectural and urban points of view, the transition from rented buildings to 

large-scale, purpose-built government institutions is a major one. Most importantly, the fact 

                                                
12 (A. Jamal, 2016) 
13 (R. Nasrallah, 2014; Qurei, 2006a, 2008; Saleh, 2018; Shtayyeh, 2018) 
14 (Miqdad, Alfaleet, Bashir, & Aldirawi, 2017)!
15 (DAAR, 2011) 
16 (‘Palestine: Ending the Occupation, Establishing the State’, Programme of the 13th Government of the 
PNA, 2009; PRDP, 2008) 
17 Ibid. 
18 (Alwatan, 2015)!
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that most government activity is becoming concentrated in one city and the sheer number of 

buildings raise many questions. These questions are especially concerned with the scale of these 

buildings, their pattern, characteristics and the extent to which they are in fact only temporary 

as they transform Ramallah into a ‘capital’. Therefore, it turns out that the main evidence that 

Ramallah is becoming a capital is found mainly in the buildings the PNA is constructing and 

that are accumulating in the city.  

But the concept of a ‘capital city’ is not an easy one to define as capital cities around 

the world vary tremendously.19 Consider for example London, Ankara and Brasilia as quick 

examples from different contexts, historical periods and with different architectural styles and 

urban forms. Nevertheless, it remains largely accepted that a capital city is the political centre 

of the state, and it is expected to have a specific type of buildings:20 those that are associated 

with the political apparatus of the state, its government and the nation. In post-Oslo Palestine, 

all such buildings come to be in Ramallah. Therefore, this research looks at Ramallah in terms 

of architecture and urban form and investigates whether it is becoming a capital.  

It is important to stress at this point that the argument in this research – about whether 

Ramallah is a capital – is incredibly controversial. But while Palestinians want Jerusalem as 

their capital, the coining of Ramallah a ‘capital’ reveals a certain realization that the 

concentration of government buildings in the city gives it a capital-like character. In fact, there 

is a certain amount of evidence that indicates a growing awareness in Palestine that Ramallah 

functions like a capital city. For example, a Palestinian civil servant states that “Ramallah plays 

the role of the central and capital city”,21 while an architect interviewed for this research also 

comments that “everything comes to be centralized and happen in Ramallah simply because it 

is the de-facto capital”.22 The perception that Ramallah is moving in the direction of becoming 

like a capital is also evident in popular opinions expressed on social media platforms, especially 

by those who are critical of the PNA. For example, a quick search on such platforms reveals 

the extent to which the status of Ramallah as a capital has been realized recently by Palestinians. 

Numerous posts and hashtags using the Arabic phrase ‘Ramallah mish il Asima’ (Ramallah is 

not the capital) are particularly revealing of this realization, as shown in (figure 1.5).23  

But the growing awareness of the function of Ramallah as a capital does not necessarily 

mean that the desire to return to Jerusalem is fading away. In fact, the claim that Ramallah is 

becoming a capital is usually expressed in inverted commas, as there is always the counter-

                                                
19 (P. Hall, 2006; Rossman, 2017; Vale, 1992) 
20 Ibid. 
21 (Hilal, 2016, p. 107) 
22 (Al-Hanbali, 2019) 
23 Mainly on Facebook and Twitter. 
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argument of an eventual return to Jerusalem.24 In fact, Ramallah has never been officially 

declared nor adopted as a temporary or ‘de-facto’ capital. In addition, although the PNA has 

embarked on establishing what it believes to constitute ‘state institutions’, it has never invested 

in building a new, permanent national Parliament in Ramallah, nor developed a project or a 

scheme to develop the city as a capital. From this perspective too, Ramallah may always be 

considered unsatisfactory or insufficient. As one interviewee stated: “Ramallah is fake and 

superficial, our capital will only be Jerusalem”.25 

This research thus focuses on the architecture and urban form of Ramallah, questioning 

the extent to which it manifests Ramallah as a capital city. It looks at Ramallah today, 

considering the various manifestations of political and national urbanism and architecture that 

raise the question of whether a capital city is being built. Therefore, the material that this 

research presents is extremely delicate and controversial. On the one hand, Palestinians want 

Jerusalem to be their capital and have not declared nor adopted Ramallah as their capital, even 

a temporary one. On the other hand, Ramallah is being built and transformed by Palestinian 

decisions and “looks ever more like a capital”.26 Therefore, the main questions that this research 

asks are: Is Ramallah becoming a capital? What are the manifestations of new building and 

development in Ramallah that allow us to think that it is being built as a capital city? And, given 

the situation with regards to Jerusalem, to what extent does Ramallah then represent a paradox: 

a collection of politically motivated buildings representing the institutions of a capital city, that 

although are perhaps needed, many will not admit to and few will desire?  

 

1.2 The Unfulfilled Mission: The Struggle to Establish a Palestinian State  

 

Palestinian efforts to establish a sovereign, independent Palestinian state with Jerusalem 

as its capital underwent several episodes of partial success and major failure. While such efforts 

started in the early years of the 20th century,27 they remain deeply connected with the complex 

history of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, and date to a key event in 1948: the Nakba. Therefore, 

we need to understand Palestinian efforts and question the relevance of the Nakba and the 

Palestinian efforts to statehood and their connections with Ramallah. 

 The term Nakba is Arabic for ‘catastrophe’ and refers to an iconic historical event in 

modern Palestinian history. It is centred around the war in which Jewish Zionist groups took 
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over 70% of Mandatory Palestine,28 the land under the administration of the British Mandate 

between the Jordan river and the Mediterranean, resulting in the expulsion of two-thirds of 

Palestinians from their homelands and towns.29 Before the Nakba, the UN General Assembly 

had proposed a plan according to which Mandatory Palestine would be divided into two states 

in 1947, one for the Arabs and one for the Jews (figure 1.6 (a)). The UN’s decision was largely 

rejected by Arab states, including Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, Iraq and Egypt, who launched attacks 

on Israel.30 In the war, Arab forces fought against Israel, and the British-led Arab Legion of 

Jordan conquered Jerusalem’s Old City and other parts of the country. As a result, the 1948 

Nakba did not end with two states as per the UN plan, but resulted in the establishment of a 

ceasefire line in an armistice agreement that divided the country into Israeli and Arab controlled 

territories (figure 1.6 (b)). This outcome resulted in the establishment of the State of Israel in 

the Israeli–controlled 77% of the territory of Mandatory Palestine,31 mainly in coastal cities, 

while Jordan annexed the west bank of the Jordan river, hence called the West Bank.32 In 

addition, the capital city of Jerusalem was also divided into West Jerusalem, controlled by 

Israel, and East Jerusalem, under Jordanian rule.33 As a result, hopes of establishing a 

Palestinian state at that time diminished, as most of the Arab population who were outside the 

Israeli state were now under Jordanian administration.  

Overall, the war resulted in the displacement of almost 750,000 Palestinians,34 who later 

became refugees living in refugee camps either in the West Bank or in nearby countries such 

as Lebanon, Syria and Jordan.35 Nineteen years later, in 1967, the Six-Day War between Israel 

and Arab states including Jordan, Syria and Egypt worsened the Palestinian crisis, resulting in 

Israel occupying further territories, including the West Bank and East Jerusalem (figure 1.7). 

For the Palestinians, the wars of 1948 and 1967 were two major disastrous ruptures and periods 

of loss – both physical and symbolic losses, such as the loss of homes and territories, but also 

the loss of social and cultural lives and national aspirations. In Jerusalem, the sense of losing 

                                                
28 (Hadawi, 1967, 1988; Masalha, 2012; Pappe, 2004; Sa’di, 2002, 2008) 
29 Ibid. 
30 (I. Abu-Lughod, 1971; Morris, 1987; Pappe, 2004; Said, 1992; Shlaim, 2010) 
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32 While Egypt controlled the Gaza Strip.  
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Pappe, 2004; Rekhess, 2008; Sofer, 1976) 
34 (J. L. Abu-Lughod, 1971; Bshara, 2012; Khalili, 2007; Morris, 1987; Pappe, 2004, 2006; Sa’di & Abu-
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the city grew slowly until it was entirely lost in 1967, fuelled by a series of subsequent political 

incidents that frustrated Palestinian nationalism.36  

As a result, Palestinians within the oPt were left with no political power. Two decades 

of Jordanian rule (1948-1967), preceded by the British Mandate and followed by Israeli 

Occupation, made the establishment of a Palestinian state harder than ever. Despite this, 

Palestinian national movements after 1948 were formed in secrecy – both in Palestine and in 

exile – to resist the Israeli Occupation. Amongst these was Fateh, one of the best known 

Palestinian political factions. In 1964, the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) was 

established, led by Fateh leader Yasser Arafat, who later became a national leader and an 

international Palestinian icon. The PLO coordinated with other nationalist movements and 

political factions with the aim of liberating Palestine.37 In 1974 it expressed a desire to establish 

a Palestinian state on any part of Palestine, although it remained based in exile,38 mainly in 

Jordan, Lebanon, Syria and Tunis, until the signing of the Oslo accords.  

In parallel, the first intifada in the oPt (1987–1993) – named after the Arabic word for 

uprising – marked the climax of the Palestinians’ dissatisfaction with the occupation.39 The 

signing of the Oslo agreements between the Palestinians (represented by the PLO) and Israel in 

1993 and 1995 finally brought the intifada to an end, starting what was thought to be a new era 

of peace between the two sides. From this point, we can notice the urban transformation of 

Ramallah.  

The peace deal, named after the Norwegian capital where it was negotiated (Oslo 

hereafter) suggested a five-year interim period during which Israel would guarantee a smooth 

transition of power to the Palestinians in the oPt and facilitate the establishment of an 

independent Palestinian state at the end of the interim period. Although Oslo did not promise 

nor state the creation of a Palestinian state, it nonetheless stipulated the establishment of an 

interim ruling body inside the West Bank called the Palestinian Authority (PA), with 

established institutions and an elected council similar to a parliament. Thus, there was the hope 

and intention for the PA (which later became the PNA) to establish a democratically-ruled 

Palestine. Oslo also included agreements on future negotiations at a later stage over three 

unresolved key issues: the return of refugees, the legitimization of Israeli settlements and, most 

                                                
36 Palestinians were generally repressed in refugee camps. Incidents like Jordan signing a peace treaty with Israel 
and supressing Palestinian resistance in Jordan contributed to the Palestinians’ frustration. See: (Fruchter-Ronen, 
2008; Katz, 2008; Khalili, 2007; Pappe, 2004) 
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38 Ibid. 
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relevant to this research, the fate of Jerusalem as a capital city of either Palestine or Israel, or 

both.40  

The Oslo signing was a historic moment: the Palestinians recognized Israel and the latter 

recognized the PLO as the sole representative of the Palestinian people. Oslo led to the 

establishment of a Palestinian government, with Yasser Arafat as president, and state-like 

institutions, including a legislative council, police, government ministries and a national bank.41 

Such institutions provided the recognition and security desired by Israel in the Palestinian West 

Bank, and there were clear signs of a new order and control patterns of a new functional 

Palestinian government. However, as Oslo postponed negotiations over Jerusalem, the PNA 

established its institutions in the West Bank, largely in Ramallah, which served as a temporary 

government base.42  

Oslo simultaneously attracted both strong support and fierce criticism. On the one hand, 

a sovereign Palestinian political system had not existed before Oslo, and moving from the PLO 

(as an organization in exile) to a government through the PNA (in Palestine) was indeed a 

massive achievement for the Palestinians.43 In addition, this represented a compromise on the 

basis that the country would be shared, and introduced mutual cooperation between the two 

sides.44 With the praise and support of the international community, the Palestinian government 

was promised more than 2 billion USD in international aid to contribute to the establishment of 

the Palestinian state.45 However, Oslo did not commit Israel to recognizing an independent state 

or territorial boundaries for the Palestinians; it only recognized the Palestinians as a people with 

a representative.46 The agreement also gave Israel the right to control the West Bank, with full 

Israeli control over water, borders and the economy.47 For these and several other reasons, many 

Palestinians were fiercely against the deal.48 

However, due to various tensions between the two sides, the five-year interim period 

did not result in further peace negotiations: in the year 2000, a second intifada erupted and 

brought peace efforts back to square one. While Israel did in fact hand the West Bank over to 

PNA control, it actually retained control of the large majority of the West Bank by dividing it 

                                                
40 Ibid. 
41 (Y. Al-Khalili, 2011; Savir, 2014) 
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into three parts (Areas A, B and C), maintaining security and administrative control over 70% 

of it in Area C (figure 1.8).49 Moreover, more Israeli settlements were built on what was 

supposed to be Palestinian land, almost a third of the West Bank was confiscated by Israel to 

build a security barrier in 2003,50 and Israel besieged the Palestinian President Yasser Arafat in 

his Muqata’a (Presidential Headquarters) in Ramallah until his death in November 2004. Until 

this day, Palestinians have no independent state, no true sovereign and independent political 

power and no resolution for Jerusalem, which has remained under total Israeli control and 

occupation. Faith in the efficacy of Oslo as a peace agreement thus collapsed and Ramallah 

remained indefinitely the temporary base for the PNA. 

Torn between their catastrophic past and their difficult present reality, Palestinians 

today are still trying to establish international momentum in support of their recognition and 

independence as a sovereign state. In 2007, following the second intifada, the PNA proposed 

the Palestinian Reform and Development Plan (PRDP), followed by the State-Building 

Programme in 2009. These two stated, in short, that the Palestinian state should be built 

regardless of the Israeli occupation, through the adoption of neoliberal policies that would 

encourage economic development and by building the state institutions to prepare Palestine for 

the state that is yet-to-come.51 While the PNA’s approach drew much criticism,52 the result of 

these two initiatives was that the West Bank experienced a noticeable construction boom, 

largely concentrated in Ramallah.  

 

1.3 The Loss of Jerusalem as the Palestinian Capital  

 
Sovereignty over Jerusalem has been a central issue in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. 

Ever since the war of 1967, Israel has maintained full sovereignty over both the Eastern and 

Western parts of the city and considers the ‘unified’ city to be the eternal capital of the state of 

Israel.53 On the other hand, the Palestinian side considers the city to be the capital of the 

forthcoming Palestinian state, but due to Israeli control, the Palestinian government remain 

unable to establish any political or national governmental institutions there, leaving them 

                                                
49 Oslo divided the West Bank geopolitically into areas A, B and C. Area A consists of the large Palestinian 
urban centres and is thus under Palestinian control, while Area C is under full Israeli control and Area B is 
under joint Palestinian and Israeli control. Security, however, is handled by Israel in the whole West Bank, 
including Area A. See: (Btselem, 2014a; Shlaim, 2005, 2010; Weizman, 2007) 
50 (ARIJ, 2006; Btselem, 2011; Newman, 2005) 
51 (Abourahme, 2009; Haddad, 2013; R. Khalidi & Samour, 2011; Yaser, 2009) 
52 (R. Khalidi & Samour, 2011; Tartir, 2015a, 2019; B. White, 2019) 
53 (Cattan, 1985; Klein, 2003, 2008; Mattar, 1983; Usher, 1999). Under international law, the Israeli 
annexation of East Jerusalem is also considered illegal. See: (Sha’ban, 2007) 
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completely cut off from the city.54 The PNA today demands that Israel recognizes and allows 

Palestinian sovereignty over the eastern part of the city, according to the borders that existed 

prior to the 1967 war, and considers Jerusalem a key step to the establishment of a Palestinian 

state.  

In fact, the Palestinian attachment to and yearning for Jerusalem is a very complicated 

topic, and several scholars have addressed this issue.55 Therefore, it becomes important to 

highlight several facts about the city that are strongly related to the Palestinian yearning for the 

city and their will to establish a capital there.  

Jerusalem holds a significant religious status for the three major monotheistic religions, 

Judaism, Christianity and Islam. The old city of Jerusalem is home to several sites venerated 

by these religions, especially the Wailing Wall for Judaism, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre 

for Christianity and the Haram Al-Sharif, including the golden Dome of the Rock and the Al-

Aqsa Mosque, for Islam. The ‘struggle over Jerusalem’s holy places’56 was a central source of 

conflict at the beginning of the 20th century,57 stirred up by political groups and factions. While 

the Haram Al-Sharif today remains a Muslim place of worship under a Jordanian 

administration, it is also a holy site for Jews, who largely refer to it as the Temple Mount and 

believe it to be the site of Herod’s temple.58 For this reason, it is also a major site of 

confrontation between Muslims and Jews, the latter supported by Israeli settler groups and 

backed by the Israeli government.59 Confrontations at the site have been a major cause of 

tension in the city and the country in general. Indeed, events that take place in Jerusalem 

reverberate deeply all over the country and are a major reason for the arousal of political 

instability between the two sides.60  

In addition to its religious symbolism, Jerusalem enjoys a strategic location near the 

eastern end of the Mediterranean Sea (figure 1.9), which has made it prone to conquest, 

destruction, rebuilding and occupation from both East and West throughout history.61 At the 

turn of the 20th century, the city was also an administrative centre and a cultural hub. During 

the last decades of the Ottoman empire, it was the capital of its own district (the Sanjak of 

                                                
54 Just as in November 2019, when Israel also closed many Palestinian cultural and educational institutions 
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61 (Pullan et al., 2014)  
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Jerusalem) and was under the direct supervision of the government in Istanbul due to its special 

(mainly religious) symbolism.62 When the British entered the city in December 1917 they made 

it the capital and the central administrative centre for the British Mandate in Palestine until 

1948.63 At that time, a number of elite Jerusalemite families constituted a significant social 

structure in the city and played a major role in transforming it into an Arab-political centre 

under the Mandate. One of the key members of these families in the 1920s and 1930s was the 

Grand Mufti Haj Amin Al-Husseini,64 who headed Palestinian nationalism in the city and 

established several Palestinian Arab institutions there during the Mandate period. Therefore, he 

made it the “seat of Palestinian national institutions and the capital of the Palestinian-Arab state 

in-the-making”,65 where the Muslim and Christian Arab leadership cooperated in the struggle 

against Zionism.66 The tension in the city between the Zionist movement and nationalist Arabs 

increased at that time, especially over the holy sites, leading to several episodes of unrest in 

Jerusalem and all over Palestine.67 

When the 1948 war divided the city into an Israeli-controlled West and a Jordanian-

controlled-east, the old city and most of the holy places remained under Jordanian control. At 

the same time, other Palestinian cities and towns were almost destroyed or depopulated during 

the war. Therefore, the fact that the Jordanians took control of East Jerusalem thus meant that 

Jerusalem was not in fact totally lost to the Israelis, in contrast to other Palestinian cities and 

towns. This perception comes from the fact that most of the holy places in the city were 

controlled by the Jordanians rather than the Israelis, and the 80,000 Palestinians68 who remained 

in Jerusalem under Jordanian rule were granted Jordanian citizenship. But the Jordanian 

government was nevertheless interested in the city for various religious, political and social 

reasons.69 Additionally, Amman remained the national capital of Jordan. Therefore, there was 

little or no sovereign Palestinian political power in the West Bank and East Jerusalem under 

Jordanian rule.70  

There were thus several historical moments that made Palestinians feel they were losing 

Jerusalem as their capital, starting with the closing down of Palestinian national movements in 
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the city by the British,71 the 1948 division, Jordanian sovereignty over the holy sites and then 

the total loss of the city to Israel in the war of 1967. In the ensuing decades, Palestinians 

attempted to regain the city and continued to demand sovereignty over it as the Palestinian 

capital. In diplomatic and political discourses, the PNA in particular demands the establishment 

of a Palestinian state within the 1967 borders just prior to the division of the city, with East 

Jerusalem serving as its capital.   

Although Oslo signalled the near resolution of the conflict and set a deadline for further 

negotiations over the status of Jerusalem, the agreement did not allow the establishment of any 

Palestinian national and political institutions in the city. When Oslo started to collapse 

following the second intifada and Arafat’s death in 2004, the establishment of a Palestinian 

state with East Jerusalem as its capital seemed further away than ever before. Israeli policies in 

the city started to strangle Palestinian Jerusalemites, driving them out of the city by imposing a 

matrix of legal and administrative barriers in several spheres of life.72 In addition, Jewish-Israeli 

attempts to take control of the Haram Al-Sharif increased, backed by the Israeli government 

and the Israeli establishment in general.73 Over the years, the Israeli right wing has secured 

control of the majority of Israeli political life and the retention of Jerusalem has become 

increasingly high profile.74 On the international level, particularly in 2017, the American 

recognition of all of Jerusalem as the Israeli capital, followed by the US embassy’s move from 

Tel-Aviv to Jerusalem, has brought the city to the forefront once more and signalled a much 

deeper and greater loss to the Palestinians.75  
These events happened while Palestinian access to Jerusalem was simultaneously 

becoming much more restricted, especially for those from the West Bank who wish to visit the 

city, thus reinforcing the feeling of losing Jerusalem. At the same time, the Palestinian desire 

to regain the city as their capital has never faded. The Palestinian call to establish their own 

state inevitably implies that Jerusalem will be the capital, and any other Palestinian town or city 

suggested as an alternative capital remains completely rejected for Palestinians.76 Indeed, the 

complexity of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict with regards to Jerusalem and the involvement of 

several international actors has made Jerusalem an international dilemma. In Palestinian-Arab 

discourse, calls to ‘save Jerusalem’77 and slogans like ‘to Jerusalem we are going, martyrs in 
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millions’78 became regional ones, not only for Palestinians inside Palestine and in the diaspora, 

but also a common feature in Arab and Islamic countries.79  

From the Nakba to the failure of Oslo and until this day, a sense of accumulative loss 

and defeat has become predominant in Palestinian identity, turning into trauma and a sense of 

permanent dispossession, but fuelled by a determination to resist the occupation.80 The fact that 

Jerusalem is lost as an Arab political centre and as the Palestinian capital constitutes a major 

part of this loss. Ever since the Nakba, themes of loss and disappearance have been widely used 

in narrating, documenting and describing the context of Palestine.81 Indeed, Khalidi (2010) 

asserts that after the Nakba, the Palestinians “seemed to have disappeared from the political 

map as an independent actor, and indeed as people”,82 while Sanbar (2001) commented: 

 

By departing from space, the Palestinians, about whom the whole world agreed to say 

‘they do not exist’, also departed from time. Their history and their past were denied. 

Their aspirations and their future were forbidden. Hence, they found themselves trapped 

in an ephemeral dimension, and for half a century they would live in limbo….83 

 

Understanding the effects of the losses the Palestinians have endured is crucial to 

understand how such losses still affect them today. On this note, Palestinian psychiatrist and 

scholar Samah Jabr stressed that the experience of the Nakba as a major traumatic loss has 

spread over generations, 84 constituting a defining characteristic for Palestinians. It is a 

collective trauma that has become a collectively inherited experience, representing a mode of 

being for Palestinians.85 Given the emergence of Ramallah as a ‘de-facto’ capital due to the 

inability to access Jerusalem, to what extent can we then see the capital status of Ramallah 

(even if temporary) is related to the larger, deeply-entrenched sense of loss that has become a 

defining Palestinian characteristic? In this regard, the words of Edward Said in 1986 may still 

be relevant today. He said:  

Although every Palestinian knows perfectly well that what has happened to us [the 

Palestinians] … is a direct consequence of Israel’s destruction of our society in 1948, 
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the question … remains whether a clear, direct line can be drawn from our misfortunes 

in 1948 to our misfortunes in the present.86 

 
1.4 Is Ramallah a Paradox?  

 

After the PNA entered Ramallah in December 1995, an enormous urban boom took 

place there as new construction projects mushroomed in the city,87 in an attempt to build a “new 

urban Palestinian core under occupation”.88 Khamaisi reports that more than one million 

building permits were granted between 1990 and 2000, adding more than 1.5 square kilometres 

to the built up area of the city.89 In addition, returning PLO members brought new social 

outlooks with them and invested heavily in the city.90 Therefore, Ramallah began to slowly 

acquire the high status it has held ever since as a government base. 

After the second intifada and the PNA’s state-building programme, Ramallah grew 

fivefold between 2002 and 2010.91 The city experienced a government-oriented growth, 

attracting economic and foreign actors to settle in Ramallah alongside the government. The city 

today offers modern, westernized lifestyles and exposure to a globalized culture,92 which has 

brought about the transformation of the socio-economic profile of the city and resulted in rapid 

urbanization.93 Thus, the political is concentrated in Ramallah, represented by the PNA 

government institutions, as is the financial, represented by businesses and financial institutions, 

and the transnational, represented by the numerous foreign diplomatic and international 

organizations operating in the city. Today, Ramallah is a major hub, with a total population of 

almost 90,000,94 but accepting an additional daily population of nearly 30,000 commuters who 

come to work in the city.95 Describing the current city, Rabie (2018) writes: 

 

There are large-scale construction projects underway, a proliferation of hotels and 

nightclubs, Mexican restaurants, luxury cars, cappuccino prices on par with London or 

Brooklyn—jarringly at odds with prevailing notions of Palestinian life under the 
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shadow of Israeli occupation …The city… boasts quasi-embassies … as if it were the 

capital of a real nation-state…96 

 

Unlike Ramallah, other prominent Palestinian cities like Nablus and Hebron (figure 1.1) 

faced a remarkable economic and industrial decline due to the Israeli policy of closures imposed 

during and after the second Intifada.97 The city of Bethlehem was also strangled by the Israeli 

separation barrier (wall), which isolated it from Jerusalem and led to the loss of religious 

tourism. However, Ramallah continued to grow, providing various job opportunities that 

attracted workers from other Palestinian cities to settle there, especially when Israeli closures 

of the West Bank were heightened during the second Intifada. In 2007, for example, only 48% 

percent of Ramallah’s population had been living in the city since birth, while the figures for 

Hebron and Nablus were almost 70% and 85% percent, respectively.98  

Given these indications and the opportunities, facilities and exposure that the city 

provides under occupation, Ramallah has been widely referred to as an odd phenomenon in 

Palestine, disconnected from the Palestinian national struggle: the city has been referred to as 

a ‘bubble’, detached from other Palestinian cities.99 In addition, the Ramallah-based sociologist 

Lisa Taraki has argued that the city is becoming an ‘enclave’ that is “fixed on the global, not 

the national level”.100 When providing a critical view of the city’s growth under occupation, 

Palestinian scholars have called the city ‘a villa amidst the jungle’,101 a ‘five-star occupation’102 

and a ‘schizophrenic’ city.103 Following the same line of thinking, the French journalist 

Benjamin Barthe published a book entitled ‘Ramallah’s Dream: A Journey into the Heart of the 

Palestinian Mirage’,104 where, following a discussion of the difficult Palestinian political 

reality, he described the socio-economic changes in the West Bank and Gaza, referring to what 

the PNA is achieving as a ‘mirage’ especially in Ramallah. 

In addition, several scholars have tried to capture the socio-economic and cultural 

changes that have taken place in the city, especially since the second intifada. A group of 

Palestinian academics published a book entitled ‘Small Places and Big Issues: Three Palestinian 

Neighbourhoods Under Occupation’.105 With a focus on sociology and anthropology, the book 
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investigates the lived experience of Palestinians after the second intifada, focusing on three 

neighbourhoods in Ramallah that manifest striking socio-economic and urban differences. 

From the same disciplines, Palestinian sociologist Jamil Hilal also published a book entitled 

‘Ramallah: The City and the Story’,106 questioning recent changes in the city. Other research 

papers that address various facets of Ramallah and its context today include those by 

Abourahme, Harker, El-Khairy, Al-Khalili, Anani, Roy and Brocket,107 all of which examine 

the changing socio-economic and political atmosphere in the city from several perspectives. 

As the temporary headquarters for the government, Ramallah has featured repeatedly in 

literature and the media as a ‘de-facto capital’, a ‘quasi-capital’ and an ‘administrative 

capital’.108 At the same time, Ramallah was neither chosen nor officially declared as a 

‘temporary capital’, as such a declaration would face a major backlash from ordinary 

Palestinians. In fact, there is still a wide consensus that even if Ramallah acts and functions like 

a capital, Jerusalem will always remain the eternal Palestinian capital, as discussed earlier. 

Commenting on this issue and the development in Ramallah, one interviewee said: 

 

So, to be able to build, shall we wait until we get Jerusalem as our capital? We simply 

cannot stand with folded arms. We build in Ramallah and we show the world who we 

are. This does not contrast with Jerusalem, Jerusalem will always remain our eternal 

national capital that we will return to.109 

 

Given its growing nature as the quasi, de-facto and inadmissible capital under Israeli 

colonial conditions, Ramallah indeed merits investigation. However, Jerusalem’s historic 

significance, its status as a political and religious centre and its current complex status as a key 

issue in Palestinian-Israeli negotiations might make it more appealing for research. Why, then, 

is Ramallah worth looking at? The dominance of the occupation on the economic, cultural and 

political levels in East Jerusalem means that everything there is entirely controlled by Israel, 

and Palestinians on the Eastern side still see the Israeli municipality of the city as a colonial 

rather than a neutral or binational body.110 On the other hand, Ramallah truly represents what 

one may call the ‘prototype’ of a Palestinian city, since it is the Palestinian government, not the 

occupier, which decides its urban contours. Although such decisions are generally influenced 

by Israeli policies, it is still Palestinians who decide how to build Ramallah and who take control 
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of their civic and everyday lives. That is, Ramallah is built by direct Palestinian decisions, not 

Israeli ones, while in Jerusalem it is the Israeli municipality that takes such decisions.  

Unlike other major Palestinian cities like Nablus and Hebron, Ramallah does not have 

a conservative cultural and religious background, nor does it have a tradition of old families 

and tribes. Ramallah is thus the city where Palestinian political power resides, where there is a 

relaxed socio-cultural atmosphere and where the Israeli occupation has no presence in the city 

centre – unlike in Hebron for example.111 Its development and growth might provide some 

sense of what Palestinian power might be if there were to be an independent, sovereign state 

(although this, too, might be controversial). 

There are thus several reasons why Ramallah merits investigation. First, the city’s 

growth was accelerated by the emergence of the PNA, based largely in Ramallah. Second, this 

growth attracted economic and trans-national agencies to settle in Ramallah, hence bolstering 

the city’s status as the de-facto capital of the Palestinian state and turning it into an urban 

laboratory for the state-building project through massive architectural development. Third, 

Ramallah’s growth brought new westernized attitudes to the city’s socio-economics and 

architecture, transforming it into a modern, urban Palestinian centre with a globalized exposure 

to the future. Finally, and most importantly, Ramallah’s new status as a ‘de-facto’ or 

‘administrative’ capital city is ‘unwanted’, despite the city’s growth, because the Palestinians 

have always embraced Jerusalem as their capital. Therefore, Ramallah transforms into a 

paradoxical city, hanging between state-building efforts and the yearning for Jerusalem. It may 

look like a capital but remains unwanted as the capital because of Jerusalem. At the same time, 

in its growth and in the concentration of the PNA’s state institutions, it remains desired because 

it manifests an aspect of Palestinian statehood (regardless of how controversial that aspect is). 

This aspect is an achievement, especially after decades of struggle to establish a Palestinian 

state and a capital. Ramallah thus remains ‘unwanted’ as a capital in official discourse, but as 

it grows into a capital-like status, this status remains inadmissible.  

 
1.5 The Evidence of Architecture and Urban Form 

 
There is no doubt that the concentration of government functions in the city has made 

Ramallah famous among the international community and a hub for local Palestinians. While 

capital cities are where governments are expected to settle and function,112 giving Ramallah the 

status of a ‘de-facto’ capital is strongly linked to the fact that most – if not all – government 
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functions are concentrated there. In fact, Ramallah today is home to over 70 PNA institutions,113 

including those of national significance, such as ministries, courts, and a parliament building, 

as well as administrative offices, committees and PLO-affiliated organizations. Most 

importantly, Ramallah is the base for the Presidential Headquarters (the Muqata’a) and the 

Office of the Prime Minister (figures 1.3–1.4). 

Indeed, a simple walk in the city reveals the extent to which the PNA being located 

there influences its urban fabric. In Ramallah, a strong “governmental presence”114 can be felt 

and takes various spatial forms. First, Ramallah is where the PNA constructs most of its 

purpose-built state institutions, and the physical and urban characteristics of the institutions are 

particularly unique and new to Ramallah, especially their large scale and monumental façades, 

walled with watchtowers and gates. A pioneering example of such a project is the Muqata’a – 

the refurbished Palestinian Presidential Complex (figure 1.3), which the PNA built after it was 

destroyed by Israel during the second intifada. The new Muqata’a is truly a landmark, hard to 

miss with its five-metre high wall and purpose-built watchtowers in its central location only 

800 from the city centre.  

Another example is a Ministerial Complex (figure 1.4), built between 2005 and 2016 

(with some parts still under construction) to accommodate 7 key ministries at a total cost of 40 

million USD.115 Given its scale, its cost, the area it occupies and the security matrix around it, 

the project raised many questions. A local Palestinian wondered whether the complex would 

eventually be “moved to Jerusalem once liberated”,116 and questioned the extent to which 

Ramallah might be the final settlement city for these ministries.117  

Second, most international state visits paid to Palestine and the PNA take place in 

Ramallah, especially the Muqata’a, the Presidential Headquarters. Ever since the PNA arrived 

in the city, Ramallah has witnessed visits from politicians, heads of state, ministers and royals 

from the Middle East, America, Europe and Asia. Almost all these visits begin at the Muqata’a, 

while some travel around the city to either visit other government buildings or take a look at 

Palestinian life and culture.118 On a representative international level, Ramallah is home to 

thirty-one embassies, consulates and foreign missions and representatives.119  

Third, Ramallah has recently started to become home to cultural-national museums and 

memorial sites, including the state-funded museum of the late Palestinian President Yasser 
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Arafat (also called the museum of contemporary Palestinian memory) and the museum of the 

national poet Mahmoud Darwish. Both museums are built next to the mausoleums of these two 

national figures, who are both buried in the city (figure 1.10–1.11). In addition, the Palestinian 

Museum is on the edges of the city, as well as the state-funded presentational guest house, 

which was transformed into the Palestinian National Library in 2017 (figures 1.12-1.13).120 

Ramallah thus has a collection of political and national institutions where, in the words 

of a Palestinian university professor, “the [PNA] is acting in a way that gives the impression 

that Ramallah is the capital of the state”.121 But with all this ‘capital-infrastructure’ in the city 

and the view that it is ‘temporary’, waiting until a return to Jerusalem is possible, a look at 

Ramallah today cannot help but raise the question of the fate of Jerusalem as the Palestinian 

capital. As another Palestinian scholar framed it, “Israel wants to establish that Jerusalem is not 

going to be your capital, if you want a capital, here it is in Ramallah”.122 At the same time, there 

is also the view that Ramallah today in its ‘capital-sense’ is just “one extra temporary station 

for the big return”,123 as stated by one of the city’s residents, who sees that “Palestinians have 

a religious, symbolic and national connection with Jerusalem, not only a political one like 

Ramallah”.124 

Ramallah thus stands today in a grey-zone. It establishes the state institutions that are 

needed to realize the PNA’s state-building programme, thus achieving the long-awaited 

Palestinian desire to establish a Palestinian state. At the same time, it raises many questions on 

the return to Jerusalem. 

 

1.6 The Research: Definition and Approaches 

 
This research aims to investigate Ramallah as an unwanted and inadmissible Palestinian 

capital. By focusing on architectural and urban analyses of the PNA’s institutions in the city, 

the research positions Ramallah in the context of capital cities to investigate its capital-character 

and explores the meaning of this manifestation. It investigates Ramallah as a ‘de-facto’ capital 

city in the context of the still unrealised Palestinian state with Jerusalem as its national capital. 

Departing from the general understanding that Ramallah is a ‘bubble’ detached from the 
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Palestinian national struggle, the research investigates its emerging political and national 

architecture and urbanism through the lens of capital cities. It explores how decades of loss, 

defeat and struggle to establish a Palestinian state with Jerusalem as its national capital are key 

factors in the transformation of Ramallah. 

1.6.1 Positioning the research  

In the context of Palestine, much work has been done on the displacement of the 

Palestinians and their stateless status in exile in various disciplines such as sociology, 

anthropology and memory studies.125 There is also a fair amount of scholarly work in many 

disciplines – such as political science, international relations and development studies – on the 

PLO, Oslo, the establishment of the PNA and the struggle to establish Palestinian statehood.126 

In addition, numerous works have emerged from various disciplines – especially politics and 

political-economy – on the PNA’s state-building programme after the second intifada.127 From 

a spatial perspective, analysing urban space and works of architecture in the context of Palestine 

and Israel has become influential in the disciplines of architecture, urban planning and urban 

studies and has shed new light on the conflict. The work of Pullan, Handel, Sharif, Abujidi and 

Weziman are examples of such work in the field.128 

Regarding Ramallah, sources range from historical books,129 architectural 

documentations of its old core such as Bshara and Jubeh’s work on historic buildings,130 to 

more recent studies by several Palestinian scholars on the city’s urban planning,131 and on 

Manara square in the city centre.132 There are also some academic works which address the 

current urban development of Ramallah in particular; examples which do so include Yaser’s 

dissertation on Ramallah’s changing identity through architecture,133 Aruri’s speculations on 

future scenarios for Ramallah134 and Rabie’s investigation of new private development north 
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of the city.135 While most of the works mentioned above refer to socio-cultural and urban 

developments to describe how the city has changed in the past twenty-five years or so, most 

refer to the performativity of the city as a Palestinian hub, paying little attention to the capital-

nature of the city as a PNA headquarters. In fact, none explain exactly how Ramallah is 

becoming a capital city within the realm of other capital cities.  

 In fact, all of those interested in Ramallah refer to the arrival of the PNA to the city in 

1995 as a major driver for its urban transformation, but none make a distinction between the 

construction of government institutions in the city and other constructions. The first being 

implemented and funded by the PNA, and the latter – such as commercial, residential and office 

projects and entertainment facilities – are implemented by the private sector and made possible 

by the PNA’s post-2007 neoliberal policies. Since capital cities are where the government’s 

functions are concentrated,136 we must draw a distinction between what others build in the city 

and what the government builds to understand the capital-nature of Ramallah. Indeed, it is 

because the PNA’s function is concentrated in Ramallah that the city has gained the status of a 

‘de-facto capital’, not because of the concentration of other socio-economic and cultural 

functions (although the latter makes it a hub, which supports it in becoming a capital). 

At the same time, academic work on PLO and PNA institutions is abundant and offers 

a detailed view of the work of these institutions as functional organizations,137 but none of these 

works addresses them as physical built structures on the ground. On the latter issue, only very 

few recent studies and ongoing research projects have emerged in the last ten years that address 

PNA institutions as built buildings. These include two research papers on the Presidential 

Headquarters (the Muqata’a) by Palestinian architects,138 work by the DAAR group in Palestine 

on the Parliament building in nearby Jerusalem,139 in addition to my own MPhil dissertation at 

the University of Cambridge (2013) on the Ministerial Complex in the city, entitled ‘Displaced 

Capital: The Development of Massioun Neighbourhood in Palestinian Ramallah’.140 Although 

the latter formed the initial ideas for this research, none of the works above addressed PNA 

institutions in the city as a group or a constellation that forms the physical infrastructure needed 

for a capital city, which influences and affects the urban fabric. Indeed, there are no studies to 

this day that consider the spatial concentration of PNA institutions in the city. The emerging 

PNA architecture becomes a particularly interesting and recent phenomenon where studies on 

PNA’s architectural institutions did not exist before. 
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Why, then, is it worth studying PNA institutions as physical built structures that have 

architectural qualities as well as urban impact and relations with the rest of the city? Building 

on Vesely’s phenomenological approach, architecture has a communicative role and the ability 

to embody cultural meanings and the socio-political conditions of its production.141 The built 

environment is not only a background where socio-political conditions take place, it rather has 

a key role to play in these conditions.142 For example, many architectural artefacts have 

commonly been used to immortalize national or political events – such as memorials and 

monuments – usually for the sake of creating a common cause among a group of people.143 

Architecture can thus be politicized and nationalized to serve particular aims, whether for the 

sake of the government or simply to express public sentiment about collective – or national – 

experiences.144 As well as museums and monuments, specific government buildings are part of 

this trend, since such buildings “help give value and significance to the activities of the state 

[as] works of architecture and acts of urban design assume a peculiar place in [the] assemblage 

of national symbols”.145 Nationalism thus comes into play with architecture, and is magnified 

through it.  

Governmental developments in Ramallah, especially the new purpose-built ones, are 

not an exception to this interrelationship between architecture and the image displayed through 

it or the political and socio-cultural conditions that produced it. In fact, Ramallah is not the only 

city within the larger regional context of the Middle Eastern and Arab states where architectural 

and urban spatial developments are used to articulate a particular political vision or embody 

national aspirations. Some contributions already started investigating the link between political 

ideologies and urban developments in Arab capital cities. Take for example the work of Selim 

(2016; 2014) on Cairo, investigating how, after the Free Officers Revolution of 1952, Gamal 

Abdel Nasser’s “socialist ideology and channels of development”146 used modern urbanism and 

architecture in Cairo in the second half of the twentieth century. The reconstruction of post-war 

Beirut also utilised the built environment in the city under a particular political agenda.147 The 

focus on urban transformation in modern Arab cities – whether in or outside the capital cities – 

is an evolving field that addresses cities in this part of the world beyond their historical narrative 

as being Islamic or traditional cities.148 Situating Ramallah within this larger regional context 
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is essential as the city hosts urban and architectural trends like those found in Dubai or Amman, 

leading many to refer to the urban development of Ramallah as being “amman-ised”.149 

However, the concentration of the government buildings in the city – while it is not the national 

capital and while the national capital is occupied – makes Ramallah a unique case par 

excellence in the region, unlike any other city. Indeed, it is not only the city’s architecture and 

urban transformations that drew the attention of all those who have written about it recently in 

the media or academia; it is also that government architecture becomes important to the 

symbolism of the Palestinian state and the embodiment of the government’s aspirations and 

political project under occupation. But as it achieves this, the city largely becomes coined a 

‘capital city’. 

Since the topic of this research is still an ongoing contemporary issue, as it addresses 

recent changes in the city, finding literary sources on PNA institutions as physical built 

structures was a difficult task. The major difficulty lies in the fact that there are no records, 

surveys or documentation of PNA institutions as buildings on the ground. Aside from the 

single-building studies mentioned above on the Muqata’a, the Parliament and the Ministerial 

Complex, sources on PNA institutions, whether in Ramallah or outside it, remain very scarce.  

To address this issue, this is where a spatial survey of the current institutions in the city 

becomes important. The research thus begins by mapping most of the PNA institutions in the 

city to understand how Ramallah works as a capital in its physical built fabric and urban layout. 

Figure (1.14) is a figure-ground analysis of the city,150 marking PNA institutions and their 

spatial distribution, forming what I will later call in this research Ramallah’s ‘political-national 

topography’. This map is the first of its kind that maps the PNA institutions in the city and is 

thus a physical proof of the concentration of PNA institutions in Ramallah, meaning that we 

can start investigating their spatial relations and characteristics.  

Although the emerging capital-character of Ramallah goes against many Palestinian 

values, the capital-topography in the city does not come out of the void. Contrary to Taraki’s 

claim that Ramallah is detached from the national cause or Bathe’s opinion that Ramallah is 

the capital of a ‘Palestinian mirage’,151 I argue in this research that the city has much deeper 

meanings that are especially related to the long Palestinian desire and struggle to establish a 
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state and a capital. Claims that Ramallah is a mirage are simply a contribution to the historical 

oblivion of the Palestinians and their efforts to establish a state.  

Having said that, I must stress that this research neither adopts nor defends the narrative 

or the approach of the PNA. It rather situates Ramallah within the complex historic struggle of 

the PLO and the PNA to establish a state with Jerusalem as its capital and within the PNA’s 

current decision-making processes. The PNA may not be the best version of Palestinian politics, 

nor the most acceptable one. Yet, it must be faced that a new generation of Palestinians –who 

never experienced the displacement of 1948, the war of 1967 or the first and second intifadas – 

will grow up to see Ramallah as the version of a Palestinian city introduced to them. Whatever 

the possibilities in the future, the new Palestinian generation will have to deal with the political 

legacy of the PNA and its architectural choices and the urban effects of these choices on the 

ground. For cities, humans are shaped by their built environment as much as they shape it,152 

therefore, the fact that Ramallah is built by Palestinian decisions is a remarkable indicator of 

some Palestinian desires and hopes. If we want to better understand the delicate issues in the 

Palestinian-Israeli conflict, we need to understand what Palestinian hopes are and one way to 

do that is to understand how such hopes are manifested on the ground.  

 

1.6.2 Research methods and position of the author 

The research is designed following a ‘mixed methodology’153 and draws on 15 weeks 

of fieldwork in the city.154 In focusing on Ramallah, it is ‘context-led’,155 employs critical 

architectural analysis, and its investigation of the city takes an ‘interpretive research’ 

approach.156  

PNA institutions in Ramallah are investigated on two levels: urban and architectural. 

On the urban level, mapping is considered a major tool for this research. By marking and 

investigating sites in the city, mapping as a process has the “capacity to reformulate what 

already exists” to “uncover realities previously unseen or unimagined”.157 By mapping only 

political and national sites in Ramallah, we become able to understand, expose and visualize 

otherwise undermined aspects of spatial relationships in the city. Figure (1.14) thus marks these 

institutions and the city centre, the latter represented by Manara and Yasser Arafat squares. 
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In analysing PNA institutions on the architectural level, I adopt critical architectural 

analysis, where I analyse the physical characteristics of the buildings, the building materials 

and their spatial relations with each other. I also investigate the political ideology behind their 

realization, the process of decision-making and communication with architects – including 

architectural briefs and contracts where possible – and architectural discourse, discussions and 

perceptions.  

The research also employs ‘case studies and combined strategies’158 and focuses 

especially on three sites. The first two are the memorial sites of the national poet Mahmoud 

Darwish and the political leader Yasser Arafat, chosen due to their architectural qualities as 

purpose-built national memorial sites. The third site is the Presidential Headquarters of the 

Muqata’a, particularly because Arafat’s memorial site is located inside it and because of its rich 

history. Beyond their architectural qualities, these sites were selected due to their location 

within the city’s ‘political-national topography’ and their connection with the overall 

Palestinian national narrative. In analysing the Muqata’a, I also followed the development of 

the site by overlaying aerial photographs on top of each other to understand the spatial 

transformation of the site, while the original plan and photos of the Muqata’a were obtained 

online through the Israel State Archive. Through mapping, visual analysis and digital tracing, I 

could identify spatial features of the site and track their changes. 

Since my research tracked PNA national institutions, sometimes following news 

agencies and watching recordings of official speeches proved useful for understanding the 

physical setting where PNA activities take place in Ramallah. This became an especially useful 

tool when I studied state visits to Ramallah and the physical infrastructure used on these visits 

to argue for it as a capital. In terms of photography, taking screenshots of certain buildings on 

Google Street View proved helpful because taking pictures of national or political institutions 

was sometimes not allowed or required official permission, which was a lengthy and 

complicated process.  

Fieldwork and analysis involved a variety of methods, including ‘forms of physical 

documentation’159 such as drawing, mapping and photography, as well as archival work and 

site observation. In the initial stages of fieldwork, I collected information on the city’s urban 

development in the form of history books, maps and photographs, for which I visited the library 

of Birzeit University, Ramallah and Al-Bireh municipal libraries, the libraries of Ramallah 

Museum and Yasser Arafat Museum and the library of the Institute for Palestine Studies, in 

addition to a visit to the PLO Research Center and Ramallah’s municipal archive.  
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The second stage of fieldwork focused on the Muqata’a and the Yasser Arafat memorial 

site and museum. I spent 6 consecutive weeks onsite in summer 2018, taking notes and pictures 

and observing how the site worked, focusing especially on the museum. I studied the content 

of the museum and the narrative it presents, observed the visitors, interviewed some, and gained 

information from the staff on its establishment. While investigating the site, I understood its 

relationship with the Muqata’a and observed the spatial connections and dynamics between the 

two. Daily encounters with the staff, visitors and security personnel refined my view of the site 

tremendously.  

To better understand the concentration of PNA institutions in the city, I conducted 

nearly 30 semi-structured, open-ended interviews in Arabic with those responsible for or 

interested in spatial development in the city. These included the heads of the engineering offices 

at the municipalities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh, university academics, local practicing 

architects and residents of the city. I also interviewed government officials, such as the head of 

The Palestinian Economic Council for Development and Construction (PECDAR), who 

previously held the role of the Minister of Public Works and Housing and became Prime 

Minister at the time of writing this research. Interviews were also conducted with the head of 

the engineering office at PECDAR, a senior official from the Ministry of Local Government, 

the head of the engineering department and the senior architect at the Presidential Bureau, as 

well as architects involved in the design and construction of the PNA institutions in the city. 

The goal was to understand how decisions about constructing PNA institutions were made and 

whether there is a comprehensive urban physical plan or a guiding document for establishing 

them. 

Identifying suitable participants to interview for this research was not an easy task, nor 

were the interviews. This was partly because of the nature of the topic and its sensitivity in 

opening wide the question of Ramallah as a capital, and partly because I am addressing 

government buildings, which I was told are ‘sensitive government information’. 

Acknowledging this fact, consent to participate in interviews was obtained orally due to 

interviewees’ fear of singing any official papers. In this, I followed the ‘guidelines of obtaining 

informal oral consent’ as mentioned in the Research Ethics Framework (REF),160 which was 

developed by the Conflict in Cities Research project at the University of Cambridge161 and 

prepared especially for architectural and urban research in conflict contexts. In return, this 

required extra effort from me to explain to my interviewees my project, where I come from and 

the purpose of my research. I also made sure that my interviewees were participating voluntarily 

                                                
160 (CinC, 2008) 
161 (‘Conflict in Cities and the Contested State’, 2010) 
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and that they had the choice to withdraw at any time.162 I also asked them at the beginning and 

end of the interview if they wished their names to be mentioned or be anonymized. 

Given the sensitivity of the topic of the Palestinian capital, and to make my participants 

feel as comfortable as possible, none of the interviews were recorded. As I was taking notes 

during the interviews, I made sure that my interviewee could see what I wrote. Consequently, 

several interviewees asked me to pause writing when they shared what they believed was 

‘politically and nationally sensitive’ information or a controversial opinion. I respectfully 

responded to their requests, only resuming writing whenever they felt it was okay to do so.  

Studying Ramallah as a capital city required a high degree of reflexivity.163 I am aware 

that I had to build trust with my interviewees and the institutions I visited for this research. For 

this, I acknowledge that my position as a Palestinian researcher, fluent in reading and speaking 

Arabic, helped me gain this trust. In addition, I earned my bachelor’s degree in Architectural 

Engineering at Birzeit University near Ramallah, which helped me familiarize myself with the 

city. Given my background, most people I dealt with either recognized my family name or knew 

of my previous instructors at Birzeit. Most of the time, this broke the ice and made the 

conversation flow much more naturally.  

My previous knowledge of the city and the network of professionals I established during 

my undergraduate studies at Birzeit also helped me identify key contacts at each institution I 

visited. On this note, I would also like to acknowledge that it is because of my background and 

this existing network that a friend managed to grant me access to the Presidential Bureau and 

the Muqata’a through one of their contacts, something that was officially rejected by the private 

security and national intelligence of the PNA when I submitted an official request to re-enter 

the Muqata’a to take photographs.  

I realize that pointing my finger at Ramallah as a capital is not an easily accepted topic. 

I am aware that that my research is the first of its kind to address Ramallah as a Palestinian 

capital outside Jerusalem through architecture and urban form. Therefore, I would like to 

reinforce that I am not advocating Ramallah as a Palestinian capital, nor calling for it to be one, 

and I fully respect Palestinian national desires to establish their capital in Jerusalem. 

                                                
162 I also encountered some refusals: the architect of the Muqata’a refused to meet me or share any drawings 
with me, while the architectural firm for the memorial sites of Arafat and Darwish was hesitant at first to 
share any of their drawings. After they did and were willing to conduct an interview, they then later stopped 
responding to my communication. Another official at the Presidential Bureau refused to see me for a second 
time, although he had asked me to pay him a second visit. 
163 In this kind of interpretive research, the position of the author is important. Reflexivity becomes crucial 
as it responds to claims of bias due to the author’s position. For more details, see: (Schwartz-Shea & 
Yanow, 2012, pp. 91–141) 
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Nevertheless, the research investigates a contemporary Palestinian issue and provides a better 

understanding of Palestinian cities, especially since Oslo. 

 
1.6.3 Dissertation structure 

This dissertation is divided into seven chapters, including this introductory chapter and a 

concluding one. The next chapter, Chapter Two, provides an overall historical background of 

Ramallah. It is short and brief, focusing on the main socio-cultural qualities and spatial structure 

of the city to understand how its background helped it develop along the trajectory of a capital 

city. 

