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Abstract 

 

 

 

In early 2011, when protests erupted in the Arab region, most people, whether locals or foreigners, 

were caught by surprise. Authoritarian rule and culture had always seemed deeply embedded in 

the region, and citizens appeared to have adapted their lives to this fact. The demand for the 

downfall of the regime targeted entrenched structures characterised by corruption and autocracy, 

limiting the peopleôs freedoms. Although the uprisings ultimately fell short of realising the 

aspirations and expectations of those involved, a number of manifestations of change in social, 

political and cultural life had emerged, calling for a profound rethinking of normative 

conceptualisations such as democracy, participation and liberty, in different socio-spatial aspects 

of the city. In the Jordanian context, which is the focus of this research, new grassroots activism 

aimed at creating novel spaces of participation in the production of the city emerged, creating new 

possibilities for alternative political ideas to surface beyond the formal confines of planning and 

development. In this light, this dissertation aims to understand the different approaches to public 

participation in citymaking in Amman and highlight the role of the emerging grassroots 

participatory approaches in shaping novel modes of engagement and existence within the confines 

of a restrictive political environment following the Arab Spring. These grassroots initiatives serve 

as countervailing forces against the authoritarian shaping of public participation and the 

production of urban spaces. 

 

This dissertation and project complement this approach through empirical research and take a 

broader societal view to explore the conditions, inventive practices and values under which 

grassroots initiatives have contributed to promoting democratic change. Focusing on lived 

experiences of these initiatives in Amman city, the capital of Jordan, I devised a Southern, 

decolonial and collaborative approach relying on feminist thinking through relational and activist 

approaches to develop a perspective that questions the new sites of public participation in the 

authoritarian contexts of the Global South. While the characterisation of public participation as 
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either óinvitedô, state-led participation or óinventedô, grassroots sites of resistance and direct 

confrontations with the state may be useful, I argue that a third mode of public participation is 

apparent in authoritarian contexts of the Arab region. The grassroots often act in ways that could 

be characterised as confronting or insurgent but do not aim to challenge the state. Nor are they 

adequately explained as apolitical, passive and individualistic. Instead, however imperfectly, they 

use various ways to navigate and manipulate the planning rules and grids of the state apparatus to 

create alternative modes of engagement in citymaking within a fraught urban landscape. I label 

this mode existing between rebel resistance and acquiescence as ótacticalô participation. Thus, in 

a broader sense, this project develops a perspective that has the potential to expand theoretical 

categories and contribute to the evolving lexicon of an alternative mode of urbanisation, enriching 

urban studies with empirical and practical knowledge from geographies beyond the conventional 

focus. 
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Preface 

 

 

 

Six years ago, I spent every working day making technical drawings and thinking of design 

proposals while employed at a prestigious company involved in various large-scale projects under 

the Amman Plan. This project was meant to be a participatory citizen-centred one. During my 

time working on this project, I only came across the word óparticipationô in a single official report 

from the Greater Amman Municipality. At the time, the term held little significance for me despite 

my background as a trained architect. Neither in my academic studies nor in my practical 

experience had I encountered or engaged with the concept extensively. I knew, then, as I had 

known a long time ago, that something was wrong. I chose to put a halt to my practice to fill the 

gaps in my knowledge and satisfy my ongoing curiosity. I aimed to find out what óparticipationô 

is as well as how and why it occurs. I am forever indebted to Doina Petrescu, Melanie Lombard 

and Beatrice De Carli for reading my research proposal and seeing the potential in my critique. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction  

 

 

 

1.1 Research Context 

óTo exist and not just resist ï to re-exist resisting and to resist re-existing ï as subjects, to build 

projects of society and life despite adverse conditions (of enslavement, dehumanization, 

racialization, and discrimination), and to surpass and overcome these conditions in order to 

occupy a social and cultural place of dignity: a re-existence as subjects and with others in 

radically distinct terms.ô 

- Walter Mignolo, (2018, p. 95) 

 

On a warm Saturday afternoon in early May, I found myself immersed in the vibrant surroundings 

of an eastern Amman neighbourhood ï or, as presented by the developer, a ódisadvantaged areaô 

ï observing a óparticipatory workshopô. The workshop was exclusively tailored for women, 

although the lively presence of children eclipsed the latter. The urban setting allowed the women 

to gather in small groups and engage in quiet chatting. Despite the organisersô repeated requests 

to wear masks1, most women opted to cover their faces with their hijabs, seemingly unaffected as 

they continued their chatter. 

 

As the session drew to a close, the international developer and organiser teams left the site loaded 

with many white storyboards and numerous sticky notes and pens. Deciding not to leave (to 

familiarise myself with and feel the context), I introduced myself to a group of four women, two 

of whom carried small children in their arms. Despite my hijab and my speaking in native Arabic, 

 

1 This project was conducted amid the COVID-19 pandemic (in 2021ï2022) when the wearing of masks in crowded 

settings was obligatory. 
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the first question directed at me was: óDo you speak Ajnabi2 (сϡзϮϜ)?ô With a nervous laugh, I 

responded: óLetôs leave Ajnabi  (сϡзϮϜ)  for Ajaneb ( ϟжϝϮϜ)ô ï that is, the foreign language should be 

left to foreigners. One of the women remarked: óThey are everywhere in here [eastern Amman] 

nowadays. They must have loads of money!ô The voice of an older woman interrupted: óLet them 

spend it on papers, pastries and plastic bottled water.ô  

 

The conversations continued within the group, evolving into plans to visit Um Souôadôs housh3 

(Єнϲ) (see Figure 1.1). Polite as they were, they asked me if I would like to join them. Despite 

not knowing who Um Souôad was and not being sure whether I was intruding on their private 

space or talks, I agreed with gratitude. Our 5-minute journey led us to a parallel staircase, in 

significantly worse condition than the one where we were standing before, to be rehabilitated by 

the international developer4. Gesturing to show me, Um Ahmad5 explained:  

óWe told them to start with this staircase. It is more dangerous than the one they want to 

develop (Referring to Staircase No. 7 Project). This one is dangerous; many deadly 

incidents happened in the past here.ô 

Um Mazen: óThey want to choose whatever satisfies the mayor!ô 

Um Ahmad: óWhat mayor? This is from Al-Ajaneb [the foreigners].ô 

Um Mazen: óWhatever! What is the difference?ô  

 

Approaching a small gate surrounded by lush vegetation, Um Ahmad knocked before entering 

and called out for Um Souôad. Without waiting for a reply, she entered and called: óUm Souôad, 

where are you? We have a guest from Britain!ô. Um Souôad, a woman in her late fifties, emerged 

from her house, wearing the traditional prayer abay6. Smiling, she shook my hand and invited me 

to sit down on some wooden seats in the housh (Єнϲ). She asked: óDo you like my housh?ô 

 

2 In English, óforeigner languageô.  
3 A small private courtyard within the boundary of a house. 
4 Staircase No. 7 (explained in detail in Chapter 6) is one of the participatory initiatives undertaken by the Deutsche 

Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) in Amman. This project is integral to a broader strategic vision 

aimed at establishing green infrastructure to enhance the development and amelioration of public open spaces. The 

endeavour is underpinned by a participatory approach, emphasising engagement and collaboration with different 

stakeholders in the pursuit of its objectives. 
5 The first woman to whom I introduced myself back at the site of the rehabilitation project. 
6 Traditional womenôs clothes primarily serve a religious purpose and are commonly worn during prayer. Nevertheless, 

a significant number of women opt to wear these garments frequently, especially when engaged in daily tasks outside 

their homes in the neighbourhood. 
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Without awaiting my response, she continued: óIt is much better than the El-Ajaneb [foreigners] 

project, isnôt it? I did all of this with the help of those nice people.ô7  

 

    

Figure 1.1: Left: Near the entrance of the housh. Right: Different plants in the housh. Author, 2021 

 

If anything, the familiar mundanity of using public properties as spaces for womenôs gatherings 

makes such instances easier to dismiss as not having political importance of any kind. However, 

this dissertation is a call to focus on and (re)consider the everyday practicalities of what occurs in 

these moments in authoritarian contexts and outside the formal spaces of public participation. 

Within a politically constrained environment such as Jordan, where substantial financial support 

has been received after the Arab Spring from diverse western donors with the intent of fostering 

democracy, participation and decentralisation, a critical inquiry into how local social 

mobilisations and grassroots initiatives materialise to engage in socially and politically significant 

endeavours is needed. This prompts an examination of how these endeavours counter the capital-

led, neoliberal production of spaces and what happens when they do. 

 

Despite Jordanôs claim to be a democratic and stable nation in a region marked by volatility 

(Elliott et al., 2018), considering the presence of occupied Palestine to the west, the conflict in 

Iraq in the northeast and recent unrest in Syria in the north, the actual state of affairs is more 

 

7 I learned later that part of the housh is public property, and the rest is Um Souôadôs private property. The women 

sought a venue for their gatherings and discussions that offered a degree of privacy and was not overly public or exposed 

to passers-by. 
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nuanced (see Figure 1.2). Jordan operates as a constitutional monarchy where the king assumes a 

predominant role in both the political and governance spheres. The endurance of Jordanôs 1952 

constitution reinforces a robust executive authority vested in the king, a bicameral legislature and 

an independent judiciary. Consequently, Jordan is often perceived as a óhybrid regimeô (Ryan & 

Schwedler, 2004) or a óliberalising autocracyô (Brumberg, 2002), where the regime permits 

moderate political reforms not aimed at transforming the system but at preserving it (Ryan, 2011), 

as explained in Chapter 4. Navigating the crossroads between democratisation and a more 

authoritarian trajectory involves challenges as restrictive laws and governmental pressures 

impede the functioning of the media, the participation of civil society groups in the socio-political 

arena and activistsô endeavours. 

 

 

Figure 1.2: Surrounding countries with ongoing conflicts in the vicinity of Jordan. (Author) 

 

Nevertheless, today, the Jordanian state claims to lead a decentralisation turn in governance that 

brings decision-making closer to citizens and increases their engagement in directing and 

planning policy interventions. In urban planning, this is realised by inviting people into the 

formalised planning processes to participate in urban development planning and designing 

processes. On the one hand, very little is known about these state-led spaces of public participation 

and their processes in a centralised state like Jordan. It is essential to critically examine and 

question the transparency and effectiveness of these processes. On the other hand, through 

empirical research, I argue in this dissertation that public participation is not built by political 
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institutions or developmental interventions alone. It is the specific conditions under which 

citizensô and residentsô mobilisation, movements and resistance contribute to articulating change. 

In addition to an interest in understanding the formal state-led spaces of participation, this research 

also looks at the particular constellations that contribute to the production of subjectivity and a 

shared relationship with the materiality of the city that commonly serves its inhabitants. 

Importantly, following Thorpe (2017), this dissertation argues that óplanning is more than what 

planners do, and participation is more than what planers inviteô (p. 577), expanding the concept 

of planning to incorporate the spectrum of activities that help in shaping and making of the city8. 

However, few studies have explored grassroots involvement in urban planning and public 

participation as vehicles for social transformation in authoritarian and restrictive contexts in the 

Global South. Despite their limited scope, valuable contributions have been made by researchers 

focused on the Arab region, such as Bayat (1997, 2000, 2013), Fawaz (2007, 2009, 2017) and 

AlSayyad (2013, 2021). However, regarding Jordan specifically, very little attention has been 

paid in the literature to the spaces that the grassroots aspire to create and the paths people take to 

participate in making their cities. This dissertation not only synthesises what is happening, why 

it is happening and ï hopefully ï how we might respond to it in this new realm of public 

participation in citymaking in Jordan but also what ópublic participationô means and what 

constitutes it.  

 

The latter concern has been raised previously by scholars in many contexts and from different 

emergent lines of critical thinking. However, the focus of research in planning generally and 

participation specifically has been on large metropolitan cities of the Global South. The exclusion 

of specific regions within the Global Southeast9 from academic inquiry has prompted 

apprehensions among scholars with a shared interest in the region (Robinson, 2002; Shin, 2021). 

Parida and Agrawal (2022) and Shin (2021) argue that academic research tends to focus on a 

select number of prime cities situated in India (notably Bangalore, Delhi and Mumbai), Africa 

(particularly Johannesburg, Cape Town and, to a lesser extent, Lagos), Asia (e.g. Kolkata, Jakarta 

and Dhaka), Saõ Paulo in Latin America and Jerusalem and Beirut in the Arab region. This is not 

a call for mere ócelebration of diversity,ô as commonly advocated by liberal and multicultural 

planning theorists; instead, it is an invitation to develop new perspectives and explanations 

 

8 A concept shared by many other strands of thinking, such as insurgent planning and co-production. 
9 This study uses óthe Global Southô and óthe Southeastô interchangeably because both terms represent an epistemology 

and not merely a geographic location to challenge domination in the production of knowledge and space (See section 

1.3 in this Chapter). 
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through cases that diverge from existing frameworks and acknowledge the productive tensions of 

difference across and within the South/North (Hammar, 2022). 

 

This research recognises the imperative to shift attention away from the previously mentioned 

large metropolitan cities and instead investigate the everyday dynamics of smaller and medium-

sized towns in the Global South (Parida & Agrawal, 2022), especially those grappling with 

challenging political conditions, such as Amman in Jordan. Moreover, it directs attention to a 

regime sitting at a crossing of flows: although Jordan never became a full-blown police state, 

unlike many other states in the region, it has not allowed full liberalisation either and, for many 

reasons, has worked against opening up the political system to greater democracy and public 

participation in all realms of social activity. 

 

1.2 Public Participation: A Western Construct 

Although participation was first invoked in the formal political sphere, it has spread rapidly into 

the diverse arena of civil society (Goodlad & Meegan, 2005). Over time, the term óparticipationô 

has been used with different meanings to name a range of activities worldwide (Rahnema, 2009), 

including recognising peopleôs voices in citymaking processes. In the early days of the post-

positivist shift following World War II (1960s), public participation in planning emerged as a 

critical response to the modernist and technocratic rational planning rooted in positivist 

epistemology (Brownill & Carpenter, 2007). Before the 1960s, stakeholders and communities 

were conspicuously absent from the engagement process, with planners assuming predominantly 

technical roles as experts overseeing the planning process (Watson, 2016). The new planning 

paradigm drew on the new postmodernist, post-structuralist and post-positivist lines of thinking, 

which embraced a contextualisation of theories and disciplines within their social and historical 

contexts. Additionally, they emphasised the importance of incorporating multiple perspectives 

and voices in the planning process. This includes involving diverse community groups and 

stakeholders and recognising the legitimacy of different knowledge systems (Watson, 2016). 

 

This transition gave rise to various theories, including neoliberal and postmodern planning, neo-

pragmatism, political economy approaches and communicative and collaborative planning 

(Allmendinger, 2002). In particular, the latter called for a more inclusionary and deliberative 

approach to planning (Bedford, Clark, & Harrison, 2002; Legacy, 2017). These new perspectives 
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emerged in liberal contexts out of a climate that, in strong reaction to the established 

representative style of democracy10, was calling for a change in the form of a participatory 

political system (Brownill & Inch, 2019; Maier, 2001). Nevertheless, in western democracies, 

public participation was defined in government programmes, ignoring the longstanding activities 

of community-led planning outside the state (Brownill & Inch, 2019). 

 

To understand the shared principles of collaborative and communicative planning that underpin 

participatory approaches in planning, it is essential to revisit J¿rgen Habermasô theory of 

communicative rationality and his insights into the dynamics of power within dialogical processes 

(Harris, 2002), on which both theories above depend. Habermas conceptualises communication 

as a mechanism for fostering mutual understanding among various interests (Brownill & 

Carpenter, 2007; Forester, 1989; Innes, 1995). In his commitment to safeguarding and broadening 

democratic principles, Habermas envisions the ólifeworldô (or public sphere) as distinct from and 

external to the formal structures of the economy and government, known as the system. Within 

the ólifeworldô, rational individuals with inherent democratic values can achieve consensus and 

coordinate actions through communication (communicative rationality). This approach is utilised 

on the assumption that communities become empowered by participating in decision-making, 

which generates a sense of ownership over the outcomes and, therefore, a greater emancipatory 

potential for participation (Forester, 1989; Healey, 1997; Innes, 1995). The presumption of 

universal citizenship is fundamental to this stance, wherein distinctions among individuals 

primarily manifest in the realm of speech or ideas and can be surmounted through argumentation. 

Consequently, the assertion is made that óthe influence of prevailing discourses can be contested 

through dialogue; through knowledgeable and reflective discourse; through compelling 

arguments; and through the changes that occur as individuals gain an understanding of and respect 

for one another across their differences and conflictsô (Healey, 1999, p. 119).  

 

 

 

10 Before the 1960s, the predominant governance model in western liberal countries was characterised by representative 

democracy, with citizens electing individuals to make decisions on their behalf. However, within the realm of urban 

and regional planning, this representative structure led to a discernible concentration of decision-making authority in 

the hands of planners, who assumed a strong role in formulating decisions on behalf of different communities. 

Skeffington (1969) and Arnsteinôs (1969) models of participatory planning were some of the very first to advocate for 

the right of citizens to be directly involved in decisions that affect their lives. 
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These perspectives travelled to the developing world11 through participatory approaches in 

delivering the ódevelopment projectô, usually mainstreamed by the World Bank and United 

Nations (UN) agencies, to ócivilise the unruly masses by dragging them into procedural 

democracyô in the early 1980s (Robins et al., 2008, p. 1084), offering an overarching framework 

into which an almost limitless variety of projects could comfortably fit (Shannon & de Meulder, 

2009). This mission is deeply rooted in the nature of intervolved relations with the colonial 

histories of European and western culture, which óimpos[ed] its paradigmatic image and its 

principal cognitive elements as the norm of orientation on all cultural development, either through 

political, military or technological powerô (Quijano, 2007, p. 170). This is promoted by 

developmentalist discourses, which have come to be known as the óscientificô form of knowledge 

in the last 50 years and privilege the West as the model for development. These discourses offer 

colonial thinking on how to obtain what the West appeared to have (Grosfoguel, 2011, p. 22) by 

treating the óOtherô as óunderdevelopedô (Comaroff & Comaroff, 2012), excluding and ignoring 

subaltern knowledge (Grosfoguel, 2011, p. 23).  

 

In spatial and urban planning, these processes were seen as a response to the international urgency 

of the claimed uncontrolled crescendo of urbanisation in the Global South (Shannon & de 

Meulder, 2009). In the last decade of the 20th century, planning12 became a critical tool in the 

development agenda as it introduced the dream of designing society by creating an urban-based 

civilisation in many parts of Africa and Asia. Such designed societies were characterised by 

growth expressed in master plans, political stability and rising living standards, echoing earlier 

modernist approaches to planning. They were designed to be delivered by experts from the 

ódevelopedô world with the help of international organisations while overlooking the rich local 

traditions, distinct values and lifestyles in these contexts (Escobar, 2009, p. 148).  

 

 

11 Despite the current global inclination to replace the terminologies of ódeveloping countriesô and the óThird Worldô 

with the term óGlobal Southô due to its more natural and appealing connotations, international donor agencies persist 

in categorising their projects using the old, traditional terminology. 
12 Escobar sees planning in the óThird Worldô as óthe central technique of developmentô. Planning redefines social and 

economic life in accordance with the criteria of rationality and efficiency, which are consistent with the history and 

needs of a capitalist, industrial society but not with those of the óThird Worldô. Escobar argues that the elites of these 

countries appropriated the European ideal of progress and ódevelopmentô in the óform of the construction of a 

prosperous, modern nation through economic development and planning, and when the living conditions of most people 

worsened and the traditional social systems were disrupted, the hold of planning grew ever strongerô. Those elites saw 

planning as a tool for social change because of its irrefutable scientific nature. Over the years of ódevelopmentô, this 

planning process was facilitated in these countries through successive development strategies, of which óparticipationô 

is one example (Escobar, 2009). 
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However, the participatory turn in planning received numerous critiques and refinements by early 

proponents and others. Primarily catalysed by the ócultural turnô in social theory in the early years 

of the 2000s, there has been a heightened focus on understanding how culture and context 

influence knowledge and behaviour (Storper, 2001). This shift has significantly influenced an 

essential aspect of planning theory, explicitly addressing how planning can operate in situations 

characterised by social divisions and conflicts. Amalgamating cultural, political and economic 

perspectives on diversity and considerations of place and location, planning theorists have created 

the concept of ólocated politics of differenceô (Watson, 2006). Moreover, as shown by the failure 

of participatory development projects on the ground, óthrough routinisation, the capture and co-

option of schemes, the reproduction of the power of village elites is both familiar and 

unsurprisingô in the Global South (Williams et al., 2014, p. 94). According to Miraftab (2018), 

the conceptualisation of participatory professional planning in liberal ideals óobscures, and at best 

is unable to address, complex layers of conflict, oppressive power, and impositionô (p. 277).  