Chapter Three situates Ramallah within the context of capital cities and explores their 

role, their architectures and their urban fabric in processes of nation and state-building. In 

particular, the chapter positions Ramallah among temporary capital cities under severe conflict 

and introduces the city of Bonn as a theme that will later help understand Ramallah. 

Before investigating the spatial transformation of Ramallah as manifested in the 

concentration of PNA institutions there, Chapter Four explores how Ramallah became the city 

where most PNA activity is concentrated, especially since the PNA never officially took 

Ramallah nor declared it to be a temporary capital. It tracks the spatial location of PNA 

institutions in the oPt ever since the establishment of the PNA in 1994 and its arrival in 

Ramallah in 1995 – when there was still no political settlement over Jerusalem and when the 

Palestinians were still unable to build their national institutions in Jerusalem as their capital. 

The chapter navigates the options that were available to the PNA to assert its national 

institutional presence in or around Jerusalem while the Palestinians remained cut off from it. It 

also shows how following the second intifada, Ramallah slowly became the place where the 

state-building programme was realized.  

Chapter Five then delves into an architectural and urban analysis of PNA institutions 

in the city, and the extent to which the political discourse of the PNA matches construction on 

the ground. The chapter further defines the capital topography in Ramallah and interprets it, 

focusing on the embedding of two national figures, Yasser Arafat and Mahmoud Darwish, 

within this topography. The chapter argues that embedding these two sites within the political-

national topography in Ramallah gives Palestinian national meanings and identity to the city.   

Since Yasser Arafat’s memorial site is built inside the Presidential Headquarters (the 

Muqata’a), the research then investigates the Muqata’a at great length in Chapter Six, taking 

into consideration its history, its destruction by Israel during the second intifada and its 

reconstruction by the PNA. It also explores Arafat’s memorial site, including his museum, and 

explores the spatial dynamics through which the Muqata’a – in its Presidential Office and 
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memorial site – is manifested as a political institution in the city. The chapter explores the 

colonial history of the Muqata’a as a British fort and the meanings of the architectural 

transformations it went through, making it a focal point in the city that is strongly connected to 

Arafat.  

 

1.6.4 Research limitations 

While the author realizes the multi-faceted nature of Ramallah as a financial, social and 

cultural hub, the research is nonetheless limited to government institutions in the city to keep it 

within the scope and research limits of a PhD dissertation. However, the author is aware that 

other developments in the city need to be mapped and addressed, such as major commercial 

projects and the location of foreign missions and embassies. 

A second limitation is related to the funding of PNA constructions in the city. Most 

PNA institutions in Ramallah are built by PECDAR – the Palestinian Economic Council for 

Development and Construction. PECDAR is the governmental organisation to which all money 

from international donors to Palestine is channelled, to be later spent on developmental projects 

in the oPt. A question could thus be raised about the connection between the influx of foreign 

money and the architectural productions of the PNA in the city. While the fund for the 

construction of PNA institutions in Ramallah figures as part of the analysis here, this topic 

remains beyond the overall scope of this research as a PhD dissertation.  
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Chapter Two 

Ramallah and Its Twin City:  

Beginnings and Development  
 
 
2.1 Introduction 

 
The city of Ramallah slowly emerged from a small village at the beginning of the 20th 

century and has since transformed into a bustling city and government centre. According to the 

Palestinian administrative division,164 Ramallah today forms the heart of the ‘Ramallah and Al-

Bireh’ governorate in the West Bank (figures 2.1 and 2.2).165 The city of Al-Bireh lies to the 

east of Ramallah, almost a kilometre away, but the old centres of both cities have grown towards 

each other to such an extent that today, they practically form a single urban fabric and a large 

urban conglomerate. Therefore, the two cities are largely referred to as the ‘twin’ cities. 

The collective urban conglomerate (figure 2.3) spans a total area of almost forty square 

kilometres166 and has a combined population of 85,027 people.167 While each of them 

constitutes its own separate municipality and thus has different administrative bodies, the two 

cities are often considered one and are regularly referred to collectively as simply ‘Ramallah’. 

Therefore, this research will use ‘Ramallah’ and ‘the city’ to refer to the intertwined urban 

fabric of the two cities. But for this chapter only, it will distinguish between the two to trace 

their beginnings and development. Ramallah in this chapter thus refers only to the city of 

Ramallah, without Al-Bireh. 

The signing of the Oslo accords and the arrival of the PNA in 1995 brought attention to 

the two cities. They were neither a place that directly caused political tensions nor a place in 

which instabilities manifested, yet they were significantly impacted by them.168 For example, 

they were host to a large number of refugees during the wars of 1948 and 1967 and received a 

considerable number of PNA officials in 1995 from the diaspora, both which boosted their 

population and changed their socio-economic structure. They have thus experienced several 

points of growth and decline but were not necessarily damaged or destroyed. Like most 

Palestinian cities, they have lived under several ruling powers: the Ottomans (until 1917), the 

                                                
164 (Wafa, n.d.-a) 
165 With a total population of nearly 350,000 people, the Ramallah and Al-Bireh governorate includes over 
80 urban and rural Palestinian conglomerates forming the fourth-largest Palestinian governorate in the 
West Bank after Hebron, Jerusalem and Nablus, respectively. See: (PCBS, 2017c) 
166 (Al-bireh.org, 2017; Ramallah.ps, 2017) 
167 (PCBS, 2016) 
168 (Hilal, 2016; Taraki, 2008b) 
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British (1917–1948), the Jordanians (1948–1967), the Israeli occupation (1967–1995) and 

finally, the PNA (since 1995). Each of these powers left its mark on their urban form as well as 

on their social and cultural characteristics.  

While the two cities are quite similar to other Palestinian cities, they also have their own 

unique features. Although they are considered an important urban conglomerate today and 

forming almost one Palestinian city, other cities such as Bethlehem, Hebron, Gaza, Nablus and 

— of course — Jerusalem were historically far more prominent (figure 2.2). Hebron and 

Bethlehem both carry religious significance and Nablus is religiously notable for the Druze 

minority. In addition, Hebron and Nablus were known as prominent commercial and industrial 

centres and Gaza was a port city. In terms of social structure, Hebron and Nablus have relatively 

conservative social traditions while Jerusalem has a well-established base of prominent 

families, which made them have coherent local communities over the years with distinct 

characteristics. In comparison, Al-Bireh has evidence of pre-historic religious sites and a 

defined social structure,169 but they remain insignificant compared to the aforementioned 

Palestinian cities. Ramallah, however, has no religious, commercial, or social significance nor 

a strong familial base. Nevertheless, it (along with Al-Bireh) managed to emerge as a central 

hub over the past two decades. Discussing Ramallah, Aruri (2015) comments: 

Ramallah … that has neither independent import-export potentials [like] Gaza, nor a strong 

economic production base [like Nablus and Hebron]; neither a history of wealth and 

bourgeoisie nor a location of any biblical mention [like] Jerusalem and Bethlehem … is the 

unrivalled Palestinian star-city [today]. 170 

It is exceptionally surprising that Ramallah and Al-Bireh developed into the government base 

of the PNA and become in such a primary position. However, it could be possible that the lack 

of a prominent background of the two cities (in addition to other specific characteristics 

pertaining to them) helped them become what they are today. With reference to Ramallah, a 

PLO member interviewed for this research noted that this lack paved the way for PNA officials 

to come from diaspora and settle in a city where its members “did not need to struggle with the 

existing socio-cultural or conservative traditions”.171 Despite the surprising rise of the two 

cities, their combined insignificance likely contributed to their development into political 

headquarters — the PNA could establish its own local political culture and influence, as well 

as benefit from, the two cities. 

                                                
169 (Abu Rayya, 1980; Al-Bireh Munipality, n.d.; Dajani, 1998) 
170 (Aruri, 2015, p. 6) 
171 (Anonymous, 2016) 
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The aim of this chapter is thus to introduce the two cities and analyse their development. 

It will explain the dynamics that resulted into Al-Bireh being hidden in the shadow of Ramallah 

– hence the common reference to their intertwined urban fabric as only Ramallah. The chapter 

will then introduce the basic structure of this fabric and its key sites, as well as the geopolitical 

conditions affecting it after Oslo.  The chapter is thus intentionally brief, providing a brief 

background but not a comprehensive history, focusing only on the key factors that have helped 

the PNA settle in. 

 

2.2 Ramallah and Al-Bireh: Beginnings of the Two Twin Cities 

 

In tracing Ramallah’s history, that of nearby Al-Bireh is equally as important. Emerging 

as villages at the turn of the 20th century, each of these two cities developed with its own local 

administrative body before growing towards each other and sharing an intertwined urban fabric 

and a joint centre. While this research investigates the ‘intertwined urban fabric’, addressing 

the relationship between the two cities remains important. 

 

2.2.1 History and establishment 

Al-Bireh, as an established entity, is older than its counterpart. Ramallah was known as 

a Roman Khirbeh (destroyed site or ruins) outside Al-Bireh until the 16th century.172 In fact, 

the 16th century marks the earliest known settlement in Ramallah, when the father of the 

Christian Rachéd Haddadin (known as Sabra), after escaping with his family and a group of 

Muslims from the city of Karak (in modern-day Jordan), ended up settling in the area.173 Sabra 

had one son and eight grandchildren that later established eight clans with their families, which 

ultimately formed the two main tribes of Ramallah.174 While Sabra settled in Ramallah, his 

Muslim companions settled in Al-Bireh,175 thus there was no enmity or hatred arising between 

the two villages.  

The tribal rule of Ramallah was ended by the Ottomans before the beginning of the 20th 

century,176 leaving the city today with almost no trace of its founding family. Compared to other 

                                                
172 (Abu Rayya, 1980; Al-Houdalieh & Sauders, 2009; Farhan, 1985; Nairouz, 2004) 
173 (Grant, 1921, pp. 206–207; Nairouz, 2004, pp. 185–208; N. Shaheen, 2006, pp. 12–16; Zarour, 1953, 
pp. 431–433) 
174 The two main tribes are the Haddadeh tribe and the Hamayel tribe. See: Ibid. 
175 The history of Al-Bireh goes to 4500 BC. It is thus much older than Ramallah and already had a living 
community by the 16th century. It also has some Christian archaeological sites that back to the year 342 
AC.  However, very little is known on Al-Bireh when Ramallah was established in the 16th century. See: 
(Al-Bireh Munipality, n.d.; Dajani, 1998)   
176 (Abu Rayya, 1980; Farhan, 1985; Nairouz, 2004) 
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Palestinian cities, this lack of a prominent family (or families) resulted in a “distinct ambience 

and tempo” in the city.177 It is less conservative and less religious than most major Palestinian 

cities. Indeed, Ramallah today displays a relatively open and liberal socio-cultural atmosphere. 

 

2.2.2 Geographical location  

 Ramallah and Al-Bireh are only a kilometre away from each other, both located sixteen 

kilometres north of Jerusalem (figure 2.1). Due to their close proximity, the two cities grew in 

harmony and were often mentioned together in various sources.178 On many occasions, the 

development of one affected the development of the other. Oftentimes, they were considered 

as a single entity, especially with regard to various national or regional events. 

To some extent, the geographic location of the two cities, as shown in figure (2.2), 

strongly influenced their socio-cultural and urban qualities. They are only sixty kilometres to 

the east of the Mediterranean port of Jaffa and sixty kilometres to the west of the Dead Sea.179 

The two cities are also located about halfway between the Lebanese border to the north and the 

Red Sea in the south (figure 2.2). In addition, Ramallah is the highest hill in its surrounding 

context180 (slightly higher than Al-Bireh), giving it a strategic location with a view of the 

Mediterranean plains in the west.181 Combined with the natural qualities of the nearby villages, 

the cities offered an attractive landscape. In 1926, the American scholar Elihau Grant (1926) 

documented his visit to Ramallah and Al-Bireh;182 he described them as agricultural villages 

enjoying a fertile surrounding due to the various water springs within a four-kilometre radius, 

and offering spectacular views of gently descending green hills revealing the Mediterranean 

coast glittering in the horizon.183  

Additionally, the two cities benefited from their close proximity to Jerusalem. They 

frequently appeared in the writings of religious travellers, especially those of the Christian 

pilgrimage from Jerusalem to Nazareth, as early as the 12th century.184 They are also located 

just four kilometres north of the old Jerusalem Airport,185 which was established by the British 

in 1920 and functioned as a commercial airport until the second intifada.186 The central location 

                                                
177 (Taraki, 2008b, p. 65) 
178 (Dajani, 1998; Farhan, 1985; Taraki, 2010) 
179 (Farhan, 1985; Mustafa, 2008) 
180 (Grant, 1921) 
181 (Farhan, 1985; Mustafa, 2008) 
182 (Grant, 1926) 
183 Ibid. 
184 (Dajani, 1998; Farhan, 1985; Mustafa, 2008; Nairouz, 2004) 
185 Ibid. 
186 The airport today is under full control of Israel and has been shut down since the second intifada. See: 
(Awwad, 2008; Houk, 2008) 



! 70!

of Ramallah and Al-Bireh thus exposed to regional connections by air, sea and land and brought 

in various types of people throughout history.  

 

2.2.3 Missionary education and emigration  

The Christian nature of Ramallah was likely a crucial factor in the development of the 

two cities.187 It did introduce successful development opportunities to Ramallah through the 

establishment of Christian missionary schools there that the people of Al-Bireh also enrolled 

in. Although Al-Bireh originated as a Muslim village from the 16th century,188 the difference 

in religion nevertheless did not cause any tension between the two communities.  

On an urban level, the effect of religion was evident in the emergence of missionary 

Christian schools in Ramallah. For example, when the Roman Catholic Church arrived as early 

as 1855, it opened the second school in the village.189 This was followed by the Sisters of St. 

Joseph, then the Quakers (also called Friends) who both invested in schools and clinics in 

Ramallah.190 The Ramallah Friends School brought attention to the city as it came to represent 

the main Quakers Ramallah mission; which elevated Ramallah’s status as it allowed it to 

welcome foreign missionaries who otherwise would have had never visited Ramallah.191   

Students enrolled in the missionary schools from all over the country, including cities like Jaffa, 

Haifa, Nazareth and Gaza.192 

Education flourished in the village as early as the 19th century; the quality of education 

in these missionary schools —through the use of foreign curriculums and foreign languages 

such as French, Greek and English— equipped local students with intellectual and personal 

tools that enabled emigration for various purposes.193 Some of these purposes included the 

pursuit of higher education abroad, mainly in the US,194 or commercial activities. Another 

prominent purpose was escaping the Ottoman regime’s call for mandatory military service 

during World War I, a call that was largely refused by the residents of Ramallah and Al-

Bireh.195 Emigration from Ramallah and Al-Bireh thus began in the early 1900s.196 These 

missionary schools played two crucial roles: First, they prepared the students intellectually and 

                                                
187 (Abu Rayya, 1980; Nairouz, 2004; Taraki, 2008b) 
188 (E. Robinson & Smith, 1841) 
189 (Abu Rayya, 1980; Dajani, 1998; Nairouz, 2004) 
190 (N. Shaheen, 2006) 
191 (Dodd, 1909; Jones, 1889) 
192 (Farhan, 1985, p. 58) 
193 (Dajani, 1998; Farhan, 1985; Mustafa, 2008; Nairouz, 2004) 
194 (Abu Rayya, 1980; Farhan, 1985; Nairouz, 2004) 
195 Ibid. 
196 Ibid. 
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personally by introducing them to foreign cultures. Second, they facilitated emigration for 

educational purposes by creating connections with higher education institutions abroad.197  

Emigration, of course, was a common phenomenon starting in the late 19th century for 

business, education or better living conditions. In Ramallah and Al-Bireh, these emigrants 

contributed to the development of their towns by sending money back home for investment in 

commerce and real estate. The Christian nature of Ramallah thus benefited the village in various 

ways, mainly by exposing the village to both foreigners and students from neighbouring 

villages.198  

The strategic location of Ramallah and Al-Bireh, the establishment of missionary 

schools, and emigrant financial assistance enhanced their status as villages and were key-factors 

in boosting both of them. However, they remained relatively insignificant relative to other 

major Palestinian cities at the turn of the 20th century. 

 

2.3 Ramallah: Divergence and Urban Manifestations of a Growing City  

 
Despite their similarities, Ramallah and Al-Bireh are different in a few ways that 

impacted their growth and led to Ramallah’s higher relative level of development. This section 

will address some of these differences in administration and spatial changes as the cities 

evolved under the Ottomans, British, Jordanians and the Israeli rule. 

 
2.3.1 Early 20th century until 1948: Ottomans and the British  

In 1902, while under Ottoman rule, Ramallah was declared to be the central town of a 

larger administrative district that consisted of Ramallah itself and five surrounding villages, 

including Al-Bireh.199 Holding such a central status made it necessary to resurface an existing 

bridle road connecting it to Jerusalem  in order to bolster and emphasize the central new position 

of Ramallah — which was further complemented by the city’s leader being a Jerusalemite.200 

This Ottoman elevation to Ramallah from a village to a central town, however, also brought 

new symbols of Ottoman authority to the city, such as a magistrate court and a regional police 

centre.201 In addition, the municipality of Ramallah was established in 1908, which gave the 

town an institutionalised administrative body.202 Thus, Ramallah was a central town during the 

                                                
197 (Ricks, 2008) 
198 (Taraki, 2008b) 
199 (Abu Rayya, 1980; Farhan, 1985; Nairouz, 2004) 
200 Ibid. 
201 (Farhan, 1985; Nairouz, 2004; Shibli, 2006) 
202 (Nairouz, 2004, p. 377) 
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last years of the Ottoman era, with significant institutions, schools and clinics, attracting 

students from all over the country. 

Following the collapse of the Ottoman Empire after World War I and the establishment 

of the British Mandate for Palestine, the British forces entered Ramallah in December 1917 

after several skirmishes with its people.203 They enhanced the status of Ramallah even further, 

making it the central town of a larger district of two cities (itself and Al-Bireh) and 58 

surrounding villages204 and made it an official city in 1923.205 By the 1940s, Ramallah housed 

governmental and civil institutions but was still a small city with a total population of 5,000,206 

(Al-Bireh, at this time, had a population of 2920).207 

There is no doubt that the Ottoman decision to make Ramallah a central town and the 

British decision to make it a regional one contributed to the development of Ramallah. While 

Al-Bireh certainly benefited from this development, it also became dependent on its ‘twin’. 

Under the British, Ramallah officially achieved a higher administrative status and Al-Bireh 

seemed to fall in its shadow; a dynamic that continues to this day.  

  

2.3.2 1948–1967: Jordanian rule 

 
 The withdrawal of the British and the war in 1948 changed the face of Ramallah and 

Al-Bireh along with the country. The 1948 war —which resulted in the establishment of the 

state of Israel, the division of Jerusalem and the creation of the West Bank under Jordanian 

rule— did not affect Ramallah and Al-Bireh directly (i.e. they were not destroyed nor 

depopulated), but it did create a situation in which they needed to accommodate copious 

Palestinian refugees. For example, available statistics confirm that the population of Ramallah 

boomed from 5,000 in 1946 to almost 15,000 by 1948 due to the flow of refugees coming from 

coastal cities,208 such as Jaffa, as well as the nearby cities of Lod and Ramleh, which were fairly 

affluent at that time. Thus, the two cities had a fair share of well-educated and skilled refugees 

who invested their assets and abilities in Ramallah and Al-Bireh. This resulted in a period of 

rapid development during the 1950s.209 Some refugees were accommodated in camps in or 

around Ramallah and Al-Bireh. The most significant of these was the Amari Refugee camp, 

which remains standing today south of the city centre.  

                                                
203 (Nairouz, 2004) 
204 Ibid. 
205 Ibid. 
206 (Gulick, 1956) 
207 (Al-Bireh.ps, n.d.) 
208 (Abu Rayya, 1980; Dajani, 1998; Nairouz, 2004) 
209 Ibid. 
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The municipality of Al-Bireh was formally established in 1952 in response to the new 

wave of refugees,210 and the water networks of Ramallah and Al-Bireh were expanded to 

connect with that of Jerusalem due to increasing demand.211 Since the two cities were then 

officially part of Jordan, the municipality of Ramallah began promoting the city as a centre for 

the arts, cinema and entertainment from which Al-Bireh also benefited: It became a summer 

resort, attracting Arabs from Kuwait and the UAE due to its cool weather and landscape,212 and 

benefited from the religious tourists going through the Jerusalem airport. The two cities were 

thus a cultural hub during the 1950s; they housed musical theatre venues as well as three 

cinemas and musical performances by famous Arab artists.213 Recreational facilities were 

constructed for tourists and the two cities experienced a slight economic boom, especially 

around the new Manara square.214 These are considered the golden days for Ramallah and Al-

Bireh and scholarly work on the city often reminisces about this period.215 

 

2.3.3 The 1967 war: Israeli occupation  

The war of 1967 brought a new wave of refugees to the two cities, but this time it was 

under Israeli occupation. Therefore, the vibrant urban life experienced under Jordanian rule was 

suddenly curtailed: cinemas were shut down, tourism was nearly non-existent and emigration 

was active once more. Israel also based its main governing body of the West Bank, the Israeli 

Civil Administration (ICA), on the edge of Al-Bireh near Ramallah.216 The two cities remained, 

however, an educational hub; by 1975, the same schools were still operating, an institution for 

the training of teachers had been inaugurated and Birzeit College had become a university.217  

Ramallah and Al-Bireh experienced slow development during this period. Despite this, 

Birzeit University attracted students from all over the country who became politically active in 

the city centre.218 In addition, local community groups and organisations based in the city 

encouraged the other cities to fight against the occupation.219 This unrest culminated in the 

eruption of the first Palestinian intifada in 1987, which ended with the signing Oslo accords 

                                                
210 (Muhawi & Qawasmi, 2012; Nairouz, 2004; A. Shaheen, 1982; N. Shaheen, 1992b) 
211 Ibid. 
212 Ibid. 
213 Famous figures who performed in Ramallah include Om Kulthum, Muhammad Abdul-Mutalib and 
Muhammad Abdul-Wahhab, well-known Arab musicians famous in Egypt and across the Arab world in the 
second half of the 20th century. See: Ibid. 
214 (Nairouz, 2004, p. 215) 
215 (M. Barghouthi, 2005; Pratt & Juan, 2014, p. 148; Shehadeh, 2009; Taraki, 2008a) 
216 (Hass, 2019) 
217 (Alshaikh, 2015) 
218 Ibid. 
219 (Leone, 2010; G. E. Robinson, 1997) 
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between the two sides.  

2.3.4 Post Oslo accords: 1995–2004 

Soon after the conclusion of the Oslo accords in 1995, exiled PLO members were finally 

allowed to return to Palestine, where most of them settled in Ramallah and Al-Bireh and 

brought new social outlooks and investment with them. These PLO members constituted 

another population wave, and were largely labelled ‘returnees’. They primarily settled in 

Ramallah due to its relatively open and welcoming social atmosphere.220 As a result, the PNA 

brought with it a major urban boom to the two cities, especially to Ramallah (figure 2.4).221 The 

centralisation of PNA officials, who needed spaces to live and work, led to rapidly emerging 

residential and commercial buildings as the number of building permits doubled between 1994 

and 1995.222 Indeed, for most of these new projects, “the predominant pattern [of urbanization] 

was that of mushrooming amorphous matchbox-shaped multi-story apartment buildings”.223 

They were constructed under the impression that a Palestinian state would soon be 

established.224 Ramallah thus experienced massive growth, 225  transforming from a small town 

to a big city “in the core of the Palestinian state” within a short period of time. 226 

In her discussion on the changing culture of Ramallah and Al-Bireh after the PNA, 

Taraki (2008a) points out that these returnees brought other modes of modernity that they 

experienced abroad.227 This modernity, along with their international exposure gained from 

emigration, coupled with the large number of international missionary schools, represented a 

perfect atmosphere for the returnees. They could easily settle and blend with the existing 

community, especially in Ramallah. The two cities began to acquire a new, elevated political 

status as one of the PNA headquarters and a major collective conglomerate, both which became 

referred to as simply Ramallah.  

To some extent, the post-Oslo construction boom in the two cities was part of a larger 

attempt by the PNA to assert its sovereign rule over Palestinian territories in the West Bank 

after the withdrawal of Israeli forces.228 Many other changes were seen on top of the urban 

                                                
220 (Anonymous, 2016) 
221 Some scholar’s refer to this to the historicaly Christian nature of Ramallah, which made more open and 
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222 (Khamaisi, 2006) 
223 (Aruri, 2013) 
224 (Aruri, 2012, 2013; Helu, 2012) 
225 (Aruri, 2013) 
226 (Khamaisi, 2006, p. 1) 
227 Mainly in Tunis and Beirut. Some also returned from Algeria, Libya and Eastern Europe. See:  (Taraki, 
2008a) 
228 (Aruri, 2013)  
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construction facilitated by Oslo, such as the use of Palestinian car plates,229 the appearance of 

Palestinian security forces,230 and the culture of officialdom among PNA members.231 

Nevertheless, East Jerusalem was still accessible to most Palestinians in the West Bank and 

was nationally perceived as a social and cultural hub. 

Due to the PNA, the two cities flourished until the outbreak of the second Intifada in 

2000, at which point a strict curfew was put in place for 22 consecutive days.232 The Israeli 

army invaded the two cities and besieged Arafat’s Muqata’a (The Presidential Office) on 

several occasions prior to his death; more than 90 percent of his office’s facilities were 

destroyed.233 Once the intifada came to an end, the PNA introduced a reformation and state-

building programme and began constructing state institutions in Ramallah and Al-Bireh. The 

plan would be partially implemented through banking sector reforms that would fund small 

businesses and housing loans, thus also encouraging private investment. As a result, the two 

cities boomed once more alongside the introduction of new governmental, commercial and 

financial developments.234 Therefore, despite all the urban and social changes that Oslo brought, 

the most distinct transformations to the two cities came after the second intifada and the death 

of Yasser Arafat. 

Also, following the second intifada, East Jerusalem and Palestinian Jerusalemites 

became even more isolated from the rest of the West Bank. Israeli ‘security’ measures 

intensified and severely affected the life of the Palestinian population in East Jerusalem and the 

West Bank. The Israeli security wall has fragmented Palestinian communities since 2003,235 

resulting in an abundance of Israeli checkpoints between Israeli and Palestinian communities. 

Some of these checkpoints ultimately became full-fledged barriers barriers, such as the 

Qalandiya checkpoint, the major Israeli checkpoint between Jerusalem and Ramallah (figures 

2.5 and 2.6).236 Today, the once-twenty-minute commute between Ramallah and East Jerusalem 

is an exhausting journey that can take hours. These restrictions resulted in East Jerusalem 

slowly declining as a national Palestinian social, cultural, political and economic hub.237  

                                                
229 (Taraki, 2008a) 
230 Ibid. 
231 Ibid. 
232 (Abourahme, 2009; Amiry, 2004) 
233 (‘Inside Arafat’s Compound of Rubble’, 2002) 
234 Unlike Ramallah, Nablus and Hebron faced remarkable economic and industrial declines after the 
second intifada; the two cities suffered from the Israeli policy of closures, and Bethlehem was strangled by 
the Israeli separation barrier, which isolated it from Jerusalem and led to the loss of religious tourism. 
235 (Dhaher, 2014; Weizman, 2007) 
236 (Ashly, 2019) 
237 (Btselem, 2019; Ju’beh, 2007; Nasasra, 2019) 



! 76!

2.4 Defining the Urban Structure of the City  

 
To explore the concentration of PNA institutions in the collective urban conglomerate 

of Ramallah and Al-Bireh (referred to as only Ramallah after this chapter), it is necessary to 

explore and define its basic urban structure and key sites.  

The development of the twin cities started with their old cores, located about a kilometre 

away from each other, connected via a dirt road (figure 2.7–2.10). Figure (2.9–2.10) show that 

their natural urban growth followed the path of this road and in time, they made up one 

individual urban centre. The first plan for the two cities was released in 1937,238 when they 

were still small towns during the British era (figure 2.11). Most of the subsequent plans of the 

two cities and until this day are no more than survey maps,239 documenting the existing 

situation, just like other Palestinian cities.240 

Nevertheless, we may be able to identify some physical structures there that have 

historically served as key landmarks for the intertwined fabric of the two cities. Such structures 

include, as shown in figure (2.10): Manara square in the centre (figure 2.12); the Muqata’a, the 

current Presidential Headquarters; and the old town centres of both Ramallah and Al-Bireh. We 

could also add to this list hotels, tourist attractions and foreign missionary schools mentioned 

in often history books about the two cities. 241 In order to gain maximum urban control, the 

British constructed more roads for military vehicles to facilitate their movements.242 They are 

also the ones who established the Manara square and the Muqata’a, both of which remain as 

distinct features since both are considered attempts by a colonial power to have a form of urban 

control manifested in the two cities.243 

The British established the Manara square in the mid-1930s while installing the means 

to connect Ramallah to the electrical grid.244 They placed a pole at the intersection of the 

previously-mentioned dirt road and the main Jerusalem–Nablus road that passed through 

Ramallah (figure 2.10)245 and formed a public space that was later called the Manara square 

(Arabic for ‘the lighthouse square’). As the two urban centres melded into one, the square began 

                                                
238 (Mandatory Palestine Survey Department, 1937) 
239 Based on plans obtained from the municipalities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh, also in (S. Q. Awad et al., 
2018) 
240 The urban planning system in Palestine is relatively young and still follow a modest development 
opportunities. See: (Abdelhamid, 2011; Khamaisi, 2006; S. Thawaba, 2018) 
241 An example of such tourist hotels and attractions is Odeh Hotel, which was visited by the King of 
Jordan in the 1950s; an example of a missionary school is the Friends Quakers school, established in 1869. 
See: (Dajani, 1998; Jubeh & Bshara, 2002; Nairouz, 2004; ‘Quaker Witness in Palestine’, 2010)  
242 (Shibli, 2006, p. 54) 
243 (S. Q. Awad et al., 2018; Shibli, 2006; Yaser, 2009) 
244(S. Q. Awad et al., 2018; Dajani, 1998; Nairouz, 2004; Shibli, 2006) 
245 Ibid. 
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to serve as the main focal point. Following the wars of 1948 and 1967, the increases in 

population led to the growth of a new centre around the area, far from the old cores of Ramallah 

and Al-Bireh. Today, Manara square is a major roundabout that six streets feed into, including 

Al-Quds Street, which leads to Jerusalem, and Al-Ersal Street, which extends north to Nablus 

(figure 2.13). About a kilometre to the north along Al-Ersal street lies the Muqata’a (as shown 

in figure 2.10), built originally as an administrative building for British Police in 1940,246 but 

serving today as the presidential headquarter for the PNA.  

Manara remains a significant landmark due to its historical significance, connections to 

Jerusalem and Nablus and close proximity to the Muqata’a. On a physical level, it is the meeting 

point of two cities, forming an urban centre that has historically been and continues to be an 

economic centre and a known landmark in the city.247 Symbolically, it is the place where 

popular demonstrations and national celebrations often occur — it holds a valuable collective 

memory in the minds of many residents and visitors and features in most scholarly work about 

the two cities.248 As such, Manara square thus connects the two old towns of Ramallah and Al-

Bireh and the Muqata’a and has given a sense of a physical structure.  

In terms of the development behind the intertwined urban fabric,249 the pattern of urban 

expansion for the area is now primarily north-west. There are multiple reasons for this that are 

strongly related to the Oslo. The accords stipulated the division of the West Bank into areas A, 

B and C (figures 2.14–2.15): Area A under Palestinian control, Area B under shared control, 

and Area C under Israeli control. The fact that Area C constitutes more than sixty percent of 

the West Bank caused problems for the development of Palestinian cities.250 The two cities 

were not an exception. The centre of the urban fabric is Area A, but more than fifty percent of 

Al-Bireh falls within area C, while area C constitutes only twenty percent of Ramallah (figure 

2.14),251 leaving more area of Area A in Ramallah than Al-Bireh. This means that any decisions 

regarding development in Area C go to the PNA and then finally to the Israeli Civil 

Administration (ICA), who has made development in these areas a very complicated process.252  

                                                
246 (British Mandate Collection, 1938, 1940; Harb, 2016) 
247 (S. Q. Awad et al., 2018; M. Barghouthi, 2005; Shibli, 2006) 
248 Ibid. 
249 The intertwined urban fabric of the two cities today is administered by the two municipalities of Ramallah 
and Al-Bireh. Divided into smaller neighbourhoods, Ramallah and Al-Bireh have a mix of neighbourhoods 
with different social structures and statuses, from affluent neighbourhoods with luxurious facilities to refugee 
camps. 
250 (Btselem, 2014b) 
251 (Ersan, 2016) 
252 The ICA administers the civil affairs in the West Bank. See: (Btselem, 2014b; Niksic, Nasser Eddin, & 
Cali, 2014) 
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If we consider Al-Bireh within the larger matrix of control and surveillance over the 

West Bank (figure 2.6),253 the city faces a strong colonial presence that is not felt in Ramallah. 

This presence is represented by the fact that Al-Bireh, as shown in figures (2.14), is surrounded 

by: an Israeli military base; the Beit El settlement; the Psagot settlement on top of Jabal Al-

Tawil Mountain that overlooks the city (figures 2.16); the Israeli DCO checkpoint; and Area C. 

Al-Bireh thus suffers from a direct confrontation with the occupation that hinders its spatial 

development, unlike Ramallah. Topographically, Ramallah is higher with a full view of the 

west towards the Mediterranean coast, which gives a sense of openness with almost no direct 

visual exposure to the occupation; there are no settlements or checkpoints in the immediate 

vicinity (figure 2.14).  

 

2.5 Conclusion 

 
This chapter offered an overview of the two cities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh as an 

important Palestinian city and government base. It detailed the two cities’ uneven, politically-

prompted cycles of boom and bust that left their marks on their urban fabric as well as their 

social, economic and cultural environments.  

The cities’ former rulers — the Ottoman, British, Jordanian and Israeli Occupation — 

and their attitudes toward them helped Ramallah develop further than Al-Bireh. Due to the 

presence of educational institutions, its central location and several instances of emigration, the 

two cities developed a strong urban culture during the second half of the 20th century in the 

form of theatres, universities, schools, clinics and public institutions. They were relatively 

small, but were open to visitors from external villages, cities and countries. Especially 

Ramallah, it welcomed newcomers who in return added to the richness of modern-day 

Ramallah. This heterogeneous population resulted in a non-conservative social atmosphere, 

unlike the other Palestinian cities in the West Bank, and made it easier for the PNA to settle in 

the two cities, particularly in Ramallah. However, it is important to remember that in the 1990s, 

the PNA had several headquarters across the West Bank and Gaza, and while it was able to 

settle in Ramallah and Al-Bireh, these two were never declared the capitals nor were they 

willingly chosen as an official headquarters at that time. 

Today, the collective urban conglomerate of Ramallah and Al-Bireh remains a place 

where an “individualistic ethos embracing leisure, self-enhancement and social mobility” is 

realised.254 The central location makes it a hub to Palestinians from across the West Bank and 

                                                
253 (Lambert, 2015; Weizman, 2007) 
254 (Taraki, 2008b, p. 65) 
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Jerusalem, and it continues to house many professional and intellectual institutions. To some 

extent, the vibrant urban life that it enjoys today is not new to its local population, yet the fact 

that such an environment exists under occupation and in a context of state-building is what 

prompts many to call it a “hallucination”.255 In addition, the two cities were always connected 

with East Jerusalem while the latter served as the primary national, social and economic hub 

for Palestinians. The fact that the collective conglomerate is a hub today while cut from East 

Jerusalem, as well as the place in which most PNA institutions are concentrated, raises many 

questions about it, especially on its use as the ‘de-facto capital’. However, the term ‘capital 

city’ holds multiple sentiments that go far deeper than the physical concentration of government 

institutions in one place. The next chapter explores capital cities and the significant roles they 

play in state-building processes, focusing on their architecture and urban form.  

 
  

                                                
255 (Anani, 2013; ‘Diagnosis of the Syndrome’, 2011; Toukan, 2014) 



! 80!

 

 

 



! 81!

Chapter Three 

The Capital City and the Nation-State: 

The Significance of Architecture 

 and Urban Form 



! 82!



! 83!

Chapter Three 

 

The Capital City and the Nation-State: 

The Significance of Architecture and Urban Form 
 
3.1 Introduction 

 

3.1.1 Capital cities and states: territorial sovereignty  

The turn of the 20th century saw the first phase of the global imperial empires being 

dismantled, particularly those of the British and French. This was followed by a wave of 

colonialism (i.e. the direct control and settlement of indigenous peoples’ land),256 alongside the 

creation of independent nation-states through border demarcation.257 In response to 

colonialism, local indigenous resistance (both armed and cultural) emerged in various forms. 

Political alliances and parties were formed to affirm national identity, fight for independence 

and self-determination258 and assert sovereignty over their territory. These movements, which 

began to see success mostly following World War II, often resulted in the emergence of new 

nation-states including Algeria and Vietnam. Although the concept of state sovereignty dates 

back to the 17th century,259 that of the modern state, or the “nation-state”, developed rapidly 

during the 20th century. 

Following World War II, newly-formed independent states sprung up across the 

globe;260 nearly half of the approximately 200 states that exist today were formed in the years 

since World War II.261 In that sense, we can start positioning the Palestinians’ struggle for self-

determination and statehood since the Nakba within a new world order in which an independent 

sovereign state becomes essential to secure the independence and unity of a nation. As such, 

efforts by the current Palestinian government to develop a state are part of a larger global 

pattern. 

In the fight for liberation and independence, revolutionary movements calling for the 

end of colonialism were largely defined in national terms, grounding themselves in culture, 

identity and territory.262 Territorial claims had become crucial to the realisation of national 

                                                
256 (Said, 1994) 
257 (Gordon, 2006; Said, 1994) 
258 (Said, 1994, p. xii) 
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aspirations. As such, since the state is defined as a sovereign entity that extends its sovereignty 

over a defined territory,263 sovereignty and territory are clearly two key concepts in 

understanding the basic nature of the state.264 Sovereignty is essentially the concept that the 

state is the supreme power,265 yet if its power is to be effective and accepted, it must be 

recognised by other states. For example, the first thing newly-established states (or those 

seeking to establish new states) do is apply for membership at the United Nations—they 

essentially apply to have their sovereignty recognised.266 In that sense, the state consists of two 

main relations: one looking inwards, handling internal or domestic affairs of the state, and one 

looking outwards, managing affairs with other states through mutual recognition.267 Therefore, 

mutual recognition of sovereignty (theoretically) eliminates the risk of cross-border 

interference . 

Territory is a key aspect of sovereignty. Not only because it details the extent of political 

rule, but because it entails a sense of belonging and attachment, creating sentiments of loyalty 

to the state.268 In fact, sovereignty is typically bounded269 within a particular territory. 

The contours of the modern state as we know it today thus entail a notion of permanent 

settlement and attachment to land to claim the state’s sovereignty. It stemmed from and 

necessitated the existence of, a physical permanent space from which the state apparatus would 

operate. In other words, the establishment of the state in its administrative sense (the 

government)270 centralised the administrative government physically in one place. This 

concentration is not only functionally important; it also cements the location as a symbol of the 

state’s sovereignty and identity.271  

Capital cities proved to be crucial for a high degree of a state’s territorial integration.272 

They serve as a manifestation of state sovereignty while also spreading a sense of nationalism 

and legitimacy inside and outside the state’s borders.273 Indeed, it is in states with long-
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established capitals, such as London and Paris, that we can trace lineages of nationalism.274 

Hence, “nationalism and nation lie close to the roots of the modern state.” 275 

The capital city thus becomes a major focal point for the state and permanent place for 

decision making.276 A city designated as the capital is thus expected, in most cases, to display 

a set of characteristics on the national level. It is so pivotal that a state without a capital is nearly 

inconceivable.  A state without a capital is simply a not full-fledged state; sovereignty is 

questionable without a place of power to serve as its symbol. Therefore, if Palestinians hope to 

form a nation-state, they need a capital city to assert territorial sovereignty and to be recognised 

by other states.  

However, three important issues arise here: the first one is that a capital city has its own 

citizens that are not necessarily affiliated with the state apparatus. After all, the capital city is 

lived in; all activity there is not centred around the state. Also, while the capital city is indeed 

important to the state, national citizens may not identify with the capital city. 

Second, when we think about capital cities and states in general, we tend to assume that 

governance is central, permanent and fixed in space. This is true to some extent, but there are 

certain situations where the establishment of the state for a nation is contested, which further 

opens the question of the location of the central government if the nation-state is established.277 

To frame it differently, to understand capital cities, we must consider the position of the nation. 

This is particularly important in post-colonial contexts in which the struggle for a sovereign 

state is essential to the nation’s existence. 

Finally, capital cities are complex because there are many unique situations. Capitals 

can serve various functions and serve different bodies.278 Beyond the well-known category of 

state capitals, there are also capitals for provinces or of a supranational organisation like the 

United Nations, European Union and the Arab League. Furthermore, some countries have 

unusual situations where more than one city serves as national capital. South Africa is one such 

example; its executive, legislative and judicial functions are in Pretoria, Cape Town and 

Bloemfontein respectively, which are all official capital cities.279 Additionally, Sri Lanka has 
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two capitals: Sri Jayawardenepura Kotte (SJK) and Colombo; SJK houses the administrative 

and political institutions while Colombo is an economic and cultural hub.280  

Due to these exceptional situations, the conventional concept of a capital city serving 

as a state’s political centre may not match the reality of many situations. Indeed, with around 

200 nation-states in the world, each with (one or more) designated capital(s),281 it is insufficient 

to assume that capital cities can be grouped together in one single category. Despite researchers 

from various fields — such as political science, sociology, geography, archaeology, 

anthropology, history, urban studies and planning — studying capital cities,282 the basic concept 

of a capital city remains complex and cannot be easily defined.283 

The aim of this chapter is thus to understand what makes a capital city and what it means 

to the nation-state. How does a capital city sustain and augment the nation-state? and to what 

extent do capital cities follow a standard formula as cities and in relation to their states? This 

chapter will complement this research by addressing exceptional situations in which capitals do 

not fulfil the standard expectations in order to effectively analyse Ramallah within the context 

of capital cities. 
 

3.1.2 The role of the architecture: capital cities and national identity  

The creation of the state as a concept led to the formalisation of two key political 

artefacts: borders and capital cities.284 In these two locations, the state could be seen to be 

spatially distinguished in the landscape through physical, purpose-built interventions in the 

form of formal institutions, border control stations, offices, administrative buildings and 

monuments.285 This spatial distinction is particularly important in defining state power because 

for the later to be realized, it must be materialized through the acquisition of a tangible 

organisational form.286 Through the development of borders and capitals, the state can identify 
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itself as the supreme entity over a given territory. The physical built environment thus 

constitutes another way to assert state sovereignty over a given territory and to articulate the 

inward and outward relations of the state. 

Therefore, the built environment could offer a different way of understanding capital 

cities. Thus far, initiatives from the field of architecture to study capital cities have included 

those that were either city-focused (focusing on an individual capital city to analyse its urban 

and architectural development)287 or project-focused (analysing an individual urban or 

architectural project in a particular capital city).288 If these initiatives were expanded, however, 

architecture could help us gain a better understanding of capital cities and clarify their national 

role.  

In an attempt to introduce a typology of capital cities from a spatial perspective, the 

English urbanist and planner Sir Peter Hall conducted a study between 1993 and 2010289 in 

which he compared sixteen cases of capital cities in terms of their planning history rather than 

their urban history.290 His goal was to understand the role of architecture in the physical creation 

of a capital city.291 Through his investigation, he identified seven types of capital cities based 

on their roles and functions (some cities could be in multiple categories): multi-functional 

capitals like London, global capitals like Toronto, political capitals like Washington DC, former 

capitals like Bonn, ex-imperial capitals like Vienna, provincial capitals like Stuttgart and super 

capitals like New York.292 The political scientist Vadim Rossman (2017) took this typology a 

step further and provided a taxonomy of capital cities based on several aspects: geographic 

location and tasks served; functions performed (e.g. industrial, religious); level of spatial unity 

(concentrated or dispersed); stability (long-term or short-term); and the degree of control 

exercised (regional, national). However, Rossman details these typologies in a broad sense and 

does not necessarily consider the role of urban space and architecture like Hall.  

In a spatial sense, capital cities can be categorised in numerous ways. One common 

distinction is between those that are natural or evolved, such as London, Paris, Cairo and Rome, 

and those that are designed or purpose-built, such as Brasilia and Washington DC.293 While this 
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may seem to be a reductive approach that limits analysis to a temporal and historical framework, 

it is nevertheless a useful starting point to understand the interaction between the constructed 

environment and the concept of a capital city.  

Overall, architectural analysis of capital cities can deepen our understanding of the role 

of tangible features in representing and embodying the intangible identity of the nation and its 

socio-political conditions. That is, most studies coming from outside the spatial and 

architectural lens focus on topological aspects in studying capital cities – such as the 

relationship between the state and the capital or the capital and other cities in the nation state. 

But studying capital cities through their architectures and urban designs help us understand the 

ontological meaning of a capital and investigate the materialisation of its topological 

connections. In that sense, the architecture becomes a revealing tool of how these topological 

relations manifest in the capital city and what they should, or should not, be representing and 

symbolising for the nation.  

 To better understand the relationship between capital cities and their architecture, it is 

worth pointing to Lawrence Vale’s book Architecture, Power and National Identity (1992, 

2008). It remains the most extensive study of capital cities from the fields of architecture and 

urban planning. In his book, he explores nation-state capitals to illustrate that “capital cities are 

products of human will and historical circumstance”.294 He stats that to designate a city as a 

capital and to function as one is simply a choice that could have several motives. To understand 

the connection between political power, national identity and the built form, Vale analyses the 

spatial planning and government architecture of a group of capital cities varied in context and 

political conditions, including historical, post-colonial and purpose-built cities. He analyses 

urban design and government buildings in order to understand the relationship between the 

capital’s physical space and the nation’s ideology and identity.  

Vale’s contribution demonstrates the extent to which architecture and urban design are 

important aspects in capital cities. As quick examples, figures (3.1–3.2) illustrate this 

importance in several capital cities around the world: in Washington DC, US; Abuja, Nigeria; 

London, UK and Ankara, Turkey. Despite coming from different historical and cultural 

contexts, their urban layouts (whether purpose-built or not) were given significant 

consideration, especially in areas dedicated to national administration. This is because capital 

cities provide a physical space to practice what Vale (1992, 2014) refers to as “temptations of 

national representation” that reveal “how nationalism asserts itself through the built  

environment” through urbanistic and architectural expression.295 Based on that, Vale defines 
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national identity through an architectural lens as consisting of: (1) international identity, which 

refers to the role of architecture in international recognition of the nation-state and how 

international funding is involved in that; (2) sub-national identity, which refers to the dominant 

majority’s identity being emphasised and promoted through architecture; and (3) personal 

identity: which refers to the desires and wills of the architects involved in capital city designs 

and how they fulfil regime desires.296  

While Vale’s contribution remains highly valuable, he nevertheless focuses on the role 

of capital cities as places of political power. His analysis of the connection between national 

identity and the constructed form views capital cities only in relation to state political power. 

Following his thinking, other scholars agree in full or in part with Vale’s emphasis on political 

power and its architectural manifestation in the capital city.297 While capital cities are indeed 

“invented”,298 they are nevertheless more than a political project. In fact, as will be argued 

below, they are the result of “political mechanisations, ideological contestations, and personal 

ambitions”.299 They are more than simply places of political power, as they relate to most of 

the nation and its aspiration as much as they relate to its ruling regime. In some cases, these 

two do not necessarily coincide.  

The rest of this chapter addresses the role of capital city architecture and urban form in 

processes of nation- and state-building. It focuses exclusively on current nation-state capitals 

regardless of their origins and puts special emphasis on capital cities under conflict. 

 

3.2 Articulating the National Imaginary in Architectural Forms: Between the 

State and the People  

 
3.2.1 The capital city and the nation-state 

Capital cities in modern nation-states play a significant role in forming the idea of the 

nation. They introduced a departure point for the nation and the state to realise their national 

consciousness.300 That is, the concept of the capital city that we know today – its location as 

fixed by the constitution for example – introduced a new alliance constituting of the nation, 

cities and the political power.301 This alliance contributes to Benedict Anderson’s influential 
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concept of the nation as an “imagined community”,302 as one unit with a shared past, present 

and future. Anderson notes, however, that the concept of the nation as a community remains 

purely imaginary because it is nearly impossible for all “community” members to know each 

other and relate to each other’s experiences. Based on that, one can begin to understand the 

need for a capital city in the process of national imagination. On this note, Campbell (2000) 

comments:  

 

Anderson's influential concept of the ‘imagined community’ identifies the challenge for 

nation-states: the nation is too large to allow for direct human ties to create a sense of a 

coherent group identity and belonging; as a replacement, national allegiance derives 

from a collective imagination of the nation. National institutions, rituals and symbols 

facilitate this imagined community … We can extend this analysis to include the capital 

city as a central element to reinforce this imagined community. It is the one city that is 

to represent all cities of the nation.303  

 

The capital city thus serves as a tangible manifestation of the nation as an imagined 

community.304 To establish a sense of national consciousness, a capital city is expected to serve 

many varying purposes: political, administrative, cultural, economic and social. In most cases 

however, capital cities are the home for the government above all other functions. In addition, 

a capital city is always expected to bear national significance,305 both in and outside the state. 

The capital city is expected to act in accordance with this superior status; it must serve as a 

“multiple hinge”,306 mediating between its urban space, the nation and the nation-state as well 

as between the nation-state and the international community.307 Because the capital city hosts 

political, social, economic and cultural functions, these functions also shape the city in a way 

that facilitates this mediation and boosts its national image.  

In addition, a capital city is meant to display a sense of national pride and assert 

sovereignty. Indeed, capital cities are essentially national repositories;308 they are expected to 

construct, display and mobilise national consciousness and (in most cases) be representative of 

the entire nation. They thus do not only provide a functional space for the government, but they 
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are expected to promote a certain national representation and work on reinforcing a collective 

imagination for the nation.309 In a capital city, such reinforcement could be done by inscribing 

national symbols to the constructed environment, building national institutions or monuments, 

naming streets and places after national icons and providing space for national rituals, 

processions and celebrations. The role of the state then, represented by the ruling regime, is to 

steer this imagination process, to facilitate the nation’s symbolic representation and to safeguard 

it. 310 

To display this national significance, capital cities are expected to showcase a distinct 

social and cultural life and a thriving economy to polish the national image.311 To do this, capital 

cities provide spaces for a bustling social life like cafes, restaurants, public gardens, open spaces 

and busy markets. They are also typically home to foreign embassies, headquarters for 

international organisations as well as corporations. More importantly, they are expected to have 

spaces for cultural displays to preserve national identity; these spaces are provided by cultural 

national institutions, such as national theatres, museums, and libraries, which together 

transform the capital city into a “national history book”312 and provide facilities for political 

and cultural tourism.313  

Since a capital city represents the nation, efforts and resources are heavily invested in 

the physical appearance of the capital. From infrastructure to government facilities and 

beautification initiatives, visuals in capital cities are always priorities. As a national symbol, 

capital cities are expected to function as a microcosm and reflect an image of the nation to the 

world.314 Therefore, the physical characteristics of the capital should (1) construct a national 

identity (2) display a national identity (3) represent the nation as a whole (4) preserve the 

nation’s history and cultural heritage and (5) project the nation’s future. In that sense, Rossman 

(2017) notes: 

 

At the outset, each nation builds itself using its imagination and seeks to visualize itself 

in one particular city; accordingly, a capital becomes a manifestation of this 

visualization. It is expected that eventually, this ideal model [of the nation] will be 

extended to the whole country. The arrangement of a capital city, its architectural forms 

and ensembles, serves as construction materials for the creation of a nation just as 
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national literature or music do, except that former process is more conscious and 

involves a much higher degree of participation on the part of the state.315 

 

According to Rossman (2017), the symbolism of the capital city is essential for the 

nation to visualise, imagine and display itself both internally and externally. This symbolism is 

crucial to the process of nation-building since it constructs, disseminates and negotiates the 

national identity sought after by the nation.316 With the immense focus on the architectural and 

urban image of the capital city and how it visualises the nation, it become a national ‘symbolic 

centre’ and plays a major role in its nation-building processes.317  

 

3.2.2 Whose capital city? challenges from the people’s perspective  

 
Due to the national significance of capital cities, decisions about the national image 

projected by the capital are quite important. The decision-making process — in terms of what 

to present, what to hide, and how to visualise the nation — is more significant than it may 

appear. It is revealing of “societal fissures and provide(s) a form for symbolic contestation” 

within the nation-state.318 In that sense, capital cities not only symbolise the nation but also the 

challenges that accompany processes of establishing a national sense in the city that extend to 

the larger processes of nation and state building.  

During the process, problems may arise from various perspectives. The first one is that 

representing the national dimension could be exclusionary: Parkinson (2009) states that 

representation in public space, especially through physical and architectural intervention, is 

essentially exclusionary. It does exclude certain groups, such as minorities, even though it is 

meant to be inclusive and representative of all the nation. This is mainly because capital cities 

are “intentionally manipulated”319 to represent the best image of the nation: because the 

representation is so intentional and indeed a desire to be fulfilled through the capital cities, it 

thus cannot be fully accurate and could work only as a façade of the nation. In other words, 

“[c]apital cities are representations of the nation, but not necessarily [always] representative”.320  
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Thus, when a group attempts to assert its supremacy despite challenges from other 

groups, architecture becomes a tool to enhance or dispute legitimacy. Thus, the architectural 

image, urban design of capital cities are in fact revealing of who has the right to narrate and 

shape the image of the nation. When they underrepresent or ignore certain groups in what is 

supposed to be representative of everyone, they hence expose societal gaps and disclose 

relationships between the governing body, the regime, the political system and those who are 

governed.321 Clashes transform capitals from places of national representation to places for 

challenging the ruling regime, symbolically asserting the public’s will in space, and preserving 

identities and memories.  

Second, inscribing a national dimension in space entails a process of selective 

remembering and history invention.322  Indeed, nation-states are constructed by looking to 

history for national legitimacy. As a form of legitimisation, governments use selective memory 

to create connections with the past, construct a sense of a national identity and justify their own 

existence. That is why in capital cities we see an abundance of national museums, monuments, 

memorials and public spaces for processions, commemorative events and celebrations (figures 

3.3–3.5). The questions of “how far in the past” one chooses to go, what to display in a museum, 

whom to build a monument for and where to celebrate are all part and parcel of a state’s 

ideology, nation- and state-building processes, and self-legitimisation. 

Third, the use of selective memory also entails instances of self-erasure and results in a 

sense of estrangement and alienation. This is especially relevant in cases where the state decided 

to mark a ‘new beginning’ in the life of the nation and subsequently made heavy alterations to 

the capital city. A prime example of this is found in Astana in Kazakhstan.323 After the country 

gained independence from the Soviet Union, in 1997 President Nazarbayev decided to move 

the capital from Almaty to Astana.324 He argued that the capital should reflect a modern national 

image and a new beginning for the Kazakh nation.325 As a result, the new capital went through 

a heavy process of urbanisation to inscribe a modern image of the nation and symbolically 

declare a split with the Soviets.326 By constructing grandiose buildings and monuments of 

national significance and providing spaces to boost the image of the government (figures 3.6–

3.7), the President of Astana made a city that sends mixed messages about the nation.327 The 

urban plan for Astana was meant to reflect a new Kazakh national character, but the result was 
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a capital city with an image and function that are self-alienating and ambiguous in character 

rather than representative of the nation’s people or position.328   

When nationalising a capital, the problems of exclusion, selective memory, historical 

invention, self-erasure and self-alienation all come to contradict the symbolic national aims that 

were intended. Instead of becoming a symbol of national consciousness, the capital city can 

become a place that does not reflect the true national character or position. In these instances, 

the capital city turns into a confusing and ambiguous place for its people its urban and 

architectural transformations hold multiple interpretations. Its urban space turns into an 

opportunity to challenge the state and its decisions and to express discontent with the ruling 

regime. It becomes a place to mobilise the nation in a direction that does not coincide with that 

of the state’s. This contradiction and its spatial representation, as argued earlier, is by itself 

revealing of the challenges of the nation and its societal fissures. The capital, city considered 

“one of the most important catalysts and instruments of nation-building”,329 has the potential to 

not only reflect the nation’s struggles and fissures, but also to embody the nation’s inner 

challenges and contestations through its built physical form.  

 

3.3 Capital Relocation and National Significance Under Conflict  

 
3.3.1 Capital relocation and nation building 

The concept of a capital city is evidently not straightforward. Despite the national 

significance and the various political, economic, cultural and social functions that they perform, 

capital cities are not static entities — their roles change over time. This happens when a capital 

moves from one city to another. In fact, relocating a capital city is not uncommon, and a quick 

survey of capitals that have been moved from one city to another helps us understand that capital 

relocation could happen under different conditions and for many reasons. These include, but 

are not limited to: climate considerations, as was the case for moving the Belizean capital from 

Belize city to Belmopan after Hurricane Hattie; geopolitical strategy and convenient access for 

administrative and political enclaves, as was the case with Islamabad in Pakistan; an indigenous 

leader’s will, as was the case with Côte d’Ivoire’s Yamoussoukro; external imposition, as was 

the case with Bonn (temporarily) in Germany; and mediating among rival factions, as was the 

case with the relocation from Lagos to Abuja in Nigeria.330 
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The new location could be a pre-existing city or to a brand new, purpose-built city. 

Examples of the latter include Brazil’s Brasilia, India’s New Delhi, Australia’s Canberra, 

Pakistan’s Islamabad and Myanmar’s Naypyidaw. In new purpose-built capital cities, the 

process of conceiving and building the new urban layout and architectural characteristics could 

be revealing of the state relations with other partners or bodies. For example, the extent to which 

foreign money was involved in the realization of the new design indicates how foreign bodies 

(governments, development banks and international agencies) are involved in the domestic 

politics of the country.331  

Capital relocation is not an incredibly rare phenomenon. For example, thirteen nation-

states moved their capitals between the years 1950 and 2004.332 Several countries have plans to 

move their capital cities in the future including Iran, the UAE and Egypt.333 Although moving 

a capital city is an expensive process, it is surprisingly common, especially in postcolonial and 

post-ethnic conflict. Regimes in these situations aim to relocate their capital to signal their 

sovereignty and independence.334  

In fact, relocating a capital city is an important strategy in the process of nation- and 

state- building. As a place of visualising and representing the nation, the capital move is loaded 

with national significance. But also as a place to expose the challenges that the nation faces, the 

capital move as a decision and as a mechanism sends different messages to different audiences. 

For the ruling regime, it may represent a manifestation of its power and sovereignty, hence 

asserting its own legitimacy. For other groups, it may mean their exclusion and 

marginalisation.335  

Capital relocation is thus a step that is full of national symbolism.336 Take an example 

from Turkey, where relocating the capital from Istanbul to Ankara following the collapse of the 

Ottoman Empire was a deliberate step to escape a troubled past and mark a new beginning.337 

The move represented a break with anything Ottoman and the shift towards a secular and 

modern Turkey.338 The move, alongside other major national decisions like changing the 

Turkish alphabets to Latin letters, symbolically meant a despise of the Ottoman legacy.339 

Nevertheless, it marked the new features of the Ataturk government and began to define the 
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new Turkish nation. Accordingly, Ankara went through urban transformations and the layout 

of the city embodied the government’s presence (figures 3.8–3.9). 

It is important to note here that in most cases discussed so far, the nation-state and its 

governing regime chose to relocate their capital city willingly and declared it publicly. But in 

some cases, capital relocation is forced upon the nation by national crises, often in the original 

capital. In these situations, especially where the move was intended to be temporary, the 

relocation is interpreted differently. The next section will unpack the meaning of capital 

relocation in such situations. 

 

3.3.2 Capital relocation under conflict: temporary capitals 

Capital cities may face certain levels of conflict and contestation, especially when their 

countries are particularly unstable and the hold on power is uncertain. In such cases, the role of 

a capital city, and its very designation as the capital, often come into question. In spatial terms, 

they may be divided or relocated as a result, or their built environment may face destruction or 

urban decline. The most famous examples of capital cities are Jerusalem (see section 1.3); 

Nicosia, Cyprus; Berlin, Germany and Mogadishu, Somalia. 

Under unstable conditions, the national significance of the capital city multiplies.340 Due 

to its national symbolism, taking or maintaining control over a capital city during conflicts has 

been a key strategy. In her discussion on the matter, Landau-Wells (2008) concludes that 

controlling a capital city is “a necessary condition for a new claimant to be acknowledged as 

holding sovereign authority.”341 She calls her theory “the locational logic of sovereign 

authority” — whoever controls the capital city has sovereign authority over the rest of the state. 

She stresses the importance of physically occupying the capital city due to international 

recognition; where whoever is controlling the capital city is often recognized by foreign actors, 

and this recognition translates to other forms of support such as financial aid. While she 

demonstrates its validity in the African context, she stresses that it is not only a an African 

phenomenon or a postcolonial one.  

Through Landau-Well’s analysis, one can understand the role that a capital plays during 

conflict in other contexts as well. Berlin serves as an excellent case of a capital that experienced 

rapid regime rotation during the 20th century. It is thus a good place to study both the 
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relationship between architecture, urban planning and nationalism as well as how capital cities 

adapt to political changes and conflicts.342 

Berlin is also a key case for another major reason: it co-existed with Bonn, which served 

as the provisional capital for West Germany, between 1949 and the reunification of Germany 

in 1991. Bonn was an unusual capital, but it is an example of how during contestations over a 

capital city, contesting powers can establish other cities as their temporary bases. In fact, taking 

a temporary capital is a typical strategy during wars, conflicts and invasions because the 

national capital is often occupied, threatened or contested. The French followed the same 

strategy during World War II when Vichy served as a temporary base while Germany occupied 

Paris.343 The capital city of Portugal was also moved overseas to Rio de Janeiro during the 

Napoleonic wars.344 

During protracted conflicts when a return to the original capital remains uncertain, 

however, the temporary relocation of a capital city may raise questions on the extent to which 

the move is actually temporary. Because it is a protracted conflict, the nation-state needs to 

maintain its national consciousness by having a physical space to function and realize its 

national aspirations. Under such situations, what is the role of architecture in processes of state- 

and nation-building under conflict in a temporary capital? With reference to Ramallah, the next 

section will address this question by investigating the architectural development of Bonn while 

it served as a temporary capital. 

 
3.4 The German Bonn: An Ambiguous Temporary Capital City 

 
The scenic German city of Bonn served as the provisional capital for the Federal 

Republic of Germany (FRG) from 1949 until the reunification of Germany in 1990. It was a 

relatively quiet and small town in a strategic location on the Rhine river near the Ruhr industrial 

area. When the FRG chose Bonn as a provisional capital, the city competed with other German 

cities, but its strategic location and humble history that is fairly insignificant relative to other, 

more historically prominent German cities made it stand out in the competition.345 It became a 

convenient capital because, while it could serve its purpose, it was highly unlikely that the 
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German capital would eventually settle in Bonn.346 It thus retained the hope of Berlin as the 

German capital.   

Bonn was never a political, economic or cultural centre. It was humble demographically, 

culturally and socially and thus posed little threat to Berlin as an alternative capital.347 

Therefore, the choice to relocate the capital of Western Germany to Bonn seemed logical for a 

nation that was still in ruins after the war and desperately needed functional facilities for the 

newly-formed government to perform its duties.348  

Beyond practicality, the temporary move to Bonn was significant symbolically. It was 

especially important for the FRG to take a new base where they could express physically their 

break with a troubled Nazi past.349 In this case, capital relocation, while forced by the inability 

to be based in Berlin, was nevertheless a sign for a new beginning — a desire for a fresh start 

that rejected the Nazi past and committed itself to a new democratic national identity. The FRG 

expressed those sentiments through architectural and urban design practices in the new capital. 

However, there was a clear consciousness that such positive national sentiments should always 

be in parallel with a rejection of the disunion of Germany and that they should never be 

translated as an acceptance of the country’s division. 350 

As the temporary capital for a nation still collecting itself from the rubbles of war, Bonn 

initially found it difficult to express national sentiment through the physical fabric of the city.351 

Overtime, however, Bonn found itself in a situation where it needed to perform two national 

duties: one, expression of a positive, democratic and new national German identity; two, 

keeping the promise to return to Berlin. These two seemingly contradictory duties proved to be 

difficult to perform. Over 40 years, Bonn’s architectural and urban image demonstrated a 

reluctance to show national aspirations that could be misconstrued as permanently leaving 

Berlin behind. 

An investigation into Bonn’s government buildings and spatial interventions reveals 

how the city was hesitant to architecturally articulate German national vibes. During its time as 

the temporary capital between 1949 and 1991, Bonn’s architecture went through what Wise 

(1998) described as two stages.352 For the first two decades, the western government decided 

not to build government institutions in Bonn and thus did not consider any issues of national 
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representation in the city.353 Instead, the government decided to pay rents and reuse pre-existing 

vacant buildings to house its official institutions. For example, the Ministry of Economics, the 

Ministry of Food, Agriculture and Forests, Ministry of Interior and Ministry of Finance all took 

advantage of unused military barracks by converting the structures into office space.354 Other 

ministries with more significant functions – such as the Ministry of Justice, Treasury and 

Planning Affairs – chose to occupy larger vacant villas on the outskirts of Bonn.355 Of course, 

the rent for these buildings was exceptionally high for a government that was still in crisis after 

the war, but it was bearable compared to what constructing new buildings would cost. Foreign 

embassies followed the same approach, such as the US Embassy, which chose to relocate to a 

19th century villa also outside the city. In addition, the Federal President and the Chancellor 

served their role from two neighbouring 19th century villas that were sufficiently imposing for 

their roles: the Villa Hammerschmidt and Palais Schaumburg, respectively (figures 3.10–3.11).  

The two villas were next to the Federal Parliament in Bonn which itself was housed in 

what had previously served as a pedagogical academy (figure 3.12). To better function as a 

Parliament, the building was modified by architect Hans Shwippert. A legislative chamber 

made primarily of glass was added to reflect a desire for a new beginning of political 

transparency (figure 3.13).356 In designing the furnishings, Shwippert refused to make them 

excessively grand as he saw the Parliament building back then as a temporary base. He also 

believed that ‘public servants’ should not be housed in grandeur work places in a period of 

shortage, poverty and instability.357  

Since large-scale planning schemes were highly associated with the Nazi era, the official 

architecture of Bonn was not only designed to be humble and representative of a desperate 

political situation in a temporary capital, but to express an aversion to large-scale planning 

schemes to demonstrate a new political era. As a result, West Germans decentralized some 

official institutions and based them outside its new seat of government. As such, the central 

bank was based in Frankfurt, the supreme court in Karlsruhe, the federal crime agency in 

Wiesbaden and cultural institutions of national importance were dispersed in Munich, Hamburg 

and Dusseldorf.358 This decentralization, alongside the use of pre-existing buildings made the 

city’s government layout “echo the ‘cows in the pasture’ school of urban layout”,359 which 
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made the city look like an anomalous capital.360 Indeed, there was a clear consciousness on the 

role of architecture in articulating national being and the extent to which architecture, especially 

of official government facilities, should be expressive of the current national crisis. 

In time though, the “cow in a pasture” government layout (figure 3.14) started to 

negatively affect life in the city in terms of congestion, traffic and changing skyline, and raised 

questions on the impact and role of the federal government in the city. This was especially 

significant because the concentration of the government in office buildings encouraged local 

investors to build offices to lease them to the government. An example of this is an eighteen-

story high-rise complex built adjacent to the Parliament, locally known as the Tulpenfeld 

(figure 3.15). 361 It offered an office space of 37,000 square meters, all of which was leased to 

the FRG. Thus, the concentration of the government boosted economic activity in the city but 

created an enormous demand on office buildings that very much dissatisfied the residents of 

Bonn.  

Wise (1998) states that in the second stage of Bonn’s government architecture, things 

changed dramatically. After the erection of the Berlin wall in 1961, Bonn’s status as a 

temporary capital seemed not so temporary, and the federal government realised it needed to 

accommodate its growing bureaucracy. Practically, there was no other option but to build 

purpose-built facilities for the government in Bonn. As a result, Bonn faced a building boom in 

response to the needs of the government. One of the key features of this boom was the 

construction of a skyline tower of 29 stories for the government in 1966.362 The tower became 

known as “Langer Eugen”, which referred to the government’s president at the time (figure 

3.16). With its relatively massive scale, this tower emblematic of the changing urban face of 

the city due to government activity. The initially rustic and calm identity of the city was almost 

entirely done away with, which made people begin to mistrust its “temporary” capital status. 

Bonn became an anomalous and, more importantly, ambiguous capital city. Indeed, “the 

evolving architecture [in Bonn] seemed to contradict the vow to return to Berlin”363 and the 

buildings were “discreetly temporary in deference to the dream, discreetly permanent in 

deference to the reality”.364  

When the western government sought out a peace agreement with East Germany in the 

late 1960s and early 1970s, the rhetoric about a return to berlin was “toned down” and economic 
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and cultural activities were increasingly concentrated in Bonn.365 At the same time, however, 

dissatisfaction with the government’s activity in Bonn was bearing fruits as it changed the 

trajectory of urban development in the city. As a result, Bonn’s citizens were successful in 

making the FRG change its development course and respect the local identity of the city. As 

the government spread around the outskirts of Bonn, the city expanded its municipal boundaries 

to include nearby neighbourhoods such as Bad Godesberg, Bonn’s most affluent 

neighbourhoods and already the house of several foreign embassies and ministries. In this way, 

the city was able to cooperate with the federal government and reach an agreement to take part 

in the development process. Architecturally speaking, the Bonn-Bund agreement resulted in a 

competition to design a government district (figure 3.17), which resulted in a purpose-built 

Chancellery Headquarters and Parliament in the 1970s and 1980s. The realisation of these two 

projects embodied democratic principles through the public’s involvement in the competition 

and ongoing debates over the image of the city.  

Constructing the government district required a larger capital-development plan. Efforts 

were thus invested in other sectors, and under the rule of Helmut Kohl, Bonn grew into a 

cultural capital in the 1980s through the construction of cultural institutions such as the House 

of German History and the Federal Art Gallery.366 These two cultural institutions, along with 

the government institutions that lined the main thoroughfare of the government district in Bonn 

(the Adenaurealee/Friedrich-Ebert-Alee), all entrenched the image of Bonn as a permanent 

capital. Some of them, however, especially the Chancellery’s HQ, were built with plain design 

features and no iconic presence, reflecting reluctance towards building them in Bonn to begin 

with.367 Yet, their concentration as a cluster there and the rapid socio-economic and cultural 

development that came with them “open(ed) up a major rift between the incipient identity and 

the traditional character of the city cherished by local residents”.368  

Bonn thus showed little intentional planning at the beginning, but it then became more 

orderly and planned. In the process, it displayed a severely reluctant national identity, creating 

an ambiguous image of the city.  

 

3.4.1 Bonn’s architectural analysis as a temporary Capital  
 

As stated, Bonn’s architectural development raised questions about the extent to which 

it was indeed provisional. As a temporary capital, Bonn had two tasks. First, mark a new 
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German beginning after its Nazi past. It was thus supposed to construct, preserve and display a 

sense of new national German-ness. This task made Bonn a very unique case in terms of capital 

cities; no one expected other provisional capitals, such as Vichy, to achieve this task during 

wars. At the same time, Bonn’s national significance was expected to never exceed that of 

Berlin. That is, despite its ‘new and temporary national status’, Bonn’s second task was to keep 

the commitment of return to Berlin.  

In the shadow of these contradictory responsibilities, any attempts to construct a 

national German consciousness in Bonn needed to be humble to signal a commitment to Berlin. 

However, considering German’s stagnant political situation, the federal government decided, 

despite the embarrassing situation, to construct purpose-built government buildings for the first 

time. When their decision materialized in the Langer Eugen tower, it prompted major 

dissatisfaction among the local population and raised questions about the federal government 

in the city. The economic and cultural developments put Bonn in an ambiguous situation: on 

one hand, it is the head of the government and a national symbol of a new beginning; on the 

other hand, it is supposed to be temporary and should not violate the vow to return to Berlin. 

Yet the look-and-feel of the city wasn’t indicating this sense of “temporariness”.  

Therefore, analysing the government architecture in Bonn is essential to understand the 

role that the architecture played as both a reflection of an unstable political situation and an 

embodiment of the nation’s aspirations and challenges. This role is analysed from various 

perspectives. First is the logical approach of the government: suffering from war, poverty and 

chaos, the government’s approach of renting and re-using vacant buildings to house its 

institutions is considered a survival approach or a coping mechanism to reflect the political 

desire to returning to Berlin.  

Second, the architectural development of Bonn as a process is worth looking at. It is 

worth pointing here that the development of Bonn was done incrementally. That is, the 

transformation from reusing vacant structures to physically building is a transformation that 

happened over 20 years. The result was the construction of a government office tower on an 

unprecedented scale, which in return fostered confusion about the extent to which Bonn is 

indeed temporary. Since one “learn[s] much about a political regime by observing closely what 

it builds”,369 the decision of construction was revealing and advertised its inability to return to 

Berlin. The growing dissatisfaction of the city with FRG activity in Bonn was also part of the 

process, however; through the adoption of democratic principles, the city was able to be 

involved in the physical transformation of Bonn. 
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The third perspective through which one can understand the role of architecture in Bonn 

is the functions of the new buildings. As mentioned earlier, these were not only governmental 

(which by itself is a new function for Bonn), but also cultural, social and economic. In that 

sense, the concentration of political functions attracted others and, together, they transformed 

the urban scene in Bonn from a historically calm and rural city to a busy, urban core city full 

of diplomats and civil servants. Schatz (2004) explains that capital relocation is generally done 

incrementally and entails mobilising national sensibilities for the benefit of a certain governing 

group that he refers to as the “elites”. He illustrates how by moving the political function from 

one territory to another, other functions will ultimately follow370 and thus contribute to the 

dramatic development of the new location. Schtaz concludes that capital relocation is full of 

symbolic and national connotations and is done gradually through persuasion and incentive 

creation to facilitate the move for the benefit of the elites. Bonn follows this logic; the political 

concentration facilitated capital relocation in a way that entrenched the image of Bonn as a 

capital and created confusion regarding the likelihood of returning to Berlin.  

The fourth perspective is concerned with the layout and urban organization of the 

buildings in the temporary capital. In the case of Bonn, the transformation of the government 

layout from a “cow in the pasture” arrangement to a clustering along a main thoroughfare is 

revealing. Even though the political condition did not change, the FRG found it necessary after 

almost 20 years to spatially cluster in one place. Its justification was that the government needed 

a functional space to accommodate its growing bureaucracy and the old buildings were not 

sufficient. In doing so, however, Bonn appeared to have a main government axis resembling 

that of other capitals (figure 3.1–3.2). Although this axis was not entirely planned, the 

government’s axial organization created a latent sense of permanence and a sense of a capital 

in Bonn.  

The final aspect is the architectural characteristics of the government construction, 

including the massive scale, monumentality that violates the city’s identity and the use of 

materials to reflect political ideology (e.g. glass to reflect political transparency). These are 

important characteristics to consider in any national architecture. The problem in Bonn was that 

structures were reminiscent of permanent capitals, which ran contrary to the government’s 

initial approach of reusing and renting buildings as a reflection of the temporary political 

condition.  

Using these aspects of architectural analysis, it is clear how Bonn became an ambiguous 

city that is neither a federal capital nor a temporary headquarters, a situation very similar to 
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Ramallah. In Bonn, this ambiguous situation raised questions on the nation’s relationship with 

Berlin. Indeed, this ambiguity emerged because Bonn was unable to fulfil its second task—the 

promise of return– which led to the completion of the first task of Bonn — to build a national 

consciousness and mark a new beginning — in an odd way. Therefore, understanding the 

complex position of Bonn requires considering the political conditions that were developed in 

the shadow of the inability to reach Berlin. Under such conditions, the nation-building process 

that took place in Bonn can be understood as a coping mechanism with a devastating political 

situation. Indeed, the government-driven architectural transformation of Bonn – with the 

involvement of different people and bodies – was one way through which the nation and its 

government were able to visualize, justify and assert their national aspirations in space.  

 

3.4.2 Bonn and Ramallah as capitals  

To this end, Bonn’s journey as a capital is strikingly similar to that of Ramallah. First, 

both cities had a relatively insignificant history. Second, they were neither an economic centre 

nor a cultural hub. These first two reasons, as argued earlier, made them unlikely to threaten 

the status of Berlin and Jerusalem as the true capitals. Third, they were both meant to be 

temporary until the governments could return to their true capitals. Furthermore, the temporary 

situation was questioned in both cities after government architecture started to be constructed, 

changing the urban form of the city. In both cases, the government architecture reflected and 

embodied dramatic change in the political and national situation.  

Despite these similarities, there are certainly major differences between Bonn and 

Ramallah. First, Bonn served as a temporary capital to an already existing but divided nation. 

That’s why in Bonn, there was a clear process behind the selection of the city while in Ramallah, 

the city is serving as a temporary capital for an occupied country with no real sovereignty. 

Additionally, it was never formally declared as a temporary capital. Since Palestinians have 

suffered from decades of loss, threats and denial of their own existence, the analysis of the 

national and political architectural developments in Ramallah should thus take into 

consideration such a devastated past.  

 

 
 
3.5 Conclusion 

 

This chapter investigated what constitutes a capital city. It focused on the role of 

architecture and urbanism of capital cities in processes of state-building and national 
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imaginings. It concluded that the capital city is needed functionally to concentrate the 

government’s activity as well as symbolically to manifest the state’s sovereignty. For the state, 

the capital city is a way to display national identity and thus legitimise the state on a national 

and international levels.  

The capital city is thus expected to serve as the symbolic centre of the nation by 

reflecting its ideal image and representing the nation as a whole. The state fulfils these 

expectations either directly, by interpreting them architecturally in the form of centralisation of 

political functions, or indirectly, by attracting cultural and socioeconomic functions, so that all 

functions work towards reinforcing the image of the capital as a symbolic national centre.  

In doing so, the capital city conveys a sense of unity and displays the nation as a 

homogenous unit. However, not every member of the nation views the capital city the same 

way the state does. For the state, the top-down processes of inscribing a unified national identity 

essentially exclude those who do not fit in it. In this sense, capital cities reveal national 

challenges and inner contestations. In return, the architecture in capital cities is turned into a 

tool of self-reassurance and self-legitimisation for the state, especially when its hold on power 

is under threat, and into a tool to negotiate national identity and representation, especially when 

the current regime’s national view is exclusionary, based on selective memory, or alienating 

for the nation. Capital cities are evidently contradictory sites that are much more than just seats 

of government. They are the result of constant negotiations between the state and the nation on 

their identity. They are thus a form of compromise—a middle ground for both the nation and 

the state. 

From an architectural and urban design point of view, this chapter must conclude with 

the idea that there is no clear formula that defines capital cities; they vary tremendously. 

However, they are certainly developed by political and national contexts and, of course, tend to 

have large government buildings, such as ministries, libraries, museums and legislatures. 

Indeed, constructing government buildings is a crucial part of the nation- and state-building 

process since they are almost always “invariably impressive, monumental [and] dignified”.371 

While not every capital may have these buildings, the planning of capital cities nevertheless 

varies significantly as a result of the socio-political context surrounding their emergence. 

Overall, state architecture in the capital city, be it humble or grand, is always symbolic of the 

relationship between the state and its people (as well as between the state and foreign actors).  

The situation in Ramallah, much like that in Bonn, is a delicate one in which architecture 

becomes a double-edged sword that can be interpreted in different ways. Before investigating 
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Ramallah, however, it is important to remember that the city has never been formally declared 

a temporary capital. Therefore, it is necessary to look at the original Palestinian attempts to 

settle in the city that they consider their true capital first, as will be investigated in the next 

chapter.  
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Chapter Four 

 

Locating the Capital City:  Placing PNA Institutions and  

Approaches to Jerusalem 

 
4.1 Introduction 

 

The arrival of Palestinian leadership in the occupied Palestinian territories (oPt) 

following the first phase of the Oslo Accords in 1994 resulted in a new era of Israeli-Palestinian 

politics. The preceding agreement stipulated that the Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO) 

would finally be recognised as the legitimate representative of the Palestinian people. It 

arranged for the establishment of a Palestinian Authority as an interim government within the 

oPt, which the Palestinians later renamed the ‘Palestinian National Authority’ or PNA. Senior 

leaders and members of the PLO, previously located in Tunis as part of the Palestinian diaspora, 

arrived in the oPt after being designated as PNA officials to govern the Palestinian people.  

From its inception, the PNA was “facing the fundamental dilemma of how to build its 

ruling authority in the occupied territories”.372 Expanding the responsibilities of the PLO from 

political representation and refugee administration to governance of people and territory was 

not an easy or straightforward transformation.373 The involvement of various external actors 

who had been involved in the agreement, such as Israel and the United States, further 

complicated the matter. The PNA needed to rule over a people it did not know; members of the 

Palestinian diaspora had been detached from the local population for several decades.374 The 

creation of the PNA necessitated new practical arrangements with regard to decision-making 

in the oPt.375 Senior PNA officials (most of whom were former diasporic PLO members) were 

labelled as ‘returnees’ and encountered friction with existing local Palestinian leaders.376 The 

PNA needed to establish a ruling structure in the oPt that could overcome these challenges.  

One of the many questions facing the PNA dealt with the location of the centre of its 

political power.377 Since the Oslo accords introduced the PNA as a body akin to a state and 

allowed for the establishment of the PNA and its operation in oPt, the obvious place for the 

PNA to establish its power base was in Jerusalem (long perceived as the nation’s capital by 
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most Palestinians). Since the agreement did not allow for the obvious choice, the question of 

where to establish PNA institutions remained open and difficult to answer.  

Certainly, the agreement provided some benefits to the Palestinian people—it allowed 

for the return of PLO leaders, gave them the authority to administer the economic, civil and 

cultural spheres in their own territory and introduced the possibility of a Palestinian political 

culture—but it took away the place where most of these benefits were expected to come to take 

place, the capital city.  

Members of the PLO found themselves in a position in which they could return to their 

homeland, achieve a significant victory after years of displacement and effectively operate as a 

state only to realise that this success had to be enjoyed from outside the true capital. Essentially, 

the establishment of the PNA came alongside not just the deprivation of the national, religious 

and cultural capital, but also a practical question: where will this interim government be located 

if Jerusalem is not an option? The PNA, answering this question, decided that it would try to 

make Jerusalem an option.  

Regardless of the conditions of Oslo accords, the PNA worked to extend its sovereignty 

over Jerusalem in various ways. These efforts relied on attempts to develop a national and 

political Palestinian presence in Jerusalem and its surrounding area. More recently, following 

the emergence of the Palestinian statehood programme in 2009, in addition to the escalation of 

Israeli restrictions and increased attempts to separate Jerusalem from the rest of the Palestinian 

West Bank; most Palestinian efforts to establish a base of political and national authority 

developed just outside of Jerusalem, most notably in Ramallah, especially after the second 

intifada (2000–2005). 

This chapter will draw on themes related to statehood—such as territorial bases, 

international recognition and national imagining—and themes directly related to the Palestinian 

context—such as accumulated losses, the struggle against occupation, national identity and the 

loss of Jerusalem—to analyse attempts at state-building without a capital city as a permanent, 

symbolic and functional focal point. It will explore the debates, discussions and logic (or lack 

thereof) surrounding the issue. Additionally, it will detail the attempts made by the PNA to 

establish a capital, be it temporary or permanent, unified or fractured, in order to carry out the 

vital state-building process. Since buildings are the most visible (and perhaps the most stable) 

tool used in the development of a state, this chapter brings PNA institutions to the forefront as 

physical buildings, beyond their role as operational bodies, and investigates the potential 

locations for Palestinian institutions in the oPt following the first phase of the Oslo accords.  

4.2 The Peripatetic PLO: Territorial Displacement and Accumulated Losses  
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Since its inception in 1964, the PLO has adopted several methods to achieve its goal of 

Palestinian independence and liberation. It initially refused to recognise the legitimacy of Israel 

and considered armed struggle, using guerrilla tactics, to be the sole method for liberation.378 

Political negotiations and compromise were deemed unacceptable for a significant amount of 

time. Over time, however, it slowly began to accept and adopt a more diplomatic approach. 

This willingness to engage in negotiation eventually led to the Oslo accords. 

As a key player in Palestinian politics, the PLO is often considered a symbol of national 

Palestinian unity. It began as an umbrella organisation under which several Palestinian political 

organisations and resistance movements came together. While Fateh remained the most 

prominent of these movements under the leadership of Yasser Arafat, the PLO brought together 

various movements regardless of their political, religious or social backgrounds and functioned 

as a sophisticated institutional structure representative of almost all Palestinians. This is 

indicative of the fact that, despite being territorially unsettled, the PLO was remarkably 

successful in establishing an institutional structure to connect diasporic Palestinian 

communities across the world with Palestinians in the oPt prior to Oslo.379  

The institutional structure of the PLO consisted of several social, economic, cultural 

and political institutions and provided services in various sectors, including education, health 

and social support (figures 4.1–4.2).380 In fact, this elaborate institutional structure and the 

diversity of its services directly benefited the daily lives of Palestinians and contributed to their 

mobilisation towards the PLO, ultimately resulting in the creation of a sense of national unity 

and belonging.381 In that, the PLO filled a national political void in Palestinian leadership that 

had been there since the Nakba two decades earlier in 1948.382 The PLO’s leadership was thus 

vital to heal and reinvigorate the sense of national identity that was damaged following the 

traumatic loss of the Palestinian homeland and the subsequent fragmentation of its people.  

The PLO has represented Palestinians on the international level since 1974, when it was 

recognized as the legitimate representative of the Palestinian people by both the Arab League 

and the UN General Assembly.  The PLO thus gained a positive international reputation; 

Palestinians were getting more attention to their cause after decades of their existence being 

denied (sections 1.2-1.3). In time, the Palestinian cause, with Arafat as its leader, was known 
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worldwide. Yasser Arafat had become the face of Palestine and its people.  During the 1980s, 

the PLO began to establish formal diplomatic relations and had representatives in more than 

eighty countries.383 

As a political body, the PLO was created with the goal of liberating all of Palestine, 

including the territory that Israel claimed sovereignty over in 1948. This goal directly 

threatened Israel’s existence as an exclusively Jewish state. As a result, Israel worked on 

thwarting any attempts to establish PLO bases in the oPt during the 1960s. These efforts forced 

the PLO to operate while dispersed across different countries throughout the region, such as 

Lebanon, Syria, Jordan and Iraq; it remained territorially detached from Palestine for decades. 

In addition, the lack of a territorial base inside the oPt forced the PLO to conduct most of its 

operations from afar.384 Through a series of political agreements, the PLO was able to establish 

these extraterritorial bases in neighbouring countries from which it could carry out attacks on 

Israel. Nonetheless, the PLO was not used to long-term headquarters; it often encountered 

friction with host countries and had to move on to another location fairly often.  
The PLO initially based itself in the Kingdom of Jordan to take advantage of its long-

shared border with Israel. It was then forced to leave for Lebanon in June 1971 following a 

series of confrontations with the Jordanian government. In Lebanon, Beirut served as the PLO’s 

base of operations until Israel ousted its institutional infrastructure in 1982 during the Lebanese 

civil war. The PLO’s leadership then stayed in Tunis385 until the talks in Oslo enabled them to 

return to the oPt in 1994.  

In fact, the PLO faced problems with the host government in each country it resided 

in.386 For an organisation representing a form of national unity after the Nakba, the expulsion 

of the PLO from Jordan to Lebanon and then to Tunis had echoed national sensibilities of the 

major Palestinian losses and defeat in the previous decades, including: the catastrophic events 

of 1948; the major defeat of 1967; the loss of the PLO’s West Bank territorial bases in the years 

following the 1967 war.  The losses of the PLO’s extraterritorial bases in Jordan and Lebanon 

marked a continuing national loss for the Palestinians.  

During the 1970s and 1980s, the peripatetic PLO realised the importance of having an 

autonomous territorial base to “shield Palestinians from the precariousness of their situation 
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and from their vulnerability to external pressure and intervention”,387 especially under the 

shifting political dynamics and growing instabilities in the region during the late 1970s and 

beyond.388 As a result, the PLO leadership began to show more flexibility in its political 

approach — the idea of a Palestinian state started to formally emerge. In June 1974, PLO 

chairman and Fateh leader Yasser Arafat addressed the need to establish a Palestinian national 

authority on any part of the occupied territories and considered it as a step towards liberation.389 

Shortly after, he officially announced his willingness to achieve peace through diplomatic 

means in order to establish a state in the oPt. To him, this was not a contradictory approach to 

the PLO’s original commitment to a state covering all historic Palestine. Instead, he viewed this 

as the first step to fulfil a greater “symbolic”390 desire of liberation represented by the creation 

of the state on the full of Palestine on the long-term.391  

Territorial gain, no matter how humble and modest that may have sounded at that stage, 

was an important gain to the PLO. Arafat saw this not only as aligned with the long-term 

national goal of full Palestinian liberation but as a guarantee of a stable territorial base for the 

PLO. Such a guarantee was desperately needed at that stage following the accumulated losses 

and repeated expulsions. The long-term liberation project was thus becoming increasingly 

focused on the short-term state project. As a recognised entity representing the Palestinian 

people, the PLO was acting as a state on diplomatic levels but lacking one major state element: 

sovereignty over a territory.  

While in Tunis, the peripatetic PLO needed to secure its unity and sense of national 

belonging.392 Following the eruption of the first intifada in 1987 and a series of talks with the 

King of Jordan, Arafat declared Palestinian independence from Algeria in 1988, announcing 

the establishment of a Palestinian state with Jerusalem as its capital. While the declaration was 
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merely symbolic and was not tied to any firm political plans to establish the state effectively on 

the ground,393 it was significant because it was the first time that the Palestinians had officially 

recognised and accepted the existence of two states (one Palestinian and one Israeli), which 

later opened the doors for negotiations.  

The signing of the Oslo accords in the early 1990s represented a new opportunity for 

Arafat and the PLO to finally establish a form of territorial sovereignty in the Palestinian 

homeland. Though they were opposed by many PLO factions, the Oslo accords nevertheless 

guaranteed a form of semi-autonomous authority over territory. This introduced an 

unprecedented opportunity for the possibility of a Palestinian state and the development of a 

political culture for the first time by the PLO on Palestinian soil.394 Indeed, “the PLO and the 

PNA, both dominated by Fateh, were on the point of becoming the Palestinian state whose 

establishment many at that stage saw as virtually inevitable”.395  

 

4.3 Inside Palestine, Outside the Capital: Establishing PNA Institutions 

 

The PLO’s acquisition of a territorial base in Palestine and the establishment of the PNA 

between 1994 and 1995 signalled a new chapter for Palestinian cities. On the scale of the 

everyday life, the arrival of the PNA to Palestinian-controlled cities (Area A, as explained in 

section 1.2) yielded new urban phenomena that impacted the daily lives of citizens on a cultural, 

social, and institutional level. Alongside this change came a culture of officialdom in the oPt. 

Describing the urban changes associated with the arrival of the PNA, the Palestine-based 

sociologist Taraki (2008) writes: 

 

 The casual attire and attitude at Palestinian institutions gradually gave way to more 

formal looks and ambiences, and the new group of government officials, bank 

executives, and businessmen began to set new standards of dress and deportment. Titles 

such as minister, deputy minister, director-general, and a range of other high- and low-

ranking designations … helped to consolidate a hierarchical system… [alongside] a 

plethora of … security men, aides, doormen, chauffeurs… springing up in and around 

official institutions.396  
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In order to prepare for the statehood project, the PNA embarked on establishing political 

institutions that were expected to develop into state institutions. For example, the first 

government of the PNA established 18 ministries397 and held elections for a new Parliament: 

the Palestinian Legislative Council (PLC). In addition, a plethora of national institutions was 

established under the leadership of Arafat,398 such as the Palestinian Central Bureau of 

Statistics, the Palestine Monetary Fund and the Palestinian Economic Council for Development 

and Reconstruction (PECDAR).399 

To understand why the PNA embarked on establishing so many institutions, the 

Palestinian case must be positioned within the context of a larger global pattern of institutional 

state-building efforts. According to Ottaway (2002), focusing on institutional establishment and 

reform to rebuild collapsed states was an increasingly common international pattern in the 

1990s.400 In defining the state as one that “enjoys international recognition and exercises control 

over people and territory through formal and strong, preferably democratic institutions”,401 

state-building through institutional establishment simply recognised the role of institutions in 

maintaining stability for the state.  

Indeed, institutions are important for the rule of law to pervade in a state.402 They play 

an important role in the organization of humans’ social, political and economic spheres—the 

way they’re structured can influence or even regulate human beliefs and interactions.403 A firm 

institutional structure is crucial to ensure processes of democratization; to control corruption; 

to apply institutional checks and balances; and to avoid an improper concentration of power.404 

Most importantly, a healthy institutional structure ensures better service delivery and allows for 

a prominent international presence.405 Drawing especially on this last feature, the development 

of such institutions in the context of the PNA was necessary not only to manage the Palestinian 

population or prepare for a state but to fulfil the conditions of Oslo accords. Indeed, some of 

the newly-established PNA institutions were either agreed upon in the Oslo process, such as 

the new elected Palestinian Parliament (PLC), or were necessary to facilitate the influx of 

international funds, such as PECDAR (through which all international aid was channelled to 
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the Palestinians). As such, the PNA’s preparation for statehood entailed a substantial amount 

of institutional development. Establishing state institutions thus becomes an international 

pattern to follow for the Palestinians.  

 

4.3.1 Lack of a capital city: problems in establishing PNA institutions  

While the discussion of PNA institutions has thus far treated these institutions simply 

as functioning organizations, thinking about PNA institutions as physically built structures 

requires further attention to the spatial qualities of these institutions. In other words, with regard 

to nation-states, it is difficult to imagine state institutions being anywhere but in the capital city, 

as it provides both symbolic and functional roles that are essential to national identity and the 

state-building process (chapter three). However, the Oslo accords ruled out the possibility of 

establishing the PNA in Jerusalem. As a result, the city universally thought of by Palestinians 

as their capital was not accessible. Therefore, the location of new PNA institutions thus grew 

into a major dilemma.  

In addition, PNA institutions faced several challenges that, in one way or another, 

contributed to and interacted with the lack of location in various direct and indirect ways. 

Indeed, the establishment of PNA institutions was not a straightforward or easy task and faced 

several challenges. The first challenge had to do with the role of the international community 

and foreign funding. Although the international community supported the establishment of the 

PNA and its institutions during the early years, it provided only short-term assistance and 

support for these institutions. In this regard, Dunne states that: 

 

The international community, particularly the United States and Europe, initially 

dedicated funds and efforts to the building of Palestinian institutions of self-

government. These foreign governments believed this would be short-term assistance—

no more than five years—until negotiations resolved the outstanding issues between 

Israel and the Palestinians. This short-term thinking about building institutions, 

however, contained the seeds of its own destruction. The international community… 

failed to take Palestinian institution building seriously in the crucial early years of the 

1990s… 406  

 

This short-term thinking did not establish a stable foundation on which PNA institutions 

could develop into state institutions. What mattered to the international community at that time, 

                                                
406 (Dunne, 2010, p. 2) 
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Dunne adds, is the PNA’s cooperation with Israel on issues related to security and negotiations, 

not the establishment of a concrete base of what may develop into a Palestinian state and 

institutions.  

This ‘externally-led’ or ‘donors’ model to state-building, as defined by Ottaway (2002), 

creates simply functioning organisations but not institutions. The difference between the two, 

according to North, Wallis and Weingast (2009) is that the former “consists of specific groups 

of individuals pursuing a mix of common and individual goals through partially coordinated 

behaviour…” while the latter consists of “patterns of interaction that govern and constrain the 

relationships of individuals. [They] include formal rules, written laws, formal social 

conventions, informal norms of behaviour, and shared beliefs about the world, as well as the 

means of enforcement”.407 In the Palestinian context, the creation of organisations through the 

donor-led state-building model only contributes to the PNA’s organisational capacity and 

sustains it; it does not support its development into a state with proper institutions. 

The second reason behind the complexity of establishing institutions was the lack of 

Palestinian experience in establishing these kinds of institutions. While PNA officials had 

experience running PLO institutions, their arrival from diaspora presented a challenge. The 

PNA arrived to rule and serve a community of Palestinians that it did not know after decades 

of being detached from their social, geographical and political lives.408 PNA officials brought 

with them the socio-economic ethos that they had experienced while living in Eastern Europe, 

Latin America and elsewhere in the Middle East and North Africa while the Palestinian 

community in the oPt remained under Israeli occupation. The socio-political and economic gaps 

between the returnees and the existing Palestinian community in the oPt fostered a “returnees 

culture”;409 some returnees found themselves unable to cope with the conservative and closed 

lifestyle in major Palestinian cities such as Hebron and Nablus (see section 2.3.4). The 

difficulties with social integration along with Fateh members occupying most senior PNA 

positions made it difficult to establish a trusted and integrated political system.410 PNA officials 

also began clustering in certain cities such as Ramallah.411 

Third, Palestinian basic law—or the constitution—was not formalized until 2001.412 

This absence led to the lack of a legal framework governing the establishment and operation of 

                                                
407 (North et al., 2009, p. 15) 
408 (Brynen, 1995; G. E. Robinson, 1997; Taraki, 2010) 
409 (Taraki, 2008b) 
410 (Hilal, 1993b; G. E. Robinson, 1997) 
411 (Taraki, 2008b) 
412 Arafat had commissioned a legal committee to draft the Palestinian Basic Law as early as the 
declaration of independence in Algeria in 1988.  Following the eruption of the intifada, the beginning of the 
peace talks, and the PLC elections in 1996, the first draft of the Palestinian Basic Law was finally issued in 
2001. See: (Brown, 2000, 2003b, 2017; Dabed, 2014) 
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government institutions.413 As a result, new PNA institutions were chaotic, unstructured and 

unaccountable.414 In terms of locating PNA institutions, there were no clear policies on housing 

them; the committee responsible for renting or building these facilities was not yet activated, 

opening the door to corruption and misuse of public funds (or international aid).415 These 

institutions were not sufficiently supervised or monitored, resulting in the centralization of most 

authority in the hands of the PNA’s leader, Yasser Arafat. At that time, Arafat as a leader did 

not have a clear definition or separation of his legislative, judicial, or executive powers.416 In 

arriving to rule a community it did not know, “for its part, the PLO had conceived the PNA 

primarily as an instrument to consolidate its power in the oPt”.417 A key example of such an 

early PNA institution is the Supreme State Security Court (SSSC) of 1995, which represented 

an example of how power consolidation operated under a lack of a governing legal 

framework.418  

Finally, a prevailing culture of personal relations is the fourth reason institutional 

development was hard for the PNA. For example, appointment policies were based on social, 

local and religious affiliations as well as previous allegiance to PLO factions. According to a 

Palestinian sociologist, “party and family factors overcame professional considerations and 

citizenship relations”.419 This behaviour resulted in a chaotic situation in which early ministries, 

originally intended to be democratic institutions, were scattered across several cities due to 

varying personal connections and the affiliation of the ministers with these cities.420 For 

example, the Ministry of Telecommunications was supposed to be established in Nablus 

because the funds for it came from a Palestinian businessman in the city.421 The headquarters 

for the Ministry of Local Government and of Health were based in Jericho and Nablus, 

respectively, because the appointed ministers lived in those cities.422 The geographic dispersal 

of these institutions reflected not only the unstructured nature of the newly-established 

government, but the overly personal internal decision-making dynamics of the PNA.  

                                                
413 (Al-Maliki, 2015; S. J. Barghouthi, 2009; R. Khalidi, 2007) 
414 (Brynen, 1995; Fatafta, 2018; A. Jamal, 2001; Milton-Edwards, 1998; Pace & Sen, 2019) 
415 (Aman, 2012; SAACB, 2016) 
416 (Abdeen, 2018; Dunne, 2010; Programme for Development Studies, 2004) 
417 (Dabed, 2014, p. 45) 
418 The SSSC was highly criticised for its unjust treatment of several civil cases with no clear legal 
reference, and was largely perceived as a response to Israeli security concerns. Realising the problem, the 
PLC declared an urgent need to reform and develop PNA institutions in 2002 and pressured Arafat to sign 
the Basic Law in 2002, dissolve the SSSC, and enforce a clearer separation of powers. See: (Abdeen, 2018; 
Dunne, 2010) 
419 (Al-Maliki, 2015) 
420 (Saleh, 2018; Shtayyeh, 2018) 
421 (Hilal, 2016) 
422 (Saleh, 2018; Shtayyeh, 2018) 
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Without Palestine’s ‘true’ capital, these four challenges clearly had a spatial effect on 

PNA institutions in various ways, particularly in terms of location. The international 

community did not address the location as a problem nor did it work on creating a sustainable 

institutional foundation. The lack of previous Palestinian state-building experience resulted in 

difficulties that were only exacerbated by the lack of an established national legal system. Social 

dynamics further complicated the matter —professional considerations were disregarded in 

favour of party and family factors that ultimately scattered state institutions across the country.  

 

4.4 Attempts to Reach to the Capital: PNA Attempts to Place its Institutions  

  

Although the peace agreement had prevented the PNA from establishing its institutions 

in Jerusalem, the PNA nevertheless tried to address the problem by expanding its foothold in 

Jerusalem. Over time, it sought to manifest its sovereignty over the city. It has used several 

strategies, including attempts to operate implicitly from within Jerusalem through PLO-

affiliated members established in the city, or from places just outside the city’s borders, but 

very close to it. 

 

4.4.1 PNA attempts to function from inside Jerusalem 

The newly-established PNA trying to establish sovereignty over East Jerusalem, 

“continued to implement a systematic comprehensive plan to assume control of all spheres of 

life in Jerusalem”.423 It implemented this plan by controlling most of the already-established 

non-governmental Palestinian institutions in the city. Some of these institutions, which 

consisted of political, cultural, social, religious, security, scientific and professional groups, 

were established during the Jordanian era prior to the 1967 war.424 Such institutions include, 

for example, the Al-Maqasid Hospital, the Al-Quds Newspaper, the Al-Quds University, and 

several Muslim religious institutions in the city. To assert its control over these institutions, the 

PNA either replaced all the employees with its loyalists or provided informal funding to support 

national (largely anti-Israeli) activities in the city.425  

a.! Orient+House+
 

The most successful attempt, and indeed the most prominent of such institutions, was 

the Orient House, which functioned as the de-facto Palestinian national representative in 

                                                
423 (Rekhess, 2008, p. 275) 
424 Ibid. 
425 (Rekhess, 2008) 
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Jerusalem. The Orient house was a PLO-affiliated institution, yet without ever being an official 

PNA institution due to restrictions imposed by the Oslo accords. It began operating in 1982 as 

the Arab Studies Association, a cultural and research NGO under the leadership of Faysal Al-

Husseini, a pro-PLO and pro-Fateh Jerusalemite. In 1992, Al-Husseini became a member of 

the executive committee of the PLO responsible for Jerusalem matters during the Oslo 

negotiations. For this purpose, he expanded the size and scope of his association by adding the 

departments of press, international relations, legal aid, maps and surveys, restoration and 

reclamation, youth development and the Jerusalem task force.426  

Indeed, the Orient House played a major role in representing Palestinian leadership in 

the city.427 It served as the official headquarters for the Palestinian delegation to the Madrid 

peace conference in 1991. Furthermore, it was largely coined as the ‘Palestinian Government 

House’ and the ‘Palestinian Foreign Ministry’ since Al-Husseini had held meetings with over 

forty-five delegates representing seventeen countries under its roof.428 Although it was not an 

official PNA institution, the official Palestinian flags and body-guards on its front gate indicated 

that it functioned as the headquarters for Palestinian national and political leadership in the 

city.429  

It is noteworthy that Al-Husseini was able to establish such a strong presence not only 

through his affiliation with the PLO, but through his personal background. He was not a PLO 

‘returnee’ coming back from diaspora. On the contrary, he came from a prominent Arab family 

in Jerusalem, he had lived in the city for at least ten years prior to the PNA’s formation and his 

father was a national commander during the 1948 war. Rekhess (2008) noted:  

 

Al-Husseini’s status was based on his respected lineage (his father was Abd al-Qadir 

al-Husseini, the legendary military commander of the Jerusalem area in the 1948 War) 

and his extensive public and military service in support of the PLO, for which he served 

several prison terms in Israel. As a member of the PLO Executive Committee and PNA 

Minister without Portfolio in charge of Jerusalem (after 1994), he was considered the 

highest ranking Palestinian official in the city.430 

 

In addition, Al-Husseini was also very cautious with how he referred to himself and 

how he framed his work and activities in Jerusalem. Despite his constant communication with 

                                                
426 (The Orient House, no date) 
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Arafat and the PNA, he declined recognition as a PNA Minister in Arafat’s government; he 

only referred to himself as “a member of the PLO delegation in charge of Jerusalem”.431 By not 

referring to himself as a PNA representative, Breger (1994) argued, he was able to maintain 

extensive contacts with foreign representatives from his Orient House office.  