 

The critiques and refinements of preceding participatory planning theories, notably 

communicative and collaborative planning, as well as participation in development have 

incorporated insights from various social science perspectives, such as feminism, inclusion, post-

political considerations, race, ethnicity, informality, governmentality, insurgency and agonistic 

principles. These endeavours have contributed to the expanded conceptualisation of participation, 

transcending its traditional confines as contributions to processes overseen by the state and 

professionals. The broadened conception now encompasses more extensive activities conducted 

by citizens, groups and institutions. Current debates on public participation exhibit a distinct bias, 

either focusing on understanding óinvitedô public participation in formalised planning processes 

(Cornwall, 2002, 2004) or exploring óinventedô spaces that citizens create to challenge existing 

laws and the status quo (Miraftab, 2004). This paradigm shift recognises the significance of 

alternative practices outside and beyond state-led participation initiatives. Building on previous 

perspectives, Frediani and Cociña (2019) usefully characterise participation as planning to 

capture the broader spectrum of activities, efforts and practices led by civil societies beyond the 

professional boundaries of citymaking. The authors referred to the Southern theorising 

perspective, which challenges existing knowledge production and circulation geographies to 

understand óparticipation as a practice of producing the cityô (p. 6). 

 

These shifts echo the decolonial critique and post-development theory that emerged in Latin 

America in the late 1980s out of questioning both the ability of the Northern theories to understand 
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other worlds and the very objective of the development project as well as the way these shifts 

represent other worlds13. Proponent theorists looked to uncover other ways of understanding in 

indigenous context-specific knowledge (Mignolo, 2014), while others argued that cities cannot 

be understood without first being acknowledged as post-colonial sites given that the colonial past 

shapes the present (Jacobs, 1996). Moreover, it is dangerous to keep transferring knowledge only 

one way as context-specific knowledge is potentially lost or codified as óbackwardô and wrong 

(Williams et al., 2014). In this context, the present study advances existing arguments and debates, 

recognising the role of public participation in a broader sense that encompasses a wide range of 

peopleôs experiences, particularly in the pursuit of creating more inclusive and equitable cities. 

This perspective draws on a Southern decolonial lens, which holds the potential to address a 

diverse terrain of knowledge production and practice. It further informs the theoretical 

understanding of these participatory practices and spaces in terms of both experience and action. 

 

In this sense, the present research considers the Global South not merely as a ópassive recipientô 

of knowledge but as a diverse set of contexts in which concepts and ideas are redefined and 

possible alternative futures are imagined. Hegemonic knowledge is challenged by offering critical 

approaches to concepts of participation in urban development in general while considering the 

knowledge of the locals and, more importantly, the local understanding of these terms, as 

discussed in the following section. 

 

1.3 Southern Theorising: Challenging Normative Discourses and 

Unsettling Binaries 

óThey want our indigenous land, but they donôt want our bodies. They cannot swallow us but 

cannot vomit either. They need our labour but want our land. They want us to urbanise but not to 

their cities; they want us to modernise but not integrate. They want us to live like a shadow.ô 

- The activist Hussein Abu-Quieder14, as cited in Oren Yiftachelôs seminar presenting his 

co-edited book: theoriSE, November 29, 2023 

 

 

13For example, in the work of Gustavo Esteva (1987), Wolfgang Sachs (1992), Arturo Escobar (1995) and Majid 

Rahnema (1997). 
14 Abu Hussein is one of the native Bedouin activists working with Oren Yiftachel in the Naqab region of Palestine. 
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The failure of urban theory to adequately explain urban diversity and cities in the Global South15 

(Roy, 2011, 2009; Yiftachel, 2006; Watson, 2013; 2009; Brownill & Parker, 2010) reinforces the 

argument that social sciences cannot be comprised of one universal body of knowledge that is 

produced in the Global North to interpret the rest of the world (Connell, 2007, p. xi). Feminists 

and post-colonial/decolonial theorists question the extent to which it is possible to accept Global 

North normative planning concepts that can apply to all parts of the world (de Satgé & Watson, 

2018). Connell (2013) analyses what she terms a ópolitical economy of knowledgeô, contending 

that this framework governs the type of knowledge generated in Southern regions, simultaneously 

marginalising their contribution to knowledge (Watson, 2014). These theorists, among others, 

argue for going beyond the recognition of regional differences; they pave the way to new 

frameworks of thinking that cannot be understood without an acknowledgement of global 

geopolitics of power, often rooted in colonialism, which has set up post-colonial mentalities that 

elevate knowledge produced in the Global North over that produced elsewhere (McEwan, 2009). 

This emerging thinking expands on theories derived from practices and experiences in other 

geographical locations ï in the words of feminist scholar Donna Haraway, ósituated knowledgeô 

(Connell, 2007; Haraway, 1988; Watson, 2009, 2016). This understanding transcends mere 

geographic considerations and encompasses dimensions of subjectivity, politics and socio-

cultural contexts. It emphasises the inherent subjectivity of knowing that recognises how personal 

experiences and perspectives shape how individuals interpret the world. Furthermore, ósituated 

knowledgeô acknowledges the political nature of knowledge production, highlighting the power 

dynamics that influence what is deemed valid or authoritative. Lastly, it underscores the deeply 

embedded socio-cultural contexts in which knowledge is generated, advocating for an 

appreciation of diverse perspectives and ways of knowing within different communities and 

cultural frameworks. 

 

In this sense, there is a need for theories and approaches that speak to the physical and social 

reality of our16 land, our colour, values and realities. We need a new way to understand the 

óOthersô who produce the urban and place them at the centre. óOthersô here are by no means the 

few urban/architect professionals and academics who can speak on behalf of all, but the 

 

15 The Global South in this research is not a place but a relational geography (Bhan, 2019, 2022), where óthe majority 

hold spatial, economic, political and ecological vulnerabilityô (Simone & Pieterse, 2017). This refers also to the 

geohistorical processes of colonialism and globalising capitalism. Although political colonialism has been eliminated 

from colonised countries, this power structure is evident in the ongoing unequal relationship between western and 

Other. The structures of colonisation are now replaced with authoritative restrictive power structures that build on the 

same ethos and principles of the colonisers. 
16 This stems from my own positionality in this research; refer to Chapter 3, section 3.2.4. 
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subordinates who seek new ways and alternatives to dominant formal planning often serve elitist 

profit agendas. The different modes of production built into all kinds of processes must be 

acknowledged. Therefore, as argued by Mignolo (2007), we need to delink theories from the 

North/West and learn from óOthersô to offer new geopolitics of knowledge (Lugones, 2010). In 

this context, the Southern theorising project is perceived as a provocation, a tease, a locus of 

thought (Ortiz, 2022) that recognises óOtherô forms of knowledge, such as everyday practices, as 

forms of planning. More crucially, it is a necessity that aims to bring new angles into the debate 

on planning and city making. As highlighted by Garth Myers (2014), there is a need for new terms 

to explain the different urban realities in the Global South, particularly in light of the óapparently 

fading dichotomy of formal and informal given how interwoven they areô (p. 103).  

 

This thinking through new vocabularies17 can ócontribute to delinking from the western thought 

and find avenues to involve new idioms against universal grammarsô (Ortiz, 2022, p. 75). 

However, clarifying the dangerous binaries that the terms óNorthô and óSouthô can set is essential. 

Southern theorising does not aim to establish a binary relation between the South and the North. 

Nor does this research suggest that planning for the South should be separate from planning for 

the North (Watson, 2014); rather, it calls for imagining urban planning as a global process, where 

it is possible to source ideas from any part of the world to explain urban processes and their novel 

responses (Roy, 2011b). Southern theorising offers alternatives that do not represent the power 

relations in the North. These categories are not distinct or binary divisions between the economic 

and cultural spheres; they constitute dynamic ódiagonal assemblagesô(Yiftachel, 2022, p. 20). 

These assemblages involve a blend of economic, institutional and political elements, 

encompassing both domination and resistance. Urban societies and relationships have been 

moulded and stratified through these complex dynamics in recent decades (Yiftachel, 2022, p. 

20). Thus, this distinction challenges the coloniality and the white privilege of authoritative 

knowledge about citymaking practices of knowledge that created unease in the South and 

elsewhere.  

 

This call to action arises in reaction to the epistemic violence identified in the application of 

Northern urban theory (Spivak, 1988), for example, colonial powersô historical dismissal and 

 

17 This dissertation acknowledges the many different voices and practices that proliferate in the context of public 

participation in Amman. However, I draw on the feminist ethics of care to reconfigure ways of coming to know and 

situated vocabularies for understanding public participation and its values in the specificity of Amman city. See Chapter 

3, section 3.6.4 and Chapter 9, section 9.5 
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denigration of indigenous knowledge systems. Consequently, there is a crucial need to promote 

epistemic justice knowledge production and praxis (Spivak, 1988). The Southern theorising 

project is seen as a collective political project, wherein the cardinal direction (South) is not an 

indication of a locality but rather of marginality, a reference to the colonial world. In building this 

theorising project, many theorists18 have recently turned to terms such as óSoutheasternô, 

óSoutheastô or óthe Eastô; these different geographies carry epistemological symbolism because 

various Easts and Souths exist (see Chapter 2, section 2.5). According to Yiftachel (2022), óthis 

move attempts to highlight the ópluriversalô understanding of urban change typical of 

óSoutheasternôô. However, the Southern theorising project does not attempt to create ótheoriesô 

for the South or the East as universal theories. Instead, it advocates for a meso-engaged 

theorisation (see Chapter 2, section 2.5.1) that still acknowledges the idea of generalisation but at 

the same time does not claim universality (Watson, 2022; Yiftachel, 2022). This sort of 

methodology requires taking into account the micropolitics of everyday life and how these 

practices co-constitute the meso level of larger, more visible processes (Miraftab, 2022). 

 

Thinking of the Southeastern turn as a collective political project is finding guidance in anti-

colonial/decolonial feminist thinking through its relational approaches, which are able to see the 

everyday practices and politics of resistance in life-making (Miraftab, 2022). Therefore, Southern 

theorising and its proponents have called for not only creating disobedience knowledge (Mignolo, 

2009) but also learning how to make a praxis of epistemic disobedience that focuses on life-

affirming infrastructure and tries to bring life to the centre (Miraftab, 2022). Centring solidarities 

and care has the methodological potential to serve this theorisation of urban processes from the 

perspective of subordinate groups (Miraftab, 2022), where practices of radical care change the 

way we see each other and how the city is produced in terms of territorial circuits but also, more 

particularly, in the solidarity networks that are sustaining themselves and expanding. In this sense, 

Southern theorising hopes to build new theories and new vocabularies in language and action by 

continuously unearthing and dismantling the colonial planning project and building translocal 

solidarities over a repertoire of resistance and (re)existence (see Chapter 9).  

 

From this perspective, my dissertation acknowledges the epistemological dominance of western 

theory and praxis in shaping the current debates around public participation in the Global South 

 

18 For example, Oren Yiftachel, Vanessa Watson, Libby Porter, Jennifer Robinson, Amanda Hammar, Catalina Ortiz, 

Gautam Bhan, Sophie Oldfield, Faranak Miraftab, Colin Marx, AbdouMaliq Simone and H. B. Shin. 
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and elsewhere. It also highlights resistance to it in very different contexts, through a focus on 

Amman, Jordan. It seeks to bring to light often-unacknowledged configurations of knowledge in 

the context of Arab cities in the postïArab Spring era by exploring grassroots processes of 

participation. I aim to highlight the importance of capturing what falls outside existing 

explanatory frames by looking at contextualised empirics and how these relate to and differ from 

current explanations of public participation. To do this, I adopt a Southern, decolonial approach 

that relies on feminist lines of thinking to include ethical principles of care and an engaging and 

moral commitment to challenging the unjust social and political systems of knowing and doing. 

Thus, I rely on participatory action research (PAR) premises, not merely as a method but rather 

as a ósocial-political orientationô (Stewart & Lucio, 2017, p. 537), which guided my commitment 

to co-production of knowledge towards social justice. In other words, my dissertation brings to 

the fore practices and case studies and makes them visible in a context where they have long been 

ignored. Besides, the activist urge in this PhD journey led to the establishment of a collective of 

grassroots organisations, activists, researchers and others, called makǕna, which continues and 

builds on this research and contributes to this decolonial living and pluriversal citymaking. It 

seeks to promote socio-spatial justice by actively engaging communities and individuals in 

knowledge building that leads to radical action towards positive change. Moreover, it aims to 

develop solidarity to confront and reverse a range of issues that collectively impact all individuals 

involved (see Chapter 3, section 3.3.3 and Chapter 9, section 9.6). 

 

However, in order to position this research within the frameworks of Southern and decolonial 

premises, I have developed an approach that emerges from drawing on the principles of Southern 

theorising and feminist thinking, integrating them to serve as both a methodological and 

theoretical foundation. It extends beyond critique, evolving into a mode of doing that foregrounds 

the practices of care, relationality, and tactical resistance. By doing so, this framework connects 

and intersects with notions such as commons, agency, care, relationality, translocality, and time, 

acting as the method by which concepts like hara, tactics, and translation are navigated. Rather 

than presenting these as isolated theoretical notions, Southern Feminist Theorising proposes that 

they coalesce in a fluid and horizontal manner, with feminist care as the connective glue. 

 

Leslie Lokkoôs work at the Venice Biennale (2023) exemplifies this fluidity, where she highlights 

the relational practices of African and diasporic architects to decolonise architectural narratives. 

Lokko envisions architecture as a collective act of resistance and care, much like the process of 

gathering multiple stories and perspectives to form a cohesive whole. This echoes Ursula Le 
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Guinôs Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction, which rejects linear, hierarchical storytelling in favour of 

a narrative that gathers diverse elements into a collective container. Both Lokkoôs approach to 

architectural practice and Le Guinôs metaphor offer alternative ways of understanding space and 

narrativeðas relational, collective, and deeply intertwined with care practices. This resonates 

with my approach in this project, as I propose a framework that relies on collective, horizontal, 

and evolving acts of collaboration and co-creation that I adopt as well in my approach to makǕna, 

as discussed later. 

1.4 Research Questions, Aims and Objectives 

This dissertation aims to understand the different approaches to public participation in citymaking 

in Amman and highlight the role of emerging grassroots participatory approaches in forming new 

modes of engagement and existence in a restrictive political environment. By critically looking at 

and beyond formal channels of state-led participation, the research attempts to reveal hidden spots 

of engagement that are often ignored in the formal apparatus of planning and understand what 

and how these forms of grassroots activism, which emerged in the aftermath of the Arab Spring, 

are developing new practices of citymaking to counter the authoritarian production of space. In 

doing so, the research will critically evaluate and engage with what happens within formal 

óinvitedô and informal óinventedô spaces of participation. Furthermore, it will scrutinise how 

informal participation practices can foster and propose new modes of communication and 

negotiation between the state and citizens19.  

Consequently, due to its Southern perspective and guided by decolonial feminist practice, this 

research engages with civil society, the state and the professions to unsettle and un(learn) 

hegemonic knowledge and instead co-produce knowledge with the peripheries and promote 

solidarities that promote decolonising the imaginary towards a more just sustainable future.  

This overarching aim will be realised by answering the main research question: 

How and under what conditions can grassroots activism based on everyday spatial practices 

foster more inclusive participation in citymaking? How does this counter the top-down 

authoritarian space production and change the networks of power in postïArab Spring 

Amman? 

 

19 In this dissertation, I use both ócitizensô and óresidentsô interchangeably, although in many instances, when I refer to 

citizens, I do not mean those who have full Jordanian citizenship but also refugees or immigrants. I align my 

understanding of citizenship with Isin and Nielsen's (2008) approach, which focuses on acts that produce subjects and 

instantiate ways of being that are political ï that is, acts that ócreate a sense of the possible and of a citizenship that is 

yet to comeô (p. 4). 
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This question is complemented by subsequent research questions, each aligned with a specific 

objective of this research. 

Objectives: 

1- To understand the óinvitedô spaces of participation in the authoritarian context of Amman, 

the actors involved and how the state legitimises its intervention in the making of the city. 

2- To critically examine the óinventedô spaces of participation and the actors involved in the 

process with a focus on grassroots organisations and activities. 

3- To implement a Southern decolonial research praxis that unsettles concepts of 

participation and imagines new ways of thinking and doing. 

 

Subsequent research questions: 

1- How does public participation articulate Ammanôs neoliberal, top-down governance 

system after the Arab Spring? 

2- What is the nature of the institutional form of public participation in Amman following 

the 2011 events? 

3- What new forms of relationship between citizens (participants) and the government are 

emerging in the óinvitedô spaces and how do they manifest? 

4- What grassroots participatory practices emerge in Amman and challenge the normative 

top-down structure and how? What are the conditions under which they operate? 

5- How do they shape the urban everydayness in Amman? How do the formal authorities 

respond to these spatial practices? 

6- How can óOtherô moments be imagined between the grassroots and the institutional 

formats to better support a more just approach to participation in authoritarian contexts 

of the Global South? 

 

1.5 Significance of the Research 

The dissertation provides a comprehensive overview of the complex nature of public participation 

in citymaking in the authoritarian context of Jordan in the aftermath of the Arab Spring. The 

importance of this research stems from a lack of academic discourses conceptualising the many 

forms and practices of participation driven by either the authorities or the grassroots in restrictive 
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contexts in the Global South, like the one in Amman, Jordan20 (Khirfan, 2018). It holds the rich 

potential to contribute to debates around a more situated understanding of óOtherô ways of doing 

participation and citymaking. In a broader sense, the new concepts and practices of participation 

aim to uncover óspaces of possibility for a more equitable urban futureô (Truelove & Cornea, 

2021). This is achieved through an appreciation for alternative space-making practices grounded 

in situated knowledge and praxis. Indeed, these novel concepts and insights have the potential to 

expand ótheoretical categoriesô (Vasudevan & Novoa, 2022) and contribute to the evolving 

lexicon of an alternative mode of urbanisation, enriching urban studies with empirical and 

practical knowledge from geographies beyond the conventional focus. 

 

Moreover, conceiving this research through a Southern, decolonial and activist mode of research 

aims not only to create a participatory process that taps into and engages with the local knowledge 

system, wherein the various knowledge systems of the participants can be valued, shared and 

exchanged (Kesby, 2000), but also to decolonise the imaginary of the normative, formal way of 

carrying out participation in a way that speaks and communicates with its people by working with 

them rather than merely writing about them. In this sense, this research delves into creating 

academia or research óotherwiseô (Ortiz, 2022), which can bring ideas, people, imaginaries and 

writings to support each other in radical spaces of hope and care.  

1.6 Thesis Structure 

Having delineated the purpose and objectives of this research, this last section of the introduction 

offers a synopsis of the subsequent chapters in the dissertation (see Figure 1.3). Chapters 1ï4 

explain the aim and context of the research as well as the analytical framework and 

methodological approaches used to build a framework with which to analyse the empirical work 

in the following chapters. Chapter 5 examines the actors of participation, who are categorised to 

investigate their roles further in Chapter 6, which explores the invited spaces of participation in 

Amman. Chapters 7 and 8 explore the so-called óinventedô spaces of participation. Then, 

Chapter 9 discusses the findings of all cases and synthesises the new conceptualisations and 

understandings of participation derived from the contextual data in the previous chapters. The 

dissertation ends with Chapter 10, which provides conclusions and outlines future research 

possibilities arising from the research findings. 

 

20 No scholarly research has been conducted on public participation in Jordan since the Arab Spring.  
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The first two parts of Chapter 2 discuss how public participation is problematised through 

different academic discourses and debates, most of which come from the western approach to 

knowledge and theory. Moreover, it establishes the relationship between participation and space 

following the work of Henri Lefebvre and critical geographers such as Doreen Massey. In the 

second part of this chapter, the politics of everyday participation is discussed from a Global South 

perspective, building on a range of concepts such as resistance, urban everydayness and tactics. 

Together, these form a situated analytical framework that considers how Certeauôs (1984) theory 

of ótacticsô provides a means of understanding participation and its governance in Global South 

contexts of oppression. Chapter 3 lays the foundation for the ontological, epistemological and 

methodological approach that underpins this dissertation. It explains the Southern decolonial 

approach that also draws on critical feminist thinking and explores different strands such as 

translocality, care, relationality, PAR, tactical positionality and activist research that constituted 

my approach in carrying out the process of investigating, examining, collecting, working on the 

ground, analysing, writing and enacting this research as a whole. This is followed by a detailed 

explanation of the field methods used to collect data, the reasons why they were chosen and the 

type of data collected. Furthermore, the chapter explains the analytical procedures used in this 

research and ends with a discussion of the challenges experienced during the research, not only 

throughout the fieldwork phase but also in the holistic ethical approach of the study.  

This is followed by exploring the empirical setting for the study in Chapter 4, which introduces 

the context of Amman. The chapter starts by explaining the shifting governance of the state due 

to historical events and local policies that have limited political participation and freedom in the 

country before focusing on the autocratic governance structure in Amman. This structure 

manifested in a neoliberal, profit-based urban setting, which was later challenged by the massive 

protests of the Arab Spring. In Chapter 5, to contextualise later analytical chapters, I examine 

the different actors that claim to produce and facilitate both óinvitedô and óinventedô spaces of 

participation. The chapter also explores these actorsô understanding of public participation and 

how they put this understanding into practice. It concludes with a further discussion of elite 

circulation among different actors in public participation framework policies and application in 

Amman.  

 

Chapter 6 analyses two primary organisational case studies. Within each case study, two projects 

are subjected to analysis and discussion. The organisations involved claim to establish so-called 

óinvitedô participation in postïArab Spring Amman as a way to produce citizen-led urban spaces 
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that bridge the gap between the state and the people. The examination of each case in this chapter 

encompasses an evaluation of the initiation of participation, the underlying motivations, the 

inclusivity of the process, the tools employed, the projectsô overarching goals concerning 

participation and the extent to which these goals are realised. The last part of this chapter discusses 

another critical aspect that helps construct the image of óinvitedô participation in the context of 

the multi-layered relationship between the actors and how these relationships create the spaces of 

participation.  

 

Chapter 7 begins by exploring and questioning the existence of spaces of óinventedô participation 

in Amman and argues for going beyond the limitation of the concept and opening the way for 

new meanings of bottom-up participation to be created and imagined. To further understand these 

new spaces and practices of participation, the chapter explores five case studies (projects and 

organisations) that create new meanings for participation through their everydayness, novel 

approaches and situatedness. Chapter 8 presents a deep investigation of these cases. Their spaces 

and practices are explained through the tactics used to intervene, negotiate and sustain a process 

wrapped in multiple uncertainties, as further explored in the last section of this chapter. 

 

In Chapter 9, I bring all the cases into a discussion to understand, first, the failure of invited 

participation spaces to achieve their goals and realise participation and, second, the agency of 

tactical participation in an authoritarian context of the Global South ï that is, that these practices 

and spaces neither function as insurgents nor remain passive but instead occupy a new area 

between the óinvitedô and óinventedô, where modes of co-existence can be imagined as governance 

structures in hostile Southern contexts. Combining the findings of the empirical chapters, this 

chapter answers the overarching question of the research posed in the introduction chapter. In the 

last parts of this chapter, I reflect on what conducting Southern research entails regarding the new 

modes of practices and knowledge created and implemented. Finally, Chapter 10 summarises 

my argument that a Southern decolonial feminist approach allows for understanding public 

participation in authoritarian contexts of the Global South beyond the normative practices and 

concepts of participation constructed and imposed by the West. This chapter highlights the 

dissertationôs contribution to knowledge and presents areas for further research. 
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Figure 1.3: Dissertation structure. (Author) 
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Chapter 2 On Public Participation: A Conceptual 

Framework 

 

óThere are many ways we resist, but we are resisting just by staying alive. To exist is to resist. 

(Young man, 25, at the West Bank)ô 

(Baumung, 2012, p. 31, cited in Johansson & Vinthagen, 2019) 

 

2.1 Introduction  

The quotation above is not from a prominent scholar or theorist; rather, it is the words of a 

Palestinian young man living in the occupied West Bank, articulating his personal approach to 

resisting colonial occupation. As he argues, simply being alive is a way to resist. From his own 

context (Palestine), he uses the word ósumȊdô (ϸнгЊ), which denotes a Palestinian value that is 

not represented in any translation of resistance; its meaning spreads beyond its direct translation 

to óresilienceô. To understand the particularities of actions, practices and their values, immersion 

into the complexities, messiness and realities of everyday life is needed, within their contexts and 

meanings. This chapter aims to clarify and develop a conceptual framework to introduce the issues 

related to the research questions, which hold the potential to speak from and with the lived 

experiences of those involved in the research. Before discussing the various roles these key 

concepts play in understanding the cases analysed during fieldwork, this introduction will briefly 

overview the genesis and evolution of these perspectives throughout this projectôs journey. 

 

The first section of the chapter starts by briefly reviewing the history of discourses on public 

participation. It offers a critique of some influential theories that have exerted a noticeable 

influence on policy and the implementation of participation in different contexts. This informed 

the first stages of the research, notably in structuring my interview questions and fieldwork plan. 

As I progressed with my fieldwork, I began to understand that the enactments of practices of 

public participation are spatial initiatives that exhibit differences across the cases. These 
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variations depend on factors such as the practicesô regulation of public expression, goals, methods 

of engagement, actors involved and cooperation with the authorities. The second section delves 

into a relational conceptualisation of participation as a spatial practice, exploring its connections 

to time, experience and events. I argue that these spaces, emerging as a result of the 2011 events 

in the Arab region, served as platforms for individuals collectively engaged in political activities 

to voice their demands. 

 

The third section of this chapter was informed by the analysis of the data, which led to a new set 

of analytical lenses. These lenses enabled a situated understanding of public participation and 

emergence from the cases under study without presupposing what the significant ideas would be. 

Hence, the theories and literature covered here emerged as a need from my direct fieldwork rather 

than being imposed a priori. In section four, I address ongoing debates before transitioning to the 

concluding theoretical segment. This section draws from specific readings, discussions during 

fieldwork and 2 years of analysis and writing, involving collaborations with researchers from the 

Global South. Introducing a ópluriversalô approach to the built environment and planning, this 

framework builds on challenges identified in earlier discussions, emphasising the entangled 

nature of public participation. 

 

Investigating the different approaches to public participation under different political conditions 

in authoritarian contexts of the Arab region is the main aim of this project. This dissertation 

focuses primarily on social and political space-related activism, as discussed in the following 

chapters. In addition to establishing the conceptual and analytical frameworks for addressing the 

research questions and case studies, this chapter also examines how participation, as both a 

concept and a practice, could be critically revised and re-appropriated within authoritarian 

contexts in the Arab region as part of the overarching goal of this dissertation in interpreting the 

concept of participation and participatory spaces.  

 

2.2 A Brief History of Discourses on Public Participation in Planning 

This section seeks to understand the notion of public participation by critically engaging with the 

concept. The section is organised into four sub-sections. The first sub-section delves into the 

notion of óinvitedô participation spaces, more commonly recognised as a contextual aspect of 

everyday existence in modern western societies characterised by liberalism, capitalism and 
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advanced technology (Barney et al., 2016). This perspective has been critiqued thoroughly as the 

systemic issues associated with the participatory development approach have been scrutinised, 

including its potential to, among other consequences, óobscure, and indeed sustain, broader 

macro-level inequalities and injusticeô (Cooke & Kothari, 2001, p. 14), as discussed in the second 

and third sub-sections. The last sub-section extends the discussion beyond state-authorised and 

planned participation to examine debates on how citizens appropriate and assert their presence in 

participatory spaces. 

 

2.2.1 óInvitedô Spaces of Participation  

This discussion builds on the discourse on participation in the introductory chapter. Public 

participation is often viewed through a normative lens, which is typically intertwined with the 

legacy of western democracies. These conceptions of participation predominantly centre on the 

institutional aspects of politics and emphasise that political engagement should be purposefully 

directed towards shaping public policies, primarily through means such as elections, political 

parties and parliamentary processes. As a result, participation is intricately associated with 

normative concepts of citizenship.  

 

In western liberal contexts, public participation emerged as a broad concept for a more 

inclusionary and deliberative approach to planning (Bedford et al., 2002; Legacy, 2017). Two 

publications ï the Skeffington Report (Skeffington, 1969) and Arnsteinôs óLadder of 

Participationô model (Arnstein, 1969) ï substantially shaped the way that participation was 

considered and enacted (Brownill & Inch, 2019). While both analyses encapsulated many key 

arguments about public participation, they defined it within government programmes in western 

democracies, ignoring the long activities of community-led planning outside the state (Brownill 

& Inch, 2019). Despite its considerable influence, Arnsteinôs conceptualisation of participation 

around rebalancing power (Cornwall & Coelho, 2007) between the state and the citizens for more 

just outcomes was later met by a critique centred on oversimplification in theorising power and 

the ability of citizens to exercise and share power (Sharp & Connelly, 2002). Since then, debates 

have continued about how to conceptualise power and how other power frameworks can be fixed 

in the citizen/state dichotomy reflected by the ladder. 
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In the past three decades, states worldwide have advocated for greater citizen involvement in local 

democracy through novel forms of local governance. Although these new institutions have the 

potential to engage marginalised and underprivileged individuals in participation, significant 

concerns, problems and hurdles are associated with both governance structures and the procedures 

within them. International aid agencies frequently promote these state-led spaces of participation 

in less-democratic contexts, in particular, collaborating with the state or the local government to 

deliver participatory projects with the locals to initiate urban governance. For example, 

international financial institutions such as the World Bank and the UN Development Programme 

(UNDP) have funded states in so-called ódeveloping countriesô to open more participatory 

channels with civil society (Harpham & Boatang, 1997; Pieterse, 2002). These formal arenas, 

often labelled óinvited spacesô (Cornwall & Coelho, 2007), claim to offer opportunities for 

grassroots participation in shaping local development and governance policies. Nevertheless, 

because they are established and overseen by the state ï in many instances, funded by 

international aid agencies ï they are also bound by numerous constraints. These statutory, state-

created and regulated spaces (Mohanty, 2022) reveal very different and far less emancipatory 

agendas pursued by governments in different contexts where elites and experts can easily 

dominate these proceedings (Cornwall & Coelho, 2007; Fung & Wright, 2003; Mohanty, 2007). 

Hence, they easily undermine and devalue some citizensô voices by failing to acknowledge the 

temporal and spatial political geographies onto which they are projected (Lemanski, 2016).  

 

The idea of participation in development can be traced back to the 1966 US Foreign Assistance 

Act, which aimed to ensure what Cornwall (2006) refers to as ómaximal involvement of the people 

in the developing countries in the process of economic development, by promoting democratic 

private and local government institutionsô. The UN endorsed these principles in the 1970s 

(Chambers, 1997), and participatory and community-based models gained increasing influence 

in response to the shortcomings of centralised government service delivery (Moriarty et al., 2013). 

Top-down approaches were perceived as disempowering and inefficient, whereas participatory 

development empowered the underprivileged to be informed and active participants (Mansuri & 

Rao, 2004). During the 1980s, the concept of participation underwent a transformation with the 

rise of neoliberalism and structural adjustment. In this era, óbeneficiariesô were expected to play 

an active role in the execution and bearing of the development costs (Cornwall, 2006, p. 71). 

Structural adjustment introduced economic reforms aimed at reducing the stateôs involvement and 

bringing service delivery closer to communities, bypassing centralised bureaucratic governments 

and addressing the issues of political manipulation and corruption associated with top-down 
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programmes (Ribot, 2002). By the 1990s, participation and decentralisation had become integral 

components of the broader ógood governanceô agenda, which, as per a World Bank report, 

promoted óinvolvement by NGOs and communities to enhance service delivery significantlyô 

(World Bank, 1997, pp. 3, 60). To this day, participation remains a prerequisite for development 

funding in numerous Southern countries. Notably, academics have advised caution regarding the 

utilisation and abuses of participation in development processes (Cornwall, & Brock, 2006; 

White, 1996), as well as the disempowering ramifications of neoliberal forms of óempowermentô 

(Miraftab, 2004). 

 

Although public participation has been practised for many years and remains a key aspect of 

planning across the world, it has also been a subject of much critique. In particular, debates focus 

on the continuing gap between the rhetoric of participation and the reality of its practical 

application to influence decisions (for example, Brownill & Carpenter, 2007). Voluminous 

critiques have been written on the disconnect between the participatory mechanism and planning 

outcomes, highlighting governmentsô frequent lack of attention to the preferences of citizens 

(Brownill & Carpenter, 2007; Fainstein, 2010; Margo Huxley & Yiftachel, 2000; Rydin, 2007; 

M. Taylor, 2007; Teernstra & Pinkster, 2016). Planning theorists debate the extent to which 

communicative rationality (discussed in Chapter 1) prevails and consensus emerges (Flyvbjerg, 

1998; Fox-Rogers & Murphy, 2014; Fraser, 1990; Gunder, 2003; M. Huxley, 2000; McGuirk, 

2001; Pløger, 2017; Tewdwr-Jones & Allmendinger, 1998). Fainstein (2010) noted that there is 

no automatic connection between just and democratic processes and just outcomes, and the often 

unrealistic assumptions offer a problematically normative view of what participation should do 

(Cooke & Kothari, 2001; Hickey & Mohan, 2004; Williams, 2004) rather than a realistic 

assessment of what actually happens on the ground (Harris, 2002). 

 

In summary, then, although public participation has been implemented widely in cities throughout 

the world, there is a general consensus in the literature that state-led participatory processes ï 

whether implemented by donor agencies or by the state ï ófailed to translate their idealism that 

including citizens and civil society in decision-making creates more just and inclusive cities, into 

practiceô (Lemanski, 2016, p. 3). Moreover, within the field of development studies, there have 

been critical discussions about the nature and purpose of participation itself (for example, Cooke 

& Kothari, 2001; Davoudi & Hague, 2015; Flyvbjerg, 1998; Jones, 2003). 
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2.2.2 Participation: Tyranny or Transformation 

In development studies, public participation is argued to be conducted under an umbrella concept 

of ódevelopment through cooperationô, which promotes participation as an essential dimension of 

development that will enable the needs of all to be met (Rahnema, 2009 p. 133). This approach 

gained prominence in the 1970s as international aid organisations encountered challenges in 

achieving meaningful impacts on the lives of impoverished populations (Sachs, 1992, p. 117) and 

suggested the lack of involvement of people as the possible cause for shortcomings. However, the 

participatory approach has faced criticism, often being characterised as a form of ónew tyrannyô 

(Cooke & Kothari, 2001)21. This criticism contends that the participatory paradigm is 

fundamentally flawed because it fails to address underlying structural inequalities and is 

perceived as a mere facade for top-down development initiatives. This implies that when they 

engage with ongoing development processes, marginalised populations are limited to negotiating 

with those in positions of power to secure resources that are more culturally and contextually 

relevant, typically referred to as óaidô, within the confines of the neoliberal framework. In essence, 

this approach does not seek to challenge the fundamental structural power dynamics (i.e. 

economic and political) that sustain poverty. 

 

In this view, óconsultation is used as a means of legitimising already-taken decisions adding a thin 

veneer of participation to lend the process moral authorityô (Cornwall, 2008 p. 270) while 

minimising the potential for those with conflicting voices to be heard (Allmendinger & Haughton, 

2012; Inch, 2012; Swyngedouw, 2005). Objectors argue that although participation suggests 

óbottom-upô involvement and legitimacy, it merely displaces power from the state to the market 

and those with real economic power, focusing on decisions that facilitate economic 

competitiveness and óalleviating burdens on the stateô (Brownill & Parker, 2010), ultimately 

enhancing depoliticisation (Miraftab, 2017b; Watson, 2002). Moreover, Flyvbjerg (1998) 

highlights that entrenched and powerful interests in the end results of planning influence the 

operation of power, resulting in outcome inequality while making participation a coercive act and 

producing new forms of surveillance and control as participation becomes a political technology 

(Foucault, 1991b). Consequently, Swyngedouw (2005) interprets public participatory schemes as 

spaces where citizenship is constrained rather than activated. 

 

21 For Cooke and Kothari (2001), tokenistic attempts at participation can be categorised into three participation 

tyrannies. The first is the tyranny of decision-making and control emanating from the authorities overseeing the 

participatory process. The second is the tyranny of the group, highlighting power dynamics within the collective. The 

third is the tyranny of method, which dictates the inclusion or exclusion of specific interest groups. 
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These discussions reveal very different and far less emancipatory agendas pursued by 

governments that embrace the language of participation (McGuirk, 2001). Elites and experts can 

easily dominate these proceedings (Fung & Wright, 2003), leading to centralised control. Cooke 

and Kothari (2001) argue against revising participatory methods, insisting that the entire project 

of public participation is flawed because it does not challenge structural (i.e. economic and 

political) inequalities and is merely a mask for top-down development. Yet, scholars have argued 

that participatory approaches can still be transformative and empowering if implemented within 

a process of institutional change. Hickey and Mohan (2004, p. 168) assert that participation should 

be integrated into a project explicitly aimed at confronting prevailing power dynamics rather than 

merely circumventing them to enhance the technical efficiency of service delivery. Similarly, 

Cornwall and Coelho (2007) contend that there is potential for óinvitedô participation spaces to 

serve as platforms for mobilising and empowering the public in negotiating their demands with 

the state, thereby evolving into what they term óspaces of autonomyô (p. 14). The authors explore 

the notion that individuals involved in state-led or established participation spaces may transform 

these spaces into novel political entities22. Nonetheless, they further underscore the critical role 

of the state, context and political culture in determining the ultimate outcomes of these spaces. 

 

Criticism of óinvitedô participation (instigated by the government or international agencies) as 

potentially amounting to mere symbolic involvement has prompted individuals to take the 

initiative and assert their own demands (Mohanty, 2022). The following section delves into the 

politics of the spaces of participation beyond the confines of the state.  

 

2.2.3 óInventedô Participation and its Politics 

óInventedô spaces of participation are spaces that citizens create or óinventô to challenge existing 

laws and the status quo, usually through acts such as protests and demonstrations (Cornwall & 

Coelho, 2007; Gaventa, 2004; Miraftab, 2004). As Miraftab (2004) claims, the grassroots occupy 

both óinvitedô and óinventedô spaces of participation. However, grassroots activity in the former 

spaces tends to óprovide the poor with coping mechanisms and propositions to support survivalô, 

whereas in the latter it ódirectly confront[s] the authorities and the status quoô (Miraftab, 2004, p. 

1).  

 

22 For more, refer to Cornwall & Coelho (2007), they reveal how participatory spaces could stimulate the creation of 

new political subjects as well as new subjectivities. For example, in some instances, contexts and conditions, these 

spaces of óinvited participationô could become óschools for citizenshipô where people can learn new meanings and 

practices of citizenship. 
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According to Miraftab (2004), limiting the recognition of participation to actions within officially 

óinvitedô spaces constitutes another state-centred perspective. Approaches to understanding 

planning, such as insurgent or post-collaborative planning, agonistic participation or movement-

initiated co-production, have moved the understanding of planning beyond professional 

boundaries, in which ósome forms of participation become the very practice of planningô (Frediani 

& Cociña, 2019). By recognising the potential activities and imaginaries produced through 

bottom-up processes and grassroots initiatives in creating alternative forms of planning (Ananya 

Roy, 2005; Brownill & Inch, 2019; Legacy, 2017; Miraftab, 2004, 2009b, 2017), Miraftab (2017) 

claims that óinventedô spaces can challenge power and incorporate difference, hoping for broader 

societal change. These methods of participation go beyond making local knowledge visible or 

accessible to the óexpertsô; they challenge the set of power relationships that marginalised this 

knowledge in the first place (Williams et al., 2014).  

 

Much of the knowledge on urban processes and participation comes from research in South Africa 

and Latin America. For example, the work of Miraftab (2004, 2009, 2018) and Miraftab and Wills 

(2005) draws its conceptualisation of óinventedô spaces of participation and citizenship from the 

Anti-Eviction Campaign and Anti-Privatisation Forum in Cape Town in South Africa. These 

spaces constitute entanglements of resistance and direct oppositional practices such as protests, 

demonstrations and mass mobilisation (Miraftab, 2017; Sinwell, 2010). Furthermore, these spaces 

are occupied by an agglomeration of grassroots organisations that are explicitly counter-

hegemonic and work against the structures of the powerful regime. The investigation of óinventedô 

participation spaces in the academic literature typically revolves around influential, powerful, 

nationwide grassroots organisations. These organisations have demonstrated an ability to foster 

solidarity and collaboration with similar entities sharing a common cause, as illustrated by 

examples like the Treatment Action Campaign (Friedman, 2005; Miraftab, 2006) and the 

aforementioned campaigns. However, scant attention has been given to micro-scale movements 

and the everyday practices associated with óinventedô spaces of participation in these debates 

(Bénit-Gbaffou, 2008; Bénit-Gbaffou & Oldfield, 2011). 

 

While many scholars have discussed the dichotomy between óinvitedô and óinventedô participation 

(for example, Brownill & Inch, 2019; Miraftab, 2004, 2009, 2017), particularly in western 

contexts or in limited Southern contexts (e.g. Frediani & Cociña, 2019; Miraftab & Wills, 2005; 

De Carli, 2016; Cawood, 2021; Horn, 2021), the situation in exclusionary political environments 
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of Southwest Asia and North Africa (SWANA)23 is different. Few studies have interrogated the 

nature of public participation in the Arab region after the Arab Spring events and its impact on 

the relationship between citizens and the state. 

 

Before delving into the intricacies of public participation in the Global South under restrictive, 

authoritarian conditions, the next section will elucidate the interconnectedness of participation as 

an initiative related to spatial dynamics. This discussion will set the stage for a nuanced 

exploration of the political dimensions inherent in public participation in such contexts. 

 

2.3 Public Participation as a Spatial Practice 

The discussions about public participation often include spatial metaphors, such as widening and 

creating opportunities for citizen engagement or deepening democratic practice (Cornwall, 2002). 