Realising that Palestinian influence had reached the heart of Jerusalem, Israel issued a 

series of closure decisions for the Orient House at various points from 1988 until it was 

officially and permanently closed, following the death of the Al-Husseini during the second 

intifada in August 2001. The thousands who attended Al-Husseini’s funeral from the 

Presidential Headquarters in Ramallah to Jerusalem indicated the role the Orient House had 

played as a national Palestinian institution in Jerusalem. It connected both the leadership in 

Ramallah and Jerusalem – something that Israel realised and immediately shut.  

The national symbolism of the Orient House can also be extended to its physical and 

spatial qualities as a building. The three-story mansion has a symmetrical façade centred with 

an “arched gable set off by ornate wooden trimming”.432 It is part of a larger Husseini complex 

in a relatively affluent neighbourhood, just a ten-minute walk to the Old City of Jerusalem. It 

was built in 1897 and played a significant role in Arab life in Jerusalem.433 This was especially 

true after the 1948 Nakba when the whole complex provided aid and shelter to Palestinian 

refugees and served as the headquarters for UN relief agencies.434 It was also frequently visited 

by Jordanian royals and diplomats when the eastern part of Jerusalem was under Jordanian rule. 

To some extent, the building provides a symbolic link to Jerusalem’s past and thus to 

Palestinian roots in the city. Today, the closed Orient House still acts as a “symbol of the 

Palestinian struggle”,435 and represents the shattered national Palestinian presence in Jerusalem. 

 

4.4.2 PNA attempts to function from around Jerusalem 

Parallel to trying to function from inside Jerusalem, the PNA also established many of 

its institutions in neighbourhoods surrounding the city. In a video interview with DAAR,436  the 

senior PNA official and former Prime Minister Ahmad Qurei (also known as Abu Ala) stated 

that the PNA had followed (an unwritten and undeclared) strategy to establish PNA institutions 

as close to Jerusalem as possible. He explained the logic behind this: by creating official 

Palestinian presence near the intended future capital, Israel would be pressured to accept a 
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solution for the city that would consider East Jerusalem as the capital for a future Palestinian 

state. This approach not only guaranteed a territorial base for the PNA on Palestinian land but 

guaranteed that this territorial base would not be scattered throughout the land—it would be 

near the capital. Qurei explained:  

The closer we come to Jerusalem, the closer, I think, we become to our national rights… 

[Arafat] believed that if he could not reach Jerusalem, he would not have achieved 

anything. And if he did reach it —not only in the sense of visiting, but in the sense of 

establishing a state with Jerusalem as its capital— only then we could say that we have 

reached our goal. 437 

 To achieve this Jerusalem-centred strategy, Qurei “placed most of the PNA institutions 

around Jerusalem from the first day”,438 in several neighbourhoods and villages where the PNA 

could establish a presence in accordance with Oslo (i.e. in Palestinian controlled Area A or 

partially controlled Area B, as explained in section 1.2). These neighbourhoods, including Abu 

Dis, Arram and Dahyet Albareed, were outside the Israeli municipal borders of Jerusalem and 

under Palestinian control (figure 4.3).439 The strategy was achieved through decentralising 

government institutions around the city to create “facts in the field”440 or “establish a reality of 

statehood”.441 In the mid-1990s, this “capital-focused” or “crawling to Jerusalem” established 

a Palestinian institutional base near Jerusalem.  

4.4.3 Temporary placement of PNA institutions outside the capital  

While placing most of its institutions in neighbourhoods outside the capital city, the 

PNA rarely constructed any purpose-built institutional headquarters —it was generally believed 

that the Palestinian government would eventually be transferred to Jerusalem, the capital city.442 

This was evidenced in an interview with PECDAR’s head and senior PNA official, Mohammad 

Shtayyeh (who became the Palestinian Prime Minister at the time of writing this dissertation),443 

who confirmed that he had even supervised a government plan between 1995 and 1999 to 

prepare for building Palestinian national institutions in Jerusalem. Thus, it was taken for granted 

that the PNA’s institutional base outside Jerusalem was only temporary. As a result, several 

interviewees for this research including Mohammad Shtayyeh, Ahmad Saleh (who is 
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responsible for the national spatial plan at the Ministry of Local Government) and Rami 

Nasrallah (a planning specialist and NGO director) all mentioned that the PNA placed most of 

its institutions in pre-existing rented buildings such as apartment blocks, warehouses and 

basements around Jerusalem. As such, processes to establish post-Oslo PNA institutions in the 

oPt were mainly operational and functional. Almost no attention was paid to constructing 

original buildings for these institutions.444  

In fact, there is a considerable symbolism associated with constructing purpose-built 

state buildings. Especially in the Palestinian context, the materialisation of state institutions in 

the form of physical buildings inside or outside the capital city becomes significant. To 

understand how, the next section will investigate the case of the parliamentary building in Abu 

Dis, the first purpose-built government institution in the West Bank that is outside but near 

Jerusalem. 

 
4.5 Abu Dis: The Intentional Capital-Focused Approach 

 

Of all the early PNA institutions, the Palestinian Legislative Council (PLC) represents 

an exceptional case because it had three headquarters at the time: In Ramallah, Gaza and Abu 

Dis.445 While the first two were only perceived as temporary headquarters outside the capital 

city,446  the last one in Abu Dis was to be built for its function and was believed to be a 

permanent headquarters for the PLC near Jerusalem (figures 4.4–4.6).  

In 1996, plans to build a headquarters for the Palestinian Parliament were executed on 

one of the highest hills in Abu Dis (figure 4.6–4.7).447 However, construction for the Parliament 

was never completed; the unfinished structure still stands as an empty relic of what was thought 

to be a hopeful political change signalling a resolution. Indeed, the Abu Dis PLC represents the 

first attempt to construct purpose-built national institution that addressed and responded to the 

lack of the capital through architecture. 

                                                
444 The fifth article of the first draft of the Palestinian Basic Law (the constitution) states that: “Jerusalem 
shall be the capital of Palestine. During the transitional period the PNA may set up the Government 
Headquarters in any other place in Palestine.” The PLO drafted this first copy in 1995. It later underwent a 
series of amendments until 2005. The third article of the current valid version states only that “Jerusalem is 
the capital of Palestine.” See: (Al-Muqtafi, 2019; AlQasim, 2008)!
445 The three PLC headquarters were established by foreign money from Japan, the US and the EU. See: 
(Qurei, 2011) 
446 Ramallah PLC was a purpose-built temporary building while the PLC in Gaza was based in a building 
already constructed in 1958 by the Egyptian government. See: (Miqdad et al., 2017) 
447 (‘Parliament Building’, 2011; ‘0لبرلما= ,لفلسط1ني مبنى بال ح1ا, (Al-Barlaman Al Falastini Mabna Bil 
Haya)’, 2012; Sadeq, 2011) 
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4.5.1 The town of Abu Dis: A symbolic Palestinian presence near Jerusalem 

 Among the towns and villages near Jerusalem, Abu Dis possesses a unique location 

(figure 4.7). The town is only fifteen minutes away from the Old City of Jerusalem; it is 

connected via a direct road that extends to the sea in the west, and to Jericho and the Jordan 

Valley to the east. The topography of the town also provides scenic views of the golden Dome 

of the Rock, the ultimate symbol of Muslim and Palestinian presence in Jerusalem. Although 

Abu Dis is outside the Israeli municipal boundaries of Jerusalem, it nevertheless allowed for 

direct access and a feeling of being in the city. In addition, Abu Dis is also home to the 

Palestinian Al-Quds University.448 By the year 1996, the town was a true intellectual and 

economic hub. It fulfilled a sense of Palestinian presence in Jerusalem while also feeding the 

sense of national sovereignty over the city, especially under occupation.  

It is easy to understand why the PLC was built in Abu Dis given the profile of the town, 

in addition to the fact that it was the closest point to Jerusalem under Palestinian control 

following Oslo. As a result, several PNA institutions were set up in Abu Dis in already-existing 

buildings prior to the second intifada in 2000, such as the Jerusalem governorate office, the 

Ministry of Civil Affairs, branches for the Ministry of Labour and Ministry of the Interior, and 

an office for SAMED (the PLO’s economic institution).449 The town grew as an institutional 

base for the PNA between 1996 and 2000, in large part due to its location. 

The eruption of the second intifada in 2000 severely affected the town. In 2003, Israel 

built its separation wall (or barrier) through Abu Dis. With still more planned parts of the wall 

to be built in the eastern part, Israel would effectively be confiscating nearly 47% of the town’s 

total area.450 Further complicating matters, the largest Israeli settlement of Ma’ale Adumim 

(and its industrial area Mishor Adumim) east of Abu Dis, figure (4.8), hindered any spatial 

urban development of the town and disconnected it from Jericho. The Israeli wall curtailed 

movement between Jerusalem and Abu Dis and completely excluded it from the municipal 

boundaries of the city. The fifteen-minute journey from Abu Dis to Jerusalem now takes at least 

forty-five minutes. The trip requires the use of bypass roads through the West Bank and passage 

through at least two Israeli checkpoints. To this day, Abu Dis remains completely cut off from 

                                                
448!The logic behind establishing the university at that time was that most of the central Palestinian cities 
had already established universities since the 1970s (Nablus, Ramallah, Bethlehem and Hebron) except for 
Jerusalem, the holy and perceived capital to Palestinians.  Back in 1984, however, Jerusalem was under 
Israeli administration and already had the Israeli Hebrew University of Jerusalem, which was largely 
known as the University of Jerusalem. The Israelis thus did not allow the establishment of a rival 
Palestinian university under the same name. As a result, founders of Al-Quds university decided to 
establish the Palestinian Al-Quds University of Jerusalem in Abu Dis using the Arabic for Jerusalem to 
avoid confusion with the Israeli university. See: (Al-Quds University, no date) 
449 (Local Council of Abu Dis, 2015) 
450 Ibid. 
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Jerusalem and suffers from the suffocation of its commercial and cultural lifestyle. The national 

feelings of belonging to the true Palestinian capital were shattered. Except for few remaining 

ones, many of the PNA institutions relocated to Ramallah. The vibrant socio-economic and 

political life of Abu Dis was thus severely damaged. 

 

4.5.2 The PLC within the Jerusalem-centred approach: the significance of the PLC as a 

purpose-built PNA institution 

While the PLC was not the only PNA institution to be set up in Abu Dis, it remains the 

most significant because it was the only institution at that time to be housed in a building 

specifically designed for its functions. Designed by Jafar Toukan, a prominent Jordanian 

architect of Palestinian descent, the final PLC builing consisted of two masses: the first is a 

five-story, U-shaped, symmetrical structure that primarily consists of offices; the second is the 

parliamentary hall, nearly four stories high and topped with a small dome (figure 4.6). The 

whole builing has distinct architectural features represented by its monumental, solid façades, 

massive scale relative to its surroundings (figure 4.9), and narrow vertical openings designed 

to resemble the openings of the wall of the Old City of Jerusalem. With an outer wall 

surrounding the site and an articulate gate designed to greet visitors from the main street (figure 

4.10), the whole builing occupies a strategic position and provides scenic views of the Old City 

of Jerusalem and the Dome of the Rock. The land on which it was built was a donation from 

the Awqaf (the Islamic Religious Endowments) and the construction was funded through a 

Japanese grant.451  

Before Israel prevented the project from moving forward, the PLC in Abu Dis had the 

potential to cement a symbolic Palestinian presence very close to Jerusalem. This was the aim 

of Qurei, who explained that the PLC building followed the same Jerusalem-centred strategy 

he had followed with all PNA institutions. In his interview with DAAR, Qurei mentioned that 

he decided to build the PLC building in Abu Dis because it was the closest possible location to 

the capital city of Jerusalem, as he stated: 

 

The strategy determines the construction. I was not planning a building. I was planning 

an imaginative future for Jerusalem as a capital of a Palestinian state... now there is this 

building and many other buildings. This is not our issue. The issue is that we as 

Palestinians want Jerusalem as our capital … The building is temporary. It could be 

changed or added to, demolished or replaced with another on.452 

                                                
451 (Qurei, 2011) 
452 (Qurei, 2011), emphasis added. 



! 127!

 

The statement above indicates that, in implementing his Jerusalem-centred strategy, 

Qurei saw no difference between using existing facilities and constructing purpose-built 

facilities to house PNA institutions. What mattered to him was the location and what it 

symbolises in relation to Jerusalem, as he writes that “the location [of PNA institutions] had to 

be practical, but also needed to bear political symbolism”.453 

From an architectural perspective, however, whether the buildings housing PNA 

institutions were rented or purpose-built is important and symbolic. The symbolism associated 

with the decision to rent as opposed to build is represented on two levels: the level of location 

and the level of commitment to Jerusalem as the nation’s capital. The first level is what Qurei 

refers to as the “symbolic location” of such buildings in relation to the capital city (e.g. 

proximity to the capital, means of accessing the capital, etc.). Second, since the presence of the 

PNA institutions outside Jerusalem was only perceived as a temporary arrangement, there was 

thus no need to build PNA institutions. The second symbolism is thus manifested through the 

commitment to return to Jerusalem as a capital. As such, the temporary presence of these 

national institutions around Jerusalem in existing buildings is symbolic, signalling a 

commitment to the larger goal of establishing a Palestinian capital in Jerusalem. 

4.5.3 Analysis of the PLC as an institutional building for the PNA 

The fact that the PLC in Abu Dis is a purpose-built building opens up a room for various 

interpretations behind the building itself. The decision to build the PLC not only brings the 

building itself into attention, but also raises questions on the conditions under which it was 

conceived, who was involved in the design process and how this building was perceived by the 

Palestinians, Israelis and the international community. Indeed, the symbolism of the building 

itself comes not only with the completed building but with the construction process as a 

whole.454 For the sake of this research, investigating the processes, ideology and spatial features 

of the PLC building in Abu Dis may provide a sense of how the PNA foresaw its relationship 

with the capital after the Oslo. 

a.+Ambiguity+in+decision7making+and+personal+connections 
 

The decision-making process behind the PLC building’s construction was ambiguous 

and far from straightforward. While close proximity to Jerusalem was the main motivation 

behind its location in Abu Dis, it becomes also important to explore personal and political 
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backgrounds of the key decision makers; the role of the international community and the 

process of decision making under the lack a governing legal framework   

Indeed, the personal relations that had dominated PNA institutions were a source of 

ambiguity in decision-making behind the PLC’s construction. To understand how, it is 

important to understand the political and personal backgrounds of the decision maker behind 

the Parliament: Ahmad Qurei. As a dedicated PLO member since 1968, he played a key role 

on the negotiations team during the Israeli-Palestinian peace process.455 As a prominent Fateh 

member, he led the PLO’s economics department and founded SAMED, the PLO’s economic 

institution.456 Additionally, he established major PNA institutions following the peace process, 

such as the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS) and the Palestinian Housing 

Council. He served in several positions including the Minister of Economy and Trade, Minister 

of Industry, Minister of Public Works and Housing, PLC president for three consecutive 

legislative periods and head of PECDAR.457 Most importantly, he was the second Palestinian 

Prime Minister between 2003 and 2006.458 He is a leading Palestinian official, so it should not 

be a surprise that he was involved in the decision-making behind the Parliament’s construction 

in Abu Dis. 

On top of his political profile, Qurei’s personal life raised questions on his choice of 

PLC location; he was born in Abu Dis and spent his childhood commuting the three-kilometre 

journey between his home in Abu Dis and his school near the Old City of Jerusalem. Writing 

of his return in 1994, he described his desire to visit his “hometown” in “Jerusalem”.459 To him, 

these two were reciprocal in terms of geography—being home in Abu Dis nearly meant being 

home in Jerusalem, and vice versa. The personal connections discussed in section (4.3.1) as one 

of the key problems in establishing PNA institutions are evident here.  

In addition to personal motivations, one source of ambiguity in the decision-making 

process stems from the fact that his Jerusalem-centred strategy was never officially declared. 

For example, Qurei mentions that the design for the PLC building was initially intended for the 

Ministry of Economy (since he was serving as the Minister). A parliamentary hall was later 

added once he started being more involved with the Parliament over the Economy Ministry. 

The building thus started to take the shape of a Parliament, still with no discussion or 

consultations with anyone. Moreover, Jafar Toukan, the chief architect of the PLC building, 

was a good friend of Qurei. As such, the PLC’s construction in Abu Dis, while certainly 

                                                
455 (Qurei, 2006a, 2008) 
456 Ibid. 
457 Ibid. 
458 (Qurei, 2006b, 2007) 
459 (Qurei, 2006a) 
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motivated by a national goal, was just as much the result of individual endeavours and personal 

choices. 

The ambiguity in the decision-making process and the obvious personal reasons behind 

Qurei’s choice prompted several discussions between PLC members convening at their 

temporary PLC headquarters in Ramallah in 1996. Indeed, the first director-general of the PLC, 

Mazen Al-Masri, confirms that information on the PLC building in Abu Dis was not shared 

with PLC members at any level of the decision-making.460 In an interview with DAAR,461 Al-

Masri explained that PLC members initially rejected building a Palestinian Parliament in Abu 

Dis because it would remain outside Jerusalem and there would be no sense in building a 

Parliament simply near the capital. PLC members also feared that this would eventually make 

Abu Dis the capital, instead of Jerusalem with its the Old City and  Haram Al-Sharif or Noble 

Sanctuary.462 There was an awareness at the PLC that “[it was] for Israel’s interest to always 

try to find an alternative”, 463 and PLC members did not want Abu Dis to be considered an 

alternative. The PLC members accepted a temporary building for themselves in Ramallah to 

avoid such a scenario.464 Nevertheless, plans to establish the PLC in Abu Dis moved forward. 

As such, the ambiguity in the decision-making process stems from three levels. First, 

from internal Palestinian dynamics, from which most of the decision-making power was 

concentrated in senior PNA officials, as shown in the Abu Dis PLC case. This is problematic 

when trying to address a core national issue like the absence of a capital city. The fact that there 

was no legal framework for how to establish a new PNA institution and no spatial planning 

guidelines for how how to establish PNA insitituions only intensified the problem.465 This has 

been confirmed in interviews with Ahmad Saleh, the national spatial planner at the Ministry of 

Local Government; Mohammad Shtayyeh, the head of PECDAR and current Prime Minister; 

and Dima Erssan and Dima Judeh, the two chief engineers in the municipalities of Ramallah 

and Al-Bireh, respectively.  Indeed, the lack of a legal framework (as discussed in section 4.3.1) 

resulted in the lack of administrative bodies responsible for preparing comprehensive spatial 

plans for PNA institutions on the national and local level until this day.  

Second, the ambiguity comes from Israeli-Palestinian dynamics, represented by a secret 

agreement that included Abu Dis as part of a future Palestinian capital. The secret agreement is 

                                                
460 (Al-Masri, 2011) 
461 Ibid. 
462 (Abu Zayyad, 2011, 2016) 
463 (Al-Masri, 2011) 
464 Ibid. 
465 (Saleh, 2018; Shtayyeh, 2018) 
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called the Beilin-Abbas agreement.466 It extended the boundaries of Jerusalem to include Abu 

Dis, nearby Israeli settlements and Palestinian villages to form ‘Al-Quds’ and ‘Yerushalayim’ 

as capitals for Palestine and Israel, respectively. Although agreed upon soon after the end of 

the Oslo Accords in September 1995, it was never officially announced before being leaked in 

late 1999.467 This explains why the PLC was constructed in Abu Dis468 and why Israel allowed 

it to continue despite its proximity to Jerusalem.  

Finally, the ambiguity comes from the international community as well. Qurei 

constructed the PLC building in Abu Dis through access to international grants aimed at 

developing the PNA’s institutions that were managed by PECDAR—the institution that Qurei 

led. The ambiguity from the international community came as a result of a lack of follow-up 

strategy, which allowed money intended for the Ministry of Economy to become funding for a 

parliamentary building in a precarious location. 

The construction of the PLC in Abu Dis is thus the result of the intersection of personal 

preferences; a desire for Jerusalem as the national capital; the lack of a legal framework for 

constructing institutions and monitoring international money; and unofficial political 

negotiations. 

b. The PLC building as a national display  
 

In addition to a closer proximity to Jerusalem, Qurei also intended for the building to 

act as a national display. This display was aimed at three groups: the international community, 

the Palestinian people and Israel. For example, one of the key features of the PLC building was 

an office dedicated to Arafat with a window high enough to overlook the Dome of the Rock in 

the Old City of Jerusalem. To Qurei, the view of the Dome of the Rock (figure 4.11), the 

ultimate symbol of Jerusalem for many Palestinians that invokes religious and national 

sentiments, is crucial. He said: 

The core issue is the capital… to be clearer, imagine the Parliament here [in Abu Dis], 

at this distance from Jerusalem, with Al-Aqsa in front of it, and members of the PLC 

convene here on weekly or daily basis and visitors come and visit and so on…isn’t this 

coming closer to Jerusalem?469 

 

                                                
466 The Beilin-Abbas agreement was based on talks between the former Israeli Minister Yossi Beilin and 
Mahmoud Abbas, the current Palestinian President who was then secretary of the PLO. See: (Al-Mabhouh, 
2018; ‘Israel-Palestinian Peace Process: The Beilin-Abu Mazen Document October 31 1995’, 2019) 
467 (Lieberfeld, 2008) 
468 (Rood, 2008; Usher, 1999) 
469 (Qurei, 2011) 
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Based on the analysis of chapter three, capital cities often craft a certain display; they 

are used to be seen by the world. The building’s iconic views of the Dome of the Rock and its 

architectural features, in terms of scale, image and resemblance of the old wall of Jerusalem, 

contribute to this purpose. To Qurei, the location, view and design features all become part of 

a choreographed national image (almost) in the capital. The functioning Parliament and the 

Dome of the Rock serve as national symbols. The whole setting would have sent a message to 

the international community and to the Palestinians—and, importantly, to Israel—that there is 

national and political Palestinian presence in Jerusalem as a Palestinian capital. 

But for the Palestinian people, the intended display may have had deeper intentions. 

The construction in Abu Dis was necessary to pave the way for the temporary one in Ramallah 

to be built. Al-Masri continued: 

If you would say that we are building the Parliament in Ramallah [in 1996] … there 

would be a political chaos. So, there had to be a plan and the people had to see it…to 

say to our people we are building in Jerusalem … I was asked to take the Parliament to 

every city in Palestine, to introduce it to the people … This was the idea of Abu Ala. In 

my opinion, he wanted to popularise the Parliament. 470  

 
While Qurei had focused on the location and undermined the architecture itself, he 

nevertheless sought national recognition from Palestinians through the building’s architectural 

qualities. At the same time, constructing the Parliament in its location near Jerusalem was only 

needed for the temporary one in Ramallah to be completed, as mentioned above, turning the 

‘national display’ intended by the Parliament into a tool to legitimise the development of the 

temporary PLC in Ramallah and prevent ‘political chaos’ in the Palestinian political sphere. In 

doing so, the PLC in Abu Dis also protected the PNA and legitimised its approach to the capital. 

As such, the outer appearance of the Abu Dis Parliament reflects this delicate relationship, 

oscillating between national display, legitimisation, and self-protection (as expressed by a local 

architect who sees the PLC in Abu Dis as a form of self-protection for the PNA):  

The PLC in Abu Dis is a defensive fortress reflecting the relationship of this current 

leadership with its people, a relationship that is not based on transparency but on 

defensiveness and on protecting the authority itself.471 

                                                
470 (Al-Masri, 2011) 
471 (Habash, 2011) 



! 132!

Although Qurei’s decision to settle in Abu Dis was a personal one, it was also motivated 

by the national desire to be near Jerusalem. At a later stage, he even convinced Arafat to settle 

in the West Bank from Gaza and offered him a house in Abu Dis as his residence. For some 

reason, as he wrote in his book without providing further explanation, the plan then diverted to 

Ramallah.472 Regardless, it is not difficult to understand why. The fact that Qurei settled in Abu 

Dis garnered Israeli attention. In a visit to his Palestinian counterpart in Abu Dis, Israeli official 

Uri Savir told Qurei:  

 

Abu Ala, you have established a centre for the Palestinian Authority in East 

Jerusalem, and this is something we did not agree upon. 473 

 
This comment indicates why Arafat did not stay in Abu Dis. The PLC building must 

have opened Israel’s eyes who felt threatened by the PNA institutions being established near 

Jerusalem. Israel felt this was a threat to its sovereignty over Jerusalem, as evidenced by the 

several visits to the site by Israeli military officials, police units, Jewish settler groups and 

activists that caused episodes of confrontation with Palestinians and even Qurei himself (figure 

4.12). 474 It is also evidenced by the construction of the Israeli wall only a few metres away 

from the PLC building in 2003 that completely cut Abu Dis off from Jerusalem and excluded 

it from the municipal borders of the city. The use of the wall also excluded Arram and Dahyet 

Al-Bareed, the two other neighbourhoods near Jerusalem in which Qurei had placed PNA 

institutions. 

It is important here to emphasize Israel’s reaction to any attempt by the PNA to assert 

any sense of sovereignty over Jerusalem. Between 1991 and 2001, the policy of the Israeli 

government towards PNA institutions around Jerusalem (such as the PLC in Abu Dis) or PNA-

affiliated institutions in Jerusalem (such as the Orient House) changed several times, parallel 

with the changes in the Israeli government towards the right-wing groups that had long opposed 

Oslo.475 Attempts to push back against Palestinian activity in Jerusalem escalated throughout 

the decade and ultimately resulted in the complete dissolution of any PNA presence in or around 

the city.  

4.5.4 Leaving Abu Dis: suspending the construction of the PLC 

 

                                                
472 (Qurei, 2006a, p. 32) 
473 (Qurei, 2006a, p. 31) 
474 Ibid. 
475 (Rekhess, 2008) 
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Constructing the PLC in Abu Dis was meant to create a Palestinian national presence 

near Jerusalem. To this day, however, the building was never finished due to several layers of 

complexity (figure 4.13). Israel built its separation wall right next to the building in 2003 

following the second intifada (figure 4.14–4.15). Just on the other side of that wall, facing the 

Parliament, it planned the construction of the Kidmat Zion settlement.476 In doing that, it 

officially curtailed the construction of the building, especially since the municipal border of the 

Jerusalem municipality cuts directly through the building (figure 4.16) –– almost two-thirds of 

it are inside the Israeli-controlled municipality.  

Israel’s involvement also extended over the security of the site given that the Parliament 

was in Area B, meaning its security is under joint Israeli and Palestinian control (figure 4.8). 

Although arrangements to transfer Abu Dis from zone B to A were being discussed as part of 

the arrangements for the permanent status negotiations and a deal was indeed reached to do so 

in May 2000, the Israeli side reduced the size of the areas to be transferred the following month, 

causing major problems for the peace process and the Camp David Summit.477 Later that year, 

in September 2000, the second intifada erupted and complicated the peace process even further; 

the erection of the Israeli wall only made matters worse. As a result, Israel tightened its security 

measures on Palestinians in the West Bank during this period and introduced strict closure 

policies to major Palestinian cities such as Nablus and Hebron as well as several mobility 

obstacles such as checkpoints and road closures. PNA officials, who were scattered between 

Gaza, the West Bank, and the neighbourhoods around Jerusalem, found it extremely difficult 

to commute to, and therefore operate with, one another. The city of Ramallah, however, 

remained relatively accessible and most PNA institutions were moved there. 

 

4.6 Unintentional Ramallah: State-Focused Approach and the Centralisation of 

PNA Institutions in the City 

 
 The process of relocating and establishing institutions in Ramallah was a slow and 

gradual one. While there is a lack of precise information on the process (even the number of 

institutions that had been moved),478 most of the PNA institutions had been relocated to 

Ramallah by the time Yasser Arafat died in 2004.  

                                                
476 (Shoval, 2007, p. 101) 
477 (Qurei, 2008) 
478 Confirmed in interviews with engineers and officials at the Presidential Bureau, PECDAR, the Ministry 
of Local Government and the municipalities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh. These interviews were with (Al-
Kashef, 2018; Al-Saed, 2018; Ersan, 2016; Judeh, 2016; Saleh, 2018; Shtayyeh, 2018). 
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Following the drastic conditions after the second intifada, the 2006 PLC elections and 

the internal Palestinian political division (between the two major political parties Fateh and 

Hamas), and after several episodes of political chaos, manipulation and interference by the 

international community in Palestinian affairs;479 the PNA embarked on a process of total 

institutional reformation. The reformation plan was announced and implemented under the 

leadership of Salam Fayyad, who served as the Palestinian Prime Minister between 2007 and 

2013. 

 

4.6.1 Fayyad’s institutional reforms and the state as a goal 

The PNA announced its Palestinian Reform and Development Plan (PRDP) in 2007. 

When the Prime Minister Salam Fayyad rose to power with his new plan ‘Ending the 

Occupation, Establishing the State’,480 several governmental reforms were introduced by his 

Ramallah-based government. Fayyad mainly sought to establish the Palestinian state regardless 

of the result of negotiations with Israel.481 His plan was largely praised:  

 

The PNA, Israel, and the international [donor] community sought state-building and 

good governance through four pillars: reform of the security sector and the enforcement 

of the rule of law; the building of accountable PNA institutions; the provision of 

effective public service delivery; and economic growth led by the private sector in an 

open and free market economy. Through these policies, a “new” West Bank reportedly 

emerged; the “Bantustan” was thus transformed, at least in rhetoric, to a functioning 

state. In August 2011, Fayyad announced that the “West Bank is already a state in all 

but name”. In November 2012, Palestine was offered a non-member observer state 

status in the United Nations.482 

 

Security and building state institutions are thus the first two pillars in Fayyad’s state-

building plan. It worked to facilitate the establishment of the state apparatus and encouraged 

investment through neoliberal policies despite the result of the peace talks with Israel. With the 

PRDP clearly stating that “progress must be made to upgrade all Palestinian institutions of 

government”,483 it is not surprising that Fayyad’s era administration the flag of “peace and 

                                                
479 (Dunne, 2010; Tartir, 2015a; Turner, 2011) 
480 (‘Palestine: Ending the Occupation, Establishing the State’, Programme of the 13th Government of the 
PNA, 2009)!
481 (Buck, 2010; R. Khalidi & Samour, 2011) 
482 (Tartir, 2015a, p. 11) 
483 (PRDP, 2008, p. 5) 
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security” by dedicating nearly one-third of the government budget to substantial reforms to 

various PNA security bodies.484 

State-building through the establishment of state institutions —both by constructing 

physical, purpose-built structures and by developing the capacity of staff to run these 

institutions— has since become the main goal of the Palestinian government in order to 

“transform PNA institutions to resemble state institutions”.485 The words of Mohammad 

Shtayyeh in 2009, then the Minister of Public Works and Housing, best describe this approach. 

In a press conference held to celebrate a successful bid to build the Prime Minister’s Office in 

Ramallah, he stated that: 

 

Our priorities since the establishment of the PNA in the year 1994 have changed since 

then, as our priority at that time was (1) rebuilding collapsed institutions, specifically 

schools and the health sector, and at that time we made sure we filled the holes the 

occupation had created …we then followed the policy of (2) re-establishing the 

institutions that directly affect the lives of the citizens then. Next, we moved to the stage 

where we (3) controlled the destruction caused by the occupation through the 

implementation of relief programs. After that, we entered the (4) development stage … 

(5) building Palestinian institutions nowadays thus comes in the fifth stage according 

to the PNA’s strategy of building a state. And we must not forget that the Israeli 

incursions always brought us back to square one. However, in the end, the Palestinian 

bulldozer that builds will triumph over the Israeli bulldozer that continues to demolish… 

the priority for the PNA in the year 2010 is constructing governmental buildings and 

the institutions of the State of Palestine. 486 

 

Shtayyeh’s words indicate the shift in the PNA’s strategy: Qurei used PNA institutions 

to cluster around Jerusalem and thus placed the PLC as a purpose-built structure near Jerusalem 

(regardless of the ambiguity and the personal dimensions of the decision). In contrast, Fayyad 

used PNA institutions (now called state institutions) as operational organisations. As a Minister 

in Fayyad’s government, Shtayyeh refers to Fayyad’s institutions as physical, purpose-built 

structures that would lead to a state. Although all of these officials envision Jerusalem as the 

Palestinian capital, neither Fayyad nor Shtayyeh detail where such institutions should be located 

while Jerusalem is absent and inaccessible. The result of Fayyad’s plan thus included a major 

                                                
484 (PRDP, 2008) 
485 (Nairat & Bsharat, 2016, p. 25) 
486 Qouted in (Jaber, 2014) 
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shift from establishing state institutions around Jerusalem to merely building state institutions 

to develop the foundations of a strong state, without explaining how the construction of these 

institutions would eventually lead to Jerusalem as a capital city, as they claim. 
Indeed, according to Fayyad’s plan and the current National Policy Agenda 2017-

2022,487 the vision for the long-awaited Palestinian state is that of a sovereign state on the 1967 

borders with East Jerusalem as its capital. However, Fayyad’s vision of the Palestinian state 

contained no mention of where state institutions would be geographically established during 

the process of state-building.  

 Paradoxically, since the PNA is still committed to Jerusalem (or more precisely in 

diplomatic discourse, East Jerusalem) as a capital, the PNA institutions in the West Bank are 

still perceived as temporary despite the scale of the building activity. Commenting on this issue, 

Shtayyeh stated that: 

 

Despite the work we are constructing, we are extremely careful and committed to the 

necessity of building the sovereign ministries in Jerusalem, and we consider the 

buildings that we are building only ‘temporary public buildings’ that will enable us to 

move to Jerusalem, the capital of the future Palestinian state. 488 

 

For the PNA, Jerusalem remains the only Palestinian capital, and government 

institutions should be only in Jerusalem. The temporary institutions should work to ‘prepare for 

the move to Jerusalem’. Just like Qurei, Shtayyeh undermines these institutions as physical 

buildings. In other words, he sees no difference between an institution as a functioning 

organisation and an institution as a physical, purpose-built structure. Furthermore, he also 

undervalues their location, ignoring Qurei’s idea of the symbolic importance of the proximity 

to Jerusalem. 

Most of the PNA institutional buildings that emerged after the second intifada and out 

of Fayyad’s plan are purpose-built structures dotting the West Bank but largely concentrated in 

Ramallah. Although these buildings will be discussed at length in the next chapter, it is useful 

to mention some of the Ramallah-based structures here, such as: The Presidential Headquarters 

and The Office of the Prime Minister. 

                                                
487 (National Policy Agenda 2017-2022: Putting Citizens first, 2016; ‘Palestine: Ending the Occupation, 
Establishing the State’, Programme of the 13th Government of the PNA, 2009; PRDP, 2008) 
488 Shtayyeh gave this statement in a ceremony celebrating the inauguration of a seven-million dollar 
building for the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS) in Ramallah. See: (maannews.ps, 2009) 
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It is important to stress here that the relocation of most PNA institutions to Ramallah 

and the resultant concentration in the city was not planned or intended. In other words, there is 

still no legal framework or national spatial plan dictating the location of state institutions, as 

explained in section (4.3.1). While conducting interviews for this research, several statements 

such as “the PNA’s centralisation in Ramallah is accidental”,489 “the growth of Ramallah as a 

de-facto capital and government centre is just temporary”,490 or “Ramallah’s official reputation 

as a government headquarters is unintentional”491 were frequently repeated by several 

interviewees in positions ranging from municipal engineers and spatial planners to former 

ministers, architects, academics and intellectuals. They all referred to the concentration of PNA 

institutions in Ramallah as merely “unintentional” and “accidental” and a form of response to 

the closure policies and movement restrictions imposed by Israel following the second intifada. 

However, the sheer number of these institutions and their spatial organisation in the city will 

reveal a different story in the next chapter. 

 
4.7 Conclusion 

 
This chapter investigated how and where the PNA officials established their political 

power base while Jerusalem, the capital city, was inaccessible to them. While Oslo ruled out 

the possibility of establishing a Palestinian national presence in Jerusalem, the PNA 

nevertheless tried several methods to assert control over the occupied city in its early years. 

These methods included using already-established Palestinian institutions in the city and 

placing PNA institutions in neighbourhoods around it. Such attempts clearly threatened Israeli 

sovereignty over the city and, as a result, Israel shut down these attempts in various ways (e.g. 

closing the Orient House in Jerusalem and building the wall to detach Abu Dis from Jerusalem). 

While Ramallah appears today as the centre of government for the PNA, introducing Ramallah 

—or any city but Jerusalem— as the Palestinian capital remains unacceptable for Palestinians. 

However, a Palestinian national presence in Ramallah may represent a possibility that does not 

particularly bother Israel or negatively affect its sovereignty over Jerusalem, unlike the presence 

in Abu Dis. 

The PLC in Abu Dis was important not only because it fell within the larger strategic 

pattern of putting PNA institutions near Jerusalem, but because it constituted the first attempt 

to establish a purpose-built structure for a Palestinian state institution that tried to address its 

relationship with the capital city. The location of Abu Dis overlooking Jerusalem and the direct 

                                                
489 In interviews with: (Elayyan, 2018; Saleh, 2018) 
490 In interviews with: (Al-Farroukh, 2018; Habash, 2011; Shtayyeh, 2018; Shtewi, 2018) 
491 In interviews with:(Al-Hanbali, 2019; Anabtawi, 2018; Ersan, 2016; Judeh, 2016; R. Nasrallah, 2014) 
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access it provided to the Old City of Jerusalem directly confronted the inaccessibility of the 

capital city.  Abu Dis thus established a base for what could have developed into a Palestinian 

capital if, and only if, it had maintained all these qualities and functioned under full Palestinian 

sovereignty over the Old City of Jerusalem. However, Israel’s reluctance to allow any 

movement towards Palestinian sovereignty in or around the city diminished the feasibility of 

the Abu Dis option.  

The PLC in Abu Dis was also significant because its construction paved the way for a 

temporary one to be purpose-built in Ramallah during the same period. The co-existence of 

these two purpose-built PLC buildings raised questions on the extent to which the current 

centralisation in Ramallah is indeed unintentional. Although the shift from Abu Dis to Ramallah 

was not a direct one, relocating the institutions from Abu Dis to Ramallah was logical because 

the city already had institutional infrastructure represented by the Presidential Headquarters and 

the temporary PLC. Ramallah, to some extent, fulfils the Jerusalem-centred approach by being 

relatively close to Jerusalem and enjoying a central location in the West Bank.  

Looking at the various attempts of the PNA to approach the capital problem, one can 

understand that Ramallah was never declared as capital city, and that’s it capital status emerged 

as the result of several factors, including: a national desire to develop a Palestinian state, gain 

international recognition, and establish a territorial base in the homeland; the failure of previous 

attempts to settle in the capital; political desire to legitimise the PNA’s rule; and a desperate 

need to develop a sense of national Palestinian achievement after decades of accumulated losses 

and the struggle against occupation. It also emerges when political means are becoming less 

plausible and the Israeli government is becoming more right-wing than ever. This leaves the 

PNA with limited avenues for achieving political progress. Reforming governance and security, 

encouraging investment and supporting the economy through neoliberal solutions are a few of 

those avenues, and all of them are being physically manifested in Ramallah. 
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Chapter Five 
The Political-National Topography of Ramallah  

and the Paradox of a Capital City 
 
5.1 Introduction 

  

The arrival  of the PNA to Ramallah492 in 1995 after Oslo accords had brought new 

urban changes to the city.493 Many activities were established in the city in relation to its being 

a political centre, which attracted a substantial population increase.494 As a result, urban 

transformations were seen and felt in several aspects of Ramallah’s daily life, including: the 

‘post-Oslo construction boom’, when new buildings ‘mushroomed’ in the city;495 the heavy 

presence of PNA security; the influx of the returning PLO members from abroad; and above 

all, the emergence of new PNA institutions.  

Nearly 9 years later, following the second Palestinian intifada (uprising) in (2000-2005) 

construction of new, purpose-built PNA institutions began in the city. Due to the state-building 

programme in 2009, the PNA constructed brand-new institutions in preparation for the creation 

of a Palestinian state as well as for implementing its own state-building programme. As a result, 

the PNA institutions in Ramallah became increasingly visible, as a great majority of them were 

transformed into purpose-built, large, and “monumental governmental buildings”.496 Examples 

include: the Presidential Headquarters of the Muqata’a (refurbished), the Prime Minister’s 

Office, and a 40-million USD government Ministerial Complex consisting of seven 

Ministries.497 The concentration of the government in Ramallah has thus resulted in the heavy 

presence of official culture,498 evidenced not only in the government buildings but also in the 

state ceremonies and official national events that support the state, as well as other popular 

movements that address the PNA, many of which take place in major squares in the city centre. 

In addition, Ramallah began to host national memorial sites and museums of prominent national 

                                                
492 It is important to stress again that the urban fabric investigated in this research is of both the cities of 
Ramallah and Al-Bireh. That is, the intertwined built fabric of these two cities governed under the two 
municipalities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh is investigated under the name Ramallah and is regularly referred 
to as simply ‘Ramallah’ or ‘the city’. See chapter II. 
493 (Abourahme, 2009; Y. Al-Khalili, 2011; Anani, 2013; Aruri, 2015; Hilal, 2015; Khamaisi, 2006; Taraki, 
2008b, 2008a, 2010; Toukan, 2014) 
494 Due to the arrival of the PNA, Ramallah (including that of Al-Bireh) experienced an urban growth as 
the number of building permits issued between 1994 and 1997 increased by 20%, while the population 
increased by 30% for the same period. See: (Khamaisi, 2006) 
495 (Aruri, 2013) 
496 Ibid. 
497 (Jaber, 2014) 
498 (Taraki, 2008b) 
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figures, such as the memorial sites for the leader Yasser Arafat and the internationally-

recognised Palestinian national poet Mahmoud Darwish.  

Ramallah is thus slowly witnessing the processes of state-building, hosting most of the 

post-Oslo Palestinian politics, and experiencing the construction of purpose-built government 

institutions. As such, studying the new PNA institutions in Ramallah and their centralisation in 

the city becomes increasingly important. To understand them, it is important to first assert that 

the PNA institutions are physical manifestations of the Palestinian political influence, 

regardless of the nature of that influence. In other words, they are a governing body ruling a 

population of nearly five million people in the West Bank and Gaza,499 and are recognised 

internationally as the political representative of the Palestinian nation worldwide. Therefore, 

the PNA institutions in Ramallah are not only administrative, but are also national institutions 

that represent a form of (or are expected to soon form) a nation-state (or a quasi-state) for the 

Palestinians, and speak on behalf of the Palestinian nation.500 Indeed, while Jerusalem is 

inaccessible for Palestinians as a national capital, the concentration of PNA institutions in 

Ramallah enabled the city to slowly acquire an administrative and even national status at a later 

stage, as represented in the various national celebrations, memorial sites or national 

constructions in the city. Indeed, Ramallah “changed and transformed from [a] district city to 

[a] national core”,501 and this transformation is occurring through physical means using various 

spatial elements in the city. 

Despite emerging as a Palestinian national city, the concentration of PNA institutions 

in Ramallah is nevertheless perceived to be only a temporary measure until a final resolution 

about Jerusalem can hopefully make the latter the Palestinian capital. This perception of 

temporariness was expressed in interviews with PNA officials and decision-makers,502 

municipal engineers and local architects,503 residents of Ramallah,504 as well as in recent 

scholarly work on the city.505 Contrary to this perception, the architecture itself – including that 

of the PNA institutions – is permanent in nature. Thus, the contrast between a perception of 

temporariness and the permanent nature of the architecture introduces a possible major 

discrepancy between the political will and desire (of returning to Jerusalem) on the one hand 

                                                
499 (PCBS, 2017a)  
500 Regardless of where the Palestinian nation is and what the political views of the Palestinian people are 
in terms of the PNA and its institutions. 
501 (Khamaisi, 2006, p. 1) 
502 (Al-Saed, 2018; Qurei, 2011; Saleh, 2018; Shtayyeh, 2018) 
503 (Butmeh, 2019; Ersan, 2016; Habash, 2016; Judeh, 2016) 
504 (Al-Farroukh, 2018; Elayyan, 2018; Shtewi, 2018) 
505 (Abourahme, 2009; Y. Al-Khalili, 2011; Hilal, 2015; Taraki, 2008b, 2008a) 
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and the physical reality (of staying in Ramallah as becoming increasingly permanent) on the 

other.   

From a theoretical perspective, the literature connecting politics and architecture 

establishes various relationships between the two. For example, architecture is considered to 

‘reflect politics’, ‘mirror political shifts’, ‘imprint politics on cities’, and ‘help construct 

identities’.506 However, most scholars largely acknowledge a relationship between the two, 

which is usually of a reciprocal character, i.e. one would follow, express or strengthen the other. 

Furthermore, the design of government institutions cannot escape this relationship.507 In 

contrast, this chapter investigates a situation in Ramallah where politics and architecture do not 

necessarily go hand in hand in relation to Jerusalem, and argues that analysing the concentration 

of PNA institutions may in fact reveal certain political intentions expressed through different 

spatial means in the city. 

This chapter focuses on the architectural topography of Ramallah as it embodies the 

political topography. It focuses on the PNA’s government buildings, especially those of 

national significance, as well as on national memorial sites, which I refer to collectively as the 

‘political-national topography’ in Ramallah. By investigating their architectural and spatial 

qualities, conditions of realisation, and their spatial relations in the city, this chapter questions 

the extent to which the presence of such political-national topography in the city is transforming 

it into an active working national core or a form of capital city. The chapter of course undertakes 

this analysis fully aware of the serious and sensitive problem facing the Palestinians, a nation 

left maintaining hope for Jerusalem while simultaneously needing a city that offers the major 

functions of a capital, wherein state institutions are usually located. 

This chapter will focus on Ramallah’s political-national topography and propound the 

thesis that Ramallah is the functional headquarters of political life and governance, and that it 

has deep Palestinian meanings. It will also discuss the extent to which the city contributes to 

fulfilling Palestinian national aspirations of needing and wanting a capital city for their 

emerging state, especially as Jerusalem remains inaccessible to them. Considering this 

extremely difficult situation, the chapter therefore inquires: what are the most important 

governmental national projects in Ramallah and how do they relate to each other? How is 

Ramallah used spatially to realise the PNA’s state-building programme? And while Jerusalem 

is not available to the Palestinians, to what extent does Ramallah as a national and political 

centre hold Palestinian meaning and identity?  
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5.2 The Emergence of PNA Institutions in Ramallah Since 1995 

 

Following the arrival of the PNA to Ramallah in December 1995, the city slowly began 

to serve as Arafat’s temporary seat and the main Headquarters of the PNA. However, this 

decision was not declared or made collectively official by the PNA. Rather, it was done 

piecemeal, as explained in the previous chapter. While slowly settling in Ramallah, the PNA 

followed the same principles as the Bonn government in 1949 (see section 3.4), by placing most 

of its institutions in pre-existing buildings. Some of these structures were inherited from 

previous regimes and were already functioning as public buildings, while others were simply 

residential buildings rented by the PNA to accommodate its institutions and ministries. For 

example, the Ministry of Education was placed in a building that used to serve as a college for 

women.508 The Presidential Office and Arafat’s seat were located in what was soon called ‘the 

Muqata’a’ –  a 1940 British colonial fort that had served as a Headquarters for the British, 

Jordanians and the Israelis who were in the city before the PNA arrived. 

As such, the PNA largely did not initially build any purpose-built institutions in the city. 

The reason for this, as discussed in the previous chapter, is not only related to the fact that the 

PNA needed to quickly set up its own institutions after the Oslo agreements. There was also a 

general belief that a return to Jerusalem was imminent, and using Ramallah as a base for the 

PNA was only temporary. Hence, there was no spatial planning on how or where to locate PNA 

institutions in Ramallah at that time. As a result, most of the PNA institutions seemed to be 

initially scattered in different neighbourhoods, with no proper town or city physical planning 

addressing their spatial relationships with the city’s different parts.  

Despite this initial lack of physical planning, a political vision still seems to have 

organised the location of PNA institutions in the city. If we examine the PNA institutions in 

Ramallah during the early years after Oslo, it seems that this vision was based on a Jerusalem-

centred strategy – that is, placing most of the PNA institutions geographically as close as 

possible to Jerusalem, as explained in chapter four. In Ramallah, this meant that most of the 

newly-established PNA institutions located in rented buildings were in neighbourhoods on the 

southern edge of the city as close as possible to Jerusalem, such as in the residential 

neighbourhoods of Um Al-Sharayet, Sateh Marhaba and to some extent Massioun (figure 

5.1).509 Placing PNA institutions in these southern neighbourhoods was not an officially 

approved and declared decision, but rather indicated “a general belief that Arafat had placed 
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most of the institutions in the southern part of the city because it was closer to Jerusalem”, 

according to a resident in the city, an architect and an academic.510 In situating most of these 

PNA institutions this way, their location contributed to the political ideology of returning to 

Jerusalem as the Palestinian capital, despite them being temporarily in Ramallah. In addition, 

some of the institutions were in Al-Balou’ and Al-Ersal neighbourhoods,511 right next to 

President’s seat inside the Muqata’a. 

Because they were not purpose-built government buildings, the PNA institutions and 

the neighbourhoods in which they were located had no formal or official character. They were 

generally still residential, and most of the buildings were of humble scale, with non-

monumental facades, and fit well in their local environments. Aside from some removable 

security barracks and Palestinians flags, the physical design of these buildings did not generally 

stand out from or dominate their neighbourhood contexts (figures 5.2–5.3). Instead, they 

provided direct pedestrian and vehicular access right onto the street, and thus their visual and 

spatial relationships with their surroundings were modest and humble: generally, there were no 

distinct boundaries or walls, no defining gates, no buffer zones separating them from the street, 

and no plazas in front of buildings. Because of their non-dominant spatial features, most of the 

PNA institutions at that time hardly formed any central government clusters or constituted key 

landmarks in the city. 

 The only exceptional structure that the PNA had purpose-built in Ramallah at that time 

was the temporary Parliament – the Palestinian Legislative Council or the PLC. The building 

was constructed on a site near a women’s college where the PNA had located its Ministry of 

Education,512 around the edges of the Massioun neighbourhood. The site is also relatively 

distant from the Presidential Headquarters in the Muqata’a as well as from the city centre in 

Manara square (figures 5.4-5.5). The four-storey PLC building consists of the assembly hall for 

PLC members and some offices. It is of a modest scale, located on a corner street and easily 

amalgamates into its architectural context. Aside from the sign and the two security officers 

stationed on the front door, the purpose-built temporary PLC could easily be mistaken to be a 

residential building. In addition, it has a rear door that opens directly onto a car-park, which 

also functions as a space in which journalists assemble or official guests are welcomed. In using 

the rear door as the main entrance, the orientation and use of the whole building seem to become 

insignificant as a government base. To some extent, its location near the old women’s college 
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and its insignificant character may seem to align with the fact that it was only built as a 

temporary base and for purely functional purposes.  

In response to tightening Israeli policies during the second intifada, PNA institutions 

were slowly centralising in Ramallah and away from Abu Dis, Al-Ram and other 

neighbourhoods around Jerusalem. When located in Ramallah, the physical structures of PNA 

institutions in the city, regardless of whether or not they were purpose-built like the PLC, 

nonetheless never occupied a strong presence in the city. 

 

5.2.1 The destruction of PNA institutions during the second Intifada: 2000-2004 

During the Israeli invasion of Ramallah during the second intifada (2000-2005), the 

Israeli Defence Forces (IDF) destroyed most of the PNA’s national institutional infrastructure 

in the city. A report513 on the levels of damage and destruction caused by IDF shows that eleven 

Ministries were badly physically damaged and partially destroyed, vandalized, and their 

belongings confiscated. According to the report, these included the Ministries of Civil Affairs, 

Economy and Trade, Industry, and Higher Education in the neighbourhood of Um Al-Sharayet; 

the Miniseries of Finance, Public Works, and Transport in Sateh Marhaba; and the Ministries 

of Education, Agriculture, and Social Affairs in Massioun. In addition, some Ministries either 

near or inside the Muqata’a complex near the Al-Ersal and Al-Balou’ neighbourhoods, such as 

the Health Directorate of the Ministry of Health or the Ministry of the Interior. Some of these 

Ministries had two or three offices scattered across the city, such as the Ministry of Finance or 

the Ministry of Public Works, all of which were also destroyed. The report also points to other 

Ministries that, by the time the report was written in 2002, were still occupied by the IDF. These 

include the Ministries of Culture, Information, Local Government, and the General Personnel 

Office.  