These arenas of participation convey a sense of space where voices and ideas jostle for attention, 

where people gather and are bounded in time as well as space. In this sense, a space can be emptied 

or filled, permeable or sealed; it can be an opening, an invitation to speak or act. Spaces can also 

be clamped shut, voided of meaning or depopulated as people turn their attention elsewhere 

(Cornwall, 2004). However, conceptualising participation as a spatial practice underscores the 

power dynamics that construct the spaces of participation. In this regard, this dissertation 

interprets space not simply as a physical area containing objects or hosting activities. Instead, it 

embraces a relational interpretation of space that encompasses its interconnectedness with time, 

lived experiences and various events (Low, 2017, p. 28). From this perspective, any novel space 

established for participatory purposes carries vestiges of pre-existing social relationships and 

earlier encounters with planned interventions in other spaces (Lefebvre, 1991; Long & van der 

Ploeg, 1989).  

 

According to Cornwall (2004), spaces must be thought of óless as concrete locales than as sites 

that are constituted as well expressive of power relationsô (p. 83). This concept refers to óa 

dynamic, humanely constructed means of control and hence of domination, of powerô (Lefebvre 

1991, p. 24). This suggests looking at spaces of participation in terms of how they might be 

 

23 SWANA is a decolonial and geographical term that represents the various communities located in Southwest Asia 

and North Africa. It is an alternative term for describing the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region. SWANA 

is a óway to distinguish the region in geographical terms, rather than ópolitical termsô as defined by the western worldô. 
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óconceivedô, óperceivedô or animated by the citizens (Lefebvre, 1991). As Lefebvre argues, space 

is not a neutral backdrop for human activities but is actively produced through social practices. 

Social relations and power dynamics are inscribed in space, and space, in turn, influences and 

shapes social relations. However, Lefebvre (1991) emphasises the importance of ólived spaceô or 

the space of everyday life. This is the space in which individuals navigate their daily routines and 

activities. Through this lens, participatory spaces are social arenas in which the community has 

the potential to impact policies, discourses and practices of development rather than geographical 

spaces that are considered to be empty areas.  

 

The establishment of participatory spaces can often become intertwined with existing power 

dynamics, potentially reinforcing established structures of authority. Spaces initiated by 

influential entities may be intentionally delimited through discourse, allowing only limited citizen 

influence. In doing so, they effectively control interactions and discourage dissent. Conversely, 

these spaces can also emerge from individualsô collective practices, performances and re-

appropriation efforts. Those actively involved in shaping and occupying these spaces are, as 

Cornwall (2002) suggests, positioned actors in this process. Importantly, the óspatial practicesô 

described by Lefebvre (1991) in the context of participation shape and are shaped by specific 

societal perspectives and constitute acts of power, reflecting the dynamic interplay between 

spatial engagement and the broader discourse on societal structures. 

 

This research looks at both spaces created by the powerful that invite people to participate and 

the spatial practices in which new emerging collectives are self-organised to foster community 

participation and agency and claim rights to the city. Understanding these constructs of 

participation throughout spatial lenses enables an understanding of the positive effects of power 

as well as its negative effects in the process of creating and further working these spaces. This is 

crucial for this research as it offers a theoretical framework for understanding the intricate 

relationship between space, civil society and power, which consequently shapes the spaces the 

grassroots or the state inhabit and create. Moreover, the various relational operationalisations of 

space reflect the conception of space proposed by Low (2009), namely, as process oriented, which 

allows for agency and new possibilities and where the making of the space itself is an act of 

power. In this realm, rather than dualistically defining these spaces as ótokenisticô or 

ótransformativeô, óinvitedô or óinventedô, viewing participation as a spatial practice helps draw 

attention to the productive agency of the actors involved as well as the negative effects of power.  
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Since the publication of Asef Bayatôs Street Politics: Poor Peopleôs Movement in Iran on Space-

Related Activism in the Middle East (1997b), which primarily examined the spatial dimensions 

of participation in waves of demonstrations and activism in the region, demand for more 

substantial empirical research on the politics of space has been increasing. This is particularly 

pertinent in light of the Arab Spring uprisings that commenced in 2011. It includes the ways in 

which the new emerging spatial practices of grassroots collectives mutate as the political context 

changes, as well as the interconnected dynamics between state and non-state actors within micro-

spaces. Intriguingly, despite the prominent roles played by youth activists and grassroots 

movements during the Arab Spring, there has been a notable absence of studies examining their 

relationship, involvement and agency within the spatial dynamics of the city. The next section 

delves into the politics of participation in the Global South broadly but also considers 

authoritarian regimes within this context. It lays the path to understanding what constitutes 

participation in the Global South. 

 

2.4 Politics of Participation in the Global South 

Different approaches have emerged in the Global South and elsewhere to address the challenges 

of social and spatial injustices. As discussed in section 2.2, this includes perspectives inviting 

people to participate in citymaking or advocating for participation activities outside the formalised 

arena of the state. Both concepts are loaded with political contestations and imaginative potential 

(Frediani & Cociña, 2019). Whereas the former builds on collaborative approaches and consensus 

building, the latter draws on concepts of insurgency and resistance (Miraftab, 2009b). Although 

based on different grounds, that is, affiliated with different sets of groups, the literature argues 

that the public can still navigate both spaces to practice their citizenship (Miraftab, 2004). 

However, drawing on the scholarship of Cornwall and Coelho (2007), this dissertation moves 

beyond the significance of the context when understanding participation to intersect with the 

emergent call for óother thinkingô that aims at unsettling taken-for-granted assumptions about how 

planning addresses issues of participation. This call draws on an emerging body of literature that 

thinks from óplaceô about urban issues that challenge the current geographies of authoritative 

knowledge production and circulation.  

 

The Southern turn helps understand public participation beyond simple dialogue within 

ócommunitiesô and planners in óinvitedô spaces, which is unlikely to overcome major societal 
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divisions and differing rationalities (Yiftachel & Mammon, 2022) or the direct opposition and 

resistance in óinventedô spaces. Rather than concentrating on existing intellectual traditions, the 

emphasis is on cultivating óalternative perspectivesô aimed at accommodating subaltern 

knowledge that has arisen in regions with different modernisation trajectories (Harrison, 2006). 

 

This section is divided according to four strands of exploration to facilitate an understanding of 

the dynamics of public participation in the Global South, extending beyond the formalised 

planning mechanisms or the confrontational sites of resistance and participation. The first three 

sections examine the dynamics of civil societyôs involvement in citymaking processes. This 

perspective acknowledges the spectrum of everyday actions undertaken by subordinate 

communities either collectively or individually across various scales and contexts. The fourth 

section proposes a tentative position based on different key contributors within the field, which 

can serve as a bridge between different theoretical traditions and offer a lens through which to 

comprehend the particularity of the case studies and the context of this research. 

 

2.4.1 Insurgent Social Movements: Rethinking Development Participation 

Current approaches in participatory design have generally fallen short of addressing the needs of 

marginalised urban populations in the Global South (Boonyabancha & Kerr, 2018), as illustrated 

in the preceding sections, and scholars have long recognised the disparity between intentions and 

real-world outcomes (Cooke & Kothari, 2001). Nevertheless, the outcomes of these top-down 

initiatives concerning improved democratic processes and stakeholder decision-making have 

been underwhelming in practice, leaving a persistent gap between the rhetoric of participation 

and actual citizen engagement (Mitlin, 2021). Regardless of the intended participation objectives, 

numerous scholars have extensively discussed the shortcomings of development projects in the 

Global South. These limitations can be attributed to various factors, including the prioritisation 

of donor organisationsô self-preservation over supporting grassroots movements and political 

reform (Cawood, 2021). Although aid agencies are ideally envisioned as advocates representing 

the interests of minority groups, they have frequently faced criticism for their co-option by 

neoliberal state agendas (Shrestha & Aranya, 2015). These challenges are intertwined with 

authoritiesô reluctance to relinquish control (Mitlin, 2021). Scholars have long emphasised the 

óconflicting rationalitiesô in the Global South that reflect societal divisions and differing logics, 

where world-views and the very meaning of development or planning diverge from the universal 

set of deontological values shaped by liberal traditions (Watson, 2003, 2006). These divisions are 
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not easily reconciled through a universalist notion of ódialogueô, as observed in communicative 

and participatory planning (Watson, 2022). Furthermore, scholars like Porter and Barry (2015) 

argue that contemporary planning theories centred on inclusion, such as communicative planning 

and radical planning, often fall short of critically examining the historical roots of planning as a 

colonial and oppressive practice. 

 

In this arena, the recent planning and development debates on public participation have 

emphasised avenues for bottom-up participation initiated by social movements across the Global 

North and South, known as insurgent planning (IP). These IP practices are seen as responses to 

the limitations of participatory planning, particularly its co-optation by the neoliberal state, as 

pointed out by Shrestha and Aranya (2015). As conceptualised by Sandercock (1999), IP extends 

beyond mere óparticipationô to involve active engagement with political power structures and 

formulating strategic actions. As Sandercock (1999) clarifies, insurgent planning practices are 

initiated by mobilised communities who take on the role of planners for themselves, a concept 

that draws inspiration from Holstonôs (1995) idea of óspaces of insurgent citizenshipô and Youngôs 

(1990) ópolitics of differenceô. Furthermore, Huq (2020) positions IP as an oppositional 

movement that challenges the oppressive dynamics of civil society in heterogeneous neoliberal 

state conditions. This perspective underscores the significance of IP in addressing the claims and 

needs of diverse subjects in the face of neoliberal state dynamics. 

 

Holston (1998) advocates for a new imaginary of the city, one that emphasises alternative sources 

of ócitizenship rights, meanings and practicesô as an alternative to the assumed authority of the 

modernist state (p. 39). In this context, Holston suggests that planning theorists should broaden 

their understanding of urban practices beyond the confines of the state, a perspective that holds 

great significance. The inclination to perceive planning as a regulatory activity has sometimes led 

to an oversight of its potential for transformation, which can be linked to a history of resistance. 

As Sandercock (2003) noted in this framework, IP shifts the focus of research from only 

professional planners and their formalised methods to encompass a broader spectrum of practices 

collectively referred to as óplanningô and involving a wide range of actors (Miraftab, 2017). 

 

A significant epistemological and ontological transformation in action-oriented planning theory 

is Miraftabôs (2009) repositioning of Sandercockôs insurgent planning globally, particularly in 

neoliberal capitalist environments. Although insurgent planning draws inspiration from radical 
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planning, it diverges from it in its conception of justice: it shifts óthe understanding of justice from 

a liberal Rawlsian notion of justice as fairness to a Youngian notion of justice based on 

recognition of difference and its politicsô (Miraftab, 2017, p. 279). In the Global South and 

elsewhere, this resonates with the rise of urban social movements (Abers, 2000; Castells, 1983; 

Fox, 1996; Fox & Gershman, 2000; Friedmann, 1989; Friedmann & Friedmann, 1998) that 

became an influential force in the realm of development, actively seeking alternatives outside the 

traditional state apparatus (de Souza, 2006). Appadurai (2002) suggests that these movements 

represent a form of ódeep democracyô constructed through ógovernmentalityô from below and 

informed by highly politicised practices (i.e. enumeration), which is seen as a technology of power 

typical of the powerful. Rather than being orchestrated by the state or international organisations, 

these political practices are primarily driven by the urban poor. Similarly, Legacy (2017) points 

out the potential of ópassionateô and óactive citizensô who seek alternative solutions to urban 

challenges outside the formal spaces of participation (p. 430). Thorpe (2017) extends this 

discourse by broadening the concept of planning to encompass a wide spectrum of activities, 

ranging from ósmall-scale contributions by citizens and community groups to much larger 

interventions by corporate developersô (p. 577), which may be connected to histories of resistance 

(Sandercock, 2003). 

 

In this context, the idea of IP is strongly linked to resistance, as Sandercock articulated. Routledge 

(1997) defines resistance as óany action, imbued with intent, that attempts to challenge, change, 

or retain particular circumstances relating to societal relations, processes, and/or institutionsô (p. 

69). Scottôs work has further broadened the understanding of the various methods, actions and 

behaviours encompassed by the term óresistanceô: he distinguishes between overt, declared forms 

of resistance and covert, low-profile, undeclared resistance that falls within the domain of 

infrapolitics (Scott, 1990, p. 198). As detailed in the following section, these practices have the 

potential to serve as óinfrastructures of action-foundations upon which resistance, in the form of 

collective action, can be constructedô (Ismail, 2006). 

 

2.4.2 Everyday Resistance  

Drawing on the debates in the previous section, many scholars have sought to frame the practices 

of IP within a particular framework that takes place in óinventedô spaces. These spaces focus on 

distinct groups whose life chances are at risk of being jeopardised in specific circumstances. 

Simultaneously, these practices operate across interconnected power structures and must navigate 
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the various agencies of the state and state-like formations to ensure enduring solutions (Shrestha 

& Aranya, 2015). Within this framework, Huq (2020) proposes that IP practices are rooted in 

political society. In these spaces, groups and classes appropriate ópolitical associations such as 

partiesô in ways that may not always align with the principles of association in civil society 

(Chatterjee, 2001 p. 176). Positioned within political society, IP practices assert collective 

demands on the state, at times contravening modern state laws, established customs, the police 

order and state sovereignty (Huq, 2020). 

 

Nevertheless, theoretically, these scholars speak from contexts where social mobilisation is 

deeply ingrained in the planning culture and citizens are aware of the significance of political 

participation in general. For instance, this is evident in Latin America and post-apartheid South 

Africa (Shrestha & Aranya, 2015). The insurgent practices observed globally indicate the 

existence of well-established networks and the maturity of grassroots organisations, evolving as 

an ongoing process of engagement over time (Shrestha & Aranya, 2015). This phenomenon is not 

easily found in more hostile political climates, such as in the Arab region. However, the IP 

scholarship emphasises that the acts of insurgency should be defined by the specificities of both 

time and space (Holloway & Hubbard, 2001; Moore, 1997). Consequently, the analysis of 

insurgency must be driven by context, attuned to the particulars of everyday lived realities and 

shaped by empirical analysis (Meth, 2010). Yet, for many scholars, working with social 

movements and citizen actions may not resonate with the IP framework (Watson, 2012). To 

understand the sensitivity and particularity of the contexts, numerous scholars have analysed how 

marginalised groups react to the broader social processes impacting their lives. They investigate 

these responses in the form of everyday resistance rather than large-scale public movements. 

 

The concept of everyday resistance was introduced by James Scott in 1985 to denote a form of 

resistance that is not as overt or visible as organised collective actions like rebellions, riots, 

demonstrations, revolutions or civil wars (Scott, 1990b, 1985). óEveryday resistanceô is 

characterised by its quiet, dispersed, disguised or seemingly invisible nature to elites, the state or 

mainstream society, a concept Scott interchangeably refers to as óinfrapoliticsô. Scott (1985) 

illustrates how certain common behaviours exhibited by subordinated groups, such as foot-

dragging, escape, sarcasm, passivity, laziness, misunderstandings, disloyalty, slander, avoidance 

or theft, are not always what they appear to be but are forms of resistance. According to Scott, 

these activities represent tactics employed by exploited individuals to both survive and undermine 

repressive domination, particularly in situations where open rebellion is too dangerous. Scott 
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argues that the form of resistance adopted depends on the nature of the prevailing power 

structures. According to him, those who insist that óreal resistanceô must be organised and 

principled and have revolutionary implications overlook the crucial role of power relations in 

shaping various forms of resistance (Scott, 1989, p.51). The foundational theoretical frameworks 

for understanding resistance draw from the works of Karl Polanyi, Antonio Gramsci and James 

Scott (Gills, 2000), with Gramsci and Polanyi addressing collective politics and Scott focusing 

on individual everyday life ï the central focus of this research. 

 

According to Scott, it is crucial to recognise that everyday resistance is not a lesser or primitive 

form of resistance. Instead, it operates on a fundamentally different, even opposing logic 

compared to public and collective resistance. In instances or contexts where public collective 

resistance would be ineffective, counter-productive or excessively difficult, everyday resistance 

becomes a strategic alternative. However, Scottôs conceptualisation introduces a dichotomy 

between his ópaired forms of resistanceô: everyday resistance and public resistance. This 

dichotomy may obscure what, in empirical reality, appears to be a continuum of mixed forms of 

resistance (Johansson & Vinthagen, 2019). Additionally, Scottôs conceptualisation of resistance 

has prompted an examination of the diverse mechanisms through which subaltern and working 

classes engage with their socio-economic circumstances. However, these analyses often rely on 

dichotomous categories of domination and resistance (Martínez, 2018). In the SWANA region, 

the everyday practices of popular classes are frequently depicted as either coping mechanisms or 

contentious acts of defiance, serving as foundational elements of popular mobilisation (Leenders 

& Heydemann, 2012; Tripp, 2013). 

 

One of Scottôs fundamental assertions is that everyday resistance possesses a specific, intentional 

quality. According to him, any definition of resistance necessitates some consideration of the 

actorsô intentions (Scott, 1985). However, he acknowledges the complexity of the question of 

intention; even if the actors were queried and responded candidly, Scott (1985) suggests that 

determining their intentions would not be straightforward. While Scottôs meticulous analysis of 

various forms of everyday resistance remains grounded in a static and class-based perspective, 

Kevin OôBrien (1996) challenges this viewpoint. OôBrien (1996) contends that resistance by 

subalterns, particularly in severely repressed contexts like rural China, need not to be concealed 

or antagonistic towards elites. He argues that órightful resisters seek rather than avoid the attention 

of elitesé [and] mitigate the risks of confrontation by proclaiming their allegiance to core values 

rather than by opting for disguised dissentô (1996, p. 34). Consequently, this form of resistance 
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disrupts the dichotomy between dominant elites and subordinated classes proposed by Scott. 

OôBrien (1996) asserts that in certain circumstances, framing ósubordinatesô in opposition to 

ósuperordinatesô can obscure our understanding of resistance (1996, p. 31). Similarly, 

Weldeghebrael (2023), in his recent study in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, discusses the resistance of 

slum residents beyond trespassing formal laws (Chatterjee, 2004), quiet encroaching (Bayat, 

2000b) or grassroots social movements (Mitlin, 2018). Slum residents strategically utilise 

authorised, formal channels, positioning themselves as supporters of the stateôs overarching 

policies while challenging interventions that jeopardise their livelihoods by attracting media 

attention or óadopting confrontational relations with lower-level state officials, and seeking the 

support of senior officialsô (Weldeghebrael, 2023, p. 11). However, Weldeghebrael, (2023) 

further asserts that this does not take place in isolation but along with other subversive strategies 

in the city.  

 

In Scottôs perspective, a deficiency exists in the dynamic interplay and evolution between power 

and resistance and an absence of transformation in the resistors themselves. Power is not 

perceived as influencing the discourses or practices of resistance, even though the life of the 

resistor is shaped by power. Scott asserts that the various forms, strategies and techniques of 

everyday resistance are connected to the material, status or ideological manifestations of 

domination (see, for instance, Deleuze, 2011 [1992]). Within this framework, to transcend the 

dichotomy established by James Scottôs work, the contributions of de Certeau and Asef Bayat are 

key in advancing the conceptualisation of everyday resistance. The next section will more 

comprehensively explore the evolution of everyday resistance, shedding light on its utility as a 

lens for conceptualising the practices of subordinates in politically challenging and restrictive 

contexts. 

2.4.3 Tactics, Quiet Encroachments and Beyond 

According to the French Marxist philosopher and sociologist Henri Lefebvre (1997), the practices 

of everyday life have the potential to cause significant changes in society. Lefebvre argued that 

the everyday practices of individuals and groups are an essential part of social reality and that 

they have the power to shape and transform social relations. Lefebvre believed that everyday 

practices, such as walking, talking, eating and working, are not simply routine activities but are 

instead deeply embedded in the social and cultural structures of society. He argued that by 

changing these everyday practices, individuals and groups can challenge and transform the 

dominant social relations and structures that shape their lives. Michel de Certeau shares a 
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sustained interest in the everyday with Lefebvre. In The Practice of Everyday Life (1984), de 

Certeau scrutinises how individuals engage with the social order by employing the very products 

and tools imposed upon them, neither succumbing to the dictates of hegemonic forces nor directly 

confronting them. His analysis of routine activities like talking, walking and cooking 

demonstrates how users of space creatively manipulate the technologies of rule, referred to as 

strategies, in their daily lives. De Certeau (1984) conceptualises the myriad practices through 

which ordinary individuals utilise and manoeuvre spaces organised by power as ótacticsô. Despite 

somewhat obscuring the implication of the less powerful in the realm of power dynamics, de 

Certeau broadens the scope of politics beyond formal institutions and collective actions to 

encompass the diverse ways of navigating within óthe practice of everyday lifeô (1984, p. xxiv). 