In total, all 16 PNA Ministries located in Ramallah at the beginning of the second 

intifada in 2000 suffered from IDF incursions. The damage varied and included, for example, 

smashing internal windows, breaking doors, demolishing main gates, sledge-hammering 

equipment, and confiscating vital papers and records – especially from the ministerial offices.514 

It even included painting graffiti on the walls and destroying Palestinian-themed artwork and 

any indication of a Palestinian national identity within the buildings.515 The destruction also 

reached to non-ministerial PNA institutions, such as the Central Bureau of Statistics and the 

PLC’s assembly hall and offices. In addition, the IDF placed Arafat under siege in his Muqata’a 
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complex for more than 34 months between 2002 and 2004. They significantly destroyed more 

than 90% of the 60,000 square metres Presidential Muqata’a complex,516 leaving him and 

members of his guards, security forces, and some international activists all trapped in one side 

of his office main building.  

The destruction of the PNA institutions, the siege of Arafat, and the destruction of his 

office in Ramallah produced a massive shock, which later contributed to the paralysis of Oslo 

process. When Israel attacked the PNA in its political base and destroyed its institutional 

infrastructure in Ramallah, it became increasingly evident that Oslo as a ‘peace process’ based 

on negotiations was reaching a dead-end. It also become clear that any further negotiations 

regarding Jerusalem and its transformation into a Palestinian capital were much more difficult 

and distant than before, and offered less cause for optimism. As such, the destruction of the 

PNA’s national institutional infrastructure in Ramallah during the second intifada and the 

intensification of Israeli access restrictions to almost all other Palestinian cities in the West 

Bank created yet another national crisis for the Palestinians, both as a government and as 

people.  

 

5.2.2 PNA institutions after the second Intifada: 2004-onwards 

Rising from the rubble of the second intifada, the subsequent years proved decisive for 

the PNA and included major changes to the Palestinian political scene. The PNA found itself 

in a difficult position, where: most of its governmental infrastructure was nearly fully 

destroyed; Israeli checkpoints and ‘security barrier’ or ‘wall’ fragmented and isolated many 

Palestinian villages and cities;517 and Arafat, the key symbol of Palestinian national leadership 

passed away in 2004. Finally, access to Jerusalem as a capital was not only still blocked, but 

also now considerably more restricted than previously. Under such extremely complicated 

conditions and while facing pressure by the international community,518 the PNA embarked on 

its reformation plan in 2007 and a state-building programme in 2009. The latter included a 

construction component dedicated to creating what were called ‘state institutions’ instead of 

‘PNA institutions’,519 and formed the necessary infrastructure to lay the foundations for a future 

Palestinian state (see section 4.6).  

It is important to note here that no dedicated section in the state-building programme or 

in the reformation plan concerns the actual construction of state institutions. What is meant by 
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a ‘building component’ here that these two documents – the reformation plan and the state-

building programme – only highlight the need to invest in rebuilding the destroyed government 

institutions in order for the PNA to establish a Palestinian state. Under normal conditions, 

however, one would expect that ‘state institutions’ intended specifically to establish the basis 

for a ‘state’ would normally be constructed in that state’s capital city. However, in the PNA’s 

extremely difficult situation where the capital was not accessible, such construction necessarily 

took place somewhere else. While initially largely spread across the West Bank, many of the 

new PNA institutions slowly began to acquire a strong presence in Ramallah in purpose-built 

structures, which soon became highly noticeable within the PNA’s supposedly temporary base. 

After the second intifada and even before the reformations plan in 2007, one of the 

PNA’s early attempts at re-solidification was to construct the Ministry of Finance in Ramallah 

between 2004–2005. This offered the first prototype of what PNA governmental architecture 

would look like (figure 5.6): monumental with formal facades on an unprecedented scale, 

surrounded by a wall and a gate. Similarly, during the same years bidding documents to 

construct a Ministerial Complex also in Ramallah were published (figure 5.7), and the same 

architect who designed the Ministry of Finance also won the Ministerial Complex bid.520 

During approximately the same period, and in close proximity to the Ministry of Finance, the 

PNA also began rebuilding the Muqata’a using local contractors (figure 5.8). These three 

projects – the Ministry of Finance, the Ministerial Complex, and the completed and refurbished 

Muqata’a – were the first projects begun after 2004 as purpose-built government institutions. 

Today, Ramallah hosts the main headquarters of every Palestinian key-national 

institution (figures 5.8–5.12). Overall, there are over 70 state institutions, offices, commissions, 

and departments in Ramallah that serve the country on a national scale.521 In addition, the city 

is home to the courts and all Ministries of the PNA, all of which are accommodated in a mix of 

purpose-built and rented buildings. As the PNA reformed its security sector, constructing state 

institutions also included building security training facilities for the Private Presidential 

Security and the Preventive Security (the highest-ranking security body), in addition to facilities 

for the civil police and national intelligence. Indeed, Ramallah enjoys the largest portion of 

government institutions that became based in the city particularly after the second intifada.  

From an architectural perspective, the new Palestinian state-building programme of 

2009 introduced the opportunity to construct purpose-built governmental institutions in the 

West Bank for the first time as a coherent policy. This resulted in purpose-built institutions that 

opened the door for a kind of Palestinian state architecture that could not have existed 
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previously. The state programme was thus the first time that a government-conceived 

architecture was constructed on Palestinian soil and can function as such. But while the question 

of ‘how to construct temporary state-institutions outside the national capital of Jerusalem and 

in Ramallah’ may seem an interesting challenge from an architectural and spatial perspective, 

it was nevertheless an easy and fast process for the PNA: bids were prepared, contractors 

selected, and construction simply began within a short amount of time.522  

The architecture thus played a major role in the PNA’s attempts at re-solidification after 

the second intifada and at re-establishing the PNA’s state-hood project. Building on the role of 

architecture in manifesting the state’s sovereignty in the capital city (as discussed in chapter 

three), we may also find the discussion of the PNA’s ‘theatre of statecraft’ as developed by 

Pace and Sen (2019) relevant here:  the authors developed the term ‘theatre of statecraft’ with 

regards to the Palestinian Authority based on Judith Butler’s conception of performativity. They 

referred to the PNA’s ‘theatre of statecraft’ as one that encompasses several repetitive and ritual 

performative acts. According to the authors, such ‘performative acts’ become key factors in 

shaping the identities of Palestinians in the West Bank governed by the PNA. In the shadow of 

their analysis, what is the role of the PNA’s architecture and the built environment in the PNA’s 

‘theatre of statecraft’? As will be illustrated in this chapter, the investigation of the PNA’s 

architecture in Ramallah will provide an additional layer to enhance our understanding of the 

PNA’s ‘theatre of statecraft’ on one hand, and in manifesting the state’s sovereignty in the city 

on another hand.  

 

5.2.3 Accidental concentration of PNA institutions: city planning vs. political vision  

While Ramallah slowly transformed into a bustling political centre, the decision to 

locate the PNA institutions in the city was made by varying bodies within the PNA. At the 

official governmental level, PECDAR – the Palestinian Economic Council for Development 

and Reconstruction – and the Ministry of Public Works and Housing are the two bodies 

responsible for planning and constructing state institutions and public buildings in Palestine, 

and are also responsible for building most of the state institutions in Ramallah.  

For this research, an interview was conducted in August 2018 with Muhammad 

Shtayyeh, the head of PECDAR, a former Minister of the Ministry of Public Works and 

Housing, and the current Prime Minister. A second interview was also conducted with the head 

of PECDAR’s engineering department.523 Both parties confirmed that there are neither 

comprehensive plans nor public guidelines on how to construct state institutions in terms of 
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their location and architectural requirements. They stated that decisions on state or 

governmental projects, in terms of their implementation, location, and function, remain unclear 

and are decided upon based on the individual needs and circumstances of each project. This 

was further confirmed in a third interview with the head of the national spatial planning team 

at the Ministry of Local Government524 – the body responsible for most of the physical master 

plans at local, regional and national levels in the PNA. The three interviewees confirmed that 

key decisions on establishing a new ministry or institution, or moving a national institution 

from one building to another, are largely made within the concerned institution itself and are 

coordinated between the concerned Minister and the Office of the Prime Minister. Sometimes, 

personal relationships between individuals – for example, between the Minister who would like 

their Ministry moved and the Office of the Prime Minister – do in fact affect which national 

institutions are moved from one building to another.525 Furthermore, other important factors 

affecting such decisions include the urgency of need and the significance of the institution 

itself.526 As such, the whole process of establishing new purpose-built PNA institutions is an 

ambiguous one that mirrors the ambiguity in the decision-making process prevailing in the PNA 

since its establishment (see section 4.3.1).  

The last government body that may contribute to the production of state institutions in 

Ramallah is the Presidential Bureau. This body is only responsible for presidential-related 

developments, such as the Muqata’a in Ramallah and other Presidential Headquarters in other 

Palestinian cities. In an interview, the head of the engineering department and the head of the 

architectural department at the Presidential Bureau527 both confirmed that there are no clear 

guidelines related to constructing national state institutions, including the Presidential ones. In 

the Presidential Bureau, decisions are made on a case-by-case basis. As such, none of the 

national institutions mentioned thus far have confirmed any physical urban plan for locating or 

constructing PNA institutions in the West Bank or in Ramallah. 

In terms of local governance, the two municipalities of Ramallah and Al-Bireh remain 

responsible for preparing master urban plans for their two cities. While PNA institutions are 

built as part of their urban fabrics, the two municipal engineers in each municipality confirmed 

that there are no specific guidelines from the PNA on how or where government institutions 

should be built.528 Although most of these institutions have building permits issued by the 

municipalities and follow the local planning and zoning regulations, the municipalities have no 
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higher authority to influence the building decision. In fact, several municipal engineers, along 

with members of the municipal council,529 expressed their frustrations at the physical centrality 

of the PNA and its institutions in the city because they are forced to address its consequences, 

including the added pressure on municipal services, such as garbage collection and traffic 

congestion.530 The municipal-governmental relationship thus resembles that found in Bonn, 

where the city was dissatisfied with the impact of the government’s relocation and the 

additional pressure it brought to the city as discussed in chapter three. Despite their efforts to 

accommodate these effects, neither Ramallah nor Al-Bireh currently propose nor plan for 

locating additional PNA institutions in the city.531  

The lack of planning in locating PNA institutions spatially in Ramallah or anywhere 

else may also provide some sense of why several interviewees consider the current 

concentration of PNA institutions in the city as simply ‘unintentional’ or ‘accidental’. From an 

official city planning perspective, the placement of these buildings is in fact truly unintentional. 

In short, there are no physical plans or official guidelines organising the physical realisation of 

PNA institutions in Ramallah. Their location in the city, as well as their architectural design, 

funding, and individual construction process seems to occur on an individual, case-by-case 

basis with no overall governing framework or regulations.  

However, from a political and national perspectives, locating these institutions in one 

city demonstrates a certain political vision or intention. This intention is manifested by these 

institutions as the necessary infrastructure for establishing a Palestinian ‘state’. As such, we 

need to interpret them within the larger political vision of the PNA that aims to establish a 

Palestinian ‘state’. However, we must also remember that they emerged in Ramallah after the 

PNA had faced difficult conditions. Particularly, they emerged at a time when Jerusalem – the 

desired capital city and the logical place for these ‘state’ institutions to be – remains under full 

Israeli control, which prevents any attempts to establish a Palestinian national institutional 

infrastructure in there.  

 

5.3 The Built Political-National Topography in Ramallah: A Spatial Investigation  

 
A closer examination of the current spatial location of government institutions and their 

architectural qualities in Ramallah as a group may expand our view of the city beyond 

understanding its emerging significance as merely ‘unintentional’ or ‘accidental’. In addition, 
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it may also help explain how the many government institutions, especially the new ones, 

influenced, changed, and reinforced the city’s structure. 

As a first step in this investigation, mapping most of these institutions in the city to 

understand their spatial relations becomes incredibly useful. Figure (5.13) is a map of Ramallah 

(the urban fabric of Ramallah and Al-Bireh), and the buildings and sites that form the PNA’s 

physical infrastructure in the city are marked, including ministries, government departments, 

PLO offices, national monuments, and security training facilities and headquarters. By mapping 

the physical location of government institutions and sites in the city, the map reveals that most 

of them are located next to each other. When these locations are considered in relation to each 

other and to the city centre in Manara square, a certain structuring spatial pattern becomes 

apparent. This is manifested in the organisation of several government institutions close to each 

other in two key sites in the city, forming what I will call two ‘government clusters’ (figure 

5.14). Further, these clusters are connected by a ‘government route’ or an ‘axis’ (figure 5.15). 

This route stems from the city centre, marked by the historic Manara square and the nearby 

Arafat square, and extends north and south, reaching in each direction toward the two 

government clusters.  

This map of government sites reveals that the distribution of national institutions cluster 

in two main parts of the city, in what I will call the northern and southern government clusters. 

Each cluster has an average of 20 state institutions and government sites, each with a radius of 

nearly half a kilometre (figures 5.16–5.17). Therefore, mapping the buildings of the PNA 

institutions in Ramallah, and structuring the analysis around elements (buildings) and relations 

(proximity) within a given context532 offers a new insight on the city. It also questions the extent 

to which the concentration of government structures in the city is in fact as physically unplanned 

or accidental as it may seem. 

 

5.3.1 The structural spatial logic of the government institutions in two clusters and a route  

Since most PNA institutions in Ramallah are spatially near each other within the city’s 

urban fabric, such proximity allows us to structure our analysis and group these sites within 

two clusters, determined by their location. Given the lack of planning and design regulations 

on how to design PNA institutions in Palestine, one may wonder how such clustering 

developed. This investigation of their physical presences and proximity to each other and the 

city, as well as studying their locations within the city’s larger socio-political background, may 

in fact start to reveal a spatial logic behind this clustering. 
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 First, the map reveals that most buildings’ spatial distribution are spread vertically and 

align on a northern-southern axis, with Manara and Yasser Arafat squares situated in the city 

centre. These sites lay on the historic regional route that connected Ramallah and Al-Bireh with 

Jerusalem in the south and Nablus in the north (chapter II), which remains active as a 

commercial route and passes through the city centre in Manara and Arafat squares until this 

day. As such, the government buildings are following a historic north-south axis in the city, 

hence referring to them as north and south clusters. 

To some extent, these ‘north’ and ‘south’ clusters can be traced to their location prior 

to the second intifada. As most early PNA institutions were located in southern neighbourhoods 

of Ramallah or near the Muqata’a in the north (figure 5.1), the current PNA institutions in 

present-day Ramallah (whether purpose-built or rented) still cluster in those same locations: 

near Muqata’a in the north and in some neighbourhoods in the south.  

Second, by examining the institutions forming each cluster, we may also notice a 

predominant organisational spatial-physical pattern, represented by a core government national 

institution around which other buildings cluster. The core institution in the northern cluster is 

the Muqata’a – the Presidential Headquarters (figures 5.16 and 5.18), while the unprecedented, 

purpose-built Ministerial Complex – including the Office of the Prime Minister – is the core 

institution in the southern cluster (figures 5.17 and 5.19). The two form the nucleus of each 

cluster for two reasons: in terms of their function, the office of the president and the Office of 

the Prime Minister are the primary decision makers in Palestinian politics today. In terms of 

their physical structures, both have the largest building area amongst other institutions in the 

city, and are both the most significant and visible in their urban surroundings. Given their 

political importance and physical qualities, they can be considered as the most important 

institutions in each cluster.  

In addition to the Muqata’a and the Ministerial Complex, the predominant organisational 

spatial-physical pattern in the two clusters also contains two key national memorial sites and 

museums. These include the memorial site and museum of the national leader Yasser Arafat in 

the northern cluster, and the memorial site and museum of the national poet Mahmoud Darwish 

in the southern cluster. In their locations near major government institutions within the two 

clusters, these two national memorial sites contribute to Ramallah’s general image as a national-

cultural core in addition to its national-political centrality. Each cluster thus incorporates a 

collection of institutions including a core anchor site and a national-cultural memorial site.  

Finally, both the Muqata’a in the northern cluster and the Ministerial Complex in the 

southern cluster have colonial roots: the British constructed the Muqata’a in this location in the 
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early 1940 as a compound for the British Police.533 They, and the subsequent ruling regimes 

(the Jordanians, the Israeli occupation) used the same complex in the same location as an 

administrative Headquarters. The Ministerial Complex was also built on land that was 

transferred to the PNA from the Jordanians and the Israelis, and which remained empty until 

the PNA’s arrival. Indeed, most of the lands that the PNA now owns were automatically 

transferred to them when they rose to power.534 As such, the PNA built its institutions on sites 

determined by their predecessors and sometimes maintained the same colonial-spatial 

relationships with the city and its people.  

The PNA was clear that building its institutions would form a crucial aspect of 

establishing a future state (see section 4.6). However, it becomes nevertheless important to 

distinguish between building these institutions as part of fulfilling a political desire to have a 

‘state’, as opposed to constructing these institutions as purpose-built physical structures on the 

ground, and concentrated in one city. In other words, it is important to note here that, from an 

official city-planning perspective, the government buildings in Ramallah are not officially 

perceived as forming dedicated physical clusters, and the layout of the PNA institutions in each 

of these clusters does not reflect an articulate spatial city planning. This is simply because, 

according to the government, Ramallah is only a temporary base. For this reason, the map in 

figure (5.13) may seem to indicate that government institutions are scattered across the city, 

and might resemble Bonn’s ‘cow in a pasture’ layout during the early years of the settlement 

of the government of West Germany (see section 3.4).  

But while the Bonn government initially did not plan its government institutions in the 

city, over time their locations nevertheless displayed a tendency towards intentional 

government centralisation and urban order through spatial means.  Similarly, in situating the 

current government institutions in Ramallah as built structures in relation to the urban, historic 

and political backgrounds of the city, a logical structuring pattern emerges governing their 

spatial organisation in the city. This logic introduces Ramallah’s emerging political-national 

topography through key government landmarks in the city that are distributed in the form of 

two clusters and a route. In that, the urban layout of the PNA institutions in Ramallah creates a 

new urban order and hierarchy in the city, resembling those found in other capital cities, 

(compare figure 5.20 with figure 5.21),535 especially in their clustering and connectedness via 

roots. This makes the state’s presence in Ramallah more visible and spatially structured than 
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Sadow, 2017; L. White, 2012)  
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ever before. Thus, while political discourse may consider the physical presence of state 

institutions in Ramallah to be simply unintentional and temporary, a spatial investigation of the 

sheer number of these institutions, their location, and their spatial relations to the city and to 

each other reveals a clear order. In that, it reveals the much deeper – and potentially more 

permanent – spatial influence of these institutions on the structure of the city, which points to 

a discrepancy between the political discourse and the reality on the ground. 

 

5.3.2 On the Government route: Manara and Arafat squares in the city centre 

The investigation of the political-national topography of Ramallah will first begin with 

the Manara and Yasser Arafat squares in the city centre, which lay at the centre of the 

government route (figure 5.22). Both are located almost 50 metres away from each other, and 

roughly 800 metres away from the Muqata’a in the northern cluster and the Ministerial 

Complex in the southern cluster. The first is a historical square established in 1936 by the 

British (see section 2.4), while the latter was redeveloped by the municipality in 2011, who 

changed its name to Yasser Arafat Square to honour the former Palestinian president (figure 

5.23–5.25). Within the political-national topography of Ramallah, the two squares play a role 

as important spaces where the people can express their voices in response to various issues, 

especially those related to the PNA in particular. 

Manara is an old square that still in many ways forms a centre in the city and is a place 

for commercial urban street life. It consists of a major roundabout with a stone monument of 

four lions overlooking the four directions, symbolising Ramallah’s original families from as far 

as the 16th century (figure 5.23). Its importance comes not only from its history as a landmark 

in Ramallah, but also from the fact that Manara remains a significant focal point of popular 

spatial expressions, such as protests, performances, and artistic installations, which challenge 

the socio-political and material conditions under the PNA’s post-Oslo rule. 

The ‘Ramallah Syndrome’ project offers one example of such expressions in Manara 

square that artistically addressed the city’s emerging status as a national core. The name 

questions the emerging spatial order in the city after the collapse of Oslo process.536 The three 

founding artists describe the project as: 

 

Ramallah Syndrome is the side effect of the new spatial and social order that emerged 

after the collapse of the Oslo ‘peace processes’. It is manifested in a kind of 

                                                
536 Although the project questions the various spatial, economic, social, and cultural changes taking place in 
the city, this research is concerned with one aspect of the project that questions the kind of emerging 
Palestinian state in Ramallah while the city is still under occupation. 
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‘hallucination of normality’, the fantasy of a co-existence of occupation and freedom. 

It is as if the establishment of a sovereign Palestinian state – in effect, indefinitely 

postponed – will be achieved through pure illusion …537  

In trying to assess the city’s emerging national significance, in 2010 the artists used its urban 

fabric to present a form of public intervention targeting Ramallah’s local community.538 This 

consisted of 30 provocative questions printed on large canvases in both Arabic and English, 

displayed mainly in Manara square, as well as in other local popular cafes in the city (figure 

5.26).  One such question openly asked ‘is Ramallah the capital? and aimed to provoke 

conversation between the artists and the public on the city’s status after Oslo. In that sense, 

Ramallah Syndrome indicated a growing concern over Ramallah’s status as a ‘capital’ which 

the city’s centre in Manara square was used to express. 

Another example of such spatial expression in Manara square is the Basta theatre group, 

where a group of young Palestinian actors brought their theatrical performances to the city’s 

streets and public spaces. Their performances occur unexpectedly in the city, without prior 

notice, and shed light on the political issues concerning the Palestinians, including resisting the 

occupation and challenging internal issues.539 Abusadaa (2016) argues that such performances, 

considered ‘subversive political actions’, are only possible and most effective in Ramallah, 

since the concentration of the economic, cultural, and especially the political capital in that city 

post-Oslo ‘opens-up’ the possibility for ‘counter-sites’ to challenge the political order. In that 

sense, AbuSadaa (2016) sees the square as a ‘counter-site’ where politically challenging 

performances become possible and most effective only in Ramallah.  

The perception of Manara as a ‘counter-site’ can also be witnessed in the protests and 

popular political activism that take place there. Recent examples of such protests include: 

protests in solidarity with the hunger strike of Palestinian prisoners in Israeli jails in 2016;540 

protests aginst the social security law in 2019; protests in support of Gaza demanding the PNA 

lift the sanctions it had imposed on Gaza in June 2018 (figures 5.27–5.28);541 and protests by 

school teachers in 2016 following a failed agreement with the government to increase their 

wages.542 During the latter, Palestinian teachers travelled from all over the West Bank to protest 

in Ramallah, where the government is, to an extent that these protests were the “largest 

                                                
537 (‘Diagnosis of the Syndrome’, 2011) 
538 This the second edition. For information on the first edition, see: (Fisher, 2009; Wilson-Goldie, 2012) 
539 (Abusaada, 2016)!
540 Ibid. 
541 (Fox, 2018)  
542  (Abusaada, 2016) 
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gatherings since Arafat’s death in 2004”.543 Such examples indicate that Ramallah is a 

significant political location and a key site for challenging the state. 

In addition, the location of the Manara square near the Muqata’a is also important. The 

British built the latter in 1940 almost 800 metres away from the former, and connected the two 

through what is known today as Ersal Street – constituting part of what I called the ‘government 

route’ (figure 5.29). As a major square in the city, and due to its proximity to the Presidential 

Headquarters, Shibli (2006) compares Manara square to the central tower in Foucault’s 

Panopticon, as the former allows views of “the movement of those passing around it … and 

categorize them according to origin and destination”.544 Indeed, the Manara has always been 

heavily guarded by security forces and policemen, including under the rule of the British, 

Jordanians, Israelis and even the PNA.545 On several occasions, protestors marched from 

Manara to the Muqata’a along Ersal street, only to be stopped in the middle by Palestinian 

security, with whom they clashed violently and were prevented from reaching the Muqata’a.546 

The Manara’s significance as such a site is also due to its location, and the movement of the 

protestors along the government route. It is thus not only a popular local square but is also 

intricately connected with the political and national urban order in the city.  

On the other hand, Arafat square (figure 5.25) provides a space to addresses the 

government, albeit from a different perspective. Located only 50 meters away from the historic 

Manara square, the new municipal design of Arafat square transforms it into a shared space 

between vehicles and pedestrians (figure 5.30).547 The new design also includes the 

incorporation of a movable stage for events and celebrations, in addition to the inclusion of 

both removable and fixed artistic national features. Since its inauguration, the square has served 

as a place where national, religious, and community celebrations organised by the municipality 

and the state take place. One key example of such events occurred when Palestine obtained a 

non-observer state status at the UN in 2012,548 and the national celebration was organised by 

both the municipality and the government. Such events indicate that in Arafat square, top-down 

rather than bottom-up mass movements are organised. In that sense, Arafat square contrasts 

with the Manara: the first is led by the state while the second is a more popular expression of 

the people’s voices and their dissatisfaction with the state, and provides a space to ‘challenge 

                                                
543 (Hanna & Al-Orzza, 2016) 
544 (Shibli, 2006) 
545 Ibid. 
546 For examples, clashes happened while Palestinians protested Obama’s visit in 2013 and the American 
foreign secretary in 2014. See: (Group 194, 2014; WattanTV, 2013)  
547 (Jaber, 2013) 
548 (‘General Assembly Grants Palestine Non-member Observer State Status at UN’, 2012) 
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the ruling regime’ and to ‘assert the public’s will in space’.549 In that sense, both squares can 

be read as symbolic national representations of the nation’s two sides. In this regard, Ramallah 

functions very similarly to a capital city, and thus became a focal point for confrontation with 

government. It also offers two spaces where the nation’s inner problems and societal fissures 

are revealed (see section 3.2). 

Although the two squares are used to manifest national attitudes, neither is considered 

to be a ‘national’ square. Additionally, their spatial features as two squares in the city centre 

around which other buildings are organised –mainly commercial and office buildings– are not 

enough to argue for an emerging capital city in Ramallah.  To refine this argument, we must 

examine the two government clusters in the city’s political-national topography as the sites 

where government institutions and sites are being built.  

 

5.4 An Architectural Investigation of the Government Buildings in the Two 

Government Clusters  

 
By structuring this analysis of Ramallah’s PNA institutions in the city as two clusters 

and a route, it then becomes important to explore the architecture of the government buildings 

in these clusters. The two clusters consist of institutional governmental buildings that are a mix 

of purpose-built and non-purpose-built institutions. Investigating their architectural qualities 

and how they affect the city’s urban atmosphere may help elucidate how the PNA’s political 

presence and power operate and are characterised in the city, on the one hand, and how the 

PNA uses the physical space of the city to present ‘a state’ on the other.  

When interviewed, two architects who live and work in the city expressed that there is 

no doubt that the construction of state institutions in Ramallah leaves a noticeable “urban 

governmental footprint”550, and has a “strong governmental spatial presentation”.551 Since 

“representation has a connotation of intent”,552 it can be summarised that the main intention in 

Ramallah is building ‘state institutions’ that will prepare for establishing an eventual ‘state’ 

with Jerusalem as its capital. However, given the lack of access to the capital, the construction 

of these state institutions becomes paradoxical. This is because, on one hand, they should be in 

Jerusalem not in Ramallah, while on the other hand, they also transform the city into a political-

national centre that is largely functioning as a ‘capital’ – something that Palestinians will 

staunchly reject if Jerusalem remains blocked to them.  

                                                
549 (Campbell, 2000; Minkenberg, 2014; Vale, 2014) 
550 (Khasib, 2019) 
551 (Mari, 2019) 
552 (Therborn, 2017b, p. 12) 
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This paradox is also manifested on a functional level: although the PNA’s state-vision 

is committed to establishing its capital in Jerusalem, in the meantime the PNA as the largest 

employer in the West Bank and Gaza553 requires a functional governmental political centre to 

govern its population and accommodate its growing needs. From this perspective, the 

construction of state institutions in Ramallah is also necessary. Since the capital city is usually 

the main place for the government to work, settle, and function, it seems that Ramallah is 

effectively becoming the functional place for this government to accomplish those things. 

However, the main concern here is whether institutions in Ramallah are purposefully being 

built to develop a sense of a political-national capital as much as they are being intentionally 

constructed to establish a ‘state’. In other words, the main concern here is whether this capital-

image of Ramallah, as displayed through the presence of the clear majority of these institutions, 

is intentional, or if it is only a side effect of the state-building programme. 

While this remains an extremely paradoxical, and indeed difficult, situation, chapter 

three demonstrates that the significance of government or state architecture lays in the fact that: 

it has both functional and symbolic aspects, is widely used with the intentions of achieving 

‘nation-building’ or ‘state-building’ goals, and is concentrated in the capital city. From this 

perspective, every aspect of a state-led building project becomes significant: its location, spatial 

organisation with its context and image, the routes approaching it, and even its cost and means 

of funding.554 In that sense, the architecture transcends from being simply a physical structure 

and end-result and instead, becomes a ‘process’ in itself. This process contains multi-layered 

aspects that are directly connected to the main intention behind realising the building project, 

regardless of the political discourse justifying that project. 555 By investigating these aspects, 

we can understand considerably more about the project and the intentions for its realisation. 

In order to investigate the intention behind the PNA institutions in Ramallah and how 

they influence the city and present a ‘state’, I will apply three of Vale’s four ‘temptations of 

nationalism’. These temptations define how the built environment and the urban character 

provide a tempting medium to express a sense of nationalism and national identity, especially 

found in capital cities. These include: the temptation of subnational identity or dominance; the 

temptation of isolation; and the temptation of display.556 The next paragraphs will apply them 

                                                
553 (Lasensky & Grace, 2006; More, 2006; S. Roy, 1999) 
554 (Yaneva, 2017). Although Yaneva’s note is not necessarily concerned with governmental buildings but 
widely discusses architectural projects. 
555 Norberg-Schulz (1966, p. 179) contends that ‘intentions’ in architecture are characterised “when a 
building task is realised technically within a style”.  
556 The fourth temptation is concerned with the invention of history and selective remembering, and aspect 
that will partially figure at a later point in the dissertation. 
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as a framework to reveal what I will call the ‘levels of intentionality’ behind realising 

government institutions in Ramallah. 

 

5.4.1 Physical characteristics: achieving territorial control and dominance 

An analysis of scale and monumentality may reveal aspects of intentionality, as PNA 

institutions in Ramallah have a massive scale compared to their surrounding contexts. For 

example, the Ministerial Complex and the Muqata’a are extremely dense and large compared 

to their relatively low-scale, residential, and commercial contexts where daily urban life occurs 

(figures 5.16 and 5.17). Scale also features in the monumental symmetry of their façades, 

which seems to be a common feature of both the old, rented, and the new purpose-built state 

institutions in both clusters. One example is evident in the façades of the purpose-built 

institutions of the Ministerial Complex, the Monetary Authority, and the Ministry of Education 

(figures 5.31-5.33). It is also notable in the Water and Energy Authorities, and the Ministries 

of Labour, Social Affairs, Information, and Justice, as a few examples of non-purpose built 

governmental institutions (figures 5.31-5.33). 

In architectural and urban design, “symmetry is an expression of order”,557 and many 

consider monumental and symmetrical facades represent stability and a desire to display 

hierarchy and balance.558 Therefore, uniformity and symmetry of monumental façades of PNA 

institution in Ramallah may represent the PNA’s desire to project a sense of order and control 

to the Palestinian society. As the PNA governs a population of nearly five million people in 

the West Bank and Gaza,559 to some extent, expressing order and control visually and in urban 

sense is critically necessary to assert supremacy, particularly in a context where the dominance 

of the PNA is challenged and its hold on political power is uncertain. In such context, 

displaying order and control through monumental and symmetrical facades also asserts ‘self-

reassurance’ and ‘legitimacy’, in Vale’s words (1992, 2014). These attributes are much needed 

in the Palestinian context in order to establish support for the government’s state-building 

approach. From a larger national Palestinian perspective, the desire to project a sense of order, 

control, and stability through such symmetry also stems from the national Palestinian desire of 

a stable society and national political leadership that are finally located inside Palestine, rather 

than in the diaspora (see section 4.2).  

 In addition, the extensive use of glass in the façades of several PNA institutions is 

another common quality. This usually indicates an inner hall or atrium, and is evident in the 

                                                
557 (Therborn, 2017b, p. 18) 
558 (Norberg-Schulz, 1966; Vale, 1992) 
559 (PCBS, 2017b) 
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new buildings of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, offices of the PLO, and the Presidential 

Bureau, all of which are purpose-built institutions (figures 5.31-5.33). It is also found in the 

Energy and Water Authorities, Ministry of Agriculture, the Broadcasting Corporation, and the 

Judiciary Council, although these are located in rented buildings (figures 5.31-5.33). While in 

post-war Germany glass was used to symbolise democracy and political transparency,560 in 

Ramallah the extensive use of glass seems rather to be part of a local and regional architectural 

trend, according to several architects interviewed.561 This trend considers widespread 

architectural materials – like glass – to reflect modernity and globalisation.562 However, when 

combined with the intention to create an official ‘state’ image through monumental façades, the 

interplay between solid stone and glass becomes essential in reflecting such formality – i.e. 

determining the size of the windows and openings or defining major elements such as entrances 

and gates. In this case, the glass contributes to the building’s monumentality but not to political 

transparency. As such, the significance of the glass as a building material and the intention 

behind its use are manifested in combination with the rest of the architectural whole. 

To offer a regional example as a point of comparison, many of the governmental 

buildings in the Jordanian capital of Amman have similar architectural characteristics and styles 

as those of the PNA’s buildings in Ramallah (figures 5.34-5.35). In the absence of previous 

Palestinian government institutions before the PNA, the similarity between the Palestinian and 

Jordanian government institutions is unsurprising, since the architectural style chosen and its 

meaning are “historically path-dependent, depending upon the historical experience of the 

power holder.”563 That is to say: because members of the PNA arrived to Palestine from the 

diaspora, their vision of what constitutes state buildings and their architectural styles are 

certainly affected by what they experienced when living abroad for decades.   

Finally, these buildings’ positions in relation to their contexts, and in terms of their 

orientation and the urban characteristics of the streets near them, indicate how PNA institutions 

present and define the PNA and its ‘state’ project in the city’s urban space. This definition takes 

several spatial and architectural forms, such as walls, gates, front plazas and purpose-built 

outdoor security rooms. These can be found in the Ministerial Complex (figures 5.7 and 5.10), 

the Ministry of Finance (figure 5.6), the Monetary Authority (figure5.12), and the Muqata’a 

(figure 5.36). In addition, there are visible road markings, as well as immaculate and well-

designed and landscaped roundabouts installed nearby, especially in front of the Office of the 

                                                
560 (Barnstone, 2004; Barnstone & Haakenson, 2013) 
561 (Al-Hanbali, 2019; Habash, 2016) 
562 (Daher, 2013; Elsheshtawy, 2004; A. Roy, 2016; Salama & Wiedmann, 2016) 
563 (Therborn, 2017b, p. 17) 
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Prime Minister and the Ministerial Complex (figure 5.37), and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

(figure 5.11). 

The interplay of these materials, in combination with the monumental scale, 

symmetrical facades, and the urban positioning of these buildings in the city are all features 

commonly used in architecture to express a state’s hegemony and to represent order and urban 

hierarchy.564 It is important to note that many of the qualities discussed above are also part of 

local, contemporary architectural trends in the city. Aside from the Muqata’a, the Ministerial 

Complex, and the Monetary Authority, the rest of the PNA institutions, whether purpose-built 

or not, could be easily mistaken for residential or commercial buildings (figure 5.38). However, 

when perceived together as a group physically concentrated in the city, and when investigated 

within the context of intentional state-building, a certain image, appearance or aesthetic seem 

to become apparent. This image projects formality, order, and control and resembles those 

found in many capital cities and governmental headquarters. After all, it is difficult to construct 

a large government building without it appearing to be intentionally formal, since our 

understanding of this type of architecture simply does not comprehend a high level of 

informality. Indeed, the formality suggested in government buildings is, largely, inescapable.  

 

5.4.2 Approaching PNA institutions: security and the tendency toward isolation as a means 

of control 

The second level of intentionality concerns approaching PNA buildings, in terms of 

their spatial relationship to their urban context.  Examining their approach introduces PNA 

institutions using a more ‘inward-looking guise’565 and identifies a tendency for spatial isolation 

as a mean of control. The Muqata’a and the Ministerial Complex will be examined to illustrate 

this point, not only because they are the core buildings in each cluster, but also because both 

are of the largest scale and offer good examples. 

In the northern cluster, the reconstruction of the Muqata’a after the second intifada 

resulted in a highly-securitised structure: when walking north from the city centre on Ersal 

street towards the northern cluster, one will be met after nearly a kilometre by the 5-metre 

height of the Muqata’a wall (figures 5.36). In addition, three watchtowers loom out of the wall 

over the main street, adding 2 metres to its height. Only a few minutes later, the Muqata’a’s 

newly refurbished gate slowly appears, with a green front basin and fountain that serve as a 

buffer zone between the gate and the main street (figures 5.39–5.41). As spatial qualities, the 

                                                
564 (Therborn, 2017b; Vale, 1992) 
565 (Vale, 1992) 
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Muqata’a’ walls, watch towers, and gate lend it even a more inward-looking appearance and 

hegemonic presence. 

In the southern cluster, the Ministerial Complex and the nearby Office of the Prime 

Minister also have walls with protruding watch towers (figures 5.42), while the street-level 

local facades transform into massive seven-storey offices for the Ministerial Complex (figure 

5.10). Security officers, barracks, and bollards become visible as the street widens towards the 

south, and the facades of the Ministerial Complex become more monumental but only partially 

visible behind its 1.2-metre high wall.  

The Muqata’a and the Ministerial Complex are each located within a matrix of other 

government and national-cultural institutions. As one local architect explains, their locations 

and spatial relationships with their built environments “do not reflect a welcoming aspect at all, 

especially for the Ministerial Complex that is built to receive people from the public to address 

their various needs”.566 This ‘unwelcoming sense’ is increased when entering PNA institutional 

buildings, where the interior spaces of most lack any special qualities. Instead, most appear to 

be no more than corridors and offices (figure 5.43), with cramped rooms and old furniture,567 

all which creates an unpleasant overall experience for the public.  

In addition, Vale (1992, 2011, 2014) also explains that governments generally express 

their desire for control via spatial isolation. He also maintains that part of this desire is 

concerned with the regime’s challenge to maintain its own security, on the one hand – especially 

when their political power is contested and challenged – while also remaining able to perform 

and display itself as a functioning, sovereign body in control of its people on the other. Based 

on this analysis, we can understand the clustering of PNA institutions and their unwelcoming, 

inward-looking appearance, as well as the attempts for these institutions to look spatially 

isolated from their urban contexts: they can be read as contributing towards security measures 

in portraying the PNA itself in a strong, formal, and controlling manner. In this regard, Vale 

argues: 

 

The source of potential meanings for a governmental building extends far outward from its 

façades. A governmental buildings’ spatial relation to other important structures sends 

                                                
566 (Khasib, 2019) 
567 This is based on the author’s experience living in Palestine for more than 20 years, as well as on several 
visits the author made to the Ministries of Interior, Economy, Transport, Justice, and the Local Government 
while conducting this research. Taking photographs was not allowed during these visits. For an exemplary 
description of the interior space of the Ministry of Media and Communications see: (Karmi, 2015, pp. 103–
105). In addition, the PNA institutions resemble many government institutions found in the region, such as 
those in Jordan (the author visited the Ministries of Interior, Justice and Civil Affairs in Jordan during the 
summer of 2017). 
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additional complex messages about how the leadership wishes others to regard the 

institution it houses. Its apparent dominance or subservience depends on the scale of the 

building and the architectural manipulation of its proportions and materials, but also may 

be influenced by its relative degree of isolation and accessibility to the public.568 

  

The PNA’s need to demonstrate security and reinforce its own influence also extends to 

the nearby context of its institution, in terms of their control of urban life and nearby spatial 

developments. For example, there are ‘security zones’ in the northern cluster: the first is around 

the presidential residence, sealing off an area of almost 100 square meters, while the second 

around the Muqata’a and extends for a radius of 100 aerial meters, located just one kilometre 

south of the first. These two zones indicate a high sense of surveillance, represented in the 

presence of security men in barracks and armoured cars, CCTV, restrictions to urban life and 

movement, and control over the spatial developments in the area. In describing her own 

experience living next to the Presidential Residence in the security zone, Zeitawi states: 

 

Living here is like living under 24/7 surveillance … my dad owns the building next door 

and has been finding it extremely difficult to lease the apartments in them because the 

security men must screen every application and approve it.569 

 

The spatial clustering of PNA institutions in one area of the city creates the sense of a 

highly securitized zone, where the members of the Private Presidential Security force are visible 

in the streets. Once the security zones were introduced in 2006 (a year before the government’s 

reformation plan), development in the area became a problematic and lengthy process, an aspect 

highlighted by one municipal engineer when she stressed:   

 

Security zones determine people’s lives, their celebrations and events, they even 

determine where to park their cars. Any urban or architectural project in the area must 

be coordinated with us and with the Presidential Bureau, which makes the process of 

gaining building permits a lengthy and complicated one.570 

 

The architecture thus contributes to embodying the PNA’s security needs, especially 

under the difficult and unstable political conditions they face. It is manipulated and 

                                                
568 (Vale, 1992, p. 9) 
569 (Zeitawi, 2019) 
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reformulated to address those needs, and its presence and absence – via controlling what may 

and may not be built – address this need in both cases. In that sense, the PNA uses urban and 

architectural features to achieve its own security needs, as well as to present itself as a governing 

body in total control of its people. 

 

5.4.3 State visits: official displays and international recognition 

The third level of analysis concerns the use of the city’s physical infrastructure and 

national institutions, with the intention of displaying and communicating a national image of 

Palestine to the world. Vale’s national temptation of ‘display’ explains that capital cities display 

national institutions and “demonstrate the power of a government to choose which part of its 

presence is put on public display and how this should be expressed”.571 In Palestine, this display 

is important locally but becomes significantly important internationally: the PNA and the 

Palestinian people have sought to establish a form of recognised political presence for many 

years. At this point, it is therefore crucial to gain international support and recognition, in order 

to show the international community that Palestinians are worthy of their own state. Therefore, 

maintaining the diplomatic relations that the Palestinians have built since the PLO’s 

establishment becomes particularly important. To achieve that in Palestine, and since Ramallah 

is a temporary government base, using the city’s institutional infrastructure as a stage-set for 

international guests becomes instrumental, particularly during international state visits to the 

city. 

The significance of a state visit lays in its symbolism of the international relationship 

between two countries. For the modern nation-state, official state or working visits usually 

occur in the capital city, are between the heads of sates or their equivalents, last for several 

days, and involve a number of ceremonies.572 They are a diplomatic event and an indication of 

the stability of the relationship between the two states.573 By taking place in the symbolic urban 

representation of the nation and the seat of government, these visits represent a form of 

recognition and an opportunity to continue future collaborations between the two states. To 

facilitate such visits, the capital city is expected to have physical infrastructure not only to host 

the visiting guest, but also to showcase the best version of the country to the guests. Such 

infrastructure is of theatrical qualities and includes, for example: a presidential palace, 

residence, or office; a parliament; and usually some form of a national memorials.574 

                                                
571 (Vale, 2014, p. 45) 
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573 Ibid. 
574 (Goldstein, 2008, p. 155) 
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If Palestine receives a state visit while Jerusalem as the capital is inaccessible, the larger 

paradoxical question emerges of where to host such a visit, as well as whether any temporarily 

built infrastructure in Ramallah could be used to facilitate it. Over nearly 30 years, and while 

Ramallah is serving as the PNA’s temporary seat, the city has received heads of states, prime 

ministers, royals, and politicians from more than 20 countries in Europe, Americas, East Asia, 

and the Middle East.575 In expressing their support for the Palestinians, most of these visits 

represented good intentions for establishing cooperation between their countries and Palestine, 

all expressed in the symbolic visit to the government in Ramallah, and using the city’s built 

political and national topography and infrastructure (figure 5.44).  

During state or official visits to Ramallah, guests usually arrive at the Presidential 

Muqata’a in the northern government cluster and lay a wreath on Arafat’s tomb. They are then 

greeted by the President and his Ministers on a red-carpet at an official welcoming ceremony, 

where they salute their national flags and sing anthems.576 In addition, some official visits to 

Ramallah now include a visit to the Office of the Prime Minister in the southern government 

cluster. Some also incorporate a walk between clusters, passing the Arafat and Manara squares 

in the city centre, and continue to Ramallah’s municipal building in the city centre.577 For 

example, a city tour was given to Prince William, and was organised by the municipality in 

collaboration with the government. It concluded with an open-air show at the new municipal 

theatre to show the prince ‘the best of Palestine’.578 Similarly, Bakir Izetbegović, a former 

member of the tripartite presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina, was given a tour of Ramallah, 

which concluded with a musical performance in front on the municipal building.579 

The understanding of Ramallah as a capital city thus emerges from understanding 

movement along the city’s political-national topography, and how it facilitates state and official 

visits. While each visit uses the city differently, they predominantly begin at the President’s 

Muqata’a seat in the northern cluster.580 Most then move along the main northern-southern axis, 

passing by Manara and Arafat squares in the city centre, and travelling all the way to the 

southern government cluster. In that sense, the government uses the route connecting the 

Muqata’a with Yasser Arafat square in the city centre during state visits as a processional route, 

while displaying part of Palestine’s local street life and culture to international visitors.  

                                                
575 Observed and tracked by the author. 
576 The reception is indeed of a sophisticated character, thanks to a newly-established team in the 
Presidential Bureau. See: (MOFA, 2017; Sbaih, 2013) 
577 (Raialyoum, 2018; Ramallah Municipality, 2018; Rifai, 2018)!
578 (Alghad TV, 2018; Rifai, 2018) 
579 (AANEWS, 2018)!
580 The pattern emerges from the author’s observation of more than 30 state and official visits to Ramallah 
between 2010 and 2018. 



! 168!

It is important to note here that what I am referring to as ‘government route in Ramallah’ 

is part of the city’s centre and commercial hub (figures 5.45–4.46). If compared to processional 

or major routes found in other capital cities (figures 5.457–5.48); it is not purposely designed, 

does not offer any visual connections and has a width of 15-18 metres; which is a standard 

width to many streets in Ramallah. It thus seems rather humble, nevertheless it showcases 

Palestine’s local and political-national dimensions to official visitors. It also demonstrates to 

the local population that the PNA (and Palestine) are an internationally recognised partner 

taking their place as an equal amongst other world nations. In that sense, the spatial setting, as 

well as the use of the political-national topography in the city, creates a form of national display 

to the international community. This enables Ramallah to function as a ‘multiple hinge’,581 

mediating between the state and the international world on the one hand, and the state and its 

people on the other.582 This feature, based on the analysis of the symbolic role of capital cities 

in section (3.2), is another key feature of a capital city. 

 

5.5 Palestinian Meaning in the Two Government Clusters: Mahmoud Darwish in 

the Southern Cluster 

 

If we examine the architectural design of the city’s government buildings, we will find 

that their design is not particularly inspired by any specifically ‘Palestinian’ symbolism or 

meaning. In architecture, ‘meaning in a building’ is evidenced in various forms, and could even 

emerge from other qualities that are not necessarily architectural.583 This might include  an 

event that took place there, a certain memory that the building represents,584 or any other quality 

associated with the buildings’ cultural context.585 Yet in Ramallah it is clear that none of the 

government buildings hold such qualities, and one could go so far as to state that most of those 

buildings examined thus far could belong to any government, as they do not seem refer to any 

particular Palestinian quality. Nevertheless, we are still able to identify a true Palestinian 

meaning in two major sites in the city that are part of the two government clusters. These are 

the memorial sites for the late president Yasser Arafat (1929-2004) and for the Palestinian 

national poet Mahmoud Darwish (1941-2008) (figure 5.49), located in the northern and 

southern government clusters, respectively. While commemorating these two famous 

                                                
581 (Daum, 2005) 
582 (Campbell, 2000; Daum, 2005; Glassner & Fahrer, 2004; Schatz, 2004) 
583 According to Nelson Goodman in his essay ‘How buildings mean’, explained in!(Vale, 1992, p. 4) 
584 Ibid. 
585 Based on the analysis of Dalibor Vesely that the architecture is embedded in the cultural meanings of 
the societies where it is produced. See: (Vesely, 2004) 
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Palestinian figures, the sites also display various Palestinian meanings and therefore require 

further investigation.  

 The Arafat and Darwish memorial sites include the burial grounds of these two national 

icons (figures 5.50–5.51). Each consists of a tomb inside a mausoleum, as well as a museum of 

their personal belongings and achievements that tell their personal stories in relation to Palestine 

and the Palestinian struggle, making them points of interest for local and international tourism 

in the city. Laid out in a well-maintained landscape and designed by the regionally-known 

architect Jafar Toukan from Jordan, the two sites are open to the public to visit free of charge. 

They are both purpose-built, and especially designed to honour these two figures, but are also 

intended to display, teach, and communicate the Palestinian national narrative through the lives 

of these two figures. 

In that sense, the two memorials can be considered cultural and national sites, 

constituting two major elements of the political-national topography in the city. This is 

especially evident in the fact that their construction was financed by state funds and that they 

are currently managed by semi-governmental foundations. These are the ‘Yasser Arafat 

Foundation’ and the ‘Mahmoud Darwish Foundation’,586 both established by Presidential 

decrees in 2004 and 2008, respectively.587 The two memorial sites can therefore be considered 

vital state-led and state-initiated projects located in the two government clusters.   

Arafat as a politician and Darwish as a poet had very different careers, yet both occupy 

a significant status in the collective memory of the Palestinian people. Both are considered to 

be national heroes for the Palestinians, and remain truly loved figures who contributed 

massively to the dissemination of the Palestinian cause internationally.588 While Arafat served 

as Palestine’s national and political leader for more than four decades, Darwish is considered 

Palestine’s national poet, and is largely celebrated for his powerful works addressing the 

Palestinian struggle. Beyond his intellectual and cultural status as a pioneer in modern Arabic 

poetry,589 Darwish’s personal life as an exiled Palestinian made him a strong international voice 

for the Palestinian culture. He was, and remains, “Palestine’s most loved poet”,590 and was 

deeply respected by Arafat and other Palestinian politicians, as well as by international 

                                                
586 (SAACB, 2016) 
587 (‘Presidential Decree No. (11) of 2008 Concerning the Establishment of the Mahmoud Darwish 
Foundation’, 2008) 
588! On Arafat see: (Al-Ghabra, 2014; Al-Tirawi, 2014; Editorial Team, 2014; ‘ بعة عشر عاماً على +ح1ل+,

114م ,لفلسط1ني Hاسر عرفاF (,لزع  Aman Ala Raheel Al-Zaeem Al Filasteeni Yasser Arafat)’, n.d.), while on 
Darwish see: (Mahmoud Darwish et al., 2004; Eid, 2016; El-Zein, 2009; Hamdi, 2017; Mattawa, 2014; 
Nashef, 2016)!
589 Darwish’s work was published in more than 30 books and was translated into more than 24 languages. 
See (Eid, 2016; Mattawa, 2014) 
590 (Toukan, 2018) 
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audiences as a prominent cultural leader. 591 As two prominent national figures, their memorials 

in Ramallah are thus worth investigating within the city’s political-national topography.  

However, the two memorial sites are nevertheless distinct from each other. One of their 

key differences is that Arafat’s memorial site in the northern cluster is built inside the Muqata’a 

compound, where the current Palestinian president sits, and where Arafat himself was put under 

Israeli siege before his death in 2004. In being located inside such an important governmental 

institution, Arafat’s memorial cannot be isolated from the Muqata’a, nor from its connections 

with Arafat’s life and death. Therefore, any analysis of this site must include its multi-layered 

relationship with the Muqata’a and with Arafat himself. In comparison, Darwish’s memorial in 

the southern cluster is built on a hill, located to the southern-western edge of the city that was 

not connected to Darwish prior to his death. Nevertheless, an analysis of Darwish’s site must 

also consider the poet’s life and the connection between his personal experiences, poetry about 

his homeland and the Palestinian landscape, as well as the hilly site itself. Spatially, his 

memorial site is located within a walking distance from other governmental institutions in the 

southern cluster, and its analysis must consider such spatial proximity, as well as its location 

within the city’s overall political-national topography.  