According to him, these ótacticsô are temporally contingent as they ódepend on timeô given that 

they do ónot have a placeô (de Certeau, 1984, p. xix). They are inherently mobile, always vigilant 

for opportunities that must be seized, and whatever gains they achieve, (de Certeau, 1984). De 

Certeau (1984) contends that everyday resistance involves a óway of using imposed systemsô (p. 

18) and how individuals employ ópopular tacticsô in their routine activities to subvert óthe actual 

order of thingsô for their own purposes (p. 26). Consequently, óorder is tricked by an artô in this 

context (de Certeau, 1984, p. 26). 

 

Often romanticised as the ordinary or associated with passivity, everyday life is described by 

Seremetakis (1994) as a realm that óharbours the most elusive depths, obscure corners, transient 

corridors that evade political grids and controlsô (p. 13). Notably, de Certeauôs (1984) narrative 

does not revolve around revolution or significant upheaval but instead centres on stubbornness, 

obstinacy and creativity in the context of everyday life. Throughout his body of work, he 

emphasises the numerous constraints and limited objectives inherent in tactics. The act of 

ótricking order by an artô is frequently executed without the expectation that this order will 

undergo immediate change: it constitutes a manoeuvre ówithin an enemyôs field of visionô and 

ówithin enemy territoryô (de Certeau, 1984, pp. 26, 37). Devoid of the means to directly challenge 

a social order, tactics may deflect power, escape or redirect its strategies, always operating within 

its field. 

 

De Certeauôs concept of ótacticsô enables an examination of everyday practices beyond mere 

reactive ósurvival strategiesô or forms of resistance to fiscal retrenchment. Instead, these practices 

are seen as intricate sets of actions deeply embedded in broader cultural and political contexts 

(Smith, 2007). According to de Certeau (1984), tactics are procedures that derive their validity 
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from their relevance to time, the circumstances that the precise moment of intervention transforms 

into a favourable situation, the speed of movements altering the organisation of space, the 

relationships among successive moments in action and the potential intersections of duration and 

heterogeneous rhythms. These actions are neither revolutionary nor indicative of passivity. They 

carry the potential to serve as a political platform, creating a heterogeneous and diverse multitude 

with no political party backing them (Petrescu & Trogal, 2017). 

 

However, Johansson and Vinthagen (2019) questioned whether any practice that differs from 

those produced by power can be qualified as óresistanceô. While they argue that this may be the 

case in certain circumstances and contexts, it may not be in others. For them, the determining 

factor lies in the resistance relationship with power: whether it possesses the potential to 

undermine or destabilise power structures temporarily. This assessment can only be made by 

analysing the practice within the power dynamic. According to Johansson and Vinthagen (2019), 

this is where the limitation in de Certeauôs work lies: he does not directly and explicitly engage 

in a power analysis when discussing his forms of tactics. In this realm, the connection between 

Scott and de Certeau is evident. While Scott (1985; 1990) refers to the óweapons of the weakô, 

óhidden transcriptsô, óinfrapoliticsô as everyday resistance, de Certeau describes tactics as óan art 

of the weakô shaped by the absence of a proper locus, operating as a manoeuvre ówithin the 

enemyôs field of visionô (Von Bullow, as cited in de Certeau, 1984, p. 37) and functioning in 

isolated actions. However, as Johansson and Vinthagen (2019) note, both theorists fall short of 

fully integrating their frameworks as practices intricately entwined in a dynamic relationship with 

power24. 

 

Butticci (2012) proposes that de Certeauôs concept of ótacticsô are óforms of adaption to the 

environmentô created by the powerful and their disciplinary strategies (p. 93). These tactics 

operate at the micro level as temporary and inventive manipulations of óevents, spaces, practices, 

symbols, and materialitiesô to transform them into opportunities (p. 93). Tactics can be interpreted 

as revealing óabsencesô or gaps, indicating deficiencies within seemingly comprehensive systems 

(strategies) (Alonso, 2017, p. 329). De Certeau (1984) focuses on the specific and mundane 

actions of ordinary individuals, highlighting acts of everyday resistance for which they creatively 

 

24 This research employs a Foucauldian framework conceptualising power as ubiquitous rather than as located in certain 

groups. In essence, power is decentred, heterogenic and plural, relational rather than reified, emphasising its productive 

nature over a merely repressive function (Foucault, 1978, 1980, 1991a). In line with Foucaultôs perspective, power 

operates on multiple levels, engages in ongoing struggles, negotiations and dynamic evolution. 
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utilise tactics within the framework imposed by hegemonic power (strategy). Conversely, 

OôBrien (1996) suggests the importance of recognising that everyday resistance, depending on 

the context, may occasionally manifest in somewhat public forms of resistance, even when the 

identity of the person resisting is public. 

 

In another ground-breaking work, Life as Politics (2009), Bayat focuses on the urban poor in 

Third World societies and Muslim/Arab everyday articulations of resistance. He establishes a 

connection between individualised and covert manifestations of everyday resistance and the 

transient mobilisations of the urban poor. Bayat (1997, 1997a, 1997b, 2000) presents a resistance 

theory distinct from Scottôs theory of resistance and social movement theories. He contends that 

political activism undertaken by óordinaryô individuals in Third World cities, specifically the 

urban poor and those involved in the informal economy (e.g. the unemployed or underemployed, 

street vendors and squatters) varies significantly. Their activism is rooted in the everyday and 

involves resistance but may not necessarily be óhiddenô, ódisguisedô, non-collective or informally 

organised, as Scott would suggest. Consequently, Bayat avoids the term óeveryday resistanceô and 

proposes óquiet encroachmentô. Bayat argues that óquiet encroachmentô, employed by 

marginalised and informal groups, is adaptable and responsive to circumstances, all with a 

specific purpose in mind. In contrast to IP endeavours or the overt actions of public social 

movements, instances of óquiet encroachmentô are frequently marked by persistent, lifelong 

struggles aimed at achieving a redistribution of social goods and opportunities. However, these 

efforts do not seek to generate broader political movements. Bayat underscores the agency of 

individuals in instigating change through everyday practices and adaptations, even in situations 

where overt resistance or activism may not be effective or possible. 

 

In this context, the struggles associated with óquiet encroachmentsô are not merely defensive acts 

within the realm of resistance. Instead, they are seen as cumulative as the actors involved aim to 

expand their space by gaining new positions for progress. These actors engage in their activities 

not as a deliberate political statement but are compelled by the imperative need to survive and 

enhance their quality of life (Bayat, 2000b). Asef Bayat, unlike Scott, concentrates on subtle, 

everyday acts of adaptation and resistance that are often concealed and may not be overtly or 

intentionally political. These struggles unfold calmly and quietly. They are not solely defensive 

measures, constituting óeveryday resistanceô against the encroachments of ósuperordinateô groups, 

nor are they merely hidden, quiet and often individualistic (Bayat, 1997a). This form of silent, 
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patient and prolonged resistance is employed by marginalised or disempowered groups, including 

migrants, refugees, the unemployed, squatters and street vendors (Bayat, 1997a). 

 

Although these actions are unnoticeable and sometimes deliberately avoid collective efforts, 

large-scale operations and public attention, the defence of the gains they achieve carries the 

potential to be collective and audible. These passive networks become activated when they have 

to make public and collective defensive efforts and articulate collective claims for their rights 

against a state that they otherwise mostly ignore and from which they try to exist independently. 

Threats can trigger collective mobilisation. Bayat defends the politics of the poor against 

essentialist ideas of a fatalist and passive óculture of povertyô or the idea that the poor are only 

active in the sense of survival (at their own expense in the long run or that of other poor people). 

Bayat claims that the poor indeed are political; however, they do not typically create sustained 

and ideological mobilisations like the middle class or other more advantaged groups (in the form 

of ósocial movementsô). Instead, much of the mobilisations of the urban poor, especially in the 

SWANA region, circulate around kinship/ethnicity-based networks or óimagined solidaritiesô in 

fluid and heterogeneous groups without permanent communication channels or a common 

identity. Thus, to Bayat, the urban poor sometimes perform political acts (of resistance) but not 

only and not primarily by being consciously antagonistic to the superior classes. They do not 

typically sustain these political mobilisations in the form of ósocial movementsô (with enduring 

organisation, identity, claims and communication). 

 

However, as Bayat helps us to understand, in circumstances where the cumulative effects of their 

individual and scattered everyday politics make them targets of repression, despite their quiet and 

individual way of surviving, the urban poor are brought together and mobilised collectively and 

with public claim-making. This does not necessarily lead to sustained mobilisation ï the key kind 

of resistance studied by social movement theory ï but may be a process that, after a sudden 

mobilisation, returns to the original óquiet encroachmentô of individual families and persons until 

the next immediate threat (or major opportunity) arises. There is no better case than the Arab 

Spring to understand the effect of these groupsô long, slow encroachments in preparing the ground 

for new political positions and engagements (Aboubakr et al., 2021a). According to Bayat 

(2013b), the prolonged and sustained óquiet encroachmentsô and ónon-movementsô in the Arab 

region found a political opportunity in the late 2010s, which spread across the region in the mass 

confrontational political act of the Arab Spring.  
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Besides the several researchers who argued that public and hidden resistance can mix and 

combine (Katsiaficas, 1997; Simi & Futurell, 2009) and that the existence of mundane or non-

dramatic resistance shows that resistance can fruitfully be understood as a continuum between 

public confrontations and hidden subversion (Bayat, 2013a; Ismail, 2013), others like Lee (2016) 

asserts that rights-based activism on behalf of groups that are oppressed and made into non-citizen 

óabjectsô should combine with the innovative, ingenious and unsettling forms of everyday 

resistance applied by these óabjectsô themselves. This includes óhidden tacticsô, ócalculated 

abjectionô, ómorphing technologiesô or ósacrificial violenceô. Thus, Leeôs sophisticated theoretical 

and empirical analysis originally opened up a link between organised rights activism and everyday 

resistance. 

 

In a recent study on everyday resistance, Johansson and Vinthagen (2019) attempt to go beyond 

Scott and de Certeau by focusing on understanding everyday resistance as a practice entangled in 

a dynamic with power, claiming that everyday resistance is best understood by accounting for 

different repertoires of tactics, relations between actors and struggles around constructions of time 

and space. The actors of everyday resistance do not necessarily regard it as óresistanceô but rather 

as an established or conventional part of their lives, personalities, cultures and traditions. 

Johansson and Vinthagen (2019) present a critique of Scottôs work, which asserts the importance 

of displaying the resistersô particular (political) intention. Johansson and Vinthagen align with 

many scholars who attempted to show how a more elaborate understanding of the concept could 

be applied in empirical studies. For example, Frers and Meier (2017) suggest óspecific acts of 

resistance and their consequences: their political aesthetics and the way they link into practices 

of distinction, their temporal duration, and their spatial extensionô (p. 128). Similarly, Iñiguez de 

Heredia (2017) develops a new framework based on de Certeau and Scott and her critical reading 

of the everyday resistance literature. She proposes a new definition and a framework that connects 

the everyday to ópatternsô, that is, something that is repeated in peopleôs lives but not necessarily 

literally the óeverydayô. Similarly, dominant power is reproduced in the everyday, in the way 

people accept, normalise, follow and enforce norms, rules, hierarchies, stereotypes, discourses, 

orders, laws and policies, often in an automatic, non-reflective way. 

 

In this context, everyday resistance, according to Johansson and Vinthagen (2019), is a practice 

conducted in certain situations and contexts when public resistance is not an alternative, while 

resistance against power is still deemed to be motivated. Resistance is not a characteristic or 

quality of any specific group or people ï be they peasants or subalterns (Roy, 2011a) ï but a 
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particular type of activity among many other types of activities other ordinary people might 

perform. More importantly, it is historically entangled with everyday power (not separated or 

dichotomous) and must be understood as intersecting with the powers with which it engages (not 

one single power relation). Furthermore, it is heterogeneous and contingent due to changing 

contexts and situations, where the actors involved play a vital role.  

 

The next section will tackle the dimensions of everyday resistance based on the different theorists 

and scholarship discussed in this section to propose a situated lens and standpoint from which to 

analyse the case studies in this dissertation.  

 

2.4.4 Definitions of Tactics and the Need for a Situated Approach  

Lefebvreôs (1991) perspective, explored in section 2.4.3 above, underscores the significance of 

directing attention towards the everyday practices inherent in our lives as the key catalyst for 

instigating social change. He believes that by transforming these practices, individuals and groups 

can create new forms of social relations that challenge the dominant order and promote more 

equitable and just ways of living. To Lefebvre, the analysis of the everyday requires an 

understanding of the deep connections between consumer culture, urbanisation and state power. 

Therefore, everyday life practices are the most universal and unique condition, the most social 

and individuated, the most obvious and the best hidden. In other words, Lefebvreôs approach to 

social change, similar to de Certeauôs, can be used to emphasise the importance of grassroots 

activism and the power of small-scale actions to bring about larger societal transformations. 

According to Lefebvre, by changing the way we live our everyday lives, we can challenge and 

transform the social structures that shape our world. To understand these modes of practices in an 

authoritarian context in the Arab region in the Global South, where colonial history is coupled 

with a changing political atmosphere linked to a change in global politics, it is crucial to analyse 

these practices aligned with the specificities of everyday lived realities and shaped by empirical 

analysis. This means that a critical engagement with everyday resistance must have a very strong 

appreciation of the local context, awareness of the politics at various scales and a sense of the 

historical influences at play (Johansson & Vinthagen, 2019).  

 

This research claims that accounts of the dynamics of activities of the different urban groups in 

authoritarian regimes, known for their hostile and restrictive political environment (for instance, 
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in Jordan), as mere coping mechanisms or survival strategies, óquiet encroachmentsô or everyday 

political resistance are inadequate. Although issues of survival, óeveryday resistanceô or óquiet 

encroachmentsô undeniably concern the urban disenfranchised in the Arab region and elsewhere 

in the Global South, paying attention to the diverse ways of operating within óthe practice of 

everyday lifeô (de Certeau, 1984 p. xxiv) embedded in specific histories and contexts is crucial 

(Johansson & Vinthagen, 2019). Whereas some practices may appear significant and productive 

in some contexts, they may seem trivial or even counter-productive in other contexts (Marsh & 

śliwa, 2022).  

 

Johansson and Vinthagen (2019), as discussed in the previous section situate the concept of 

everyday resistance as shaped and practised within the dynamics of configurations of powers in 

the specificities of changing contexts and situations and argue for a better understanding of the 

entangled relations between actors in space within time. However, because the present research 

looks specifically at the practices of grassroots organisations after the Arab Spring, whose effects 

are still unfolding in an unstable political environment, using/applying the notion of óeveryday 

resistanceô is quite problematic. The term introduces an additional layer of surveillance and 

restrictions, particularly as grassroots activities occur in a hostile, non-democratic environment. 

Furthermore, Johansson and Vinthagenôs (2019) analytical framework for everyday resistance 

primarily targets ordinary individuals25. In contrast, this dissertation focuses on grassroots 

organisations that may occupy mid-level positions. According to Johansson and Vinthagen (2019, 

p. 184), this poses theoretical challenges to the use of the term. Moreover, in line with Bayat and 

in contrast to Scott, Johansson and Vinthagen (2019) conceptualise everyday resistance as simply 

patterned practices, forgoing an analysis of actorsô intentions or practices with ideology and 

consciousness.  

 

Based on this discussion and taking up key contributions from different authors within the field 

(mainly, Scott, de Certeau, Bayat, Lefebvre, Johansson and Vinthagen), the present research uses 

a hybridised definition of everyday resistance. The study relies on a less ideological, decisive 

concept that represents a less politically visible form of resistance that aligns more closely with 

the complex grassroots practices in Jordan (AlNasser, 2016). This is achieved by operationalising 

the term ótacticsô (de Certeau, 1984) as a less ideological concept. However, it aligns with 

 

25 This is exemplified by their case study of SumȊd in the Palestinian context (Chapter 9 in Conceptualising óEveryday 

Resistanceô). 
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Johansson and Vinthagenôs (2019) study by linking the concept of tactics directly and explicitly 

to the contextual configurations of power(s). Thus, in contrast to Scott and de Certeau26, this 

research looks into ótacticsô with continuous attention to power. In this regard, ótacticsô is better 

seen as in-between space that relies on time and must adeptly navigate and exploit gaps in powerôs 

surveillance and control, employing surprise, concealment, subtlety and strategic manoeuvring 

by manipulating events constantly, transforming them into opportunities (Johansson, 2009, 2017). 

This space of ótacticsô is not just another site of óresistanceô with a smaller form of power, loaded 

with political intentions (disguised or hidden, as argued by Scott). Nor is it a sustained, prolonged, 

silent resistance performed by ordinary people to survive and improve their lives (as discussed by 

Bayat). Rather, it is a continuum between public confrontations and hidden subversion. However, 

drawing on Johansson and Vinthagenôs (2019) proposal to engage de Certeauôs concept of 

ótacticsô with a power analysis, I argue that the concept is useful in analysing the different 

practices of the grassroots or other mid-level positions in a society subjected to a restrictive 

authoritarian regime.  

 

Here, the concept of tactics is less political, non-violent and confrontational but subverts by 

manipulating the hegemonic power, depending on opportunistic conditions and the use of time. 

This understanding departs from Scottôs and Bayatôs view of everyday resistance as linked to the 

durability and sustainability of non-dramatic acts. Moreover, according to de Certeau (1984), a 

space of tactics exists within the realm of the Other, distinct from a strategy that can be 

meticulously planned and monitored in visible spaces. Analysing these spaces using the 

frameworks of power and domination highlights the importance of the multiple agents involved 

(subaltern, middle-class) and the relationships between them as well as with power. Therefore, in 

many instances, spaces of ótacticsô try to destabilise or even go beyond power, creating other ways 

of life and ways of being. However, this may not necessarily yield success over time (Anjaria, 

2016). The key is how tactics relates to power, that is, whether it has the potential to undermine 

or destabilise power, at least temporarily; in contrast to sovereign power, which holds territorial 

control, everyday tactics operate spatially and are inherently temporary (de Certeau, 1984).  

 

To conclude, this study takes the concept of ótacticsô as understood in the previous discussion 

(hybridised with theories of everyday resistance, power and quiet encroachment) as its point of 

 

26 Both theorists tend to perceive any óactô by the subordinate classes as óresistanceô. Here, acting differently becomes 

resistance. 
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departure to investigate the different, everyday practices of participation of grassroots 

organisations in Amman by critically engaging with the configuration of power and resistance. 

Tactics is a less decisive and less ideological or politically loaded concept than everyday 

resistance. By highlighting how tactics are enmeshed in power relations, this dissertation seeks to 

attend to the various ways in which citizens navigate and manipulate the warrens of capitalist 

planning and the grids of authoritarian rule, without succumbing to the óromance of resistanceô 

(Abu-Lughod, 1990) or sanitising the politics of the subaltern (Ortner, 1995). Figure 2.1 illustrates 

the constructs of theories of participation and their relational links with spaces of everyday 

resistance and tactics. 

 

To understand these rooted spaces of everyday tactics, participation and activism, the next section 

steers the discussion towards the utilisation of a Southern theorising perspective, which helps to 

recognise these concepts beyond the mainstream global urbanisms and challenges dominant 

forms of knowledge and practice. It helps formulate what spaces of participation could mean, 

offer and reveal beyond the existing binary of óinvitedô and óinventedô and, more importantly, 

beyond the Northern paradigms of knowledge that created them. Such new understandings have 

the potential to extend ótheoretical categoriesô (Vasudevan & Novoa, 2022). Therefore, a Southern 

approach challenges broad assertions and carves out space for more nuanced theories of urban 

participation and reproduction grounded in justifiable logics that are specific to particular places 

(Lawhon et al., 2018). This approach enhances our understanding of the production and 

contestation of spatial orders. Nevertheless, to comprehend the practices of participation in a 

Southern context such as Ammanôs, we must grasp the evolution of planning theory within the 

Global South context and what it does/means for context, theory and practice when applied. 
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Figure 2.1: The constructs of theories of participation and its relational link with spaces of everyday resistance and 

tactics. (Author) 
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2.5 Moving the Planning Literature Forward: A Southern Geography 

as a Productive Landscape 

As highlighted in prior works by Bhan (2019) and Watson (2002b), planning theories, primarily 

originating from the Global North, often present significant limitations and challenges when 

applied to diverse contexts. Bhan (2019) raises pertinent questions regarding the intricacies of 

finding suitable frameworks of knowledge capable of addressing the multifaceted practices of 

activists, researchers, planners and other stakeholders in the Global South. According to Bhan 

(2019), the core challenge lies in the multiple disconnects between theory and practice. In 

response to these challenges, a diverse group of critical theorists representing various disciplines 

and intellectual trajectories27 advocates for a twofold approach to urban planning. First, they call 

for an approach that challenges prevailing knowledge production and dissemination geographies, 

which have been dominated by academic institutions in the United States and Europe. Second, 

they contest the conventional formal and professional modes of practising planning. Instead, they 

embrace a more inclusive perspective that accommodates a multitude of approaches employed by 

diverse actors and organisations, each guided by their distinct circumstances and motivations. As 

aptly noted by Harrison (2006), the collective efforts of these theorists revolve around the 

cultivation of óalternative thinkingô. This new paradigm seeks to provide an alternative to 

established intellectual traditions and forms an integral part of a postcolonial endeavour to create 

a space for subaltern knowledge that has emerged in regions with unique trajectories of 

modernisation. 

 

Acknowledging place and context plays a key role in the framework of Southern thinking. 

Simultaneously, a firm rejection of the South construed solely as a geographical concept exists. 

It is imperative to scrutinise and deconstruct the notions of North and South, disentangling them 

from their conventional categorisation as either theoretical or spatial binaries. This research aligns 

with Gautam Bhanôs perspective: the South transcends the confines of a physical location, 

manifesting as a conceptual construct, a locus of thought (Ortiz, 2022) and a relational geography 

rather than a mere collection of underdeveloped nations or the postcolonial sphere. Bhan (2019, 

2022) contends that this conceptualisation facilitates the mobility of theories. It allows theories to 

originate from a specific locale but then extends their applicability to comprehend the urbanism 

of all cities. It enables the utilisation of concepts such as informality, originating from the South, 

 

27 Such as Jennifer Robinson, Vanessa Watson, Oren Yiftachel, Gautam Bhan, Ananya Roy, Caren Levy, Aihwa Ong, 

Libby Porter, Alexandre Apsan Frediani and Camila Cociña, to name but a few. 
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to gain insights into Northern cities, thereby bridging the categorical North-South divisions 

(Robinson, 2022). This approach underscores the fluidity of theoretical frameworks, enabling 

them to transcend geographical boundaries. Resonating with Connellôs proposition, the term 

óSouthernô emphasises relations ï óof authority, exclusion and inclusion, hegemony, partnership, 

sponsorship, appropriation ï between intellectuals and institutions in the metropole, and those in 

the world peripheryô (Watson, 2022, p. 29). 

 

Similarly, Hammar (2022) understands the development of Southeastern theory/theorising as a 

multifaceted political-intellectual endeavour encompassing repositioning and reorientation. This 

endeavour involves a dynamic interplay between retrospective practices incorporating refusal and 

recovery and forward-looking practices involving anticipation and inclusion. It requires 

challenging entrenched systems and structures, addressing both historical colonialism and 

coloniality along with persistent manifestations of patriarchy, racialisation, classism and related 

issues. To put it differently, the South is not a geographic place but one of the poles of a 

relationship. This relational context comprises dynamics of dominance and subordination, 

spanning economic, political, social, cultural and epistemic dimensions (Vainer, 2022). Similarly, 

Faranak Miratab (2022) asserts that the South serves as a socio-political reference point 

encompassing all communities adversely impacted by colonialism. 

 

An expanded theoretical framework for a Southern perspective disrupts prevailing hierarchical 

structures, consequently reshaping the framework for acknowledging what and who is deemed 

significant in urban understanding, critique, theory development and envisioning. This 

transformative process requires adopting more inclusive, intersectional and interdisciplinary 

methodologies firmly rooted in empirical research in diverse urban landscapes (see Chapter 3). 

The incorporation of a broader range of empirical and epistemological viewpoints, transcending 

the confines of established conventions, opens the door to envisioning a significantly more 

extensive array of meaningful urban trajectories beyond the Northern/Northwestern paradigms 

(Yiftachel & Mammon, 2022), including those underpinned by principles of justice-based urban 

governance and comprehensive, participatory citizenship. Simultaneously, this approach should 

avoid the construction of reversed hierarchical structures and unintentional blind spots that may 

arise from idealisations of the South/Southeast (Hammar, 2022). Thus, the essence of Southern 

knowledge lies in its foundation upon the practical experiences of individuals at the grassroots 

level, from below (Miraftab, 2022), which would óunearth the white privilege of authoritative 
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knowledge about citymaking practices and go beyond the cardinal determinantsô (Ortiz, 2022, p. 

73). 

 

According to Bhan (2022), the greater the diversity of the lifeworlds we encounter, the more 

extensive and profound the ideas become, enabling them to traverse geographical boundaries and 

enhance our comprehension of various cities. Simultaneously, a deeper understanding of these 

practical lifeworlds improves our capacity to ground engagement, practice and intervention in 

them. This grounding is derived from the lifeworlds themselves instead of relying on circulating 

models of óbest practiceô originating elsewhere (Bhan, 2022). 

2.5.1 Southern Approaches to Studying the Urban 

There have been many debates on how to understand and articulate Southern theory. The present 

research relies on provocations, propositions and ongoing debates that are seen as helpful in 

shaping the understanding of the new practices of citymaking in Jordan. The following paragraphs 

review the lines of departure for this project.  

 

Theory and Vocabularies  

This research dismisses the possibility of one grand new theoretical intervention of a Southern 

theory that would unfold all the practices of the Global South and instead draws on óminorô theory, 

as articulated by Katz (1996) and Watson (2022). In this perspective, óminorô theory is not 

perceived as ólocalô or ósmallô; rather, it possesses the ability to unveil nuanced variations with 

substantial impacts. According to Watson (2022), óminor theoryô disrupts established narratives 

and power dynamics, aiming to undo major theories and practices from within by embodying a 

situated politics of resisting and producing knowledge from the complexities of everyday life 

(Katz, 2017). Rather than constituting a separate theoretical entity, it represents an alternative 

approach to theory, involving óworking from the inside outô and considering emerging practices 

to be interconnected with significant knowledge productions. Minor theory óquestions Major 

Theory and alters its constructionsô. Thus, it goes beyond mere criticism and seeks óhope for other 

futuresô (Watson, 2022, p. 30). In this regard, Southern theorising is about replacing a body of 

theories and altering practices of theorising more broadly (Hammar, 2022). To do so, many 

theorists have suggested building a new conceptual vocabulary (Bhan, 2019, 2022; Oldfield, 

2022; Watson, 2022) that offers a means to delink from western thought and explore avenues to 

incorporate new idioms that challenge universal frameworks ï specifically, narratives that 
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interlace forces aiming at liberation from the modern/colonial development project. Examples 

include border thinking (Anzaldúa, 1999) and pluriverse (Escobar, 2018b; Vasudevan & Novoa, 

2022). 

 

These vocabularies can be ówielded and presented to amplify particular issues, places, and forms 

of knowledge at a particular timeô (Bhan, 2019, p. 2). The new vocabularies hold the potential to 

move in and across genres, destabilising paradigms, conventions and ways of knowing (Nagar, 

2015) and shifting power dynamics in the specificities of cities. In this manner, Southern 

theorising extends beyond mere critique and instead ventures into the realm of inventing 

alternative planning methods, as highlighted by Bates (2018). This approach seeks to showcase 

the potential effectiveness of the planning profession in cities grappling with enduring political, 

economic, financial, health and social crises (Fawaz & Harb, 2022). It illuminates diverse ways 

in which cities can influence anti-colonial, anti-capitalist, anti-patriarchal and anti-racist 

initiatives, with a focus on the significance of spatial processes (Ortiz, 2022). 

 

In this regard, this research looks at óparticipationô beyond its normative meaning and 

conceptualisations (as discussed in section 2.2) in the more expansive sense of different ways of 

doing by differently situated and motivated actors and institutions (see Chapter 9, section 9.5). 

Following Bhan (2019, 2022), I contend that searching for newly situated vocabularies on the 

ground may produce theories that speak back to their origins and more broadly across 

translocalities. To put it differently, this research does not look at the case of Amman as a 

testimony to the universal theories of óparticipationô rather than a locus of enquiry and 

theorisation. It is an opportunity to speak for and of an ex-centric location (Comaroff & Comaroff, 

2015), which refers to perspectives that are outside the usual or expected viewpoint.  

 

Collective and Collaborative Practice from Below 

Based on the previous discussion, the progressive practice of planning is less about advocating 

for policy change in the traditional notion of advocacy planning than about working for radical 

system change (Sager, 2016) by destabilising the balance of power and shifting it to other sources 

of legitimacy. This commitment shapes our understanding and enables us to imagine ways of 

moving and acting in the lifeworlds in a way that allows us to find new ways of producing and 

intervening on the ground, which accounts for ómodes of Southern urban practiceô (Bhan, 2019, 

2022). 
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This approach to theorising and practice, as articulated by Edgar Pieterse (2014, p. 23), involves 

immersing oneself in profoundly challenging and contested realms of power and control. 

According to Oldfield (2022), these fraught spaces are deeply productive spaces, and the project 

of research becomes collaborative and collective. Geraldine Pratt (2012) aptly characterises this 

work as óalways productively compromisedô (p. xxxiv). She suggests that it remains óopen to 

other geographies and histories, putting the world together differently by erasing some lines on 

our taken-for-granted maps and bringing other borders into viewô (Pratt, 2012, p. xxxiv). Given 

that a key aspect of óSouthernnessô is that the urban majority faces multiple vulnerabilities 

(Simone & Pieterse, 2017 p. 23; Bhan, 2019) and seeing as óSoutheastnessô is marked by armed 

conflict, contested homelands and bordering practices based on ethnic and sectarian lines 

(Yiftachel, 2006b), it becomes crucial to contemplate the historical trajectories of human and 

spatial agency. This includes the networked practices of innovation embedded in these diverse 

places and an embodied consciousness of experiences of inhabiting the threshold (óla fronteraô) 

of hegemonic and alternative systems of knowledge production (Ortiz, 2022). 

 

This entails embracing a broader understanding of various ways to transcend professional, formal 

or institutional modes of practice, focusing on collaborating and theorising with situated and 

motivated actors and institutions (Bhan, 2019; Miraftab, 2009a, 2018). As Katz (1996) argues, 

this requires continual movement and diligent effort to identify and amplify the potentialities in 

the in-between spaces. In navigating between and across multiple actors, sites and scales, the goal 

is to overcome the limitations inherent in adopting a singular, fixed position assumed by 

traditional methodologies (Miraftab, 2022). This approach aims to reveal the disjunctions that 

underlie Eurocentric fragmented planning, prompting a revaluation of alternative planning 

practices that genuinely serve the public interest (Miraftab, 2022). Crucially, these modes may 

involve uncertainty. They represent practices that challenge the concept of óevidence-based 

policymakingô, which assumes implicitly that specific actions will yield particular results within 

a defined timeframe (Miraftab, 2022). Bhan (2019) and Simone (2019) expand on this discussion 

by proposing certain characteristics of Southern urban practice, including incrementality, 

uncertainty, temporal fluidity, speculation, transversality and rootedness (Bhan, 2019, p. 652). 

However, recognising the necessity to ódo somethingô does not solely imply actions to fix or 

improve a situation. It can also suggest a continual movement to maintain a current position, 

uphold the status quo and solidify the ground beneath oneôs feet a little longer. This perspective 

also implies that the ethos of such practices is more forgiving of imperfect, uncertain moves ï 

they often closely resemble actions that may appear otherwise. 
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Lastly, I argue for adopting a contrapuntal, alternative perspective for the present research, 

drawing on Edward Said (1978). This perspective emphasises the importance of continually 

reassessing and acknowledging the worldôs shifting powers, struggles and negotiations. It 

advocates against adhering to a singular scalar viewpoint, be it micro (entangled in the everyday 

local context), macro (tempted by the universal claims of the global) or meso (attempting to 

encompass both the macro and the micro). These three positions assume stability and fail to 

capture the intricate and unpredictable movements within and across them. Thus, recognising the 

productive tensions of difference both across and within the óSouthô/óSoutheastô (and likewise the 

óNorthô/ôNorthwestô) becomes a foundational element for a more comprehensive, multi-layered 

critical urban theory (Hammar, 2022). This approach encourages a richer and fuller understanding 

of the city. In this sense and by utilising a collaborative, decolonial Southern approach (see 

Chapter 3), this research aims to uncover modes of Southern urbanisation by looking at empirical 

configurations of participation systems in Amman. The rootedness and specificity of these 

participation modes of practice may generate new ótermsô or óvocabulariesô rooted in space and 

time, which, as argued by Bhan (2019), would inform not only theory but also practice óeven if 

all of the evidence is not yet in an often hard to come byô (Simone & Pieterse, 2017, p. x). Those 

óvocabulariesô allow new counter-authoritative knowledge frameworks to emerge and learn how 

to further sustain them.  

 

2.6  Conclusion 

This chapter located the conceptualisation of public participation in citymaking beyond the 

discussions occurring in the urban planning profession. Instead, the research endeavours to 

engage in a more fluid dialogue and holds promise in cultivating context-sensitive understandings 

of the meaning and nature of participation. The proposed analytical framework introduced in this 

chapter will be used for the analysis and interpretation of the case studies in the research.  

 

Examining the main and key discussions surrounding participation over the past six decades 

reveals a contentious landscape characterised by persistent tensions inherent in the concept. 

Consequently, it is imperative to scrutinise the ógenealogiesô of participatory spaces, 

acknowledging their substantial variations contingent on local political and social contexts and 

the temporal dynamics of participatory structures. Within a Global South context, people are often 

excluded from the governmentôs development plans. Thus, civil society has focused much of its 
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energy on opening alternative spaces for participation in decision-making beyond electoral and 

institutionalised politics. However, these dynamics exhibit considerable divergence, influenced 

by political contexts, the societyôs capacity for autonomous organisation, the opportunities that 

manifest within the state at certain moments of transition and how community members 

strategically position themselves to capitalise on these opportunities. Covering óinventedô spaces 

of participation in IP as well as óeveryday resistanceô, óquiet encroachmentsô and spaces of 

ótacticsô, this research adopts a hybridised theoretical framework that aligns with (and at the same 

time departs from) multiple theorists and concepts to animate spaces of ótacticsô (analysed in 

relation to power/domination) as in-between spaces. These differ from sustained, organised and 

confrontational resistance and from the kind of resistance that is silent, prolonged and 

unintentional and holds the possibility for episodic political confrontations (i.e. Bayatôs work) or 

the hidden, intentional, political resistance in Scottôs work. In other words, óspaces of tacticsô are 

a repertoire of everyday tactics that is shaped in relation to specific configurations of power, 

opportunistic, temporary and working with ówhatever is at handô (Simone, 2011). 

 

Although the primary objective of this chapter was to elucidate these arguments within a planning 

theory framework, it also explored how individuals facing precarious conditions, imbalances or 

opportunities resort to commonplace acts of resistance, encroachment or familiarisation to assert 

their rights within the urban environment. This approach aids in acknowledging practices often 

overlooked in prevailing narratives about public participation. To accomplish this, I proposed 

using Southern theorising as an alternative analytical lens. This approach is valuable for 

conceptualising and comprehending participation and establishing a mode of practice grounded 

in non-dominant representations. Consequently, the chapter argued against the binary 

categorisation of public participation into invited/invented and defensive/resisting or coping 

mechanisms for survival. I posited that these spaces may neither function as insurgent nor remain 

passive. The next chapter introduces the methodological approach and process of this research. 
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Chapter 3  Research Methodology and Process 

 

óIt matters what world worlds the worldé it matters what stories we tell to tell other stories with; 

it matters what concepts we think to think other concepts with.ô 

(Donna Haraway in Le Guin's book introduction, 2019) 

 

3.1 Introduction  

In the preceding chapter, I introduced theories and positions regarding public participation, 

everyday resistance, tactics and agency. The present chapter draws on these bodies of literature 

to summarise and outline the theoretical and methodological framework underpinning subsequent 

empirical chapters. It discusses the positions that support and illustrate arguments throughout the 

dissertation, such as positionality, rationality, ways of operationalising Southern theory and 

addressing the research bias, ethics and nuances of translation. 

 

In addition to literature and theoretical analyses, to contextualise theoretical findings and explain 

and validate both the research problem and the proposed contradictions, the chapter details the 

project and how it was conducted using several methods. As proposed earlier, the bulk of these 

methods is geared towards attaining full engagement with the practices and communities in this 

research. The chapter continues with a presentation of the data and the limitations and challenges 

experienced during the fieldwork. Finally, the chapter concludes with reflections on the personal 

and collective challenge of continuously maintaining a discourse coherent with our values and 

what we propose in our daily practice, especially in urban planning, as Southern researchers 

drawing repeatedly on feminist and decolonial positions and standpoints. I am aware that we have 

socialised ourselves in an imperialist, patriarchal, capitalist and colonial structure of power, which 

can lead us to reproduce discriminatory roles and stereotypes. While remaining acutely aware of 

my privileged position, I am using the opportunity afforded by this PhD project and its outcomes 
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to help the construction of a humane urbanism based on practices of solidarity and radical care, 

and inspired by the efforts of various grassroots and urban movements.  

 

3.2 Philosophical and Theoretical Positioning  

Seizing the opportunity of this historical juncture, when the foundations of planning are being 

widely questioned, the aim of this research is not only to detect the everyday practices of 

participation in óinvitedô and óinventedô (and beyond) spaces of participation but also to 

decolonise participation and re-invent its methods and language from a situated Southern position. 

This sub-section presents the ontology and epistemology that underlie the research questions and 

objectives and justifies the choice of methodological approach.  

 

3.2.1 Decolonial Southern Ontologies and Epistemologies  

The Southern emerging thinking, as discussed in the Introduction Chapter (section 1.3), expands 

on theories derived from practices and experiences in other geographical locations ï ósituated 

knowledgeô in the terminology of feminist scholar Donna Haraway ï acknowledging not only the 

situated geographic context but also the political, subjective and socio-cultural position (Connell, 

2007; Haraway, 1988; Watson, 2009, 2016). Decolonial theorists problematise modern theory 

and call for epistemic delinking from the órhetoric of modernityô to rethink its ideals within the 

processes and histories of coloniality (Mignolo, 2007) and learn from óOthersô to offer new 

geopolitics of knowledge (Lugones, 2010 p.742). After all, óthe success of the political world 

order is the making of subjects that think, epistemically, like the ones in dominant positionsô 

(Grosfoguel, 2009, p. 14). To tackle this philosophical dilemma, this study is conceptually framed 

within decoloniality, which offers a ontological, epistemological and axiological foundation that 

deliberately diverges from Western modes of thought, as articulated by Mignolo (2011, 2007). 

Following Vainerôs (2022) proposal, the strategy of urban decoloniality involves critiquing 

prevailing urban concepts and models, along with re-reading and re-inventing the social 

morphology (Durkheim, 1894) inherent in our spaces and territories: 

óAny project of radical decoloniality of urbanism and urban thinking is only viable if 

anchored in the convergence of the practice of criticism and the criticism of the practice, 

of critical thinking and urban struggles, and of progressive intellectuals and social 
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movements that, on the battlefield that contemporary cities currently are, face the monster 

of urban capital, patriarchy, racism, and coloniality.ô (Vainer, 2022 p. 58) 

 

In this sense, this study considers the Global South not only as a ópassive recipientô of knowledge 

but as a diverse set of contexts in which concepts and ideas are redefined, possible alternative 

futures are imagined, and hegemonic knowledge is challenged. As Spivak puts it, this implies that 

ólistening to the subaltern voicesé to ignore the subaltern today is, willy-nilly, to continue the 

imperialist Projectô (Spivak, 2010, p. 271). By offering critical approaches to concepts of public 

participation, this allows to consider the local knowledges and, more importantly, local 

understandings of public participation (for example, hybridised or rejected). Therefore, 

decolonisation does not mean a total rejection of all theory or western knowledge. Instead, it is 

about ócentring our concerns and world views and then coming to know and understand theory 

and research from our own perspectivesô (Smith, 2012, p. 89). 

 

It is important to note that this project rejects colonialityôs totalising impact and aims to avoid 

unintentionally reproducing hegemonic knowledge concerning the Southeast. The intention is not 

to replace Western systems of thought with Southeastern counterparts. Instead, the approach 

advocates for embracing pluriversal knowledge systems, favouring diversity over universality, 

coupled with an ethics of care. Moreover, as proposed by Winkler (2022), this research suggests 

the need to refrain from establishing unproductive binaries like state/society or formal/informal 

and from compartmentalising philosophical concepts such as relativism and universalism, which 

are rooted in Western constructs. Similarly, Arturo Escobarôs (2018) Designs for the Pluriverse 

delves into the significance of design and design thinking in constructing autonomous yet 

profoundly interconnected ólocal worldsô based on a relational ontology. Utilising local case 

studies and design principles derived from the experiences of indigenous and Afro-descendant 

communities in Latin America, emphasising aspects like place-making, collaboration and 

decoloniality, Escobar (2018) encourages scholars to contemplate an alternative to modernity. He 

envisions a scenario where óall worlds need to broach the project of remaking themselves from 

the critical perspective of their historical location within the modern/colonial world systemô (p. 

11). 