The Muqata’a’s historical connection with Arafat and its political significance as 

Palestine’s Presidential Headquarters are undoubtedly enough reasons to attribute it with a 

particularly Palestinian meaning within the northern government cluster. In the southern 

cluster, however, the government buildings are newer than the Muqata’a, and their architectural 

designs are unwelcoming, large in scale, and contain no distinct Palestinian meaning or identity, 

which makes it difficult to argue that they alone can constitute a full southern cluster. However, 

if we examine this southern government cluster through the lens of Darwish, we find that the 

sites dedicated to the great poet alter this situation completely, and provide distinct national 

meaning to the southern cluster. These two sites include the Darwish memorial site including 

his mausoleum and museum (figure 5.51), and a memorial square dedicated to him and 

consisting of a glass monument and a ceramic mural (figures 5.52–5.53). While the first remains 

significantly more important than the second, as will be explained below, both sites constitute 

important elements of the southern cluster.  

 The analysis of Arafat’s site in the northern cluster and the two Darwish sites in the 

southern cluster will largely investigate the extent through which Arafat and Darwish: a) 

represent two focal points in each cluster, and b) emphasise the city’s spatial organisation in 

these two clusters, thus attributing a Palestinian meaning to each, and further enhancing it. 

                                                
591 Darwish wrote the Palestinian declaration of independence of 1988, as well as many of Arafat’s official 
speeches. Arafat had also asked Darwish to become the Minister of Culture in the PNA, but he declined. 
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Finally, since national memorials represent “selective readings of history, [where] the regime 

gains the power to narrate its national story spatially”,592 this investigation of the two memorial 

sites will also consider their relationship with the larger Palestinian national narrative as told 

by the PNA. Due to its complex relationship with the Muqata’a, Arafat’s site is overwhelmingly 

the most important, and therefore chapter six is entirely devoted to it. The following sections 

will thus examine Darwish’s sites, and the dynamics through which they spatially emphasise 

the southern cluster.  

 

5.5.1 The square of Mahmoud Darwish 

The Darwish square is designed to celebrate Mahmoud Darwish’s national-cultural 

status as the nation’s poet.  It is found at the end of the government road on which the Ministerial 

Complex and the Office of the Prime Minister are based in the southern government cluster 

(figure 5.54). While the celebration of a national-cultural poet is located near important 

government institutions, this investigation will argue that the square itself is becoming a focal 

point in the city, and reinforces the southern cluster. This study will be based on the square’s 

architectural characteristics in relation to Darwish, as well as its relationship with its immediate 

context.  

The first notable element to mention here is a ceramic mural placed on one side, in a 

larger circle that includes the square’s urban context (figures 5.55–5.56). The mural consists of 

three ceramic panels: one includes Darwish’s poem The Horse Fell, speaking of Palestinian 

resistance and revolution.593 The remaining two panels are artistic illustrations of a falling horse 

and also the women of Galilee – where the poet was born in 1941 and from which he was later 

displaced following the tragic events of the Palestinian Nakba in 1948.  

The square’s second and most visible element is a glass monument consisting of seven 

glass murals standing three to 6 metres high (figure 5.52), planted in a roundabout of 35 metres 

radius that encloses a water basin, a strip of grass, and pavements.594 The glass monument is 

held by a steel structure, and is a modern landmark in the city. Relying on Darwish’s poetry as 

his source of inspiration, the designing architect Khalil Abu Arafeh confirmed595 that he used 

the idea of transparency in his design, as Darwish’s poetry is known for its deep meanings but 

easy, seemingly transparent flow. Abu-Arafeh therefore used glass to reflect this transparency 

in the form of glass murals representing pages of Darwish’s poetry. In further reference to the 

                                                
592 (Vale, 2014, p. 42) 
593 The municipality of Ramallah required the inclusion of the ceramic mural in the design. For more 
information on the poem and the mural, see chapter II in (Jaber, 2013) 
594 (Jaber, 2013) 
595 Ibid. 
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poetry’s qualities, the architect used glass and steel to reflect ‘modernity’ and ‘power’, which 

symbolise the power of the poetry and the fact that he was a contemporary author.596 To 

emphasise his status as the national poet who wrote extensively on Palestine, Jerusalem, and 

the national struggle, the architect situated the longest glass panel to face Jerusalem, and placed 

it in the southern edge of the roundabout, thus emphasising the city’s role as the Palestinian 

capital. In addition, Darwish is reknown for his strong attachment to the Palestinian land and 

its landscape, an aspect that figures strongly in his poetry.597 To address this, Abu-Arafeh used 

natural elements like water, grass, flowers, and trees in his design for the landscape inside the 

roundabout, which he saw as symbolising life and determination.598 In that sense, the architect 

merged Darwish, the Palestinian nation and landscape, and the capital city in his design.  

There is no doubt that the square celebrating the national poet is considerably important 

to the city. However, it becomes even more important when we consider its location near major 

government institutions, such as the Ministerial Complex and the Office of the Prime Minister. 

Indeed, the importance of this location stems from the fact that the overall urban setting of the 

square in proximity to these government institutions lends a more formal atmosphere to the 

area, and portrays an image of officialdom that is indeed unwelcoming and forbidding (figure 

5.58).599 The official atmosphere around the square can particularly be felt in the heavy 

presence of government guards and security personnel near the Office of the Prime Minister 

and the Ministry of Interior. This makes walking near the square to explore the ceramic mural 

a relatively unpleasant experience. The square is also designed to be a vehicular roundabout 

rather than a pedestrian one, which decreases the chance that individuals will explore its design 

on foot, especially since the ceramic mural is tucked to the side. Indeed, one would have to 

know that the monument is dedicated to Darwish to understand that it refers to his work. 

Otherwise, “it is just known as a glass monument near the government offices”,600 as one 

interviewee stated.  

The design of the central glass mural also contributes to the square’s association with, 

and reinforcement of, an official government image (figure 5.58). Although the square’s design 

is inspired by the poet and his work, the transparency offered by the glass could be analysed in 

two different ways, both of which strengthen the image of the government in the area. Firstly, 

the transparency of the glass could contrast the heavy and large-scale government institutions 

around it, which highlights the sense that government institutions dominate the urban 

                                                
596 Ibid. 
597 (Eid, 2016; El-Zein, 2009; Hamdi, 2017; Mattawa, 2014) 
598 (Jaber, 2013) 
599 For deeper analysis on this point , see: (Jaber, 2013) 
600 Ibid. 
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atmosphere. Secondly, the glass and metal monument could also be considered to match the 

huge glass façade of the neighbouring governmental complex, which makes the two appear to 

be carefully designed to collectively manifest a united and strong official presence.601 Whether 

according to the first or second perspective, within its local context, Darwish’s commemoration 

in either case reinforces the government complex, and contributes towards creating a major 

urban focal point strongly tied to the government.  

In addition, the square’s governmental and political associations are further 

demonstrated by the fact that it recently became a core site for public movements and protests, 

just as Manara had (figure 5.59). This includes, for example, protests directed against the social 

security law proposed by the PNA between October 2018 and January 2019,602 as well as 

protests in support of a major strike conducted by school teachers in the West Bank in 2016.603 

The square thus provides a physical space of mediation between the PNA and the people, and 

even a ‘counter-site’ for challenging the state.604 Such political uses emphasise the square’s 

connection to the government institutions surrounding it, and its emerging status as a major 

focal point in the southern government cluster. 

Although the square and the government complex were designed by different 

architects,605 this analysis of the square nevertheless reveals that it is a focal point in the city 

due to its design and because of its location near the government institutions. When considered 

within the city’s overall political-national topography, the square as a focal point reinforces the 

southern cluster and attributes a Palestinian meaning to it. However, this reinforcement of 

meaning is strengthened and made more effective in the second Darwish site. 

 

5.5.2 The memorial site of Mahmoud Darwish: the Darwish park 

The second site dedicated to Darwish in the southern government cluster is his memorial 

site and burial ground. To better understand its importance as a major cultural-national site, we 

need to examine the project’s conception, location, architectural qualities, and the national 

symbolism and messages it seeks to convey.  

The fact that the Darwish memorial site is conceived and funded by the PNA, with the 

involvement of Jafar Toukan as an architect, makes it a national, state-led project par 

                                                
601 Ibid. 
602 (‘Palestinians Protest Social Security Law in Ramallah’, 2019) 
603 (Abusaada, 2016) 
604 Ibid. 
605 The square was financed and managed by the municipality in 2008 and was designed by Abu-Arafaeh, 
while the government institutions around it were financed and managed by the Ministry of Public works 
and Housing in 2005 and were designed by Hashim Al-Hanbali. See: (Al-Hanbali, 2019; Alqudsnewspaper, 
2011; Ramallah Municipality, 2008)!
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excellence. As a regionally-renowned Jordanian architect of Palestinian descent, Toukan has 

had a close relationship with the PNA and its senior politicians since 1996, when he was 

commissioned the task of designing the Parliament building in Abu-Dis near Jerusalem as the 

first ever purpose-built Palestinian governmental institution after Oslo accords (section 4.5.2). 

Prior to the Darwish project, Toukan also designed Arafat’s memorial site in the Muqata’a in 

2005, making him the PNA’s favourite architect. It was thus unsurprising that he was selected 

to design another memorial site in the city upon Darwish’s death. Toukan’s project was 

completed with the cooperation of both the PLO and the Cabinet of the Prime Minister, and 

was funded through internal Palestinian government funds,606 giving it a high political profile 

in the city.  

Second, the memorial site’s location is significant and contributes to the project’s 

importance. It is located only few meters away from a secondary government complex of Dar 

Assalam in the southern cluster (figure 5.60). The latter is a government complex of both rented 

and purpose-built structures, consisting of seven buildings serving the Police, National 

Security, and the Statistical Bureau (figure 5.61). While located about a kilometre away from 

the poet’s square and the Ministerial Complex, a strong sense nonetheless prevails that the 

southern part of the city is becoming increasingly connected with Darwish, on the one hand, as 

well as with the government on the other. In that sense, Darwish’s memory is spatially evoked 

in the southern cluster twice, both of which were situated near new government institutions.  

The third aspect of how Darwish’s site is becoming an increasingly important focal 

point in the southern cluster is concerned with the site’s architectural qualities. With a total area 

of nearly 9000 square metres, the site is designed as a terraced park in the form of a linear stone 

stairway leading all the way up to Darwish’s mausoleum, museum, and a cultural multi-purpose 

theatre hall (figures 5.62–5.67). The mausoleum is simply designed, and consists of a tombstone 

“engraved with the poet’s words607 and humbly resting in a small bounded garden of native 

flowers”,608 (figure 5.67). The museum is also humble in scale, and features one, open-plan 

room of nearly 500 square metres, dedicated to displaying Darwish’s poetry and personal 

belongings – such as his desk, pens, official papers and documents – and reflecting on his life 

and contributions to Palestine (figure 5.68). The mausoleum is placed in the middle, with the 

museum and the multi-purpose hall set on its two sides to appear as if they were an open book, 

                                                
606 (Mahmoud Darwish Foundation, n.d.)!
607 The words engraved on the mausoleum are: “the butterfly effect cannot be seen/ the butterfly effect 
endures”, and “sleep my love on you my hair braids/ peace be with you” from his poem ‘The Pigeons Fly’. 
They are written in Arabic, and these English translations are from (Radwan, 2008) and (Lindsey, 2008), 
respectively. 
608 (Abdulsalam & Aswad, 2012) 
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that “emerges from the ground and bow[s] towards the mausoleum”,609 thus showing respect to 

Palestine’s national-cultural icon (figures 6.65 and 5.69).  

The architectural design of the memorial site (or park) is important when considering 

the symbolism of Darwish as Palestine’s national poet, as well as his connection to his 

homeland and especially the Palestinian landscape. Darwish is known for his “poetical 

strategies that unite the word to the homeland”,610 and his poetic style emphasises that “the 

identity of the Palestinian is deeply embedded in the geography of Palestine”.611 His own 

personal experience was that of an exiled Palestinian, and one who witnessed the mass 

displacement of Palestinians during the Nakba of 1948 and spent most of his life in exile outside 

Palestine. Drawing on his background, his work strongly evokes his attachment to the 

Palestinian land, to the extent that, for him, “land and poem [become] one”.612In his work, he 

does not only try to describe his homeland as he remembers it, but rather tries to recreate the 

rural Palestinian landscape using its natural elements, including colours, scent, types of trees, 

flowers, and topography.613 The Palestinian landscape was so meaningful to him that he would 

arrange these elements in his poems to create his own version of Palestine as his homeland. In 

his own words, he explains: “I have learned to dismantle all the words in order to draw from 

them a single word: home, Palestine”.614 

Considering his strong relationship to the Palestinian landscape, the architectural design 

of Darwish’s memorial site evokes significant meanings. The architect saw the open hilly site 

and felt that “the nostalgic landscape of this location reminiscent to the unique scenery of rural 

Palestine”.615 His design was thus inspired by the Palestinian rural landscape, and its low-scale 

traditional houses and natural stone terraces. He wanted his design to resemble the ‘natural 

terrain of hillsides’ in Palestine, and therefore sought to blend the memorial park with the 

original landscape of the hill, so as to reflect the poet and the populations nostalgic feelings for 

a lost and occupied Palestinian landscape (figure 70).616  

                                                
609 Ibid. 
610 (Hamdi, 2017, p. 240) 
611 Ibid. 
612 Ibid. 
613 Examples of Darwish’s poetry about the landscape include: “don’t ask the valleys who their mother is/ 
from my forehead bursts the sword of light/ and from my hand springs the water of the river.” See 
(Mahmoud Darwish, 2015). Also: “with a Gardenia’s breath, it (the poem) can revive a homeland.” (see: 
(El-Zein, 2009; Hamdi, 2017) 

614 (El-Zein, 2009) 
615 The location of the memorial site on the hill was chosen by the municipality and was placed near the 
cultural theatre and centre –the Ramallah cultural palace. 
616 (Shehadeh, 2007) 
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The hilly site’s importance in relation to Darwish and Palestine becomes more apparent 

if we realise that Darwish is buried in a location close to Jerusalem,  in the far southern-western 

horizon of Ramallah (figures 5.22). To understand the relationship between Ramallah and this 

burial site, we need to consider the experience of visiting the site, and the view lines it provides 

(figure 5.71). When ascending the site’s stairs, visitors are faced with the mausoleum at the top. 

If they looked behind them, they would be overlooking a view of the dense urban fabric of 

Ramallah, represented in the numerous individual multi-storey buildings of residential towers, 

political institutions, and corporations (figures 5.72-73). As they continue to ascend the stairs, 

visitors will find Darwish’s mausoleum directly in front of them, with Jerusalem visible in the 

far horizon, but will also be able to observe dynamic Palestinian lives and a ‘state’ in the making 

in Ramallah if they looked at the city side.  

There, a sharp contrast between Darwish’s memorial site and the city can be strongly 

felt, as the site is a hill that opens itself to and speaks of the Palestinian landscape, yet also 

overlooks the contrasting view of the overwhelming number of buildings in Ramallah. But this 

contrast also offers the authentic picture of the two faces of Palestine: one being the old, farmed 

lands that everybody in Palestine remembers and cherishes, while the other represented in the 

new city, built under occupation and against all odds. While it may be true that Palestinians are 

unable to regain Jerusalem as their capital and that, as one interviewees explains, “Ramallah is 

regrettably the undeclared capital of Palestine”,617 Ramallah is also nevertheless undeniably a 

major Palestinian achievement. It may not be the ideal capital, but it is still a significant 

accomplishment to have achieved while under occupation.  

The Darwish memorial site thus represents another fresh image of the Palestinian 

homeland, which it invites the world to see. Indeed, the site is one of Ramallah’s top attractions, 

and is frequently visited by locals and tourists,618 as well as by senior, high-profile political 

visitors.619 In the local life of the city, the site forms more of an urban public space rather than 

a memorial site and a museum. It is frequently visited by Ramallah residents on various 

occasions and for various purposes: visitors come to the site to attend pre-organised events in 

its museum and the multi-purpose hall, such as poetry reading, artistic exhibitions and book 

launches.620 They also come for recreation, benefiting from the fact that the site is a park and 

offers seating areas suitable for different age groups. On this point, a Ramallah-based architect 

commented: 

                                                
617 (Al-Farroukh, 2018) 
618 (‘Attractions in Ramallah, Palestinian Territories’, 2019; ‘Mahmoud Darwish Museum- 2019 All You 
Need to Know’, n.d.) 
619 (Zeid, 2013) 
620 (Mahmoud Darwish Foundation, n.d.) 
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The site is a landmark in the city and I find it architecturally appealing. I see it more as 

a public urban space than a memorial site. It offers a panoramic view of the city and 

opens itself for the people to come and enjoy their time and observe the city.621 

 

Given its design as a park and the inclusion of fresh greenery and water, the site became 

also a popular location for photo shooting sessions.622 Therefore, the design of the site makes 

“the main function of the site as a park takes over the fact that it is a museum and a burial 

ground”,623 as commented by one of the interviewees, who also added that the hilly site offers 

a ‘sense of freedom’ for its visual openness, especially if compared to Arafat’s memorial site 

inside the presidential headquarter – as will be explained in the next chapter. 

In their location near the government institutions, the two sites of Darwish (the square 

and the memorial site) thus attribute and reinforce a truly Palestinian meaning to the southern 

cluster near the government institutions. In doing so, they simultaneously help place the PNA’s 

statehood project on display, and invite the world to recognize the country and its own unique 

national culture. 

 

5.6 Conclusion 

 

This chapter investigated the concentration of PNA institutions in Ramallah as physical 

built structures, and within the complex and ambiguous situation of both wanting and not 

wanting it as a capital city. It has also explained the relocation of PNA institutions from being 

in neighbourhoods as close as possible to Jerusalem to the new purpose-built buildings in two 

government clusters. The chapter thus illustrated their significance for influencing the city as it 

becomes ordered and organised into two major government clusters and a connecting route, 

which itself passes through two important squares in the city centre.  

This architectural and urban investigation of Ramallah’s political-national topography 

reveals that, as the PNA seeks to fulfil the political vision of ‘building a state’, these institutions 

and their positioning influence the city itself. They are transforming Ramallah into a city that 

functions very much like a capital city, in that: it is a functional base for the government; it is a 

focal point for the nation to express its views, address and challenge the government ; it contains 

monumental, formal, and spatially dominant governmental architecture; it is the site where the 

                                                
621 (Halabi, 2019) 
622 (Mahmoud Darwish Foundation, n.d.) 
623 (Khasib, 2019) 



! 178!

government uses various spatial means to maintain its own security; it is a place where 

Palestinian national meanings and identity are put on display; and finally, it contains the 

symbolic performative quality that one normally finds in capital cities. The PNA builds 

government offices in Ramallah but also stages symbolic and meaningful shows and events 

there for itself and its people, as well as for foreigners.  

It thus seems that Palestinian political leaders may be needing (and building) a capital 

city, with all the accompanying architecture and spatial qualities, for their own performance as 

a ruling body representative of a (quasi) state. And while situating this capital in Ramallah 

rather than Jerusalem remains categorically rejected; having a capital and a sense of a political 

leadership on the other hand is deeply needed for the Palestinian nation. Until the Palestinians 

gain Jerusalem as a capital somehow, there is a Palestinian nation that needs political and 

national representation, which in return requires spatial means that are usually concentrated in 

a capital city. 

The chapter also opened with the question of the temporariness of these institutions in 

Ramallah. If we consider the PNA institutions in Ramallah from a purely physical sense, the 

buildings’ functions change over time, especially in the constantly fluctuating and uncertain 

context of Palestine. In other words, there is a high possibility that whatever the government 

builds could be used for other functions in the future, hence the function could be perceived as 

a temporary one. This is likely what one senior PNA official referred to when he said in an 

interview: 

 

If you build a building and call it a ministry and then change its function into, let’s say, 

a nursery. Does this make any difference? I do not think so, since symbolism in 

architecture does not count.624 

 

However, the PNA institutions in Ramallah are politically laden architectures that 

cannot be isolated from the conditions under which they were conceived. Architects work in 

‘situations’ composed of economic, political, cultural and social variables, which constantly 

change over time. It therefore becomes that the architect’s job is to adapt, address, and plan for 

these changes.625 Therefore, the significance of PNA institutions in Ramallah as political 

structures resides not only in their functions, but also in the larger meaningful context they 

embody. If a functional change were to occur in Ramallah’s government institutions, the larger 

question to ask would be how the political condition under which these buildings were created 

                                                
624 This quote is intentionally anonymised. 
625 (Norberg-Schulz, 1966) 
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has changed. That is to say, these institutions were constructed in Ramallah and functioned as 

political and national institutions because Jerusalem was inaccessible as a national capital. The 

significance or symbolism of these buildings is therefore in their embodiment of political 

inaccessibility of Jerusalem as a capital. 

From an architectural perspective, to claim a city as a temporary base and build 

accordingly is not a straightforward task, and is in fact a paradoxical one. These purpose-built 

PNA institutions in Ramallah certainly appear to be more permanent than temporary in terms 

of their scale, as well as their urban imagery as representations of a political and national body. 

The paradox is that the architecture is physically permanent in nature, and constructed to last 

in Ramallah even if PNA institutions are eventually transferred to Jerusalem. At the same time, 

these buildings are expected to nonetheless remain temporary in their function as governmental 

headquarters. This complexity multiplies when the purpose-built PNA institutions in Ramallah 

are also expected to reflect progress in the state-building programme, while continuing to 

appear temporary. This paradoxical situation reminds us of the West German temporary capital 

Bonn (section 3.4), which was expected to depict a new beginning for the nation after World 

War II, yet was also expected to appear and behave as a temporary base. Similarly, Ramallah 

is a temporary base that is never expected to replace Jerusalem as a capital, but simultaneously 

should reflect progress in the state-building programme. In both cities, state architecture faced 

two contrasting and indeed paradoxical tasks.  

This raises an interesting problem and indeed another paradoxical situation: building 

large government buildings organised in two government clusters and a route that connects 

them and essentially redeveloping a whole city may not seem to be a temporary arrangement 

done unintentionally with no planning as claimed. In that sense, are we looking at an 

architectural impossibility in Ramallah, even though there is a political argument for it? In other 

words, if considering the architecture as a process beginning with an idea, it would seem almost 

impossible to commission an architect in Palestine to build a government project of national 

significance, which would both achieve the vision of a ‘state’, while simultaneously not appear 

‘so governmental’ because it is only temporary.626  

In that sense, this research has investigated a series of paradoxes – the first being that 

Palestinians need and want a state, and they also need state institutions to be able to govern 

their nation, and therefore they build state institutions. However, in combination these 

institutions resemble a capital city, especially when concentrated and organised in two clusters 

in Ramallah, despite this being something that the Palestinians specifically do not want. The 

                                                
626 For example, the architectural brief for the Ministerial Complex as obtained from (Al-Hanbali, 2019) 
has no mention of the temporary aspect of the project. 
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second paradox is the question of whether it is possible to govern without institutions at all, or 

if built, whether it is even possible to do so without making them look like institutions of a 

capital city. 

The claims that Ramallah’s function as a capital city was not planned is overtly 

challenged by the two clusters and their connecting route, in addition to the use of the route and 

the two memorial sites to provide Palestinian national meanings to each of these clusters. This 

urban layout thus serve as a fair indication of a sense of urban order and planning, or at least a 

political vision typically resembling the way many capital cities are planned. As such, it points 

to a disjunction between the political discourse and the built reality on the ground.  

This chapter interrogated how much ‘capital city’ there is in Ramallah, and explored its 

specific Palestinian meaning through sites dedicated to Darwish in the southern cluster. The 

next chapter will thus examine the northern cluster and the important role played by Arafat and 

the Muqata’a in reinforcing the city’s political-national topography and the paradoxical 

situation of Ramallah as a capital city.  
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Chapter Six 
 

The Muqata’a and the Memorial site of Yasser Arafat in Ramallah’s 
Political-National Topography 

 
6.1 Introduction 

 

In addition to the concentration of PNA institutions in Ramallah, the city is also the 

burial place of two of the most prominent Palestinian national figures – Yasser Arafat and 

Mahmoud Darwish – both of whom are spatially commemorated in the city by national 

memorial sites and museums celebrating their achievements. The previous chapter argued that 

there is a spatial order in the construction of state institutions in the city – in the form of two 

government clusters and a route – which makes the urban order in Ramallah resemble other 

capital cities. However, capital cities are not only functional sites for government. In fact, the 

meaning of capital cities extends beyond the existence of state institutions to include their 

‘national symbolic’ role in displaying, promoting, and even constructing a sense of national 

consciousness and identity. Such values are upheld by providing spaces for them to be 

disseminated to the nation and to the world,627 and the abundance of monuments, memorial 

sites, and museums found in capital cities are key examples of such symbolic spaces (see 

section 3.2.1). An investigation of the national memorial sites of Darwish and Arafat in 

Ramallah is therefore intrinsic to a deeper understanding of the various dimensions of Ramallah 

that function as a capital city. Spatially, these two sites are also located in the southern and 

northern cluster, and each are situated near the core governmental institutions in each cluster. 

While the role of the memorial site of Darwish in emphasising the southern cluster and the 

urban order of the city was discussed at great length in the previous chapter, this chapter will 

investigate the memorial site of Arafat in terms of its location inside the Presidential Compound 

of the Muqata’a in the northern government cluster.  

Yasser Arafat’s memorial site consists of a cubic mausoleum, a mosque, and a museum 

(figure 6.1). Designed by Jordanian Jafar Toukan between 2005-2007, the site is managed and 

funded by a semi-governmental foundation called the ‘Yasser Arafat Foundation’, which was 

established by Presidential decree following Arafat’s death.628 The memorial site is a state-led 

project commemorating the national leader, and its location inside the most politically 

influential institution in Palestinian politics today means that any investigation of the site must 

address its spatial and indeed complex relationship with the Muqata’a. 

                                                
627 (Gordon, 2006; Rossman, 2017; Therborn, 2017b; Vale, 1992) 
628 (SAACB, 2016) 
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Yasser Arafat was undoubtedly one of the most influential Palestinian figures, who 

played a significant role as a national and political leader, as well as serving as the chairman of 

the Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO) since 1969 and the subsequent Palestinian 

Authority in 1994. In addition, he became a Nobel Peace Prize laureate in 1994 for signing the 

Oslo accords as a waystation to peace. Beyond his political role,629 Arafat was perceived by 

many as a true leader of his people, who was known for his simplicity and humbleness, and to 

many he will always remain the ‘father of the nation’630 and the ‘godfather of Palestinian 

resistance.631 Darwish’s (2004) comments probably best illustrate the central and heroic role 

that Arafat played for the Palestinian nation. He said: 

 

Yasser Arafat was the longest chapter in our lives. His name was one of the new names 

of Palestine – A Palestine that is rising from the ashes of the Nakba, to the cinder of 

resistance, to the idea of the state and the stumbling reality of its establishment… Arafat 

is not an individual, but an expression of the spirit of a living nation.632  

 

While there is no question that Arafat is a prominent national figure, his memorial site 

in the city is also as significant for being built on a site loaded with historical references and 

symbolism intimately linked to his person. The site was constructed as part of the 60,000 

square-metres Presidential Compound of the Muqata’a (figures 6.2–6.3), where he spent the 

last three years of his life under a brutal Israeli siege during the second intifada (2002-2004). 

As a result, most of the Muqata’a and the government institutions in Ramallah were destroyed 

(section 5.2). When he died, Arafat was buried in his compound, in what was seen as “his last 

battle ground”,633 and following his death, the whole compound was completely rebuilt after 

the destruction it had faced during the Israeli siege between 2002 and 2004. In addition to its 

strong association with Arafat, the Muqata’a is also a historically complex compound with 

colonial roots dating to the era of the British Mandate in Palestine (1920-1948). The main 

building of the Muqata’a was constructed as a colonial British fort for the British Police,634 and 

was subsequently used as headquarters for the various ruling powers that later ruled the city, 

including the Jordanians (1948-1967), the occupying Israelis (1967-1995) and the PNA (since 

                                                
629 Many also did not agree with Arafat’s style of political leadership. See: (R. Khalidi, 2007; Said, 1995b; 
Shehadeh, 2019a) 
630 (Headlam, 2004; Sumiala-Seppänen & Stocchetti, 2007) 
631 (Al-Ghabra, 2014; Editorial Team, 2014) 
632 In commemorating Yasser Arafat after 40 days of his death. See: (Mahmoud Darwish, 2011) 
633 (Yasser Arafat Museum, n.d.) 
634 (British Mandate Collection, 1940) 
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1995).635 As a result, the Muqata’a has continuously served as the centre of political, military 

and administrative power in the city since the British built it in 1940. After the arrival of the 

PNA in 1995, it became a Palestinian political-national centre and the Palestinian Presidential 

Headquarters within the national topography of Ramallah. 

Following its destruction and the death of Arafat, the PNA rebuilt the Muqata’a after 2004 

as their political-national and administrative centre. However, it was reconstructed in 

essentially the same spirit as the old British fort – a closed and unwelcoming structure guarded 

by walls and watch towers (figure 6.4). With the inclusion of Arafat’s memorial site as part of 

the reconstruction – including his mausoleum, museum, and a small mosque – the Muqata’a 

has been partially opened to the public for the first time.  

The chapter will investigate the placing and embedding of Arafat’s memorial into the 

topography of the city in relation to the two government clusters and the connecting route to 

Manara, particularly examining this placement’s role in attributing a national Palestinian 

meaning to the city and in emphasising the northern government cluster. The chapter therefore 

poses the following questions: How can we understand the Muqata’a, in its destruction and 

reconstruction, as a Palestinian Presidential Headquarters? To what extent does the combination 

of the Muqata’a and the memorial site of Arafat contribute to Ramallah as a distinctly capital 

city? And finally, how is Arafat’s memorial site being constructed and used to promote a 

particular national narrative in Ramallah, both in terms of its architectural design and urban 

relationships?  

 

6.2 Architectural Investigation of the Reconstructed Muqata’a and the Revival of 

a Colonial Fort 

 
To appreciate the role that Arafat plays in the northern government cluster in the city, 

we must first understand the significance of the Muqata’a and its connections with Arafat and 

his memorial. The Muqata’a – including Arafat’s memorial site – is difficult to investigate due 

to various aspects affecting its physical characteristics. While some of these aspects are 

connected to Arafat and thus hold a major national significance for the Palestinians, others are 

also related to the history of the Muqata’a and its local symbolic significance within the city. 

The two symbolisms, the national and the historic, as we will see below, have left their own 

marks on the site.  

                                                
635 (El Rifai et al., 2017; Elayyan, 2018; Shtewi, 2018) 
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The final aspect that should be taken into consideration while investigating the 

Muqata’a is that it was destroyed by Israel between 2002-2004 and was later rebuilt by the 

PNA. Although this constitutes part of its national symbolic significance, the fact that it was 

consciously reconstructed in this way allows us to question the decisions made to rebuild it and 

the intended outcome of its reconstruction. Therefore, an architectural investigation of the 

Muqata’a becomes rather more interesting because it currently represents conscious choices 

that the PNA made in rebuilding the site of their most important governmental institution.  

Therefore, investing Arafat’s memorial as part of Palestine’s Presidential Headquarters requires 

navigating the historical and national significance of the Muqata’a, as well as understanding 

the process of its reconstruction, making this an extremely rich avenue of exploration. 

First, the Muqata’a holds considerable historical and symbolic significance in the local 

scale of the city. This meaning is related to the fact that the Muqata’a was originally built as a 

British colonial fort in 1940 (figure 6.5), constructed as part of the British Police’s ‘Tegart Forts 

Scheme’ in which nearly 60 Tegart forts of nearly identical design636 were built across the 

country (figures 6.6–6.7).637 The scheme was designed to suppress local Palestinian revolution 

(1936-1939) and the forts therefore represented the power of colonialism over the local 

revolution.638  

After the Nakba of 1948 and the subsequent establishment of the State of Israel, East 

Jerusalem and the West Bank were placed under Jordanian rule. In Ramallah, the Jordanian 

army used the Tegart building as an administrative compound for their police and as 

accommodation for the army.639 After the six-day war of 1967 and Israel’s control over the 

West Bank, the Israeli army also used Ramallah’s Tegart building for the same purposes that 

the British and the Jordanians had. During that time, the building became the headquarters for 

the Israeli military governor of the Israeli army – the representative of the Israeli occupation 

until the arrival of the PNA in 1995.  

Built as a colonial fort, and later witness to many different lives and uses, the Muqata’a 

was mostly associated with oppression and occupation for most of its life, and has historically 

been closed off, introverted, and linked to colonialism.640 Arafat’s memorial site is built on this 

foundation of such historical complexity that any investigation of it therefore necessitates 

exploring the spatial role of the Muqata’a and its interaction with its own troubled history.  

                                                
636 (El Rifai et al., 2017; Merin, 2015) 
637 (Connolly, 2012; El-Eini, 2006; Karpel, 2010) 
638 Ibid. 
639 Ibid. 
640 (El Rifai et al., 2017; Visitor II, 2018) 
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Second, the Muqata’a also holds symbolic significance on a national level for 

Palestinians as a site of national power, resilience, and resistance. This symbolism is directly 

related to Arafat, starting with his arrival to the Muqata’a following Oslo deal in 1995, 

extending to Israeli siege of the Muqata’a between 2002-2004, and finally encompassing its 

subsequent destruction and his own burial within its grounds.  

There is no doubt that the withdrawal of the Israeli army from the Muqata’a in 1995 and 

the arrival of Arafat and the newly formed PNA was a type of national Palestinian achievement. 

Since that year, the Muqata’a has served as temporary headquarters for the PNA.641 For 

Palestinians, establishing their basis in Palestine after years of displacement (as explained in 

section 4.2) seemed to be a sign of Palestinian victory, especially in that they established their 

new government on what was formerly a site of Israeli colonial power. Occupying the same 

site as the Israelis, in using it as an important PNA location, therefore created a significant sense 

of national pride. Yet this victory had two contradictory elements within it. On the one hand, 

the compound that once served as a colonial headquarters and a manifestation of the power of 

the Israeli occupation was suddenly transformed to a symbol of Palestinian achievement and a 

measure of national victory. On the other hand, the PNA emulated the behaviour of the Israelis, 

and established their rule from what remained a colonial site, which they used to enforce their 

national control, thus undermining the building’s collective memory as a site of colonial power, 

oppression and imprisonment. Regarding the moment the Israelis left the Muqata’a, Taraki 

(2008) wrote: 

 

Young and old descended upon the much-hated compound, particularly drawn to the 

interrogation rooms and graffiti-covered prison cells familiar to so many of them. After 

a few days of this mass exercise in political catharsis, Palestinian armed men, dressed 

in the smart uniforms of the many security forces, began to bar sightseers from the 

compound. The rule of the [PNA] … had begun.642  

 

Almost 7 years later,643 the Israeli army returned to the Muqata’a to lay siege to Arafat, 

who remained in the compound for nearly 34 months in 2002 and until his death in 2004.644 

                                                
641 The name ‘Muqata’a’ of the site was chosen by the PNA, which translates to Arabic as ‘the seat of the 
governorate’. See: (Taraki, 2008b) 
642(Taraki, 2008b, p. 68) 
643 Following a series of political incidents that signalled the failure of Oslo agreement, such incidents 
include ones performed by the two sides, such as: Ariel Sharon visit to Al-Aqsa mosque in Jerusalem in 
2000,a Palestinian attack at the Park Hotel in Netanya on the Mediterranean coast in 2002, and the Israeli 
invasion of Palestinian cities in the West Bank.  
644 The Israeli Army also declared Ramallah and its nearby city Al-Bireh a closed military zone between 
March and April in 2002. See (Mendel, 2012) 
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Almost 90% of the compound’s buildings were destroyed in the process (figure 6.8).645 The 

national symbolism of the Muqata’a therefore came to embody Arafat’s resilience as the 

nation’s leader, and many Palestinians sympathised with their helpless president whose 

endurance against Israeli tanks further deepened his role as a symbol of Palestinian resistance 

against the Israeli occupation. As an internationally prominent figure, his siege, the invasion, 

and the destruction of the Muqata’a brought a wave of international attention and the images of 

his nearly destroyed compound went viral.646 When the Muqata’a was nearly completely 

levelled, its destruction was intrinsically tied to the helplessness of Arafat within it. Only when 

his health deteriorated was he finally allowed to leave the Muqata’a to receive medical 

treatment in France. His return from this journey in a casket was greeted by tens of thousands 

of Palestinians, transforming his funeral “into a wild expression of the sorrow of the Palestinian 

people”.647 The Muqata’a and its destruction thus remain intimately connected with Arafat and 

his death. 

A final aspect that must be considered when investigating the Muqata’a is the fact that 

it was destroyed by Israel and rebuilt by the PNA. The Muqata’a as it stands today is the result 

of the PNA’s reconstruction of the site following its near-complete destruction by Israel. 

Therefore, what was initially built as a colonial fort in 1940, and was later occupied by the 

Jordanians (1948-1967), the Israelis (1967-1995) and the PNA (1995-onwards), was destroyed 

by Israel between 2002-2004 and later rebuilt at various stages by the Palestinians. Each of 

these events have changed, added to, and moulded the character of the site, as well as 

influencing the deep national and historical symbolism it holds as a former colonial fort while 

currently being Palestine’s major political and nationally-significant institution. Therefore, to 

investigate how Arafat’s memorial site represents a focal point in the northern government 

cluster in the city, we must first investigate what happened to the Muqata’a architecturally as a 

result of these past three aspects.  

 
6.2.1 The reconstructed Muqata’a after 2004: an architectural investigation  

Architectural works of the political leadership reveal a great deal not only about how a 

government perceives itself, but also how it would like to be seen by its people.648 Therefore, a 

closer study of the reconstruction of the Muqata’a, its functions, and its architectural qualities 

will help reveal the deeper role that the Muqata’a plays today as a place of political power and 

control in the city, based in the northern cluster. 

                                                
645 (Palestinian Journeys, the timeline, 2015) and  (‘Inside Arafat’s Compound of Rubble’, 2002) 
646 (Sumiala-Seppänen & Stocchetti, 2007) 
647 (Chandra, 2016, p. 90) 
648 (Minkenberg, 2014; Vale, 1992, 2014) 
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As a current Presidential Headquarters, investigating the Muqata’a spatially is not an 

easy task. While this research employed several methods (see section 1.6.2), the biggest 

challenge was nevertheless in gaining access to the site. Gaining entry to the Muqata’a – the 

seat of the Presidential Office – was a remarkable addition to this research that has enabled 

significant additional understanding and analysis upon which this chapter is based.649  

As mentioned earlier, the Muqata’a is a completely walled compound with a total area 

of almost 60,000 square-meters (figure 6.9). Its primary borders and location were established 

by the British when they built it as a Tegart fort, and remain unchanged until this day. To 

understand the PNA’s reconstruction of the Muqata’a as it currently stands, figure (6.10) 

suggests dividing the Muqata’a into two parts: the first is where the president sits, receives 

guests, and where most of his consultants and supporting staff are based. For easier clarification, 

I will refer to this as ‘the political part’ of the Muqata’a. It represents most of the Muqata’a, 

includes the Presidential Office, an 18,000 square-meters convention hall, parking lots, and two 

helipads (figure 6.10). In addition, this part also includes the Headquarters for the Presidential 

guards, including ‘detention facilities, barracks and training facilities for the national security 

forces’,650 situated to the northern part of the compound. Accessed through two main gates, a 

large one to the west and a smaller one to the east, the political part of the Muqata’a also 

includes two large plazas next to the helipads located right in front of the two gates. 

The second, smaller part of the Muqata’a compound shown in figure (6.10) is the 

memorial site of Arafat, which includes his tomb, mausoleum, museum, and mosque, and is 

located at the southern edge inside the Muqata’a. With a total area of 7000 square-metres, this 

part – what I will call the ‘memorial part’ of the Muqata’a – is open to the public to visit free 

of charge, unlike ‘the political part’. Although the museum is called ‘The Yasser Arafat 

Museum’, the museum director and its administration nevertheless consider it to be a museum 

of the ‘Contemporary Palestinian National Memory’, exhibiting the personal belongings of 

Arafat and the history of the Palestinian people from the beginning of the twentieth century 

until the siege and death of Arafat in 2004. The brand-new museum building is also connected 

to an old building via a bridge (figure 6.11). This old building is the only remnant of the original 

British fort, which served as the site where Arafat stayed during the siege. It includes his office, 

meeting hall, treatment room, and his own bedroom. The siege part is thus connected to the 

                                                
649 The author would like to thank the two individuals who made this possible – both of whom have 
requested to remain anonymous. Their personal connections and recommendations made the author’s visit 
to the Muqata’a and the Presidential Bureau possible, and assisted this research enormously.  
650 (‘Palestinian Reform and Development Plan’, 2007, p. 41) 
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new building of the museum and is considered to be of primary importance to visit amidst the 

entirely of the museum and in fact the whole memorial part of the Muqata’a. 

Although the political and the memorial parts exist in the same walled compound, they 

are nevertheless spatially isolated from each other: each has its own separate entrances and are 

only connected via two small, side gates. In addition, a small internal wall clearly separates the 

memorial part from the political part. Located in the heart of the Muqata’a, the siege section of 

the museum is the main building connecting the political and the memorial parts. Spatially, the 

siege section connects to the new museum building via a bridge, which is open to museum 

visitors to see and experience. It also backs onto and connects with the political part of the 

Muqata’a. However, museum visitors can only see the plazas of the political part through the 

windows but cannot access them.  

As a Presidential Headquarters, the political part remains totally closed to the public, 

heavily guarded by the private Presidential guards, and accessible only to those who have 

permission to enter. In contrast, the memorial part is open to the public and is designed to 

communicate the Palestinian national narrative to the local people, as well as internationally, 

through displaying Arafat life and achievements in the museum. The two parts, however, 

remain enclosed within the exterior wall of the compound with a height of nearly five-metres, 

built with watchtowers, as well as several gates: a major monumental gate to the west (figure 

6.12) and another secondary gate to the east, in addition to the memorial’s entrance gate to the 

south.  

The Muqata’a as it stands today – in the form of two distinct parts enclosed within a 

wall – is the result of a Palestinian reconstruction after the Israeli Army destroyed most of the 

original between 2002-2004. However, most of its reconstruction occurred in various stages 

between 2005 and 2016, after the death of Arafat and the subsequent governmental reformation 

plan of 2007, as well as the state-building programme of 2009. The burial of Arafat inside his 

nearly destroyed Muqata’a in November 2004 initiated its redevelopment as two clearly distinct 

different parts. This division continued with the reconstruction of the political portion as 

Palestinian’s major Presidential institution, which took place in October 2005, and paralleled 

the construction of Arafat’s memorial site and its inauguration in November 2007. After this 

period, each of the parts developed spatially in isolation of the other, each managed by a 

different Presidential governmental institution.651 Nevertheless, the two parts, co-existing in 

their unique spatial arrangement and enclosure, still compromise the whole of the Muqata’a as 

one walled, highly secured site.  

                                                
651 The Presidential Bureau manages the political part while the Yasser Arafat foundation manages the 
memorial part 
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6.2.2 The reconstruction and the revival of a colonial fort 

Upon closer inspection, the PNA’s reconstruction of the Muqata’a not only preserved it 

as a centre of continued political power. Due to the walls, enclosure, watchtowers, and heavy 

security placed around it, the Palestinian reconstruction of the compound after Arafat’s death 

in 2004 gave it the feeling of a fortified stronghold. From an architectural perspective, British 

Tegart forts were all built in a colonial style, with reinforced concrete and armoured doors, 

based on square or rectangular plans, with two inner court yards and two watch towers (figure 

6.7). The forts throughout the country were almost identical, and housed the British police 

offices and detention cells, in addition to law courts and district offices.652 As a colonial Tegart 

fort, the Muqata’a had contained most of these architectural qualities since its establishment, 

and maintained them until its destruction. With a total building area of nearly 3000 square- 

meters, and strategically located on a hill only 800 meters away from the Manara square in the 

city centre, these qualities also extended to the spatial situation of the Muqata’a in its urban 

context. Particularly, in terms of the rest of the city, it maintained the same site entrances and 

interior circulation that the British had established. 

The Muqata’a as a Ramallah Tegart fort was originally built as a colonial structure and 

therefore remained deeply associated with images of colonialism and oppression.653 This 

connection was later strengthened when the Israelis occupied it in 1967 and added a military 

court, interrogation rooms, and a prison where Palestinians were imprisoned, tortured and had 

legal battles with the Israeli military.654 As a result, citizen hatred of the site increased sharply. 

While the details of these additional buildings remain unfortunately unavailable,655 aerial 

photos (albeit blurry) from the Municipality of Ramallah in 1972 show that the main building 

of the Tegart fort nevertheless remained unchanged. Simultaneously, the Israelis also included 

an additional building for the Israeli Civil Administration (ICA) on the southern edge of the 

compound near the old fort: the place where many Palestinians were forced to queue to obtain 

Israeli permits.656 The whole compound was completely inaccessible to the public,657 and 

                                                
652 (El-Eini, 2006)  
653 (Aruri, 2015; Yaser, 2009) 
654 (Shehadeh, 2003) 
655 The exact details of the additional Israeli buildings are unfortunately unavailable, aside from a blurry 
aerial photo of the Muqata’a in 1972 which shows very little information of these buildings 
656 Ibid. 
657 Information on these Israeli additional buildings inside the compound of the British colonial site were 
rarely exposed due to the sensitive nature of the site as a sealed colonial one representing the Israeli 
occupation. However, an interview with an ex-prisoner inside the site during the Israeli period confirmed 
these additional building were insignificant in their architectural style and mainly looked like office 
buildings.  
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therefore represented the site of traumatising experiences, oppression, and disturbing memories 

for Palestinians until the arrival of the PNA in 1995.658 At that time, the memory of oppression 

associated with the Muqata’a extended to the entire site as a compound, rather than only being 

confined to the British fort, which nevertheless still constituted its base. 

 Between 1995 and its destruction (2002-2004), the PNA also made the Muqata’a their 

center of power, just as their predecessors had. Figure (6.13) offers a visual aid to better 

understand the transformation of the site under PNA rule. To accommodate their own needs, 

the PNA also behaved in the same manner as the Israelis in that they expanded the original 

Tegart building to the north to include a new building that would serve as Arafat’s office, and 

connected the old fort and the new office via a bridge (figure 6.13/(b)). In addition, an aerial 

photo of the Muqata’a compound in 2002, interestingly obtained from the Israeli army by Israeli 

media,659 clearly indicates that offices for the Palestinian General Intelligence, National 

Intelligence, and National Security were located within the Muqata’a compound but in new 

buildings built outside the old colonial Tegart building (figure 6.14). These buildings were 

humble in scale, modest, and non-monumental, and the PNA maintained the same entrances, 

circulation pathways, and the colonial buildings they had found, including the old British fort 

and the additional buildings added by the Israelis. In that sense, the PNA established its 

Presidential Headquarters on a collection of colonial architectural heritage mainly composed of 

the old British fort and Israeli additions to the site.  On his visit to the compound before its 

destruction, while the PNA was still there, the Ramallah-based lawyer Raja Shehadeh wrote:  

 

This place has always evoked strong emotions in me…I was distressed to find out that 

the Palestinian Authority had left the military court in the same place where it had been 

during the time of the Israeli rule…The prison was also still there…The new white-

stone building [of Arafat’s office] had a large glass door embossed with the PNA 

insignia of the eagle. Inside were the fancy halls for the reception of diplomats. Rather 

than make a break with the past, demolish or turn this hated Tegart into a museum, an 

annexe was built to accommodate the activities of the new regime.660 

 

When the Israeli Army destroyed nearly 90% of the compound during the siege of 

Arafat between 2002 and 2004, they partially knocked down the Tegart fort, the exterior wall 

of the compound, and all the additional buildings near the Tegart building. The only surviving 

                                                
658 (Elayyan, 2018; Shehadeh, 2003, 2019b, 2019b; Shtewi, 2018) 
659 (Mendel, 2012) 
660 (Shehadeh, 2003, p. 130) 
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exception was the new office that the PNA had constructed for Arafat (figure 6.13/(c)), thus 

confining him in a small, ground level room in his new building. As the siege continued and 

the situation escalated, Arafat, along with those who were under siege with him (including his 

supporters, guards, and staff of nearly 300 people), moved his office from the new building 

back to what remained of the old Tegart building. The Israeli Army also knocked down most 

of the latter, only preserving the section Arafat had used, which was later attached to the 

museum. 

The destruction of the Muqata’a and its subsequent reconstruction as it stands today 

(figure 6.13/(d)) in the form of two political and memorial parts, was the first instance that 

major architectural changes occurred on the site, and therefore offered the PNA the opportunity 

to (re)build its Presidential Headquarters. During that post-2004 process, it rebuilt the exterior 

wall of the site using the same boundaries set by the British. When reconstructing the political 

part, the PNA rebuilt the Presidential Office in its same location, extended the remains of the 

old Tegart fort into a second office for the president as well as other offices (figure 6.15), and 

added several supporting buildings such as a convention hall. It also kept the section where 

Arafat had stayed during the siege – the only remnant of the original Tegart building. As a key 

part of the memorial section, it connected the remains of Tegart building – which became the 

siege section of the museum – to the new museum building. Finally, during this reconstruction 

the PNA also built Arafat’s tomb, mosque and museum. Although the memorial section is open 

to the public, it is surrounded by the imposing wall of the Muqata’a, guarded by the special 

Presidential guards’ military unit at its main gate on the street level. This provides the strong 

impression that it is as closed and introverted as the political part, and despite its being 

technically open, locals rarely visit it. In an interview, an architect and a university lecturer who 

is a resident of Ramallah said:  

 

I never knew that Arafat’s memorial site is open to the public. The Muqata’a and 

whatever inside it gives me the impression of a high security area that isn’t open to the 

public like me.661  

 

Realising the problem, the administration of the museum lowered the portion of the 

Muqata’a stone wall near the entrance of Arafat’s memorial. It nevertheless maintained the 

same height, through adding metal bars on the top of the lowered wall (figure 6.16). According 

                                                
661 (Khasib, 2019), also expressed by other residents in the city in an interview with  (Butmeh, 2019; 
Halabi, 2019; Mari, 2019) 
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to one of the museum engineers,662 the point of using these bars instead of the stone was first 

to create visual contact with the street and invite people to come visit the museum, and second, 

to fulfil security measures of the Muqata’a as a Presidential site. 

In that sense, the reconstruction of the Muqata’a as two parts once again created a centre 

of power that is closed, unwelcoming, and defensive. Its imposing walls, watchtowers, and high 

security measures make it appear to be a revival of the old Tegart fort and a reincarnation of 

the site’s colonial history (figure 6.4). This is not only linked to its exterior architectural 

qualities, but also to its function as a centre of political power, as well as the fact that it remains 

an object of citizen hatred. From an architectural point of view, the Muqata’a’s reconstruction 

as a walled fortress strongly associated with political power resembles, and in fact even 

replicates, the overtly colonial and defensive old fort, thus re-enforcing the site’s colonial and 

controlling image. While this initial impression will be challenged and expanded upon later in 

this chapter, the Muqata’a as it stands today nevertheless remains overly defensive and 

unwelcoming to the wider population. 

 
6.3 The Political Part of the Muqata’a and the Manifestation of the Presence of 

the State in the City  

 

The architectural investigation of the reconstruction of the Muqata’a has revealed that 

it was rebuilt in largely the same spirit as the colonial fort. However, it would nevertheless 

remain overly reductive to rely only on historical analysis without considering the Palestinian 

context and the socio-political conditions at the point that the initial destruction occurred. Those 

conditions must therefore be analysed, particularly: the national implications and effects of the 

Muqata’a’s destruction and Arafat’s death on the wider Palestinian population, as well as how 

they have affected the idea of reconstruction and the architectural configuration of the Muqata’a 

today. In other words, this section will position the Muqata’a within these conditions in order 

to spatially investigate both its reconstruction in its urban context in the northern government 

cluster, as well as its bifurcation into distinct political and memorial parts.  

 
6.3.1 The nature of destruction and the dynamics of reconstruction  

To better understand the Muqata’a, it is important to first address the two major 

dimensions within which an analysis of the reconstructed site can best be situated, namely: the 

nature of the destruction and the dynamics of its reconstruction. The analysis of these two 

aspects will help elucidate why the PNA chose to reconstruct its power base using such an 
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overtly defensive image. In other words, it is overly simplistic to refer to the Muqata’a’s 

reconstruction as only a copy or reinterpretation of the colonial prison without understanding 

the larger political conditions surrounding the PNA and the Palestinian nation after 2004 as 

they began to rebuild the nearly completely destroyed Muqata’a. 

a.! The+nature+of+destruction+
+
As the first regional Palestinian political power base after the 1948 war, the 

establishment of the PNA’s main Headquarters in the former colonial Tegart building has 

undoubtedly ascribed a national symbolism to the site that outweighs its historic symbolism as 

a colonial fort. To some extent, the withdrawal of the Israeli army from the Muqata’a and the 

arrival of the PNA in 1995 was a moment of a national victory, and a massive symbolic 

achievement for Palestinians. The site thus became associated with Palestinian power and 

sovereignty, while its destruction, especially at the hands of a rival power like Israel, was 

considered an attack on the Palestinian national and political existence. 