To position this research within the frameworks of Southern and decolonial theories, I have drawn 

on feminist approaches to knowledge, theory, and praxis, where it serves as both a methodological 

and theoretical foundation. This framework extends beyond mere critique, functioning as a mode 
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of doing that foregrounds care, relationality, and tactical resistance. Southern feminists, such as 

OyèrónkԌ́ Oyèwùmí (1997) and Gayatri Spivak (1988), argue for rethinking knowledge 

production from the Global South, challenging the epistemological dominance of the Global 

North. This framework positions practices of care, relationality, and resistance as central to 

understanding urban spaces and practices in marginalised contexts. These concepts connect with 

urban practices such as hara, tactics, and translation, essential to understanding how communities 

in the Global South negotiate and reclaim urban spaces. 

 

Rather than treating these concepts as isolated, I aim to understand how they are interconnected 

and woven together. Following Raewyn Connellôs (2007) call to move the ñlocus of enunciationò 

back to the Global South, these practices are understood not as mere responses to Northern 

paradigms but as standalone contributions that inform broader urban theory. Ursula Le Guinôs 

Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction (1989) serves as a critical metaphor for understanding the 

interconnectedness and fluidity of these feminist and Southern concepts. Rather than viewing 

theory as linear or hierarchical, Le Guinôs concept imagines theory as a carrier bagðholding 

diverse and sometimes contradictory elements together. In this context, the carrier bag metaphor 

highlights how Southern Feminist Theorising gathers various narratives of resistance, care, and 

relationality in urban space, forming a non-hierarchical theoretical framework where care 

connects different forms of knowledge and practice from diverse urban contexts in the South. 

 

Hélène Frichot (2022) extends this idea through the concept of knotting, a metaphor capturing the 

entanglement of feminist care, decolonial praxis, and tactical urbanism. Knotting reflects the 

relational ties that bind seemingly disparate ideas, practices, and spaces, acknowledging that 

knowledge is produced through a web of relationships between humans, non-humans, and the 

environment. This implies that theory and practice are not separate but co-constituted through 

ongoing engagement with the world. Knotting offers a way to understand how feminist care, 

urban practices, and decolonial theory come together to create new forms of understanding and 

action. In my work with grassroots communities, knotting unfolded through co-labouring, as 

articulated by Sepideh Karami (2022), where care and solidarity fostered collective resistance that 

disrupted dominant paradigms of urban participation. In the Southern context, care becomes a 

radical act, reflecting the situated experiences of marginalised communities through non-linear, 

iterative processes that mirror the complexities of everyday life. 
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The ethics of care within this framework challenge patriarchal and colonial structures that reduce 

urban life to transactions or extractive practices. As Puig de la Bellacasa (2017) emphasises, care 

is not merely an ethical stance but an ongoing, embodied practice requiring active participation 

in the lives of those we work with. In my engagement with grassroots communities in Jordan, the 

ethics of care were lived practices shaped by the realities of precarious housing, informal 

economies, and social marginalisation. This care, rooted in social reproduction, echoes the work 

of feminist thinkers like hooks (2000) and McKittrick (2015), who highlight the invisibility of 

care work in marginalised or subaltern communities. From this perspective, Southern feminist 

theory refuses to separate intellectual labour from the embodied labour of caring, nurturing, and 

sustaining life. 

 

A crucial aspect of Southern Feminist Theorising is its rejection of gender-neutral framings of 

urban theory. Drawing on Joan Scottôs (1986) work on gender as an analytic category, I argue 

that feminist care in participatory urban research must engage with gendered power dynamics, 

especially in the Global South. In Jordan, womenôs labour in maintaining social ties, ensuring 

community wellbeing, and facilitating participatory processes is often invisible, yet central to the 

formation of participatory spaces. As a female researcher in gendered spaces, I was able to 

foreground these dynamics, creating opportunities for womenôs contributions to be recognised as 

key components of urban activism and planning. Here, gender becomes not just a category of 

difference but a lens through which all participatory practices are interpreted and enacted. Thus, 

Southern Feminist Theorising, as operationalised in this research, weaves together feminist ethics 

of care, decolonial practices, and participatory methodologies. It acts as a relational web, 

entangling various theoretical notionsðsuch as tactics, time, translation, and agencyðrefusing 

to treat them as discrete or hierarchical. Instead, they are intertwined in a dynamic process of 

knowledge co-production rooted in situated care, responsibility, and resistance. This horizontal 

field of inquiry not only informs the practical outcomes of this research but also offers a 

conceptual framework for future engagements with Southern urbanism and feminist theory. 

 

To conclude, this study builds upon Southern urban theories to reframe urban experiences, 

moving away from European and Euro-American models toward the experiences of marginalised 

groups. The research is informed by contributions from anti-colonial feminist thinkers (e.g. 

Ahmed, 2004; Bakker, 2003; Haraway, 1988; Harding, 1991; hooks, 2014; Hyndman, 2004; 

McKittrick, 2015; Nelson, 1990; Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017; Rose, 1997), foregrounding social 

reproduction and care in conceptualising urban processes. The framework of Southern Feminist 
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Theorising introduced in this research connects commons, agency, time, and tactics, creating a 

dynamic, collaborative, and situated mode of knowledge production that responds to the lived 

realities of marginalised communities. By centring relational, embodied practices, the research 

contributes to a broader understanding of urbanism as life-making and social reproduction 

(Miraftab, 2022), fostering new forms of resistance and solidarity within the urban fabric. 

 

3.2.2 Participatory Action Research, Critical Ethnography and Ethno-Case Study 

Approaches 

Informed by my critical decolonial and Southern theorising approach, this research draws on 

collaborative research. Approaches to the sensitive subject of participation in such a context 

cannot be culture- or value-free and must refuse any universal objective solutions and 

compartmental framing of phenomena to help people understand and reflect on issues and 

problems that they experience and, thereby, ódevelop consciousness with the potentiality to 

transformô (Reason & Bradbury, 2008, p. 1). To fulfil the objectives of the adopted approaches, 

this research was designed in accordance with the participatory action research (PAR) 

proposition.  

 

According to Kindon et al. (2007), a PAR ontology suggests that human beings are dynamic 

agents capable of reflexivity and self-change and an epistemology that accommodates the 

reflexive capacities of human beings within the research process. According to Reason and 

Bradbury (2008), this standpoint embodies an óexpanded epistemologyô, incorporating diverse 

forms of knowledge to guide action. This epistemological approach challenges scientific 

positivism and advocates for a radical stance, contending that comprehending the world is 

insufficient as one must actively strive to improve it. PAR underscores a socially constructed 

reality wherein researchers and participants can offer multiple interpretations of a single 

phenomenon (Greenwood & Levin, 1998). This perspective creates opportunities for various 

forms of knowledge generation and the development of a rational framework for understanding 

everyday social activities through subjective representations (Gatenby & Humphries, 2000; 

Reason, 1994). PAR should not be viewed as a research approach devoid of power dynamics; 

instead, it adopts a situated, debatable and work-in-progress approach (Kindon et al., 2007). PAR 

integrates various methods to connect data collection with action, shedding light on overlooked 

aspects (Reinharz, 1992). This approach empowers marginalised groups by actively contributing 

to knowledge generation, promoting thoroughness, immediate responsiveness and establishing 
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credibility (Reinharz, 1992). This can be done in a twofold movement: challenging existing 

theories and making a difference in practice (Kindon et al., 2007).  

 

PARôs commitment to challenging established theories and knowledge paradigms arises from its 

ontological stance that rejects the notion of a singular or fixed reality awaiting discovery. Instead, 

it embraces the acknowledgement of multiple realities. The emphasis is on collaborative 

knowledge production, conducted intersubjectively through research processes (Gibson Graham, 

1994; Kindon et al., 2007; Jupp, 2007). The political dimension within most PAR practices 

remains dynamic, characterised not by fixed ideologies but by a continual process of becoming 

(Cameron & Gibson, 2005; Mountz et al., 2003) and betweenness, where knowledge, analysis 

and action unfold among co-researchers and participants. The potential for action and the drive 

for social change emerging from PAR represent open and fluid possibilities contingent on the 

needs, wishes, reflections and actions of co-researchers (Chatterton, 2002). The transformative 

impact of PAR extends beyond a predefined agenda, with co-researchers actively shaping the co-

production of knowledge in specific contexts. Consequently, those with whom we collaborate 

possess the capacity to alter our research practices and theoretical perspectives significantly. 

 

Concerning its impact on practical applications, PAR has the potential, first, to enhance the 

capabilities of those engaged in the research. Participants acquire and exchange skills, enabling 

them to continue their research and advocacy independently, regardless of ongoing researcher 

support (Geraldine, 2007; Pratt, 1999). Second, the ongoing negotiation and dialogue between the 

researcher and participants require mutual inter-reflexivity. This practice is essential for 

addressing the dynamic power relations and understanding their effects on the research process 

and outcomes. This transformative process involves reshaping the nature of the relationship 

between the researcher and participants, often transcending conventional boundaries into the less 

defined realms of friendship and kinship (Mcfarlane & Hansen, 2007). Third, PAR places 

emphasis on generating diverse outputs that go beyond traditional journal articles. This may 

involve actively participating in social change movements as advocates or engaging in activism 

(Pratt, 1999). In essence, PAR requires academics to bridge the gap between academic and non-

academic spheres, often involving interaction with policies and the public crucial to addressing 

the problems and concerns raised by PAR (Kindon et al., 2007).  
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In conducting this research, while I did not co-produce the interview questions with the 

participants from the outset, the process of research in the community was participatory in its 

mode. For instance, the interview questions were discussed multiple times with participants to 

ensure they were contextually relevant and meaningful. Additionally, the workshops were co-

created in a participatory manner. Before each session, we held pre-sessions with participants to 

collaboratively design the workshop process, ensuring that their input shaped the structure and 

flow. Furthermore, the analysis of the themes and codes was also a participatory process. I 

engaged participants in mapping out and discussing the emerging themes, allowing them to 

influence the direction of the research. Based on their suggestions, some of my original codes 

were eliminated, demonstrating the fluidity and responsiveness of this approach. This iterative 

process reflects the core principles of PAR, ensuring that the participants played an active role in 

shaping both the research and its outcomes. 

 

However, this methodology has been criticised and revised over the years. Theorists such as 

Cooke and Kothari (2001) urged practitioners to steer clear of the illusion of participation. They 

contend that PAR is typically portrayed as a contrast to the top-down development approach 

(Mohan, 2001), yet experts manipulate ónew knowledgeô (Moose, 2001), tend to disregard power 

dynamics, neglect political activism and exhibit inadequate preparedness for cross-cultural 

management (Hailey, 2001). Nevertheless, Hicky and Mohan (2004), challenge Cooke and 

Kothariôs ideas of tyrannical participation by advocating for exploring new approaches to 

participatory work ï for example, by questioning the different meanings of participation in 

different contexts and working towards (micro-level) interventions that may impact the macro 

level (e.g. oppressive systems of power). This line of thinking challenges participatory 

development by recognising that social change is a long-term, non-linear process and is sensitive 

to the specific contexts to which it is applied. Feminist researchers also critiqued and further 

shaped PAR. They called for an approach in which the researcher maintains a dual stance of being 

simultaneously distanced and immersed in the research. This involves a continuous awareness of 

oneôs subjectivity, positionality, social position, privilege and power dynamics as well as 

underlying ideologies, biases, assumptions and prejudices (Gatenby & Humphries, 2000). These 

feminist researchers asserted PARôs commitment to a liberationist movement and to honouring 

the lived experiences of participants (Brabeck, 2004; McTaggart, 1991). 

Furthermore, PAR aligns seamlessly with critical ethnography as both methodological 

frameworks share common goals, attentiveness to power dynamics and a collaborative 

orientation. This compatibility allows for a fruitful and productive juxtaposition, creating 
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opportunities for synergistic integration (Hemment, 2007). However, critical ethnography 

diverges from traditional ethnographic methods by actively seeking emic knowledge and 

connecting ethnographic analysis to broader social, political and power structures and wider 

systems (Carspecken & Walford, 2001; Madison, 2005). Critical ethnography aligns with feminist 

and decolonial approaches, advocating for emancipation, scrutinising power dynamics and 

emphasising the political dimensions inherent in its analyses (Madison, 2005). As Coffey (1999) 

noted, this paradigm shift in ethnographic practice involves integrating perspectives from the 

insider and outsider (Clifford & Marcus, 1985). It recognises the researcherôs positionality, 

viewing them as an óinterpretative lensô through which the study is conducted and acknowledging 

that the field can influence the researcher (Creswell, 2007). 

 

Parker-Jenkins (2018, p. 18) introduced the term óethno-case studyô to denote a fusion of case 

study and ethnography. She contends that this term more accurately captures an investigation that 

employ techniques associated with long-term and intensive ethnography, albeit with scope 

constraints, limited time in the field and restricted engagement with data (Parker-Jenkins, 2018). 

Ethno-cases involve the application of ethnographic methods to small-scale studies, 

encompassing a variety of ethnographic techniques. In the present research, I approached the case 

studies as ethno-cases due to time limitations and the constraints associated with studying multiple 

cases. From this standpoint, PAR is not merely considered óanother methodô but rather an 

óorientation to inquiryô (Kindon et al., 2007; Reason, 2004). This perspective requires 

methodological innovation to adapt and respond to the specific needs of contexts, research 

questions, problems and the dynamics between researchers and research participants. 

Intriguingly, this coincides with Southern theorising, which centres on social change and 

reproduction through the particularities of contexts, examining how power relations and histories 

construct them. 

 

3.2.3 Translocality, Relationality and Care: Situating a Southern Approach 

In this study, I try not only to understand the diverse claims for public participation in citymaking 

but also to forge opportunities and forms for different claims of a right to the city28 that would 

 

28 This research aligns with Lefebvreôs concept of the right to the city (1968), which asserts that individuals and 

communities should have the right to actively participate in the decision-making processes that shape their cities and 

advocates for more inclusive and democratic urban spaces, challenging the dominance of market forces and political 

elites in shaping cities. 
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help bring about socially just and sustainable futures in contexts where óthe majority hold spatial, 

economic, political and ecological vulnerabilityô (Simone and Pieterse, 2017) and are often 

invisible in the sweeping generalisation of óNorthernô theories. Therefore, no singular theory of 

óSouthernô or óEasternô urbanism exists; instead, various meso-level conceptualisations consider 

urban societiesô characteristics in post- or neocolonial contexts. These conceptualisations aim to 

derive insights into the nature of contemporary urbanism from these settings. Furthermore, the 

principles of Southern theorising, which seeks to disrupt the power hierarchy in knowledge 

creation by drawing from the practices of people on the ground, require the adoption of more 

inclusive, intersectional, relational and interdisciplinary approaches. These approaches should be 

firmly rooted in empirical research encompassing diverse urban geographies (Hammar, 2022). 

 

With this perspective in mind, I draw on the work of several feminists, postcolonial/decolonial, 

Southern and critical scholars to support methodologies and approaches that create an ongoing, 

dynamic Southern approach (Hammar, 2022). I say that by holding planning theoryôs central role 

in shaping practice. My point of departure in this complex realm is an acknowledgement of the 

translocal politics of interconnectedness across different scales in shaping cities, places, theories 

and practices. This serves as a fruitful starting point for challenging dualistic geographical 

concepts (Agnew, 2005), such as space versus place, rural versus urban and core versus periphery. 

Additionally, the actor-oriented focus on the social production of translocality enriches a more 

explicit exploration of the temporal dynamics, path dependence and timeïspace interconnections 

in socio-spatial processes. 

 

Consequently, the concept provides a more nuanced viewpoint on how these processes exhibit 

social differentiation and acknowledges the role of ópower in relation to flows and movementsô 

(Massey, 1991, p. 25). Translocality underscores significant spatial scales beyond national entities 

and their specific non-hierarchical interactions and configurations. Specifically, it highlights the 

significance of networked places, which, in Doreen Masseyôs (1991) terms, are óconstructed on a 

far larger scale than what we happen to define for that moment as placeô (p. 28). Translocality 

facilitates research on mobilities by addressing flows and circulations of, among others, ideas and 

knowledge, offering a stimulating perspective for engaging with subjects. Thus, the present 

research is sensitive to the translocal horizontal and vertical relations across different locations of 

participation ï that is, within the óinvitedô and óinventedô spaces. This incorporates the tensions 

and interplay between the different actors in the same locality, their mobility and situatedness and 
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the movement and stability that are essential to understanding their translocal connections and 

differences with other localities.  

 

This reframes the research through a relational approach that consistently traverses and engages 

various actors, sites and scales. The objective is to surpass the constraints associated with adopting 

a single, fixed scalar position, as is often the case in conventional methodologies. A relational 

approach possesses the methodological potential to advance the theorisation of urban processes 

from the perspective of subordinate groups (Miraftab, 2022). Its methodological emphasis on 

interweaving micro and macro strands across multiple sites, encompassing various forms of 

knowledge and action, as exemplified in Miraftabôs (2016) work, can bring into focus the 

practices that conventional methodologies often render invisible. This implies more than just 

óthinking from a locationô; it involves a more rigorous form of thought that actively engages with 

and considers the significance of a place (Porter, 2022). In this research, I pay greater attention to 

how the actors and spaces of participation politics (in óinvitedô and óinventedô spaces) are 

networked than to how finite the state or INGO representatives, among others, operate to run and 

initiate these spaces. These insights have led me to emphasise the relational networks between, 

for example, the grassroots and their contextual culture, values, ethics and knowledge and how 

they translate into different constellations of practices of participation. This approach entails a 

more demanding thinking with these places.  

 

This emphasis on relations and connections as opposed to objective decisions aligns with the 

principles of feminist care scholarship (Gilligan, 1982; Held, 1995). Ethical decision-making and 

behaviour derive from a commitment to others within this framework. In an ethics of care, 

morality is viewed as a facilitator of effective engagement rather than a constraint limiting 

individual pursuits. In this context, care necessarily óleads the carer to actionô (Cohen & Fenster, 

2021, p. 278). By actively assuming roles as caregivers and participating in potential critical acts 

of care, we progress towards ócare as a radical practiceô (Miraftab, 2022, p 105). This nuanced 

socio-political philosophy of care complicates, reconnects, focuses pressure, protests and fosters 

forms of listening and mutuality. óThinking withô enables us to intricately weave together and 

disentangle elements. As Donna Haraway (2016) puts it, this approach also permits us to óstay 

with the troubleô and narrate its story rather than propose a simplistic solution for the future. 
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This entails óacknowledging everyone contributing to the liveability of our cities and regionsô, 

with consideration for all subjective experiences (Trogal, 2017, p. 192). Feminist scholars, 

including hooks (2000), Collins (1990), McKittrick (2015) and others, have highlighted the 

devaluation of the role of care work, particularly by women in subordinate communities, in 

sustaining the essential conditions for life. This leads to conceptualising care work as unpaid 

labour crucial for life-making (Miraftab, 2022). Miraftab (2022) suggests that a Southern 

perspective involves formulating a radical care practice inspired by ópractices of alternative 

movements, committed to practices of care and solidarity but insisting on dis-

enrolling/decoupling care work from the accumulationist agenda of patriarchal-racial-capitalismô 

(p. 107).  

These relational, translocal caring aspects also demand a rethinking of positionality. This refers 

to a consciousness ï be it feminist, postcolonial, decolonial, Southern, other or a combination 

thereof ï that there is always a particular somewhere from which a situated someone speaks 

(Chakrabarty, 1992; Haraway, 1990) and in which historically informed, context-specific 

relations of power are always present (Hammar, 2022). In the next sub-section, I reflect on how I 

enacted a tactical positionality that helped me navigate the fieldworkôs complexities. 

 

3.2.4 Multi -Layered Tactical Positionality 

To delineate my Southern methodology and interpretations and situate myself to reflect on 

relations of power in the field, I employed a decolonial feminist, reflexive and engaged approach 

to consider the knowledge produced between myself and the participants (Mullings, 1999; Rose, 

1997). Feminist scholars emphasise the need for researchers to reflect on their privilege as it 

influences decisions about which questions to ask, whose voices to include and how to interpret 

shared information (Parr, 2015; Porter et al., 2012; Rose, 1997). Positionality encompasses social 

position and factors such as political persuasion, ontological and epistemological stance and 

assumptions about human nature and agency (Bahari, 2010; Marsh et al., 2017; Sikes, 2004). For 

this research, I acknowledge the complexity of my multi-layered identities, which played a 

significant role in the dynamism of the fieldwork and its outputs.  

Being immersed in different sites with different roles in multiple cases during the fieldwork 

required me to be aware and practice self-reflexivity regarding how I situated and represented 

myself in these instances. Because positionality is not a singular concept but a multifaceted 

process (Lusambili et al., 2020), it can create tensions between the researcher and participants 

(Coghlan & Brydon-Miller, 2014). The multiple positionalities are crucial to contemplate in this 
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study given that I challenged the binary nature of an insider-outsider relationship (McDougall & 

Henderson-Brooks, 2021) and actively endeavoured to move óbeyond the ethnic lensô (Schiller et 

al., 2006), where the distinction between insider and outsider was not clearly delineated (Bourke, 

2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). 