From this perspective, Israel’s destruction of the Muqata’a is much more complicated 

than the demolition and reconstruction of a historic colonial building. It must therefore be 

approached using the lens of the national significance that the Muqata’a holds as a Palestinian 

political power base –regardless of how problematic that meaning becomes when established 

on a former colonial site. It also must be situated in the chaotic and unhopeful political situation 

of that time: the Oslo negotiations were not leading to a lasting peace; the national capital of 

Jerusalem had not been gained; major cities in the West Bank, such as Hebron, Nablus 

Bethlehem and partially Ramallah were under Israeli siege and totally closed off; and the 

nation’s renowned leader was imprisoned in his Headquarters. Therefore, the siege of Arafat 

and the destruction of his Muqata’a meant that “symbolically, the Palestinian leader and his 

nation [had become] hostages in Israeli hands”.663 After Arafat’s death, the destruction of the 

Muqata’a surpassed the physical destruction of a historical building or a government office and 

instead symbolised the loss of the president, the collapse of the entire Palestinian political 

entity, and the deepening of the sense of a national Palestinian loss. On the extent of the 

destruction of the Muqata’a and its symbolism, Shehadeh commented: 

 

The compound that had become the symbol of a Palestinian victory after the Israeli 

army evacuated it has now been turned into a sad monument of yet another Palestinian 

defeat.664 

                                                
663 (Chandra, 2016, p. 83) 
664 (Shehadeh, 2003, pp. 130–131) 
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The destruction of the Muqata’a thus had a profound impact on the Palestinian nation. 

The Palestinians had not only lost a battle or a homeland, but also the last hope for a political 

future for Palestine. The destruction of the Muqata’a and the death of Arafat therefore caused 

deep repercussions, and seemed to echo previous defeats in the Palestinian nation’s modern 

history. 

b.! The+dynamics+of+reconstruction+
+
As the destruction of Muqata’a was embodied with so many national sentiments, one 

would expect that its reconstruction would address and respond to both the nature of its 

destruction and the rich symbolism this evoked. To illustrate this point, it would be helpful to 

borrow from scholarly studies of architectural rebuilding after a devastating, uncontrolled 

destruction, particularly in terms of post-war reconstruction.665 Although the siege, Arafat’s 

imprisonment, and the destruction of his site were not necessarily acts of war, the conditions of 

these actions and the extent of their destruction upon the Muqata’a strongly resemble war-like 

conditions. In such cases, the reconstruction required is much more than merely physical, and 

evokes deeper socio-psychological dimensions and sentiments tied to its context.666 One of the 

intentions behind reconstructing a violently destroyed site could be, for example, a form of 

healing after a major war.667 Another could involve refashioning cities and the built 

environment based on new political or social ideals and standards in order to advance certain 

agendas.668 Indeed, the reconstruction of the Muqata’a is not an exception to such 

considerations, but rather has its own intentions, especially in terms of its being a site where 

the PNA funded and initiated the reconstruction process.  

Given such considerations, investigating the architecture of the Muqata’a again will 

prove fruitful. Based on Gerhard Rabeler’s examination of reconstruction plans in post-war 

Germany, as adopted by Bădescu (2017),669 the PNA had several possible options for 

addressing the rubble of the Muqata’a and the remains of the original fort, each of which 

contained its own symbolism and meaning. These options included: 1) building a new 

                                                
665 (Bădescu, 2017, 2019a, 2019b) 
666 (Barakat, 2005) 
667 (Bădescu, 2017) 
668 (Bădescu, 2017) 
669!“Rabeler distinguished five scenarios at the city level: 1) building a new city on a different location; 2) 
rebuilding the city in the same place, but with a different layout and architecture; 3) the realistic new city: 
using elements of the old, such as street layout, but employing a modern architectural and planning 
vocabulary; 4) reconstruction with improvements, occurred in towns with a rich historical heritage and 
civic conscience and involved no major change of town plan, while banning important traffic in the city 
centre; and 5) total restoration (often unrealized plans for the old town centres.” See: (Bădescu, 2017, p. 
28) 
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Presidential Headquarters on a new site; 2) building a completely new Headquarters on the 

same site; 3) using elements of the old site to build something new on the same site; 4) 

reconstructing what had existed before, but with improvements and additions (this usually 

happens when there the history of the original building held a strong meaning); and 5) a total 

restoration of the colonial fort and the historical layers beneath it. Yet the reconstruction of the 

Muqata’a in the form of divided political and memorial parts does not solely reflect any of these 

options. Instead, the PNA decided to retain the site’s function as a political power base, located 

in the same place, and using the same architectural elements, materials, proportions and layout 

as the colonial powers once had. They therefore selected various elements from the array of the 

options listed above without adhering comprehensively to any one of them. 

 From an architectural perspective, like many other cases in Ramallah, the 

reconstruction of the Muqata’a was completed in a piecemeal manner without an overall 

guiding design. But from a national and political point of view, due to the  destruction being 

caused by a direct rival power, it was important to reconstruct the Muqata’a in a very similar 

manner (as a political power base). This would create a form of self-healing and self-recovery 

for Palestinians, for whom “building anything becomes a form of a national achievement” given 

their circumstances.670 For the Muqata’a to be rebuilt by Palestinians using their own funds was 

therefore considered to be a ‘national duty’ –a point that was stressed multiple times during 

interviews with PNA officials.671 

Although the overall impression of the Muqata’a as a defensive site, closed, 

unwelcoming, and imposing is derived from its colonial architectural heritage, it also now 

signals the political presence and power of the PNA and the continuation of their rule after 

Arafat. Regardless of how undemocratic that rule is, or of how problematic the new Muqata’a’s 

defensive and unwelcoming image might be, what is most important to realise is that the site’s 

reconstruction in the same dominating style was essential for the near-collapsing political 

regime, especially during a time when the PNA’s stability was deeply shaken and most of its 

institutions in Ramallah were nearly levelled. What mattered at that time was simply rebuilding 

what Israel had destroyed, and as a result any specific reconsideration of the particular style of 

the building was largely overlooked. The site’s national symbolism therefore became more 

important than its colonial history, although there are many intersections between the two.  As 

such, the reconstruction of the Muqata’a thus leans more towards being associated with 

rebuilding the Palestinian political and national entity rather than representing the mere 

restoration of a colonial fort. For that, we need to re-visit the reconstruction of the Muqata’a. 

                                                
670 (Al-Saed, 2018) 
671 (Al-Saed, 2018; Anabtawi, 2018; Elayyan, 2018; Shtayyeh, 2018) 
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6.3.2 Urban context: a locus of dominance and control 

Although the PNA reconstructed the Muqata’a in the same colonial spirit of dominance 

and control, it nevertheless also redefined the site’s colonial heritage to manifest the political 

power of a Palestinian state ‘in-the-making’. In order to understand this process, it is important 

to investigate the spatial configuration of the Muqata’a in the northern cluster, based on its 

topographic, spatial, and urban qualities. 

The Muqata’a today stands on a hill – a typical feature of a Tegart fort – with an open 

view towards the west that may extend as far as the Mediterranean coast, unobstructed by urban 

development. It is situated in a vibrant location in the heart of the northern government cluster, 

only 800 meters away from the city centre in Manara square. It is surrounded by a five-meter 

high stone wall, while an enormous western gate on Ersal street (figure 6.12) connects it with 

the city centre, making it an unmissable key point in the city.  

The dominating physical qualities of the wall – as being of a grand scale, high enough 

to conceal what behinds it and topped with watchtowers – makes the Muqata’a an 

unprecedented government institution in such an active location in the city, and reinforces it as 

a site of prevailing political power. This impression is reinforced by the fact that the solid and 

large wall also ruptures the flow of the active commercial experience in Ersal street. Indeed, 

the wall abruptly curtails the commercial, street-level urban atmosphere with its heavy 

presence, as it occupies nearly 275 meters of the street’s commercial façade, which is almost 

nine times larger than the average length of the façades of the surrounding buildings on the 

same street.672 Through this rupturing of the urban experience and concealing what lays behind 

it, the Muqata’a becomes highly influential in this urban context, and symbolises the political 

power of the state in its centre of governance. 

Given its topographic and physical qualities, and when taking into consideration its 

complex history and the feelings it provokes both locally and nationally, the Muqata’a stands 

not only as a place of power, but also as an “unwelcoming, introverted, physically dominating 

[and indeed] intimidating place”673; it literally “swallow[s]” the street, as one interviewee 

describes it.674 These feelings are further enhanced by the fact that the PNA’s reconstruction of 

the Muqata’a not only retained the same colonial functions it was once built for, but also 

maintained the fort’s original spatial relations with its surrounding urban context – it kept the 

same entrances to the site and orientation to the street, making it a closed and off-putting place. 

                                                
672 Measured by the author, based on aerial photos and city plans using AutoCAD. 
673 (Butmeh, 2019; Halabi, 2019; Khasib, 2019) 
674 (Mohammad, 2019) 
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The architecture of the Muqata’a and its urban placement reveal it as an unwelcoming 

element in the political-national topography of Ramallah, one that stands in disharmony with 

the rest of the city’s urban fabric. The construction of political institutions – especially in capital 

cities functioning as national centres – is generally very revealing of the relationship between 

the regime and the government.675 We can therefore identify the unwelcoming Muqata’a as 

contributing to the further distancing of the general population from the Presidential institution. 

This is especially relevant in the Palestinian context, where a suspended Parliament renders the 

local population effectively mute, leaving the Presidential Office as the sole decision-making 

power in national politics today.676 Such situation is compounded by the unstable political 

conditions, as well as the political divide that remains between the two major political parties 

in the West Bank and Gaza (Fateh and Hamas). As a result, the state’s hold on political power 

in Ramallah is threatened, making it necessary to protect the vital seat of government from any 

external or internal threats or interference. Architectural and spatial means are one way to 

provide such protection and to maintain the PNA’s security, and this has been physically 

attempted using walls, watch towers, spatial isolation from the urban context, and via the 

clustering of PNA institutions close to each other. 

Therefore, in terms of its spatial organisation and urban context, in addition to its overall 

dominating image, the Muqata’a architecture embodies a far more complex message than its 

mere role as a political base. On one hand, it is truly a manifestation of the PNA’s political 

influence as a ruling body, as well as of its re-emergence after the difficulty of the site’s near-

complete destruction. On the other hand, it also embodies the PNA’s own instabilities and 

insecurities. Spatially, this is not only illustrated by the heavy reliance on the fortress-style of 

the Muqata’a, but is also in its urban context in two ways: firstly, the many of the PNA 

institutions that work closely with the Presidential Office are clustered around the Muqata’a, 

which creates the nucleus for the current northern government cluster in the city (see section 

5.3). Examples of such institutions include the brand new and purpose-built offices for the PLO, 

the Presidential Bureau, the offices of the public prosecution, and Wafa (the official news 

agency). Secondly, security zones in the northern government cluster, intended to restrict urban 

development near the Muqata’a, were only introduced following its reconstruction (see section 

5.3.2). On this exact point, a municipal engineer commented: 

 

                                                
675 (Cinar, 2014; Diener & Hagen, 2018; Dovey, 1999; Minkenberg, 2014; Therborn, 2002; Vale, 1992, 
2014) 
676 Palestinian Parliament became suspended after the general elections of 2006. 
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I see [the reconstruction of the Muqata’a] as form of security to the PNA itself. There 

is a great sense of insecurity felt by the PNA and all these security measures, like the 

walls, the watchtowers and the security zones are a form of fortification for the PNA 

itself.677  

The reconstruction of the Muqata’a embodies the relationship between the state and its 

people, and conveys numerous messages of power, dominance, control, and to some extent 

sovereignty. These images regenerate the impression of the Muqata’a as a fortress, but in this 

case one that is manifesting the power of the state over its own people. 

 
6.3.3 The political part: state theatrics, recognition and display  

While the reconstruction of the Muqata’a oscillates between fulfilling security needs 

and asserting dominance and control, an examination of the political part of the Muqata’a 

reveals that the reconstruction has also theatrical qualities, which contribute to the sense of an 

established, powerful, and indeed sovereign state. Based on Pace and Sen’s (2019) analysis that 

the PNA have placed themselves in “the conduct of a functioning state”, and that they “generate 

[their] state-ness through performative acts”,678 it becomes clear that the PNA’s reconstruction 

of the Muqata’a as a government Headquarters in fact indicates their own aspirations to 

resemble a decent, and indeed permanent, government establishment, despite being located 

only in a temporary base in Ramallah. These aspirations are physically manifested by the spatial 

qualities of the political part, as well as in the state events and ceremonies that take place inside 

of it. In both cases, the architectural qualities of the Muqata’a constitute a crucial aspect. 

Spatially, the qualities of ‘state theatrics’ are not only confined to the image of 

dominance and control that the PNA portrays to its people, as discussed in the previous section. 

As confirmed in an interview with Ahmad Al-Saed, the head of the engineering department at 

the Presidential Bureau, many of the proposed designs for the reconstruction of the Muqat’a 

were inspired by the Jordanian royal palaces and headquarters in the capital city of Amman.679 

Without disclosing architectural drawings due to the “sensitivity of the Muqata’a as the seat of 

the president”,680 he explained that the interior spatial designs of the Presidential Office, for 

example, were based on the Presidential Offices of nearby countries. In addition, the helipads 

in the site follow security and aviation requirements based on Jordanian and the Western 

(particularly US) standards. Spatially, such standards determined the location of the helipads 

inside the Muqata’a and the height of the overall reconstruction of the Muqata’a. 

                                                
677 (Judeh, 2016) 
678 (Pace & Sen, 2019) 
679 (Al-Saed, 2018) 
680 Ibid. 
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Despite the enormous gate on Ersal street, a secondary gate located on the eastern side 

is actually used by the president, his visitors, and their entourages to enter the Muqata’a 

(number 7 on figure 6.10). The official use of this secondary gate is largely due to security 

concerns, which renders the impressive western main gate rarely functional yet necessary as a 

manifestation of the state, and a symbolic reminder of its presence to the city. In addition, the 

street in front of the eastern, secondary gate is closed at both ends with bollards and metal 

barriers (figure 6.17), and guarded by the Presidential guards. Only those affiliated with the 

Muqata’a can pass through it, reflecting the security apparatus of the state in relation to the city 

and its people.  

Once one is in the political part of the Muqata’a,681 the pageantry of state theatrics can 

be witnessed and felt almost everywhere. To explain this impression, it is necessary to describe 

and analyse the visual qualities as well as the experience of visiting this area, as is illustrated 

by figure (6.18): After a thorough security check at the eastern gate (number 7, figure 6.18), a 

visitor is faced with the eastern plaza. To the left are helipads, which are occasionally used as 

parking lots, while to the right are makeshift training facilities for the Presidential guards. 

Straight ahead lay three side edges of three buildings, connected via two bridges. The brand 

new one to left is the museum (labelled C, figure 6.18 which is accessible through the 

memorial’s main entrance to the south). The museum is then connected via a bridge to the 

building in the middle (labelled D, figure 6.18). This building is the remnant of the old Tegart 

building where the siege section of the museum is. On its exterior side façade, the emblem of 

the PNA as well as the words ‘State of Palestine’ and ‘Presidency’ are attached (figure 6.19). 

It then connects to the current Presidential Office via a second bridge (number 9, figure 6.18) 

and (figure 6.19) which connects the latter with the final building to the right, which is the old, 

reconstructed office of Arafat and the current Presidential Office (number 1, figure 6.18) and 

also (figure 6.19). The plaza between the eastern gate and these three buildings, including the 

helipads, is the entry point of most official and high profile visitors to the president, and is 

therefore where most of the red-carpet style welcoming ceremonies take place during state 

visits. Being the first point of arrival to the Muqata’a, the plaza is well-maintained and 

decorated with shining elements of greenery, so as to reflect a clean, fresh image of the state to 

any visitor. 

As one enters the site, street noise slows and fades away until it almost totally disappears 

when one is in the centre of the whole compound, near the back of the museum. From that 

                                                
681 The author would like to re-iterate that gaining access to the political part of the Muqata’a was not an 
easy task. Therefore, the author would like to thank the two people who made this possible and who 
requested to remain anonymous. 
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point, the side edge of the new office building for Presidential staff starts to emerge (number 3, 

figure 6.18). To the left, there are other two helipads, while to the right is a small welcoming 

hall. Walking straight-ahead to the west (figure 6.18), the western plaza opens and the interior 

façade of the monumental gate becomes visible. Due to the green buffer in front of the gate, as 

well as its elevation above the level of Ersal street, one cannot see the busy street life on the 

other side of the gate when standing inside. This, combined with the near-total absence of street 

noise, further transforms the Muqata’a into an oasis of calmness in the heart of the city.  

Following a ninety-degree turn to the north, the symmetrical façade of a new office 

building with a five-meter high arched-gate, with an elegant landscape in front of it, become 

visible to the right. Straight ahead is a convention hall (number 2, figure 6.18) that also has a 

symmetrical façade, decorated with classical Corinthian columns and built to accommodate 

1500 guests (figure 6.20). A gigantic seven-meter high stone gate with classical decorating 

elements sits between the convention hall and the new office building, and a steel monument 

sits between the latter, the hall, and the landscape, topped with Palestinian flags and the flags 

of Fateh; the political party of Arafat and the current ruling party (figure 6.21). Thanks to the 

“clean, chiselled white limestone [buildings] fronted by well-trimmed grass, suggesting a 

sombre, organised and orderly organization",682 the western plaza between the monumental 

gate, the convention hall and new office building is as shiny and as neat as the eastern one. With 

its visual and audio isolation from the city, the plaza offers a perfect stage-set for the state’s 

splendour, and mandates a feeling of respect for the state and its apparatus.  

Senior members of Fateh and their families, supporters of the president, and the 

international community can be invited to witness and experience the state’s architectural 

splendour during state-led events inside the Muqata’a, which mainly take place in the 

convention hall. This is the place for most state-led events, such as the seventh annual Fateh 

conference in 2016, attended by nearly 1300 Fateh members for two consecutive days.683 This 

event turned into a massive celebration, with attendees cheering the president and his 

government and expressing loyalty to Fateh. The conference, which was entitled ‘The 

Embodiment of the State and National Independence’, used the Muqata’a as venue and truly 

embodied the present of the state.684 In 2019, the hall was also the site of the swearing-in 

ceremony of the new Palestinian government. This event was live-streamed to local and 

                                                
682 (Shehadeh, 2019b) 
683 (‘JKLهللا ٦ O,+ لسابع لحركة فتح, Oلمؤتمر ,لعا, (Al-Mu’tamar Al-Am Al-Sabe’ Li Haraket Fateh Ramallah 
2016)’, 2016)!
684 Other events that took place in the same hall and had a similar character include: the annual conference 
of Jerusalem or ‘Bayt Al-Maqdis’, and the thirtieth conference of the Palestinian Central Council, both in 
2018. See:(Mu’tamar Bait Al-Maqdes Al-Islami Al-Duwali Al-Tase’, 2018)!
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international news channels, and this – in addition to state visits, press conferences, and military 

funerals of political leaders – made the Muqata’a the most visible Palestinian political site for 

both the local people and the world.  

 Leaving the western plaza is possible via the gigantic stone gate between the convention 

hall and the new office building. Behind it, Arafat’s former office and the president’s current 

one lays to the left, connected with the old Tegart building via a bridge. A visitor would leave 

from the same eastern gate, thus completing a circular, clockwise tour of the site. Although 

Arafat’s memorial site is part of the Muqata’a, it is nevertheless also accessible from a separate 

gate located on the southern edge of the compound.  

It is important to note that the reconstruction of the Muqata’a and its new buildings were 

erected over several years, and mainly dictated by the president and the Presidential Bureau’s 

functional needs, and were constructed by local architectural firms. Therefore, there is no 

unifying architectural language in the political part. Nevertheless, the site’s architectural 

qualities in terms of scale, monumentality, symmetry, and gleaming facades offer the 

impression that the PNA and its political approach to state-building are being put on display for 

the Muqata’a visitors, primarily during state visits or press conferences. This feeling arises the 

moment that one approaches the site and is faced with the walls and watchtowers. It is 

compounded by the various layers of security that one must go through before entering, and 

finally crowned by the elegance, neatness, and fresh-ness of the reconstructed site and the stark 

juxtaposition it offers to the rest of the city. This impression is reinforced by the fact that this 

place provides a space for the state and its ruling party to perform state-related activities at such 

a high professional level, thus transforming it into a true Presidential oasis for the state and 

envisaging a fresh image of a future Palestine. On this point, Al-Saed said: 

 

The reconstruction of the Muqata’a shows the visitors and the world that Palestinians 

have another face aside from rubble and victimhood.685 

 

His words clearly indicate how this architecture is being used to position Palestine and its image 

as one state within an international community of equals, rather than as a beleaguered and 

homeless nation. In other words, it is particularly important to reconstruct the Muqata’a 

according to this image in order to create the sense of an established state, as reinforced by 

presenting the perfect stage for performing the appropriate stately duties. In that sense, the 
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architecture is not only the backdrop, but is in fact itself an important character with a 

significant role to play in such theatrics.  

 
6.4 The Memorial Part of the Muqata’a: Arafat’s Site and the Reformulation of 

the Palestinian National Narrative 

 
The burial of Arafat inside the compound is undoubtedly the most significant addition 

to the Muqata’a since its original construction. His entombment ascribed Palestinian national 

meaning to the site beyond its political function as a Presidential Headquarters, and even 

beyond the life of Arafat himself. The 7000 square-metres memorial site – including Arafat’s 

mausoleum, a small mosque, and a museum– is meant to be, in the architect’s words, “a 

memorial park designed as a cultural urban platform [and] a public monument”,686 open to the 

public to commemorate the nation’s greatest leader. The memorial site is a major addition to 

the Muqata’a that strikingly contrasts the political part by being cultural, open, and educational. 

Therefore, it becomes essential to investigate it within the same framework of analysis as the 

Muqata’a: as both a site of political power and a place for displaying state theatrics. To 

accomplish this, we must first understand the original reasoning behind burying Arafat in the 

Muqata’a, the decision-making dynamics behind the construction of the site, and the narrative 

of the national leader that the museum conveys to visitors.  

 
6.4.1 The construction of the site: where to bury Arafat?  

The decision to bury Arafat inside the Muqata’a in November 2004 may seem like a 

merely logical decision, but in fact, it was the result of complicated conditions and holds deep 

meanings. As the nation’s leader who had spent his life fighting for Jerusalem to be recognized 

as the capital of Palestine, Arafat had always wanted to be buried in there. Although the PNA 

requested this arrangement from Israel, the latter flatly rejected it. Instead, Israel offered two 

alternatives: the first was the site of the abandoned Parliament building in Abu-Dis, overlooking 

the Dome of the Rock in the Haram Al-Sharif; the second was in Gaza, where most of Arafat’s 

family are buried. When the PNA refused the latter, Israel revoked the former offer due to 

security concerns.687 

Of the available remaining options – Gaza or Ramallah – senior PNA politicians insisted 

on burying Arafat in the Muqata’a, due to the site’s symbolism after the siege.688 Inside the 

compound, they decided to bury him where the destroyed mosque originally stood, so as to 

                                                
686 (Abdulsalam & Aswad, 2011) 
687 (Dan, 2004) 
688 (Al-Saleh, 2004)!
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prepare for reconstructing the mosque as well as the whole site. A PNA official explained that, 

although they were not given many options, the decision to bury him in the Muqata’a 

nevertheless “was not arbitrary, but a deliberate decision”.689 Ramallah was therefore the only 

possible compromise, and consequently was once again forced into the national spotlight. On 

one hand, it was far enough away from Jerusalem that it would not cause a problem for Israel. 

On the other hand, according to the same PNA official, the Muqata’a as a burial site is 

associated with “political and national meanings of steadfastness and struggle against the 

occupation”,690 and so it made sense to bury Arafat there. It is therefore apparent that the choice 

to bury Arafat in the Muqata’a was intended to symbolise his role as the nation’s leader and to 

serve as a constant reminder of his last battle with the Israeli Army.  

Nevertheless, the PNA emphasised that his burial in Ramallah was only temporary. 

They promised to transfer his body to Jerusalem once the city is “liberated from the Israeli 

Occupation and is the capital of the Palestinian state”691 – which they still claim during the 

anniversaries of Arafat’s death and on various other national occasions. The temporariness of 

Arafat’s memorial site was intended to symbolise the commitment of returning to Jerusalem as 

the nation’s capital. Spatially, its location in the Muqata’a, where Arafat had to endure a brutal 

siege, offers a reminder of the tragic destiny of the nation’s leader. It also signals the failed 

attempt to bury Arafat in Jerusalem, thus echoing the Palestinian leadership’s inability to return 

to Jerusalem, which itself evokes deep feelings of loss and defeat. However, due to its location 

in the reconstructed political power base of the nation, the memorial does not escape the fact it 

also may play a role in the PNA’s state theatrics (as investigated earlier in the political part of 

the Muqata’a). In the memorial part, these theatrics use the architecture to inscribe the nation’s 

narrative in physical space by relying heavily on the life and symbolism of a national leader, 

and therefore they must be investigated within this framework.  

 

6.4.2 The architectural investigation of Arafat’s site in the Muqata’a  

Shortly after Arafat’s death and burial, the Palestinian government commissioned the 

architect Jafar Toukan to design a memorial site for him next to his tomb.692 As a regionally-

renowned Jordanian architect of Palestinian descent, Toukan had enjoyed a close relationship 

with the PNA and its senior politicians since 1996, when he was commissioned to design the 

Parliament building in Abu-Dis near Jerusalem as the first purpose-built Palestinian 

governmental institution after Oslo (section 4.5.2). As such, neither the decision to commission 

                                                
689 Ibid.!
690 Ibid. 
691 Ibid.!
692 The architect died in 2014. The author chased his firm for an interview and was not successful. 
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Toukan nor the details of the site’s design were communicated to the public, except for small 

discussions with a few local architectural experts and university scholars.693 Despite these 

minor consultations, all final decisions were made internally by the PNA, who fully funded the 

1.7 USD million project.694  

In an interview in 2005, Toukan explained that he was required to design a memorial 

site for Arafat that would consider the tomb as the main focal point. For Toukan, the project 

was especially challenging because it was supposed to be a ‘national shrine’ for a great leader 

but also a representation of a larger national cause. He commented that the project therefore 

“required a delicate blend of the personal and the political”.695  

The memorial site as it currently stands consists of three main elements: a mosque; a 

museum; and the tomb of Arafat (figure 6.1). The tomb is located inside a stone cube-shaped 

mausoleum inspired by the Ka’aba  – the holiest building for Muslims in Mecca (figure 6.22). 

The mausoleum is surrounded by a small pool of water “symbolizing life and continuity of life 

for the Palestinian people”.696 The architect’s firm designed the three elements to be “connected 

through stone routes lying on extended fields of greenery, trees, water, and light and shadow, 

enriching the visual and physical experience of the visitor as well as the community”.697 The 

mausoleum can be approached by a large, 60 metre long and 17 metre wide path, which begins 

in the southern edge of the Muqata’a (figure 6.23). 

In fact, the memorial site is loaded with symbolism. In addition to the use of water to 

represent the life of the nation, increased light inside the mausoleum is designed to indicate 

optimism and the continued hope of establishing a Palestinian state.698 The memorial’s three 

structures are overlaid with stone brought from Jerusalem, signalling Jerusalem’s significance 

as the only possible Palestinian capital and the eternal burial ground for Arafat. From a religious 

perspective, many site details make Islamic references: in addition to the Ka’ba-shaped 

mausoleum, the mosque, its minaret, and the mausoleum include an outer frieze, hand-etched 

with Quranic verses that all refer to those martyrs who sacrificed their lives for God and their 

people.699 These verses are aimed to suggest that Arafat is a martyr who spent his life defending 

                                                
693  (Al-Ayaseh, 2005)!
694 Ibid. 
695 (Khouri, 2005) 
696 Ibid. The width of the path is an average.  
697 (Abdulsalam & Aswad, 2011) 
698 (Khouri, 2005) 
699 The Quranic verse on the mausoleum is of Surat Al-Ahzab (33:23): “Among the believers are men true 
to what they promised Allah . Among them is he who has fulfilled his vow [to the death], and among them 
is he who awaits [his chance]. And they did not alter [the terms of their commitment] by any alteration”. 
The one on the minaret is from Surat Al-Imran (4:200): “O you who have believed, persevere and endure 
and remain stationed and fear Allah that you may be successful.” The famous Ayat Al-Kursi of Surat Al-
Baqara (2:255) is the one on the mosque. 
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the Palestinians.700 Although Arafat was not known to be overly religious, he was nevertheless 

committed to Islamic traditions. In order to spatially represent this nuance, the mosque is tucked 

to the side of the design in a “sunken pocket garden…only revealing itself from the entry 

platform”701 to the north (figure 6.24). This location was chosen to indicate that Arafat was 

religious but also secular, and that, according to Darwish, his “religiousness never affected his 

secularism or vice versa”.702  

The architect sees the site’s symbolism as “reflecting the reality of the Palestinian 

people, their leader, the Palestinian cause and Jerusalem – the desired capital for the next 

Palestinian state”.703 With such simple elements and abstractions, the architect also intended to 

instil a hopeful image of the Palestinian people. He wanted the site’s symbolism to represent 

the Palestinian nation and their cause, and to communicate this representation to the world. This 

would reflect a positive image of the Palestinians and their desire to become part of the 

international community, and embellish the Palestinian nation – all through Arafat. Toukan 

commented: 

 

I wanted the mausoleum to show that the Palestinians are part of this contemporary 

world and its spirit of life…The [site] should represent the aspirations of the Palestinian 

people to be part of this modern world. I felt that Arafat … represents the cause. [Despite 

the controversy around him] he contributed to keeping the Palestinian cause alive, and 

making it internationally known… after his death I think the symbolism of his cause is 

what most interested me in this project. The mausoleum should represent him through 

representing the Palestinian cause.704 

 

Arafat’s memorial site is therefore transformed into a true national shrine for several 

reasons: as a project envisioned and funded by the PNA, and expected to represent the 

Palestinian cause to the world; as a project loaded with Palestinian meanings and references 

such as Jerusalem and Arafat; and as a project constructed on a site holding significant national 

collective memory.  

However, Arafat’s memorial site seems to have been designed in isolation from the fact 

that it is part of the PNA’s political power base. While the site’s design heavily relies on 

                                                
700 The cause of death of Arafat is controversial, but many reports indicate that he was poisoned while 
under siege. Most of these reports are on display in his museum. Therefore, Palestinians consider their 
leader a martyr, which deepens their national loss even further. 
701 (Abdulsalam & Aswad, 2011) 
702 (Mahmoud Darwish, 2011) 
703 (Al-Ayaseh, 2005) 
704 (Khouri, 2005) 
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Arafat’s image, symbolism, and his integration into the national narrative, none of the design 

aspects address the fact that the memorial site operates as part of the most powerful institution 

in the PNA, and therefore effectively interacts with the theatrical aspect of the political part. 

Spatially, this is accomplished in two primary ways: first, Toukan suggests that the whole site 

forms a triangle, within which Arafat’s museum is placed at the highest northern point to 

symbolically refer to his central role in the lives of the Palestinians.705 Interestingly however, 

Toukan chose to place the museum, not the tomb, at the top of the triangle. Spatially, the site 

also connects with the political Presidential part of the Muqata’a on this same, highest point via 

the museum and the siege section. Therefore, contrary to Toukan’s interpretation, we can 

actually symbolically read the site as emphasising the role of the state’s power at the top of the 

triangle, which solely builds upon Arafat and his heritage. While building a memorial site for 

a nation’s leader is not surprising,706 understanding the memorial site as part of the Muqata’a 

nevertheless seems to further cement the role of the compound as a political power base, and 

therefore supports the theatrical aspects of its political part. One might even argue that the 

memorial part allows a comparison between the Muqata’a and a Roman Janus, who 

simultaneously looks at the past (the memorial part) while also supporting the future state and 

its theatrical qualities (the political part). 

The second way through which the memorial site interacts with the political part is 

through the extensive use of Islamic religious references. The design uses the Ka’ba-shaped 

mausoleum, the Quranic verses, and the whole orientation of the site following the Qibla axis 

(the prayer orientation towards Mecca). Furthermore, the addition of the mosque to the site is 

quite interesting because, unlike most of the mosques in the region, there are no daily prayers 

conducted in the mosque, nor is a call to prayer made from its minaret. Located in the ‘sunken 

garden’ and with its cube-shaped, long and detached minaret; the design of the mosque makes 

it a rather a marginal element. It remains almost unnoticed in the site, yet nevertheless critical 

for imparting the sense of sacredness intrinsic to the site as well as to Arafat. Therefore, the 

design of the site utilizes these religious references to anchor Arafat in the site, and to evoke 

awe and respect to him as a national leader. In addition, the seventh article of the Palestinian 

constitution considers the principles of the “Islamic Sharia as the main source for 

legislation”.707 In the context of the Middle East where religion and politics are intertwined,708 

and when considered as part of the nation’s political power base; the inclusion of religious 

                                                
705 (Khouri, 2005) 
706 Consider for example Ataturk’s memorial site in Ankara. See: (Cinar, 2014; Wilson, 2016) 
707 (Brown, 2003b) 
708 (Tessler, 2002) 



! 210!

symbols in the memorial site design then reinforces the impression of the site as a political 

power base.   

 

6.4.3 Arafat’s museum and displaying the Palestinian national narrative 

Arafat’s museum constitutes a major element of the memorial site. The 7 million USD 

museum709 was constructed with a total area of 2600 square-metres and has three floors.710 It’s 

main exhibition is spread across four ramps (figure 6.25), which allow visitors to ascend as they 

learn the history of the Palestinian people since the beginning of the twentieth century (figure 

6.26). After climbing these four ramps, visitors cross a bridge and enter the siege section of the 

surviving old Tegart fort (figure 6.11). There, they can see the original rooms where Arafat 

stayed during the siege, including his two offices, meeting hall, kitchen, the guard’s room, and 

his bedroom (figures 6.27–6.31).  

The museum’s original aim is to communicate and educate about the contemporary 

national narrative of the Palestinian people. 711 In order to explore its role as part of the PNA’s 

Presidential base, it is important to first investigate several spatial aspects. Firstly, the museum 

and Arafat’s site are managed by the Yasser Arafat Foundation, a semi-governmental 

organisation established by Presidential decree in May 2007,712 and both are funded by the 

Palestinian government. Envisioned by the PNA, the museum is officially titled the ‘Yasser 

Arafat Museum’ but also defines itself, as the director explained,713 as the ‘Museum of 

Contemporary Palestinian National Memory’. In that sense, the museum functions more as a 

national museum directly funded by the state. 

The second aspect is concerned with the museum’s narrative. Titled ‘100 Years of 

Struggle’, 714 it highlights key events in the lives of the Palestinians and the Palestinian national 

movement during the twentieth century, as well as important milestones in Arafat’s life, such 

as his birth, the establishment of his political faction ‘Fateh’, his signing of the Oslo accords, 

and his siege. These events are well-integrated into the national history of the Palestinian people 

promoted inside the museum and through its displays. However, this structure effectively 

merges the Palestinian cause into the history of Arafat,715 and attributes exclusive credit to him 

                                                
709 (Hussieni, 2018; Mitnick, 2016) 
710 Ibid. 
711 (Yasser Arafat Museum, n.d.) 
712 (‘Presidential Decree No. (5) of 2007 Concerning the Establishment of the Yasser Arafat Foundation’, 
2007) 
713 (Halayqa, 2018) 
714 It took the foundation nearly 5 years to prepare the content of the museum. See: (Halayqa, 2018; 
Hussieni, 2018) 
715  (Hussieni, 2018) 
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as a man of the people and the father of their statehood project. On several occasions in the 

permanent exhibition, the museum combines Arafat’s personal life, the people, their cause and 

Jerusalem together, in an attempt to convey the message that Jerusalem as the national capital 

is a crucial and fundamental aspect of the Palestinian narrative. 716 

Despite the focus on Arafat and his Fateh party, Mohammed Halayqa the director of the 

museum insisted in an interview that the museum represents all the Palestinians and tells their 

stories from an objective point of view, without privileging a certain faction over another.717 

While some exhibitions may indeed present an unbiased account, the museum’s focus 

nevertheless remains centred on the political history of Fateh, the assassination of it leaders, 

and their contributions to the Palestinian cause, with the life of Arafat, his siege, and his 

eventual death placed firmly at its centre. It does not mention, for example, the complex history 

of other political parties. It also entirely excludes cultural figures and individuals who oppose 

the PNA but whose names remain closely associated with Palestine, such as the famous Edward 

Said for example. In addition, the museum narrative’s text is based on references from 

international law. Mamdouh Al-Farroukh, a current museum employee and curator further 

expounded on this in an interview: 

 

When preparing the narrative, we were required to abide by the rules of the international 

law. For example, cities inside Israel such as Akko, Haifa or Yaffa which the Palestinian 

nation still considers them Palestinian ones, have no mention in the museum because 

according to the international law, they are now part of Israel, and the PNA respects 

that.718 

 

Clearly, therefore, the museum presents a selective version of the Palestinian national 

narrative in a way that aligns closely with the PNA’s state-building project and acts as a national 

museum. In its funding, content and vision, it re-draws the lines of the Palestinian national 

narrative, within which it reproduces and promotes the PNA’s perspective. However, this 

narrative may not necessarily representative of all Palestinians. Regarding this point, one 

museum visitor commented: 

 

                                                
716!For example, a huge replica of the window of Arafat’s grandfather in Jerusalem is present at the 
beginning of the first ramp, overlooking the Haram Al-Sharif in the city. This exhibit marks Arafat’s birth 
in 1929 in Jerusalem and represents “a clear attempt to make a connection between a leader, a people and 
the capital of the state, Jerusalem.” see: (Hussieni, 2018, p. 31) 
717 (Halayqa, 2018) 
718 (Al-Farroukh, 2018) 
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I was disappointed that the national Palestinian narrative is being confined and 

displayed through Arafat. I understand that Arafat was popular, but not everyone liked 

him. As a Palestinian who lived his whole life in diaspora, I see no representation of 

myself, my life and my suffering in this museum and I do not agree with its approach. 

To me, the whole site is an exaggeration of Arafat and it feels odd to be here.719  

The selected, exclusionary and non-representational narrative of the museum obviously 

produced a sense of estrangement for this visitor, which further underlines the one-sidedness 

of the PNA’s spatial and political strategies. 

 

6.4.4 The memorial site and the political Muqata’a: two sites of political power   

There is no doubt that Arafat’s reputation as the nation’s leader, as well as the effort, 

money and thought invested in his memorial site made it one of Ramallah’s key landmarks. 

The site and the museum receive regular visitors daily from a range of various backgrounds, 

ages and nationalities. It is especially attractive to tourists, schoolchildren, and those who were 

affiliated with the PLO or Fateh. The site also features on online platforms with five-star 

positive feedback ratings.720 

To understand how the site functions within the Muqata’a, it is important to consider 

the experience of visitors: upon entering the site from the street, one’s belongings are subject 

to a security check. Walking along the 60-metre long plaza, one is welcomed by the gleaming 

structures of the mosque to the left and the mausoleum on the horizon, while the street noise 

slowly fades in the background. Next to Arafat’s tomb, two Presidential guards stand inside the 

mausoleum filled with natural light, while the sound of the water behind the mausoleum and 

the Quranic inscriptions on the tomb instil a sense of holiness and great respect (figure 6.22). 

Upon leaving the mausoleum, one heads west and is able to see the mosque’s entry platform to 

the left. From there and further ahead to the north, the museum is visible in the background.  

Inside the museum, the two portraits of Arafat and the current president Mahmoud 

Abbas welcome the visitor. To the left is the orientation room and the gift shop, while to the 

right is the beginning of the first ramp. After climbing the four ramps, the visitor crosses the 

bridge overlooking the well-maintained eastern plaza of the Muqata’a and passes to the siege 

section. There, the visitor can observe where Arafat remained during the last 3 years of his life 

under siege, including his bedroom, offices and the rooms of his guards (figures 6.27–6.31). 

The whole experience of visiting the site and the museum concludes in Arafat’s bedroom. The 
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director of the museum sees this as a ‘hopeful ending to the visit’ because, as he commented in 

an interview, “even though Arafat passed away, the struggle of the Palestinian people for 

statehood remains and continues”.721 

With its gleaming design, the site may indeed give a sense of ‘national pride’, for as one 

local visitor stated: “we [the Palestinians] are finally able to tell our story to the world”.722 From 

an international perspective, one English tourist said: “It is a very different place, unlike 

anything else we have seen in Palestine. It is very organised and well made”,723 an opinion that 

is similar to many other comments from various international visitors, as indicated in the 

visitor’s book of the museum.724 The site thus gives a ‘sense of pride’ to the locals and elicits 

‘impressive feedback’ from international visitors. In addition, as a place located inside the 

Muqata’a, and one that relies on Arafat and his narrative as a state leader, the memorial site and 

particularly the museum spatially function to disseminate the Palestinian national narrative 

from the point of view of the PNA.  

The museum and the whole memorial site thus both contrasts with the Muqata’a and 

simultaneously completes it. The contrast lays in the fact that it is open to the public, free of 

charge, and represents a hopeful and relaxed version of the state, while the Muqata’a remains 

completely sealed off and inaccessible. Yet in that regard, the museum also complements the 

Muqata’a because, as a project of the state, it is open to the people and invites them to come 

and see what the state is trying to do, and to learn more about the state’s narrative and approach. 

In that sense, the site also functions in a way that complements the state theatrics: the 60-metre-

long plaza serves as a processional route, from which the president and other politicians lay a 

wreath on Arafat’s tomb on various national and religious occasions and during state visits 

(figures 6.32–6.33). The inauguration ceremony of the museum, for example, was particularly 

spectacular, and was attended by high-profile visitors and politicians from all over the world in 

a lavish ceremony that took place in the plaza (figure 6.34). In that sense, the PNA uses Arafat’s 

narrative and site in various ways that are integrated with the Muqata’a. Indeed, Arafat is 

generally loved and respected, and therefore represents an ideal tool for the PNA’s state-

building programme, especially that his site is located inside the Muqata’a and in a matrix of 

other governmental buildings in the government northern cluster. 
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6.5 The Reconstruction of the Muqata’a and Deepening the Feeling of National 

Loss 

 

By building upon Arafat’s fate inside the government’s base, the memorial site and the 

overall reconstruction of the Muqata’a effectively reduce the Palestinian national narrative to 

Arafat, and shrink it to the political history of the Palestinian national movement as headed by 

him and his party, especially following the establishment of the PNA. The stories of the local 

people who lived under occupation before the arrival of the PNA or those living in diaspora 

receive no representation in the memorial site nor in the museum. This is spatially manifested 

in several ways. The first is that the narrative of the museum, besides being exclusionary and 

non-representational as discussed earlier, makes no mention of the complex history of the 

Muqata’a compound as a colonial Tegart fort, apart from one A1-sized sheet that is tucked to 

the side and almost invisible, located on the connecting bridge just before the siege section. 

One museum employee who manages the exhibition commented on this single item: 

 

We cannot include everything in the museum. The colonial history of the site is 

important but not as important as what had happened to Arafat inside it and what it 

means now for the general population.725 

 

While the reconstruction of the Muqata’a used many architectural elements inspired by the 

site’s colonial history to reflect the state’s power (see section 6.2.2), this history nevertheless 

becomes unimportant and marginal when displaying and communicating the national narrative 

to the general public. In that sense, what is absent from the museum is also as important as what 

is present.  

Secondly, the visitor’s experience journeying through the site – from the main entry, to 

the mausoleum, to the museum, and the following experience inside the museum to its 

conclusion in the bedroom – is truly dramatic and odd. In the siege section of the museum, the 

visitor observes the humble, nearly 3 square-metres sized bedroom and the difficult conditions 

Arafat had to endure under siege. This is presented in a dramatic atmosphere with sad music 

playing the background, as well as with videos of the rubble that elicit memories of the second 

intifada, the siege of Arafat, and the collapse of Palestinian political hopes. After witnessing 

this combination of images and sounds, the visitor is left with mixed and feelings, which 

“leav[es] open the question about the future of the Palestinian state”.726 Despite the hopeful 
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ending that the director of the museum sees, the ‘national pride’ that is felt by some local visitors 

instead also becomes imbued with anger, sadness, sympathy, sorrow, as well as heartbreak for 

Arafat’s destiny and for the larger political instabilities that the Palestinians still experience. 

One local Palestinian visitor said:  

 

The site gives me a sense of pride but it also evokes sad feelings. I feel very sorry for 

our situation now, history simply repeats itself and we [the Palestinians] are still stuck 

where we are.727 

 

Rather than hope, the visitor signalled that nothing improved politically and that Palestinians 

are still fighting for their national rights to regain their homeland, capital, and state. Regarding 

this point, and as explained in section (6.4.1), the fact that Arafat’s burial inside the Muqata’a 

is actually due to an inability to bury him where he wished, in the nation’s capital of Jerusalem, 

further deepens these feelings. 

Finally, the reconstruction of the Muqata’a in its two parts empties its memory as both 

a colonial site and as the location of national struggle and siege. As one of the museum visitors 

expressed:  

 

I feel very sorry for the reconstruction of the Muqata’a. I was imprisoned here in the 

1980s and later I used to walk next to it literally shaking. Now no one knows that now 

because it has a new shape.728 

 

A brigadier general in the PNA military who is the head of the security unit in the memorial 

site also commented:  

 

I do not like the new construction. I was imprisoned in the Muqata’a before the arrival 

of the PNA and I was with Arafat during his siege. We used to document the events we 

had experienced on the walls while we were under siege next to Arafat. When he died 

and the memorial site was built, the museum administration considered our memories 

to be graffiti and decided to re-paint the siege section, removing our footprint from the 

site. When you reconstruct something you also re-write its history and erase some of 

it.729 
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These two quotes represent one small part of the larger general population’s narratives and their 

relationships with the Muqata’a after its reconstruction, which did not take their voices or their 

narratives into consideration. The reconstruction of the Muqata’a, of its both political and 

memorial parts made it devoid of its former popular national significance, and excluded the 

voices of the local population and their stories of suffering.  

The memorial site and the Muqata’a do achieve their aim of displaying and 

communicating the Palestinian national narrative, told from the point of view of the PNA, to 

the world. However, they cannot escape the fact that the Muqata’a also remains today as the 

true embodiment of national feelings of loss. On the one hand is the larger loss of a Palestinian 

symbol and a homeland, and of losing Jerusalem as a national capital. However, there is also 

the sense of losing the memory and the history of the site, and with it the local population’s 

voices and stories of suffering. In that sense, one can understand the Muqata’a’s reconstruction, 

and particularly the creation of the memorial site within it, as what the Palestinian 

anthropologist Ismail Nashif calls the ‘loss of the loss’ or the ‘absenting of the absence’,730  

where he explains that Palestinians are now experiencing a second loss in their lives: the first 

loss was the historic Nakba of 1948, and as they tried to search for and regain it, they lost many 

other things in the process. After the PNA began to establish its political base, the resultant 

erasure of local narratives and the memories of the original Muqata’a demonstrate this second 

form of loss.  

 

6.6 Conclusion 

 
This chapter investigated the embedding of a key national figure in the political-national 

topography of Ramallah within the northern government cluster in the city. It analysed the 

Yasser Arafat memorial site and its relationship with the Presidential Headquarters of the 

Muqata’a, and looked at the role the whole Muqata’a plays in deepening our understanding of 

Ramallah as a capital city that does not only host PNA institutions, but also offers spaces to 

construct, promote, and disseminate a sense of national consciousness and identity.  

The chapter has argued that although the Muqata’a was reconstructed very similarly to 

its original design as a colonial fort, the defensive image of this structure was important for the 

PNA and the larger Palestinian nation following the death of Arafat and the end of the second 

intifada. Through investigating the nature of the destruction of the Muqata’a and the dynamics 

of its reconstruction, the chapter argued that the death of Arafat and the destruction of the 
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Muqata’a recalled a deep national feeling of loss for the Palestinian nation. The reconstruction 

of the Muqata’a became one way to overcome this feeling. In fact, as much as the reconstructed 

Muqata’a may appear defensive, unwelcoming and deeply entrenched in colonial heritage, it 

also embodies the PNA’s ability to rise again after the massive destruction it endured, as well 

as the death of its president. As a political entity representative of its people, (regardless of the 

many criticisms it faces), the PNA and its Muqata’a Headquarters embody the continued 

political existence of a Palestinian nation that is recognised worldwide.  

In addition to the fact that it is a Presidential Headquarters, the analysis discussed above 

make the Muqata’a doubtlessly the most important PNA institution in Ramallah, and its 

importance expands considerably when one considers the memorial part within it. The 

investigation of Arafat’s memorial site offered in this chapter reveals that, when spatially 

investigated in relation to the Muqata’a, it seems to reinforce the northern government cluster 

and provides a national focal point primarily about Arafat and his status. This analysis also 

revealed that the memorial site further embellishes the image of the government by using the 

memory and meaning of the national leader. 

This investigation has also revealed that the Muqata’a operates as a site of political 

power in its two reconstructed parts: the political and the memorial. Within the political part 

this power functions in two ways. The first is via its role in the theatrics of the government, in 

terms of displaying the political influence and weight of the state within its urban context and 

to visitors. The second way reveals that this influence is also connected to a sense of internal 

insecurity and fear, making it important to fortify the most important governmental institution 

against external or internal threats. In the memorial part, Arafat’s memorial and particularly the 

museum are used to imply a sense of awe and to impart the power of the state, thus 

disseminating the national narrative and reformulating it based on certain ideals and standards.  

Therefore, attempts to create a capital city in Ramallah that has meaning for Palestinians – that 

is both a functional place for the government and a place for promoting, displaying and 

constructing a national consciousness – do culminate in the northern cluster, in the combination 

of the site of Arafat and the Muqata’a. 

The investigation thus revealed that the Muqata’a, including Arafat’s memorial site, are 

constant reminders of national tragedy for the Palestinians. They both encompass a history of 

loss, including: the establishment of the Muqata’a as a colonial fort, its subsequent occupation 

by the Israelis, the establishment of the PNA in Ramallah – after their inability to reach 

Jerusalem, – the siege, destruction, death and burial of Arafat, and the impossibility of burying 

him in Jerusalem. While Arafat will be a largely celebrated ‘father’ to the Palestinian nation, 

the Muqata’a compound remains a source of both pride and disturbing collective memories, 
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standing as a constant reminder of the disastrous political situation of the Palestinians. Located 

in this troubling space between a site of national political power and a site of disturbing 

memories and tragic loss, the Muqata’a remains a true representation of the schizophrenic 

political Palestinian situation and of the paradoxical case of Ramallah as a capital. 
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Chapter Seven 
 

Conclusion 
The Paradox of Ramallah: An Ambiguous Capital 

 

This research examines the spatial transformation of the city of Ramallah in Palestine, 

focusing particularly on the concentration of PNA institutions in the city since 1995. It has paid 

considerable attention to the purpose-built PNA institutions that were concentrated in the city 

and became visible after the second intifada (2000-2005), especially those that were the result 

of the PNA’s 2009 state-building programme. One of the key findings of this research is that 

the architectural and urban investigation of government institutions in the city exposes a 

political-national topography in Ramallah, a topography that through the number, spatial 

organization, function and character of the buildings becomes visible to those who wish to 

interrogate the city as something more than the result of economic or accidental development. 

The research shows that a basic understanding of Ramallah as a capital city figures in the 

organization of the city’s political-national topography in the form of two main government 

clusters, one in the north and one in the south, connected by a route that passes through Manara 

and Arafat squares in the city centre. This organisation creates an urban layout that makes 

Ramallah, to all intents and purposes, and in all but name, a capital city.  

Nevertheless, it is important to reiterate at this point that Ramallah is a city under 

occupation and that it was never declared to be the temporary Palestinian capital. Given that 

Israeli measures initially limited and later prevented Palestinians from establishing their 

political and national institutions in Jerusalem, the concentration of PNA institutions in 

Ramallah remains the result of what could be done under occupation, a form of achievement. 

However, we should also remember that it was not Israeli decisions but Palestinian decisions, 

desires and will that led to PNA institutions being constructed in the city, placed them in two 

government clusters and gave them their architectural and urban qualities.  

The research stressed that Palestinian government and nation have always insisted, and 

continue to insist, that Jerusalem will always remain their only national capital.  Therefore, a 

second finding of this research is that this emerging ‘capital city status’ of Ramallah is 

paradoxical. On one hand, it is largely unwanted in Ramallah, as there is a strong yearning for 

Jerusalem. On the other hand, establishing state institutions and concentrating them in Ramallah 

remains a manifestation or achievement of the Palestinian desire for a capital and for the PNA 

to function and realise its state-building programme.  
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A third finding of this research is related to the memorial sites for two national figures: 

Mahmoud Darwish and Yasser Arafat. The research shows that the embedding of these two key 

national figures into the topography of the city gives each cluster a key focal point that supports 

the presence of the government, and embellishes the PNA institutions with a cultural-national 

image. The two key figures thus become connected through the national topography of the city, 

forming spatial counterpoints and giving clear start and end points to the governmental route.  

As a government base that is attempting to function as a capital, the inclusion of the two 

memorial sites plays a significant role in giving Ramallah a sense of Palestinian national 

identity and meaning. In other words, while the city’s government buildings are nationally 

important, they would otherwise remain only government buildings that do not speak to the 

people in the way the Darwish and Arafat sites do. The two sites include museums, are open to 

the public and are free to enter, allowing local and international visitors to come in and see the 

lives of these two people and the Palestinian national narrative, something that a ministry 

building does not offer. 

In a context in which the government is trying to build a state, the research shows that 

the use of Darwish and Arafat becomes indispensable, since Palestinian national meanings are 

conveyed spatially through these two figures’ memorial sites. Indeed, notions of national 

identity are performed and contested through such memorials, which “create symbolic space, 

and function as nodes of collective politics”.731 In this context, we can understand the use of 

these two figures and their sites as an attempt by the PNA to (re)produce the Palestinian national 

narrative, promote it and present it to both local and international audiences. Arafat and 

Darwish are thus used to communicate the nation’s identity to the world, making the city act as 

a ‘multiple hinge’ between the PNA, the people and the world. They also display a sense of 

national pride and unity, promote a form of national representation, embellish and display the 

national narrative, project the nation’s future and preserve its heritage. In doing this, they boost 

Ramallah’s image as a functioning capital with a Palestinian character and symbolism and 

strengthen its spatial layout in the form of two government clusters and a route.  

Despite the location and considerable importance of the memorial sites, a fourth finding 

of this study is that they are not equal, and by default neither are the two government clusters. 

While Darwish’s spatial inscription in the city remains important, Arafat’s focal point remains 

much more significant for various reasons, these include: the weight of Arafat himself as the 

nation’s leader; the location of his site inside the Presidential Headquarters of the Muqata’a; 

the colonial history of the latter and its reconstruction and direct attachment to Arafat’s siege, 

                                                
731 (Till, 2003, p. 279) 
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in addition to the major symbolism it holds with the wider population. In exploring the nature 

of the destruction of the Muqata’a and the dynamics of its reconstruction under the devastated 

political conditions that the PNA had to face, the Muqata’a, with its dominating and 

monumental facades, stands today as the most important PNA institution in the city from both 

political and national symbolic perspectives. 

Finally, a fifth finding is that the analysis of the inclusion of Arafat’s memorial site 

within the Muqata’a reveals that the two work together to strengthen the political influence and 

power of the PNA as the ruling regime of the Palestinian people. However, due to the inability 

to establish the PNA’s political base in Jerusalem, the Muqata’a stands today paradoxically as 

a reminder of Palestine’s tragic colonial history, national deprivation and loss. Most 

importantly, the Muqata’a stands today as a true example of Ramallah’s ambiguous status as 

both an occupied city and a political and national core under occupation.  

 

7.1 The Paradox of Architecture and the Palestinian Condition of ‘Permanent 

Temporariness’  

 

The PNA considers the building of government institutions in Ramallah to be a 

temporary arrangement, lasting until Jerusalem is gained as the capital. However, the research 

shows that the architectural qualities of these institutions, as well as their spatial arrangements 

in the city and their influence on its urban fabric, all appear more permanent than temporary. 

In that, the architecture of Ramallah thus becomes paradoxical: on the one hand, it contributes 

to the achievement of the national desire to establish the long-awaited Palestinian state. On the 

other hand, its ability to suggest permanency through the construction of expensive, large-scale 

and purpose-built buildings is undesired. This is because, according to most Palestinian 

sensibilities, these buildings should be in Jerusalem rather than Ramallah. In short, the paradox 

comes from the fact that the political-national topography constructed for this purpose, in this 

image, quantity, and in this urban layout suggests permanency under colonial rule, as it 

establishes in Ramallah what should be established in the capital. In that, it gives a sense of a 

confusing capital in the wrong place. The term ‘temporary’ thus broadens, becoming 

indeterminate in terms of time. 

While the perception of PNA institutions in Ramallah as temporary structures is closely 

linked to the fact that they are not built in Jerusalem, we can also extend this analysis even 

further. This could be done through positing these Ramallah institutions within the wider 

Palestinian condition that emerged after the mass displacement of the Palestinians during the 

1948 Nakba. This condition is concerned with a constant sense of temporariness and waiting 
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that Palestinians felt after this catastrophic event, to the extent that “lengthy waiting and 

expectations have become universal Palestinian characteristics”,732 and ‘permanent 

temporariness’ has become a key feature of Palestinian life.733  

However, Jamal (2016) argues that the ‘protracted temporariness’ that Palestinians have 

felt since the 1948 Nakba (and continue to feel today) remains a useful mechanism for them to 

cope with their loss and displacement. In fact, he argues that temporariness is a ‘constructive 

factor’ that has helped Palestinians cope with the profound feeling of loss they had to face. He 

argued that: 

 

The perception of temporariness has thus acquired the attributes of a powerful 

psychological defense mechanism, sustaining the continuity of the awareness to which 

Palestinians sought to cling, as they confronted the unbearable physical and spiritual 

burdens of defeat, humiliation, displacement, and helplessness. The sense of 

temporariness eased the agonizing existential shock that shattered [their] fundamental 

properties of being.734  

 

From an architectural point of view, the Palestinian condition of ‘putting things on hold’ 

resulted in the birth of ‘temporary’ architectural typologies that responded to this condition, 

which were – in their temporariness as architectural structures – meaningful, and a tool to cope 

with the Palestinian crisis. The architectural typology of Palestinian refugee camps is probably 

the first example of such typologies.735 These camps started as temporary tents in 1948,736 but 

as the situation worsened and the refugees never returned to their homes, they expanded.737 

They became more permanent structures built with more enduring materials such as steel and 

concrete. Nevertheless, they are now meaningful and symbolic spaces, manifesting the will of 

                                                
732 (A. Jamal, 2016, p. 372) 
733 (Alkhalili, Dajani, & Leo, 2014; M. Barghouthi, 2005; A. Jamal, 2016) 
734 (A. Jamal, 2016, p. 372) 
735 We may argue that other Palestinian architectural topologies have emerged in the oPt to cope with the 
temporary condition. One example could be provided by the houses built without building permits by 
Palestinians in East Jerusalem, which are eventually demolished by the city’s Israeli municipality. 
Knowing that they will be destroyed, Palestinians continue to build what they consider to be ‘temporary’ 
houses or small extensions to existing houses, considering this as a way of coping with their growing 
spatial needs, as well as a response to the harsh building regulations imposed by the Israeli municipality. 
Providing another example are the temporary buildings erected by Palestinians in Area C, which are 
eventually destroyed by the Israeli Civil Administration in the West Bank. Broadly considered, such 
examples address the same question as does the architecture of Ramallah: that of architectural construction 
under the temporary Palestinian condition. For more information on the two examples above, see: (Halabi, 
2015; Meade, 2011). 
736 (Abreek-Zubiedat, 2015; Allweil, 2018) 
737 Ibid. 
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Palestinian refugees to return home.738 From this perspective, perhaps we should ask whether 

the PNA’s architectural production in Ramallah can also be an advanced form of the camp 

typology. Of course, further research is still needed to validate this point. Nevertheless, 

positioning the political-national topography of Ramallah within the larger Palestinian 

condition of temporariness allows us to understand Ramallah differently.   

From this perspective, a sixth finding of this research is that the political-national 

topography of Ramallah, in its temporariness, is in fact a result of the loss of Jerusalem and a 

tool for coping with this loss. The PNA first established its institutions in the city in existing 

buildings, later constructing them as temporary buildings but using permanent materials. 

Nevertheless, they are one way in which the PNA can physically argue for its state-building 

programme, manage its population and face the harsh political conditions it has had to endure. 

In that, the PNA’s architectural production in Ramallah is not only symbolic of an emerging 

state – although with a displaced capital – but also a manifestation of the Palestinian crisis. The 

research thus allows us to see Ramallah embedded in the Palestinian condition, not detached 

from it.  Additionally, it is producing a new type of architecture that is becoming increasingly 

associated with temporariness, adding to Palestine’s post-Nakba and post-Oslo temporary 

architectural heritage.  

This research thus proves that architecture is a fundamental aspect of the making of a 

capital city, revealing the situation in Ramallah better than anything else. This is because for 

architecture as a discipline, the ontological qualities of the subject matter are fundamentally 

spatial,739 and it is through spatial transformations that Ramallah raises many questions. Thus, 

investigating the architecture and its urban arrangement in Ramallah, as well as understanding 

the various socio-political and cultural conditions under which it is produced, take Ramallah 

beyond the fact that it is simply a ‘bubble’ or a city ‘detached’ from the rest of the country. This 

research thus contributes to our understanding of the city through its built political-national 

topography, how it sits in the city and how it all becomes one urban set piece, clearly 

demonstrating that there is a logic in setting PNA institutions in the city. 

 
7.2 Ramallah as an Ambiguous Capital 

 
While no one wants to admit that Ramallah is a capital city, the research has shown that 

it has many of the hallmarks of a capital. As much as Palestinians desire and want a capital city 

after their long history of loss and displacement, this capital remains unwanted in Ramallah if 

                                                
738 (Peteet, 2005; Ramadan, 2009, 2013) 
739 (Pullan, 2017) 
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Jerusalem remains deprived of the status of the national capital. In that sense, Ramallah 

becomes an ambiguous form of a capital city, and this ambiguity is manifested on various 

levels. 

First, the ambiguity stems from the fact that Ramallah remains under colonial Israeli 

control, despite its spatial manifestation and function as a capital city – a situation that truly 

makes it an odd and perplexing city. A large part of this ambiguity comes from Oslo process. 

According to Pace and Sen (2019), the Oslo process ensured that the Palestinian state and its 

bureaucracies and rivals “socialised themselves into the conduct and political being-ness” 740 of 

a functional and sovereign state, which the PNA and its functionaries perform and engage in, 

making it ‘encompass a theatre of statecraft’.741 Characterizing the current Palestinian state as 

a ‘fuzzy state’ operating under colonial settler rule, Pace and Sen (2019) draw on Butler’s 

theory of performativity. They argue that the ‘fuzziness’ of the current Palestinian state 

generates its ‘state-ness’ through ‘performative acts’ that are constantly maintained and 

performed. Spatially, such performative acts include, for example, “the various national 

symbols, signs and flags [which] … accord the PNA the visual qualities of the state”.742  

From this perspective, the political-national topography emerging in Ramallah under 

the attempt to build a state could also be considered a ‘performative act’, where architecture 

serves as a stage-set that constructs the PNA’s theatre of statecraft. That is, at some point, 

constructing purpose-built state institutions becomes ‘theatrical’: it becomes needed to maintain 

the PNA’s rule and generate its ‘fuzzy’ state-ness. Therefore, constructing purpose-built state 

institutions in the city to maintain the PNA’s state-theatre makes Ramallah a kind of non-

genuine Palestinian capital city, as this capital is concerned only with maintaining the theatre 

of the PNA as implied by Oslo. Nevertheless, the research showed that Ramallah acquired a 

national symbolic status, as evidenced in the Darwish and Arafat memorials and the Muqata’a. 

While these are certainly part of the theatrics of the PNA, they nevertheless connect with the 

nation on various levels. As such, Ramallah is a capital city for maintaining the PNA’s theatre 

of statecraft – one that is paradoxically happening under occupation – but also one that has 

national meanings and characteristics.  

At this point, a question of the future of Ramallah as a Palestinian city becomes 

necessary here. If the Palestinians could establish their own capital in Jerusalem, and given 

Ramallah’s geographical location near Jerusalem, what will the future relationship between the 

two cities be? And if the Palestinians could not establish their capital in Jerusalem, in what form 

                                                
740 (Pace & Sen, 2019, p. 2) 
741 Ibid. 
742 (Pace & Sen, 2019, p. 11) 
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will Ramallah develop if it remains a temporary capital some twenty or thirty years from now? 

Indeed, it remains extremely difficult to predict what will happen to Ramallah as a functioning 

capital.743 However, it is important to stress that this research investigated a particular moment 

of the life of the city as a government base. Regardless of any future scenarios or political 

settlements, Ramallah now has a national and political status in Palestinian lives and has already 

played –and continues to play– a major role in contemporary Palestinian politics. For the current 

moment of history, Ramallah does function as a capital, manifesting a symbol of Palestinian 

authority and existence (the key government institutions) but also entailing its own exclusionary 

as well as self-erasing elements (the selective remembering of national figures, especially the 

narrative of Arafat’s museum).  

However, the main question that may be now asked is whether Ramallah is a capital in 

its appearances, performances and spatial features, but perhaps not in its deeper meanings (as 

the true missing national centre). In fact, the state-building programme states that the vision for 

the Palestinian state is that of a “democratic state with a multi-party political system”,744 but 

what becomes obviously missing in the political-national topography of Ramallah is a 

government institution that reflects this desire to be a democratic state: a place where the 

people’s voice is heard, like a Parliament. Indeed, none of the brand-new government buildings 

in Ramallah that have been addressed in this research are centres of governance and legislation; 

they are mostly concerned with the civil service and the mundane business of running the state, 

such as ministry buildings. Although the temporary Parliament, or Palestinian Legislative 

Council (PLC), was the first temporary building to be constructed in Ramallah when the PNA 

arrived in 1995 (see sections 4.5), it nevertheless remains marginal and non-functional today as 

a legislating institution in the city and in Palestinian politics. This is for two reasons: first, it 

was built as a temporary structure during the early years of Oslo, and its architectural qualities 

(as discussed in section 5.2) are not as significant as those of buildings constructed by the PNA 

in the city today (e.g. it is not monumental nor is it protected by a high wall or watchtowers). 

Most importantly, it is also marginal because the PLC has been suspended since 2007 and was 

eventually dissolved in 2018.745 Thus, the political-national topography of Ramallah today 

lacks a building that truly represents the voice of the people, which contradicts the vision of the 

Palestinian state as democratic. 

                                                
743 As discussed in section (5.6) of this research, any change to the architectural and urban form of the 
government institutions in Ramallah requires questioning what happened to the socio-political conditions 
under which such form was produced. 
744 (‘Palestine: Ending the Occupation, Establishing the State’, Programme of the 13th Government of the 
PNA, 2009, p. 6) 
745 (Sawafta, 2018) 
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Nevertheless, it may be argued that there is no need for a Parliament building in 

Ramallah because it is only a temporary base. In response, I would like to argue that the lack 

of a Parliament and its suspension has alarming ramifications and raise critical questions around 

Ramallah as a temporary capital and Palestinian politics in general. Thus, the following 

paragraphs will help us understand the transformation of the role of the Palestinian Parliament 

during the PLO’s exile and under the post-Oslo PNA. 

 Having a democratic rule for the Palestinians – or as democratic as possible – has always 

been central to Palestinian politics, even during exile.746  Prior to Oslo, the Palestinian National 

Council (PNC) was the Parliament of the PLO in exile and “the supreme authority of the 

Palestinian people in all their places of residence”,747 convening every year in various cities 

around the world and elected every three years.748 Despite the dispersal of the Palestinians, the 

basic law of the PNC stated that its members should always be elected by the Palestinian 

people.749 When that was not possible, PNC members were elected via nominations from the 

preceding PNC, or through local and regional unions in the countries where Palestinians were 

dispersed.750 When the PLO signed Oslo, the latter stipulated the formation of the Palestinian 

Legislative Council (PLC) inside Palestine, with members elected by Palestinians only in the 

West Bank and Gaza.751 Although many political parties boycotted the first PLC elections in 

1996,752 these elections can nevertheless be considered a second attempt to make the rule of the 

people the basis for Palestinian politics.  

The PLC remained active in Palestine, with two temporary buildings, one in Gaza and 

one in Ramallah, while a third building began construction in Abu Dis (see section 4.5, 

especially 4.5.2). But the eruption of the second intifada in 2000 and a series of incidents that 

challenged Arafat’s rule resulted in the second PLC elections being delayed.753 Later, they were 

finally held after ten years in 2006, but a major political fissure between Hamas and Fateh, the 

two major Palestinian political parties, followed in 2007. As a result, the PLC was suspended, 

remaining so until the current Palestinian President officially dissolved it in December 2018. 

Laws are now passed by Presidential decrees, with no consultation with the PLC. This was a 

significant transformation for Palestinians from democracy – or attempts at democracy, even in 

exile – to a suspended and dissolved PLC. The investigation of government architecture in 

                                                
746 (Rubenberg, 1983) 
747 (PNC, n.d.) 
748 Ibid. 
749 Ibid. 
750 (Hilal, 1993a, 2006; Rubenberg, 1983) 
751 (Abdel-Ati, 2019) 
752 Ibid. 
753 (Al-Maliki, 2015; S. J. Barghouthi, 2009; Brown, 2003a, pp. 4–5; Dabed, 2014) 
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Ramallah shows how this transformation has also found its own articulation in the city, in the 

form of a marginal and dysfunctional temporary PLC building and a monumental Presidential 

Muqata’a.754  

In fact, the Palestinian political system consists of three main branches,755 whose 

institutions are all in Ramallah. The first is the legislative branch, represented by the PLC, 

which is marginal and underrepresented in Ramallah’s topography. The second branch is the 

judicial, whose top two institutions in Palestine are the Supreme Court and the High Judicial 

Council,756 both located in rented residential buildings in the city’s northern cluster. The third 

branch is the executive, consisting of the Ministerial Cabinet and the Presidential Institution, 

both of which are overly represented in Ramallah’s current topography in the form of the Office 

of the Prime Minister and the Muqata’a, respectively. If we look at the institutions representing 

these three branches in Ramallah, we can see that there is no evidence of democratic governance 

in the city, while courts situated in rented residential buildings provide a minor sense of the 

judicial branch. Conversely, the executive branch is excessively represented, in the monumental 

Muqata’a and the Ministerial Complex. Thus, in addition to the spatial order of government 

institutions in the city in two clusters linked by a route, the lack of a Parliament further allows 

Ramallah to be seen as a true embodiment of the current chaotic Palestinian political situation.  

Additionally, the state decided to interact with the nation in Arafat and Darwish 

memorial sites, and not through a Parliament building. Therefore, the relationship of the state 

with its people is being embodied in Arafat and Darwish memorial sites – as well-designed and 

carefully crafted sites, but also ones that look into the past – and not in something participatory 

and looks into the future, like a Parliament. Therefore, Ramallah embodies the fissures and 

problems of current Palestinian politics in various ways, especially in terms of the absence of 

the rule of the people. Nevertheless, it is not considered a national capital, but remains acting 

as one. It is also built as a temporary base, although it does not seem particularly temporary. 

For all these reasons, Ramallah has a truly ambiguous form as a capital city. 

 Second, the lack of a functioning Parliament in Ramallah raises another question around 

the future of the Palestinian state in general. To some extent, we can see Ramallah displaying 

a model for government architecture in capital cities, in addition to showing what the 

Palestinian capital city might look like if there is ever a proper, independent Palestinian state 

                                                
754 In April 2018, the PNC convened in Ramallah, nearly 22 years after its last session. Interestingly, the 
meeting took place in the Muqata’a, not the temporary PLC building in the city. If anything, this further 
reinforces the role of the Muqata’a as the most powerful Palestinian government institution. (H. Fawcett, 
2018; Sawafta, 2018). It is also important to note that the boundaries between the PLC and the PNC are not 
very clear. See: (Abdel-Ati, 2019) 
755 (Abdel-Ati, 2010) 
756 Ibid.  
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that is not under occupation. Since the architecture of national institutions in the capital has 

significant features and is part of wider state-led efforts to generate and represent a sense of 

national unity (section 3.2), the architectural and urban model that Ramallah represents raise 

questions around the nature or image of ‘Palestinian state architecture’, as well as the 

architectural elements and urban design of a ‘Palestinian capital city’, and the extent to which 

these projects are representative of the Palestinian nation. 

Finally, Ramallah’s ambiguity can also be seen as a materialization of the Palestinian 

impasse, represented in the inability to gain Jerusalem as the capital. However, contrary to the 

conclusion reached by Pace and Sen (2019) at the end of their book, the spatial qualities of the 

‘PNA theatre’ investigated in this research do not necessarily mean the end of the national 

project of liberation and independence. Indeed, while this research has investigated how 

Ramallah is used as a capital city in the absence of Jerusalem, at the other end of the spectrum 

it was constructed in a national drive to establish a political presence in Palestine with the 

purpose of achieving the long-desired dream of statehood. Under the devastating political 

conditions of the region, with the increase of Israel’s hegemony and under pressure from the 

international community, the PNA’s state-building programme and the resulting physical 

structures in Ramallah may represent the only available means for the PNA to express its 

political stand as the leadership of the Palestinian nation, without being curtailed by Israel. 

Ramallah thus emerges as a de-facto capital from existential national aspirations as 

much as from political and functional needs. At the end of the day, as one interviewee put it: 

 

Why should we [the Palestinians] not build? What is wrong with displaying a fresh 

brand-new image of Palestine and stopping being the victims for once?757  

 

From the same national perspective, another interviewee commented:  

 

Our existence in the West Bank is constantly threatened. Therefore, we must ground 

ourselves in our land. Building and construction are forms of grounding.758  

 

Both, however, insisted that the emergence of Ramallah as a capital does not make it in 

any way an alternative capital city to Jerusalem, and thus does not end the national desire to 

return to the capital. In fact, Ramallah may function as a temporary capital, but it is certainly 

                                                
757 (Al-Saed, 2018) 
758 (Elayyan, 2018) 
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an achievement: a city that is part of what a state for Palestinians should be. Thus, it may be a 

temporary capital, but it is part of a permanent homeland.  

Consequently, using architecture to simply build an institution or to rebuild what Israel 

has destroyed (as we have seen with the Muqata’a) becomes much more important – and indeed 

more symbolic and meaningful – than the style of building itself. In other words, the act of 

building becomes important and loaded with symbolism for Palestinians, regardless of how 

they build. This is probably best articulated in the words of an architect, quoted by Palestinian 

lawyer and writer Raja Shehadeh in his book entitled Occupation Diaries:  

 

We have managed to resist the Israeli attempts at driving us away from the land. Even 

the buildings we construct are solid. We use stone, not flimsy material that can be 

easily swept away by a storm. We are here to stay.759 

While we can project the architect’s comment onto all the emerging construction in 

Ramallah, we can understand that government institutions in the city are not simply functional 

political institutions. Rather, they are the intersection of national aspirations, a political 

programme, a desire for legitimacy and colonial heritage, where national identity is produced 

and reproduced, and where political legitimacy is sustained. In exploring Ramallah through the 

lens of capital cities, we may thus provide answers and explain the ‘post-colonial 

hallucination’760 that Ramallah has become known for: it stems from a long-awaited, internal, 

national desire to have an independent sovereign state and from a profound and frustrating 

feeling of loss and the inability to build a political-national Palestinian body in Jerusalem – the 

national capital. 

 
 
 
  

                                                
759 (Shehadeh, 2012, p. 174) 
760 (Anani, 2013; ‘Diagnosis of the Syndrome’, 2011; Toukan, 2014) 
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Figure 1.1: A map showing the location of Ramallah in relation to Jerusalem and other Palestinian cities (top: 
www.voanew.com, bottom: library of the University of Texas)  

 
 

Photo showing the location of Ramallah, removed for copyright reasons. 
Copyright holder www.voanew.com. 
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Figure 1.2: Ministry of interior (left) near another ministry under construction (right). The two buildings are part of the 
Ministerial Complex project, Ramallah (google street view) 

 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1.3: The main building of the Presidential Compound (the Muqata'a) as it looks from the street level, behind its wall 
(pecdar.ps) 

Photo showing the ministerial complex in Ramallah, removed for copyright reasons. 
Copyright holder Google Street View 

Photo showing the presidential compound, removed for copyright reasons. Copyright holder 
PECDAR 
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Figure 1.4: Office of the Palestinian Prime Minister in Ramallah (Aruri, 2015) 
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Figure 1.5: An example of social media posts by Palestinians on the sentence ‘Ramallah mish Al-Asima’ (Arabic for 
‘Ramallah is not a capital’) (author) 

Photo showing posts and pictures on social media, removed for copyright reasons. 
Copyright holder Facebook and Twitter 
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Figure 1.6: UN partition plan of Mandatory Palestine (left), Arab and Israeli controlled areas after 1948 war (right). 
(PASSIA, 2015, modified by author) 
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Figure 1.7: The West Bank and East Jerusalem were among other territories occupied by Israel in 1967 (PASSIA, 2015) 
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Figure 1.8: Areas C of the West Bank, showing also Areas A and B (OCHA, 2011) 
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Figure 1.9: Jerusalem in the region (Pulan et. al, 2014) 
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Figure 1.10: Yasser Arafat Memorial Site in Ramallah (Yasser Arafat Musuem) 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1.11: Mahmoud Darwish memorial site in Ramallah (Jafar Toukan Atelier) 
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Figure 1.12: The Palestinian Museum near Birzeit University on the edges of Ramallah (dezeen.com) 

 
Figure 1.13: The Presidential Guest House, now the Palestinian National Library in Ramallah (almonitor.com) 

Photo showing the Palestinian Museum Ramallah, removed for copyright reasons. 
Copyright holder dezeen.com 

Photo showing the Presidential Guesthouse Ramallah, removed for copyright reasons. 
Copyright holder Google almonitor.com 
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Figure 1.14: A figure-ground analysis of Ramallah, mapping institutions of the PNA – what I will call the ‘political-national’ 
topography in Ramallah (author) 
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Chapter Two! 
Ramallah and Its Twin City: Beginnings 

and Development 
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Figure 2.1: The maps of the Governorates of the West Bank according to the administrative division of the PNA. 
Ramallah and Al-Bireh governorate here refers to the whole governorate, which is named after the two cities (Shadeed, 
Judeh, & Al Masri, 2019) 
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Figure 2.2: Map of Israel and the Palestinian Territories, marking Palestinian cities (PCBS, modified by the author) 
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Figure 2.3: A map highlighting Ramallah and Al-Bireh based on their municipal boundaries. Manara square in the city 
centre is also defined (author) 
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Figure 2.4: Ramallah urban boom post-Oslo in early 1990s (Aruri, 2013) 

 
Figure 2.5: Qalandiya Checkpoint, the major Israeli checkpoint between Ramallah and Jerusalem. Image shows the 
renovated checkpoint as of June 2019 (Ashly, 2019) 
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Figure 2.6: Ramallah and Israeli closures around the city (OCHA, 2012, modified by author)  
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Figure 2.7: An aerial photo showing the urban development of Ramallah and Al-Bireh and the urban fabric of the two 
towns in 1918 (Awad, Ghadban, & Wannan, 2018) 

 
Figure 2.8: An aerial photo showing the urban development of Ramallah and Al-Bireh and the urban fabric of the two 
towns in 1972 (Awad et al., 2018) 
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Figure 2.9: The pattern of urban growth for Ramallah and Al-Bireh. The dashed lines are the current boundaries of the 
two cities (Thawaba, 2018, modified by author) 
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Figure 2.10: A diagram showing the growth of the two cities, and their spatial relationships with the Muqata'a and 
Manara square (author)



! 258!

 

Figure 2.11: A map of Ramallah and Al-Bireh dates to 1937, (Mandatory Palestine Survey Department, 1937, Israel State Archives) 
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Figure 2.12: An illustration showing the geographical location of Manara square. Figure (a)  shows the location of the 
Manara square between Ramallah and Al-Bireh, while figure (b) is a recent photo of the square (Awad et al., 2018) 
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Figure 2.13: A map of Manara Square and the six streets that feed into it (Awad et al., 2018) 
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Figure 2.14: A map of the Israeli means of control focusing on Ramallah and Al-Bireh and their surroundings. Note the 
extent through which Al-Bireh is surrounded by a heavy Israeli presence  (Lambert, 2015) 



! 262!

 

Figure 2.15: Area C in the West Bank (OCHA, 2011) 
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Figure 2.16: Far: houses in Psagot settlement as seen from a residential street in Al-Bireh (front), illustrating the strong 
presence of the occupation in Al-Bireh through visual confrontation (author, 2016) 
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Chapter Three! 
The Capital City and The Nation-State: The 

Significance of Architecture and Urban Form 
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Figure 3.1: The urban layouts of various capital cities plotted to the same scale, focusing on mapping their government institutions. They have different social, cultural and political conditions 
and their urban layouts are from different historical periods. Nevertheless, a certain degree of order, clustering and connectivity could be identified in each of them. (Vale, 1992, combined by the 
author)
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Figure 3.2: A detailed layout of the government institutions in London and Paris. The two represent examples of non-designed capital cities that over the years became ordered and had a sense 
of structure, evident by the connecting routes (Vale, 1992)
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Figure 3.3: The diagram of the memorials and museums master Plan of Washington DC, showing 20 best sites reserved for 
major future commemorations (Stevens, 2015) 
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Figure 3.4: Ratchadamnoen avenue in Bangkok, Thailand, used as ceremonial axis (Dovey, 2001) 
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Figure 3.5: The 4.2 km ceremonial axis in Putrajaya, Malaysia (Moser, 2010) 

 
Figure 3.6: The left bank of Astana (Fraser & Kim, 2015) 
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Figure 3.7: A diagram of the 'axis of power' in Astana, showing the concept behind placing the 'neo-Kazakh’ symbols of 
power' in the city. This power is manifested in placing economic and political institutions along a ‘magistrate’ axis and 
designed with monumental architecture  (Köppen, 2013) 
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Figure 3.8: The urban layout of Ankara, Turkey, showing the location and the spatial relationship between government 
institutions and national sites (Vale, 1992) 
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Figure 3.9: Ataturk Memorial in Ankara, Turkey (Wilson, 2016) 

 

 
Figure 3.10: Villa Hammerschmidt in Bonn (Sadow, 2016) 
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Figure 3.11: Palais Schuamburg in Bonn (Sadow, 2016) 

 
Figure 3.12: Bonn's Pedagogical Academy that became the new Parliament in 1949 (Sadow, 2016) 
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Figure 3.13: Hans Schwippert addition to the Parliament in Bonn (Sadow, 2016) 



! 276!

 
Figure 3.14: Bonn's map around 1990s, showing the clustering of the government in the middle (in the dark circles) the large 
circle in the North is Bonn's city center while the one in the South is Bonn's Bad Godesberg (Sadow, 2016) 
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Figure 3.15: Allianz Building, the Tulpenfeld in Bonn around 1960s (Sadow, 2016) 
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Figure 3.16 Langer Eugen tower in Bonn (Sadow, 2016) 
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Figure 3.17: Model of the competition to expand  the government district in Bonn (Sadow, 2016) 
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Chapter Four!  

Locating the Capital City:  Placing PNA 

Institutions and  

Approaches to Jerusalem 
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Figure 4.1: A diagram of the structure of the PLO, showing the PLO departments (which worked like ministries). This diagram also shows that the two key institutions of the PLO are the 
Palestinian National Council (PNC) and the Executive Committee (Frangi,1983) 



! 283!

 
Figure 4.2: A diagram detailing the structure of PLO departments, which worked like ministries (Frangi, 1983) 
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Figure 4.3: A map of Jerusalem, showing East Jerusalem and the three neighbourhoods where PNA established its 
institutions after Oslo in the red dots (PASSIA2002, modified by author) 
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Figure 4.4: The design of the temporary building of the PLC building (the Parliament) in Ramallah (Sigma Arabesque, n.d.) 

 
 

 
Figure 4.5: The temporary PLC building (Palestinian Legislative Council building) in Ramallah (google street view) 

Photo showing PLC in Ramallah, removed for copyright reasons. Copyright holder Google 
Street View 
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Figure 4.6: The Parliament in Abu Dis. The mass on the left is what Qurie refers to as the Ministry of Economy, while the 
right, horizontal one is the added parliamentary hall (Birzeit university – students of architecture, 2011) 
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Figure 4.7: A map showing the location of Abu Dis near Jerusalem (Abu Sneineh, 2017) 
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Figure 4.8 A map showing that Abu Dis is in Area B, where Israel retains joint security control with Palestinian authorities 
(Abu Sneineh, 2017)
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Figure 4.9: : The PLC in Abu Dis compared to its context. The red line marks the whole site while the green shade marks the building itself. Source: (Birzeit University, Students of architecture, 
2011, modified by the author) 
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Figure 4.10: The street-level main gate of the Parliament in Abu Dis  (Prusher, 2015) 

 
Figure 4.11: The Dome of the Rock as it looks from the Parliament building in Abu Dis. The Israel’s separation appears in 
the foreground (Abu Sneineh, 2017) 
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Figure 4.12: Israeli soldiers near the construction site of the parliamentary hall in 1996 in Abu Dis (Abu Sneineh, 2017) 

 
 

 
Figure 4.13: Inside main hall of the abandoned parliament hall in Abu Dis  (Livia Minoja, from (DAAR, 2011)) 

 

Photo showing the abandoned hall of the Parliament in Abu Dis, removed for copyright 
reasons. Copyright holder Livia Minoja. 
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Figure 4.14: The location of the PLC in Abu Dis near the wall, right on the Jerusalem border (Sharagi, 2018) 

 
Figure 4.15: The early construction of Israeli wall near the Parliament in 2004 (POICA, 2004) 
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Figure 4.16: The border of the municipality of Jerusalem cuts exactly through the PLC in Abu Dis (DAAR, 2011) 

Photo showing the border of the Municipality of Jerusalem cutting through the PLC in Abu 
Dis, removed for copyright reasons. Copyright holder DAAR 
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The Political-National Topography of 

Ramallah and the Paradox of a Capital City 
  



! 296!

 

Figure 5.1: A map of Ramallah showing the location of four neighbourhoods where the PNA placed most of its institutions 
before the second intifada (author) 
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Figure 5.2: Ministry of Transport in Ramallah as an example of none purpose-built PNA institution placed in residential 
buildings. Above: the building, showing the entry to the ministry from what is designed to be a shop on street level. Below: 
the ministry marked within its context (google street view, modified by author) 

Photo showing the Ministry of Transport in Ramallah, removed for copyright reasons. 
Copyright holder Google Street View 
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Figure 5.3: The main gate of the Muqata'a – the seat of Arafat– in Ramallah taken some time between 1995-2000. Notice the 
humble gate, the removable watch towers and relatively low wall, revealing its main building behind. 
(facebook.com/Ramallah.Mix1) 

 
 

Photo showing the ministerial complex in Ramallah, removed for copyright reasons. 
Copyright holder Ramallah Mix 



! 299!

 

Figure 5.4: The location of the temporary PLC building in the city in relation to Manara square in the city centre and the 
Muqata’a (the Presidential HQ)  (author) 
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Figure 5.5: The temporary PLC building (Palestinian Legislative Council building) in Ramallah (google street view) 

Photo showing the PLC in Ramallah, removed for copyright reasons. Copyright holder 
Google Street View 
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Figure 5.6: The design of the Ministry of Finance, showing its relatively large scale in its immediate context. Note the 
monumental 7-storey façade, as well as the built stone gates around it (top: Al-Hanbali architects, bottom: author) 
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Figure 5.7: The design of the Ministerial Complex for the PNA designed to accommodate seven ministries (Al-Hanbali 
architects) 

 
 

 
Figure 5.8: The new main building of the Presidential Complex (the Muqata'a) after the reconstruction of the PNA after the 
second intifada (pecdar.ps) 

Photo showing Presidential Compound in Ramallah, removed for copyright reasons. 
Copyright holder PECDAR 
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Figure 5.9: Office of the Prime Minister upon completion in Ramallah (pecdar.ps) 

 
 

Figure 5.10: Ministry of interior (left) near another ministry under construction (right). The two buildings are part of the 
Ministries' Complex project, Ramallah (google street view) 

 

 
Figure 5.11: Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ramallah (Google Maps) 

Photo showing Office of the Prime Minister in Ramallah, removed for copyright reasons. 
Copyright holder PECDAR 

Photo showing the ministerial complex in Ramallah, removed for copyright reasons. 
Copyright holder Google Street View 

Photo showing the Ministry of Foreign Affairs complex in Ramallah, removed for copyright 
reasons. Copyright holder Google Street View 
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Figure 5.12: Palestine Monetary Authority in Ramallah (PMA) 
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Figure 5.13: Map of the PNA institutions in Ramallah (red) (author)
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Figure 5.14: A map based on previous figure, marking the northern and southern government clusters as interpreted by the 
author (author)
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Figure 5.15: The two government clusters and the government route in Ramallah as interpreted by the author (author) 
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Figure 5.16: PNA institutions in the northern cluster (author)
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Figure 5.17: PNA institutions in the southern government cluster (author) 
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Figure 5.18: The Predinetial Muqata’a as a core complex in the northern cluster (author) 
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Figure 5.19: The Ministerial Complex and the office of the Prime Minister as core government buildings in the southern 
cluster (author) 
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Figure 5.20: The two government clusters and the government route in Ramallah without the rest of the city (author) 
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Figure 5.21: The urban layouts of various capital cities plotted to the same scale. They have different social, cultural and political conditions and their urban layout are from different historical 
periods. Nevertheless, a certain degree of order, clustering and connectivity could be identified in each of them. (Vale, 1992)
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Figure 5.22: The location of key sites in the political-national topography of Ramallah in relation to the Manara and Arafat 
squares in the city centre (author) 



! 315!

 
Figure 5.23: Manara square in central Ramallah in early 1950s. (Shibli, 2006) 

 

 

 
Figure 5.24: Manara square in central Ramallah today (Rinawi, 2015) 
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Figure 5.25: Yasser Arafat Square, Ramallah (Amara Architects) 
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Figure 5.26: Canvases of Ramallah Syndrome (Tamari and Anani, 2010) 

 

 
 
 

Figure 5.27: A protest in support of Gaza in Manara square, 2018 (arabi21.com) 

 

Photo showing protests in Manara square, removed for copyright reasons. Copyright holder 
Arabi21 
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Figure 5.28: A protest against the social security law in Manara square (alresalah.ps) 

 
Figure 5.29: A map showing the location of the Muqata’a in relation to Manara square, focusing on Ersal Street (author) 

 

Photo showing a protest in Manara square, removed for copyright reasons. Copyright holder 
Alresalah 



! 319!

 
Figure 5.30: A design of the Yasser Arafat Square (Amara architects)
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Figure 5.31: PNA institutions in Ramallah, random order – Part I (author) 
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Figure 5.32: PNA institutions in Ramallah, random order – Part II (author) 
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Figure 5.33: PNA institutions in Ramallah, random order – Part III (author)
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Figure 5.34: Ministry of Labour in Amman, Jordan (albawabhnews.com) 

 
Figure 5.35: Ministry of Public Works and Housing in Amman, Jordan (alanbatnews.net) 

 
 
 

Photo showing the Ministry of labour in Amman, removed for copyright reasons. Copyright 
holder Albawaba News 

Photo showing the Ministry of Public works in Amman, removed for copyright reasons. 
Copyright holder Al-Anbat News 



! 324!

 
Figure 5.36: The exterior, street-level wall and watch towers surrounding the Muqata’a (al-akhbar.com) 

 
Figure 5.37: The Office of the Prime Minister, (Aruri, 2015) 

Photo showing the wall of the Muqat’a in Ramallah, removed for copyright reasons. 
Copyright holder Al-Akhbar 
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Figure 5.38: The Palestinian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Middle), compared to commercial and financial developments in 
the city (left and right) (author) 

 

 
Figure 5.39: An aerial photo of the 60,000 square metre complex of the Muqata'a after its reconstruction (post the second 
intifada), highlighting its main gate to the left of the complex (aerial photo, modified author) 
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Figure 5.40: Approaching the Muqata'a 's main entrance (almonitor.com) 

 
Figure 5.41: Muqata’a’s main gate, fountain and green buffer zone as they appear from the street level (irinnews.org) 

 

Photo showing the main entrance of the Muqata’a, removed for copyright reasons. 
Copyright holder Al-Monitor 

Photo showing the landscape in front of the Muqata’a, removed for copyright reasons. 
Copyright holder Irin News 
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Figure 5.42: The main gate of the office of the Prime Minister on the street level (google 
street view) 

 
Figure 5.43: The plan of the ground floor of one of the ministries in the Ministerial Complex, showing the insignificant 
spatial interior of the buildings (Al-Hanbali architects)

Photo showing the main gate of the office of the Prime Minister, removed for copyright 
reasons. Copyright holder Google Street View 
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Figure 5.44: Marking sites that were repetitively visited on state visits in the city, and highlighting the route connecting Muqata’a, Manara and Yasser Arafat Square (author) 
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Figure 5.45: Different shots of the city centre and its extension, part of what I call ‘government route’ when considered within the larger political-national topography of Ramallah (author)  
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Figure 5.46: A general shot to show the characteristics of the centre in Ramallah. Ersal street is shown to the right, its extension reaches to the Muqata’a (Nati Shohat/Flash90, from (Rasgon, 
2019)) 
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Figure 5.47: The 4.2 km ceremonial axis in Putrajaya, Malaysia (Moser, 2010) 

 

 
Figure 5.48: Anzac Parade, Canberra, Australia (White, 2012) 
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Figure 5.49: The two key national Palestinian figures: Yasser Arafat (left) and Mahmoud Darwish (right) (Pal Journeys) 

 

 
Figure 5.50: Yasser Arafat Memorial Site (Yasser Arafat Musuem) 
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Figure 5.51: Mahmoud Darwish memorial site (Jafar Toukan Atelier) 

 

 
Figure 5.52: Mahmoud Darwish glass memorial (note the Office of the Prime minister in the background) (Jaber, 2014) 
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Figure 5.53: Darwish memorial  (pink) and murals (yellow)  (Jaber, 2014) 
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Figure 5.54: The location of Mahmoud Darwish memorial site and square in relation to Manara and Yasser Aarafat squares 
(author) 
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Figure 5.55: A map illustrating the location of the ceramic mural in Dawrish square (author) 

 

 
Figure 5.56: The three ceramic murals in Darwish square (Jaber, 2014) 

 

 
Figure 5.57:The spatial organisation of the ministrial complex, the office of the Prime Minister and Darwish glass monument 
(author) 
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Figure 5.58: Portraying Officialdom: Darwish square (front) with the ministerial complex and the Ministry of Public Works 
and Housing in the background. The combination of the glass memorial and the Ministerial Complex manifests the official 
presence of the state (author) 

 
 

 
Figure 5.59: A protest against the social security law in Darwish square (2019) (Ehab El-Jariri)  
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Figure 5.60: The location of Mahmoud Darwish memorial site in the southern cluster. The site is near PNA institutions (what 
is known as Dar Assalam governmental complex) (author) 

 

 
Figure 5.61: Dar Assalam government complex. A mix of purpose-built (top-left) and rented PNA institutions (rest). 
Inaugurated as a complex in 2009 (Google street view) 

 

Photo showing Dar Assalam government coplex, removed for copyright reasons. Copyright 
holder Google Street View 
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Figure 5.62: The design of Mahmoud Dariwsh memorial site (Consolidated Consultants – Jafar Toukan Atelier) 

 

 
Figure 5.63: The site plan for Darwish memorial site (Consolidated Consultants – Jafar Toukan Atelier) 
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Figure 5.64: The conceptual diagram of Darwish memorial park (top right) and the main elevation of the project (below) 
(Consolidated Consultants – Jafar Toukan Atelier) 

 

 
Figure 5.65 Mahmoud Darwish memorial park – bird eye view of the site showing Darwish’s mausoleum in the centre 
(tripadvisor.com) 

 
 

Photo showing THE Mahmoud Darwish, removed for copyright reasons. Copyright holder 
JR2012 
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Figure 5.66 Linear stone stairway in the memorial site of Mahmoud Darwish (tripadvisor.com) 

 

 
Figure 5.67: The Mausoleum of Mahmoud Darwish (tripadvisor.com) 

Photo showing the linear stairway in Darwish site, removed for copyright reasons. 
Copyright holder Trip Advisor 

Photo showing the Darwish Mausoleum, removed for copyright reasons. Copyright holder 
Trip Advisor 
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Figure 5.68: The interior of Mahmoud Darwish museum in his memorial site (tripadvisor.com) 

 
Figure 5.69:  At Mahmoud Dariwsh memorial park: The view of the multipurpose hall, taken while standing at the entry of 
the museum (Consolidated Consultants – Jafar Toukan Atelier) 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Photo showing the interior of Darwish Museum, removed for copyright reasons. Copyright 
holder Trip Advisor 
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Figure 5.70: Concept sheet of Darwish memorial site, inspired by elements of Palestinian landscape (Consolidated 
Consultants – Jafar Toukan Atelier)
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Figure 5.71: A section in Darwish memorial site showing view lines to Ramallah (red) and Jerusalem (blue) (base figure Consolidated Consultants – Jafar Toukan Atelier, edited by author) 
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Figure 5.72: The view of Ramallah from Darwish memorial site (Ipicrimedia) 

Photo showing the view of Ramallah from Darwish site, removed for copyright reasons. Copyright holder Ipicrimedia 
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Figure 5.73: The view of Ramallah from the memorial site of Darwish at night, showing his mausoleum at the bottom-right 
corner (tripadvisor.com) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Photo showing the view from Darwish site at night, removed for copyright reasons. 
Copyright holder Trip Advisor 
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Chapter Six!  
The Muqata’a and the Memorial site of Yasser 

Arafat in Ramallah’s Political-National 
Topography 
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Figure 6.1: Yasser Arafat memorial site (yam.ps and Consolidated Consultants – Jafar Toukan Atelier, modified by the author)  
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Figure 6.2: The location of the Yasser Arafat memorial site (yellow) inside the Muqata’a (red) (author)
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Figure 6.3: A bird-eye view of the Muqata'a (red) towards the north, showing Yasser Arafat memorial site (yellow) (shutterstock image ID 430038523, modified by author)

Photo showing the bird-eye view of the Muqata’a, removed for copyright reasons. Copyright holder Shutterstock 
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Figure 6.4: The British Muqata'a in 1940 (top) vs. the new reconstructed Muqata'a by the PNA (currently). The PNA 
reconstructed the Muqata’a in the same spirit of the old British fort (top: Israel state archives, bottom: almonitor.com)  

  

Photo showing the wall of the Muqat’a in Ramallah, removed for copyright reasons. 
Copyright holder Al-Akhbar 
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Figure 6.5: The Muqata'a when it was first built as a British Tegart fort in 1940. Bottom left is the plan of the site as set by the British.  (Israel State Archive) 
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Figure 6.6: Map of Tegart Forts (El-Eini, 2006) 
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Figure 6.7: A collection of images of a Tegart Fort that is located on the edges of Jerusalem, representing a typical Tegart Fort. The plan on the bottom left corner shows an example of a Tegart 
Fort design. The towers and the courtyards are clearly visible (Connolly, 2012) 
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Figure 6.8: Israeli tanks destroying the Muqata’a in 2002. Above is a plan indicating the extent of the destruction (BBC, 
2002) 

 
 
 

 

Photo showing the destruction of the Muqata’a in Ramallah, removed for copyright reasons. 
Copyright holder BBC 
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Figure 6.9: An aerial photo of the 60,000 square metre complex of the Muqata'a after its reconstruction (post the second 
intifada, highlighting its main gate to the left of the complex) (author) 
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Figure 6.10: A figure illustrating the two parts of the reconstructed Muqata'a and their details (author) 

 
Figure 6.11: A 3D illustration of the cubic mausoleum (left), the museum (middle) and the bridge that connects it to the 
siege section/remnants of Tegart fort (right). Please note that the siege section now also has a ground floor (Yasser Arafat 
Musuem) 
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Figure 6.12: Muqata’a’s main gate, fountain and green buffer zone as they appear from the street level (irinnews.org) 

Photo showing the landscape in front of the Muqata’a, removed for copyright reasons. 
Copyright holder Irin News 
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Figure 6.13: The Transformation of the Muqata'a, focusing on the PNA period (author) 
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Figure 6.14: An Ariel photo of the Muqata’a before its destruction in the second intifada, obtained from the Israeli Army and 
published by the Israeli media. The photo is marked by red squares pointing to the key national institutions inside the 
Muqata’a (Mendel, 2012) 

 

 
Figure 6.15: The main office building of the Muqata’a after its reconstruction. Built as a Presidential Office but used as 
office for the presidential staff. It is marked number (3) on figure 6.10.  (PECDAR)  

Photo showing the reconstructed Muqat’a in Ramallah, removed for copyright reasons. 
Copyright holder PECDAR 



! 361!

 
 

 
Figure 6.16: Part of the Muqata’a wall in front of the entry to Yasser Arafat memorial site. Built originally with two metres 
height (up), then lowered but metal bars were added (bottom).  (Top: (Ames, 2012), bottom: Yasser Arafat Museum)
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Figure 6.17: The street near the Presidential Bureau (building on the left) and in front of the eastern Muqata'a gate, closed 
with bollards and barriers (google street view) 

 

 

Figure 6.18: The Muqata’a with its two parts indicating the route for experiencing the official one through walking inside it. 
The route was walked by the author (author) 

Photo showing the wall of the Presidential Bureau in Ramallah, removed for copyright 
reasons. Copyright holder Google Street View 
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Figure 6.19: The remnant of the old Tegart building where the siege section of the museum is, with the PNA emblem. The 
building is connected with two bridges: the glass bridge to the left connects it with the museum and the memorial site, while 
the stone bridge to the right connects it with the old Presidential Office  where Arafat was based (also the current 
Presidential Office) (Yedid, 2019) 

 
 

 
Figure 6.20: The façade of the new convention hall inside the Muqata’a, completed in 2016 (Aljazeera) 

Photo showing the façade of the convention hall in the Muqata’a, removed for copyright 
reasons. Copyright holder Aljazeera 
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Figure 6.21: The convention hall, the steel monument and the buildings of the Muqata’a (video still from Aljazeera.net) 

 
 

 
Figure 6.22: Arafat Mausoleum, inspired by the Ka’ba (yaf.ps; Consolidated Consultants – Jafar Toukan Atelier) 

 

Photo showing the convention hall in the Muqata’a, removed for copyright reasons. 
Copyright holder Aljazeera 
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Figure 6.23: The path from the entrance on the street level to the Mausoleum (author) 
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Figure 6.24: Two shots of the mosque showing how it is designed in a 'sunken pocket garden' (author, 2016) 
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Figure 6.25: The ramps as a key concept in the design of Yasser Arafat museum (Consolidated Consultants – Jafar Toukan 
Atelier) 

 

 
Figure 6.26: The ramps in Yasser Arafat museum (author) 
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Figure 6.27: Arafat’s office in normal days as displayed in the siege section of his museum  (Yasser Arafat Museum) 
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Figure 6.28: Arafat’s office while he was under siege as displayed in the siege section of his museum (Yasser Arafat 
Museum) 
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Figure 6.29: The beds of Arafat’s guards who were under siege with him as displayed in the museum (Yasser Arafat 
Museum) 

 
Figure 6.30: The bed where Arafat received treatment while under siege as displayed in the museum (Yasser Arafat 
Museum) 
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Figure 6.31: Arafat’s bedroom while he was under siege during the second intifada, as displayed in the museum (Yasser 
Arafat Museum) 
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Figure 6.32: President of Malta walking towards the mausoleum to lay a wreath on Arafat’s tomb in 2019 (gov.mt) 

 
Figure 6.33: The Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas laying a wreath during the first day of Eid (Muslim holiday) 
(alwatanvoice) 

Photo showing the president of Malta laying a wreath in front of Arafat’s mausoleum, 
removed for copyright reasons. Copyright holder Omar Camilleri 

Photo showing the president Abbas laying a wreath in front of Arafat’s mausoleum, 
removed for copyright reasons. Copyright holder Alwatanvoice 
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Figure 6.34: The opening ceremony of the Yasser Arafat Museum in 2016 (Yasser Arafat Museum) 
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