 

The intersection of my status as a Muslim (wearing the hijab Ϟϝϯϲ) and a working female mother 

would be expected to neatly position me as an insider when interviewing and researching local 

grassroots organisations and their communities. However, this was not the case; many other 

positionalities had a significant role in leaving me outside their circle of trust. For instance, my 

middle-class position29 as a researcher based in a Western country with Jordanian-Jordanian30 

origins shifted my position immediately to an outsider researcher. However, these positionalities 

were crucial when interviewing officials from the Great Amman Municipality (GAM)31 or other 

institutions, for example. Positioning myself as a young woman conducting óqualitativeô 

research32 could potentially undervalue my work and research, necessitating me to switch hats. I 

recognise that developing a tactical positionality (see Figure 3.1) where I moved between the 

multiple identities I carry helped me achieve a position closer to that of an insider or sometimes 

even a friend than that of a researcher. During my research, I was cautious about how and where 

to reveal my multiple identities, with some being more prominent than others given the context, 

space, actors and intersections.  

 

Nonetheless, as delineated in Figure 3.1 (dashed lines), the intricate web of my multi-layered 

positionalities in one locality exerted influences on other positionalities in distinct localities. 

Hence, a heightened level of caution was imperative in determining when and where to manifest 

these positionalities. For instance, my approach to communities engaged in participatory design 

programmes led by international non-governmental organisations (INGOs), such as GIZ, differed 

from my approach to high-ranking officials at GAM. As shown in Figure 3.1, with officials, I 

 

29 Participants made direct assumptions about my background when they inquired about my place of residence in 

Amman, which is situated on the Western side of the city (i.e. the more affluent part, as discussed in the previous 

chapter). 
30 Jordan is mostly characterised as a binational society. Most Palestinians were given the right to citizenship after the 

1948 and 1967 Arab Israeli wars, which created conflict between Jordanians and Palestinians. Although this tension 

has been relieved for the time being, it still exists in the former neighbourhood camps settled by Jordanians/Palestinians. 

The three sites of the GIZ projects were located in Jordanian/Palestinian communities. 
31 Most of GAMôs high-ranking officials are Jordanians from well-known tribes.  
32 In the academic and professional spheres of Jordan, there is a prevailing notion that qualitative research holds less 

significance than quantitative research, often associated with stereotypical perceptions of qualitative research as 

predominantly conducted by female researchers. 
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deliberately highlighted my Jordanian identity, considering that the majority of individuals 

employed in governmental entities are local Jordanians, affiliated with established kinship and 

tribal networks rather than a Palestinian background. However, I employed a different approach 

in my interactions with local communities. Given that most sites featured a mix of Jordanians and 

Palestinians among the residents, I opted to convey my ólocalityô primarily through language and 

appearance, avoiding explicit emphasis on national identity. 

 

Yet, this does not mean that tactically revealing specific positions made me a true insider. For 

example, during meetings with the communities involved in the participatory design, my position 

shifted continuously from insider to outsider or in-between, contingent on the dynamics of my 

interactions with participants. In certain conversations, I was addressed as a ódaughterô, a term 

loaded with cultural significance in the Jordanian context and suggesting a kin relationship. 

However, this dynamic shifted in other instances when participants introduced me to their 

acquaintances as a óresearcher from the UKô. My status as an insider or outsider changed at 

various moments of my engagement in field research. Consequently, I must acknowledge that 

throughout the research, my position leaned towards an in-between stance, in line with what 

Bayeck (2022) refers to as óbetweennessô. 

 

Crucially, I did not always find satisfaction in the dynamics of this relationship and the associated 

entitlement. A notable instance was when I interviewed architects from UN-Habitat GIZ and their 

architectural partners in the participatory projects, as detailed in Chapter 6. They perceived me as 

a privileged architect and researcher who should comprehend the challenges of working with 

participation in the context of Jordan. Although some of them urged me to turn off my recorder, 

they treated me as an insider when they learned about my technical architecture background and 

my pursuit of a PhD at a reputable foreign academic institution. This position presented a dilemma 

for me, as recorded in my fieldnotes: óOn the one hand, it allowed me to obtain their full, honest 

perspective; on the other hand, I am aware that their honesty was influenced by the assumption 

that I share their perspective. Perhaps, given my positionality as a young researcher, a trained 

architect in commercial firms in Jordan, and a middle-class womanô (Fieldnote, 05/07/2021). 

 

It is essential to highlight that many members and leaders within grassroots organisations readily 

formed friendships and established trust with me given that they had experienced similar 

challenges in the past. This common ground served as an entry point, facilitating the establishment 
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of trust within the communities. Building on these relationships with leaders and members of 

grassroots organisations, I fostered friendships and close connections with the communities they 

served. For instance, as I discuss extensively in Chapters 7 and 8, I volunteered for 6 months at 

the Hara organisation and contributed to the Al-Ashrafiyah Heritage Trail project. Over time, this 

involvement positioned me as an insider in the area, notably because I collaborated with the 

founder of the Hara organisation, which is trusted and held in high regard by the community. 

 

Figure 3.1: The researcherôs multi-layered positionality. (Author) 

I am aware that my role as a Southern decolonial researcher inevitably shaped my interpretation 

of participantsô responses, influencing the formulation of questions in interviews and focus groups 

and the selection of participants to engage with (Rowe, 2014; Skeggs, 1997). Still, I actively 

endeavoured to maintain self-awareness during the fieldwork and data analysis, consistently 

reflecting on my positionality and its potential direct or indirect impact on the research. 

Furthermore, I documented in my reflexive fieldnotes how my positionality changed and evolved 

throughout the research process (see Appendix H). For instance, during interviews with activists, 

our relationship was initially built on shared values and backgrounds, fostering a positive 

connection. This dynamic evolved throughout my PhD journey, notably when we collaboratively 

established ómakǕnaô (discussed in more detail in section 3.2.5). This transformation expanded 

our relationship into one of friendship, cultivating a more open and honest rapport. This shift 

allowed me to better understand their perspectives and where their positions originated from. 
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Finally, I acknowledge the significance of recognising the nuances in the positionality of insider 

and outsider and how these positions are intricately tied to power dynamics (Collins, 1999). It is 

crucial to explicitly articulate the privileges inherent in the researcherôs role and how they 

influence the design, processes and knowledge creation in PAR, as Kapoor (2005) emphasises. 

Throughout the entire research journey, I have remained mindful of the multifaceted power 

dynamics and the power vested in the choices I made, from the selection of specific actors for 

study to the translation and representation of this network in academic written work. I am also 

aware that my interpretation constitutes what McDowell (1998) terms óa single narrative told at a 

particular time to a particular audienceô, whereas a spectrum of potential alternative translations 

exists beyond what is presented in this dissertation. This awareness has prompted continuous 

reflection on how to share power with participants, including community members, co-

researchers or grassroots organisation members. Throughout my research, I sought various 

approaches (i.e. collaborative approaches in the workshops and the active involvement of the 

participants in the prolonged iterative ófieldworkô process, as discussed in section 3.5), primarily 

enacted in the collective effort I co-founded with others, namely, makǕna (further discussed in 

Chapter 9). 

 

3.2.5 Activist Research: Practicing a Southern Approach 

Over the years, there has been a continuous effort to ópluraliseô and órejuvenateô urban studies 

(Yiftachel, 2022), where many scholars ócritiquedô, óchallengedô and óproducedô new thought to 

extend planning theory by drawing from other fields. However, critical questions still surface in 

the debate around the óSouthern/Easternô turn. In the recent publication by Yiftachel and Nisa 

(2022), many scholars33 critically ask: How do we theorise action? How do we move forward? 

óHow is the knowledge we produce enabling us to find new ways of understanding, moving, and 

intervening into ñourò cities in different ways?ô (p. 83). For Bhan (2022), the ethos of the Southern 

positionality and theorising is to move beyond merely producing knowledge and theories to 

imagine new ways of moving and acting in the lifeworlds that create new modes of practice that 

challenge the dominant forms of practice (Bhan, 2019). For the planning scholar engaged with 

communities, this means an expanded and flexible role due to constant reflexivity (Vasudevan & 

Novoa, 2022). These involvements elicit fresh viewpoints and foster a feeling of connection that 

can only arise when individuals actively participate in action and exert effort (Latour, 2004; 

 

33 For example, Vanessa Watson, Gautam Bhan, Mona Fawaz and Mona Harb.  
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Simone, 2015). Drawing on my methodological choices and what Bhan (2019, 2002) calls the 

ócore ethicô of the Southern inquiry, that is, its commitment to producing thought and praxis and 

seeing what happens when we do, this research is dedicated to meaningfully contributing to and 

óactingô at scale and with urgency in ongoing community work by addressing the vulnerable 

majority (Bhan, 2022). In this context, I position myself as an activist committed, throughout this 

research, to social transformation and advocating resistance alongside those defending public 

rights or opposing entrenched structures of oppression. 

 

As articulated by Pain et al. (2007), an activist research approach devoted to social change must 

confront power dynamics, demonstrate solidarity and build spaces for critical dialogue. This 

approach aims to inspire audiences to alter their perspectives and world behaviours. It involves 

collaboratively generating knowledge with others to produce critical interpretations and readings 

of the world that are accessible, understandable to all and actionable. In this framework, 

substantial social transformation does not emerge solely from employing participatory techniques 

or assessment methods to extract the opinions of participants and involved communities. Instead, 

it entails collaborating with these participants to comprehend how policies operate, enabling them 

to resist and construct shared futures. Participants may contribute diverse skills and perspectives 

to the discourse, united by their shared commitment to collaboratively addressing and rectifying 

various issues impacting all involved individuals. From this context, opportunities for collective 

action (Robinson, 2022) and the establishment of solidarities arise.  

 

However, this commitment also added a new positionality and standpoint to my research and the 

way I carried it out. Figure 3.2 illustrates the activist aspect that later produced my practice in this 

process (establishing makǕna), a position that was also played tactically for this research. While 

my engagement with communities, following numerous meetings and collaborative efforts 

through makǕna, positioned me more as a citizen activist, adopting such a role posed challenges 

when I interacted with officials or practitioners due to the politically charged nature of activism 

in Jordanôs authoritarian context. Furthermore, my association with makǕna now identifies me 

more as a scholar activist within the broader landscape of activism conducted by grassroots 

organisations and urban collectives.  
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Figure 3.2: The positionality of activism within the context of multi-layered positionalities. (Author) 

At the local, session-based level, effective and impartial facilitation remains attainable even as 

the overarching goals of the work maintain a highly political and strategic orientation, with a 

focus on transformation (Wadsworth, 2000). Furthermore, the approach involves co-producing 

contextually relevant knowledge beneficial to groups in their endeavours (Pain et al., 2007). This 

political stance eschews predetermined blueprints for change in favour of a relational and ethical 

approach, acknowledging that everyone can build change daily (Pain et al., 2007). In this 

undertaking, it is crucial to contemplate the inflexibility of social roles and categories, which may 

obscure our awareness of the potential for transformative dialogue during the research. For 

instance, throughout the research process, I refrained from applying labels such as óresearchersô 

or óactivistsô. Instead, I aimed to discern the numerous ruptures between groups, embracing and 

questioning differences and conflicts to foster an environment in which everyone felt empowered 

to contribute to social change. This mostly occurred when carrying out the workshops or group 

meetings. First, we would meet to discuss the methods and key questions perceived by all as 

essential, without imposing pre-planned criteria. Then, after conducting the workshop, we would 

hold another reflection section to discuss further how everyone felt about the previous meeting 

and workshop. Through this approach, I have come to recognise that oppression is not solely 

external and directed at the óotherô; instead, I, too, am subject to oppression and inadvertently 

subject others to it. This realisation prompted me to acknowledge my own role in perpetuating 

inequality and injustices and compelled me to address broader instances of systematic oppression 

(Cloke, 2002; Kapoor, 2005). 
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In this research, which was conducted collaboratively with the participants, some of whom later 

became co-researchers (as shown in Chapter 9), my objective was to expand the spaces for 

encounter and solidarity. The creation of ómakǕnaô (see sections 3.3.3 here and 9.6 in Chapter 9) 

was intended to bring people together for dwelling, communication and discussion, transcending 

the dichotomy of activists and those considered óOthersô. Chatterton (2002) has emphasised the 

crucial role that temporary autonomous spaces and social centres play in environments not 

mediated by consumer relations or profit in our neoliberal era (Chatterton, 2002; Chatterton & 

Hodkinson, 2006). These spaces offer opportunities for transformative dialogue, mutual learning 

and, inevitably, conflict (further discussed in section 3.3.3). 

In sum, this research goes beyond merely informing policy or enhancing service delivery; it can 

be viewed as a vehicle for liberation. It offers a relational framework that acknowledges the 

significance of place-based history and lived experiences concerning how our knowledge is 

produced and shared (Smith, 1999) (see Figure 3.3). 

 

 

Figure 3.3: The operationalisation of Southern theorisation in this research. (Author) 

óIn every encounter, across every site, and within each moment, I find myself navigating the 

spaces in between, caught amidst various positionalities. I am neither solely a researcher nor 

exclusively an activist. I do not hail from these locales, nor have I resided here. Yet, it feels 

inherently correct to be present, to bear witness to the narratives unfolding. There is no sense of 
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alienation; instead, a sense of belonging begins to emerge. Perhaps, in the end, this is where I 

belong. I carry within me multiple dimensions of in-betweenness, enabling me to fully immerse 

myself, to embody these experiences, but also it allows me to uncover the other sides.ô (Fieldnote 

reflecting on how I felt about my positionalities when conducting this research, 03/10/2022) 

 

3.3 Fieldwork Phases and Methods 

Various qualitative methodologies have been employed to underpin the research problem and 

address the research questions. The studyôs first phase involved theoretical analysis, a review of 

formal documents and semi-structured and in-depth interviews. These methods were instrumental 

in situating the research within its disciplinary framework and understanding the participantsô 

roles and conceptualisations of participation. Subsequently, in the second and third phases, an 

assortment of qualitative methods was used, primarily guided by the ethno-case study approach. 

The next sub-sections will provide a concise examination of the structure and application of these 

methods. 

 

3.3.1 Phase 1: The Selection of Actors, Cases and Sites of Participation 

This phase played a significant role in facilitating subsequent stages of the research. To achieve 

a comprehensive understanding of the discourse, activation and evolution of participation across 

various levels ï namely, at the institutional level (i.e. GAM), civic organisations and individual 

levels (i.e. activists and academics) ï the primary focus was not only on mapping how 

participation is discussed but also on identifying the facilitators of participation and understanding 

their motivations. Beyond contextualising participation, the in-depth interviews conducted during 

this phase with leaders and members of grassroots organisations and urban collectives served the 

dual purpose of informing the selection of ethno-cases for analysis and establishing a foundation 

for subsequent interactions. This step involved manifesting my positionality, delineating various 

methodological aspects and addressing the researchôs impact. Moreover, it played a crucial role 

in establishing relationships with participants, who provided valuable suggestions for potential 

cases, actors and participants. 

 

Given the relatively nascent status of the concept of public participation in the Jordanian context, 

this research began at a foundational level. Consequently, a preliminary exploratory step arose as 
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a necessity, aimed at acquiring a nuanced understanding of the actors and their perspectives 

regarding public participation, along with the spaces they create and promote. Moreover, the 

scarcity of documentation, archives and data sources compelled me to produce a comprehensive 

overview through in-depth interviews, semi-structured interviews and an analysis of grey 

literature. This encompassed online documents, blogs, oral presentations in local workshops and 

conferences, fact sheets, newsletters and bulletins, policy documents and records, visual and mass 

media, formal reports and publications from GAM, documents and reports from INGOs, 

unpublished theses and posts and comments on social media platforms.  

 

The selection of interviewees at this stage relied on a purposeful sampling strategy, aligning with 

the non-random approach recommended by Morgan and Scannell (1998). As Bryman, (2012) 

described, purposeful sampling facilitates the strategic selection of interviewees to ensure their 

relevance to the research questions. According to Morgan and Scannell (1998), ópurposive 

samplingô intentionally selects participants based on the projectôs aims and objectives to generate 

pertinent and unbiased knowledge. In this research, the selection process was intentional and 

concerned individuals working in, activating and educating about public participation after the 

Arab Spring. Among the various purposeful sampling strategies available (Cresswell, 2007), two 

were employed in this research: maximum variation and snowball sampling. Maximum variation, 

a widely used qualitative research approach, involves selecting interviewees based on 

predetermined criteria to capture diverse perspectives (Creswell, 2007). Concurrently, snowball 

sampling was used to identify participants suggested by others during this phase, expanding the 

pool of individuals beneficial to the pursuit of the research objectives. 

 

Table 3.1 below identifies the actors interviewed at this stage and the selection criteria (see 

Appendix F) that led to the identification of the ethno-cases and a general understanding of the 

different approaches to and meanings of participation. The criteria were designed to be inclusive 

and intersectional regarding multiple factors, such as gender, age group, educational background 

and nationality. The sampling process was stopped when no new information emerged, following 

the principle of redundancy as the primary criterion (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 202). Over three 

months, from March 2021 to June 2021, I conducted a comprehensive set of interviews involving 

a diverse group of participants. This included 12 activists, six practitioners, seven current/former 

participatory consultants, 16 leaders and/or founders of civic or grassroots organisations, 22 

officials from GAM, 6 current/former official planners at GAM, two students and nine academics 

and researchers. All interviews were conducted in Arabic or occasionally in a combination of 



76 

 

Arabic and English, depending on the preferences of the interviewees. Furthermore, each 

interview session was recorded, and the content was transcribed verbatim. 

Table 3.1: Categories of actors interviewed in the first phase of the research.  

Interviewee Typology Method Role (Description of their relation to 

practices or spaces of participation) 
In-Depth  Semi-Structured 

Activists   Different activists interested in 

advocating for spaces of 

participation 

Academics and researchers   Educate and research urban 

planning  

Practitioners    Working or have experience in 

working with participatory 

approaches 

Current/Former Participatory 

Consultants 

  Working with different practices, 

organisations, INGOs and 

institutions around developing and 

designing participatory approaches 

Current/Former Civic or Grassroots 

Organisations leaders and/or 

founders 

  Producing, imagining and 

advocating for participation and 

urban rights in the city 

Officials at GAM   Authorising and funding urban 

design and planning activities.  

Current/Former Official Planners at 

GAM 

  Designing former strategic and 

master plans for Amman 

University students   Studying architecture 

 

3.3.2  Phase 2: The Ethno-Case Approach 

The second fieldwork phase employed a case study approach within the ethnographic framework. 

The main objective of incorporating case studies is to enhance the comprehension of complex 

social phenomena by preserving the holistic and meaningful characteristics of real-life events 

(Yin, 2003), using multiple sources of evidence (Robson & McCartan, 2016, p. 150). Payne 

(2004) noted that the case study is particularly well-suited for investigations requiring a clear and 

in-depth understanding of several social units. Given that this study seeks to unravel the dynamics 

of participation in both óinvitedô and óinventedô spaces in Amman, examining how grassroots 

participatory practices and spaces (re)shape the everyday aspects of the city, a focused and 

comprehensive analysis of specific locations is essential. This approach allows for exploring how 

participation and resistance theories intersect with reality, enabling the imagining of new counter-

practices. Acknowledging that knowledge is intertwined with people and their environments has 

led me to adopt the case study approach. This choice enables active engagement with individuals 

and situating myself within a specific time and place, facilitating a better understanding of tacit 
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knowledge for learning and practical application. Consequently, I selected multiple case studies, 

including two representing óinvitedô spaces of participation and five representing óinventedô 

spaces of participation. The intention was not solely to compare and contrast each case but to 

comprehend peopleôs constructions in their respective contexts (Mertens, 2010, p. 226). This 

approach aimed to synthesise an understanding of the dynamics of public participation across the 

city.  

 

Researching multiple cases offers diverse perspectives on the research issue and promotes 

richness by gathering data through various research methods involving ómultiple sources of 

informationô (Creswell, 2007, p. 73; Denscombe, 2007). The objective here was to conduct in-

depth research based on an extensive investigation period in a specific location, aiming to deepen 

the understanding of complex óreal-lifeô events and relate them to conceptual understandings of 

phenomena. Additionally, this approach sought to enhance óthe precision, the validity and 

stability of the findings by looking at a range of similar and contrasting casesô (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994, p. 29). The in-depth and semi-structured interviews conducted in the initial 

phase of the research guided the selection of case studies. However, distinct criteria were 

introduced for the different spaces of participation. One criterion common to both spaces was the 

timing of the cases, emphasising the importance of investigating ongoing cases during the 

research period. This approach allowed immersion in the site and participation in various 

activities to form a comprehensive picture. Combining methods and triangulation techniques 

strengthened the research methodology (Merriam, 2009; Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). 

 

In the context of óinvitedô spaces of participation, following the completion of the initial phase of 

this research, I deemed it essential to adopt a case selection strategy based on the organisations 

spearheading the participation process. This choice was informed by the organisationsô distinct 

operational methodologies and structures within the Jordanian context. Furthermore, within each 

organisation, I chose specific projects as subjects for study and analysis. This selection aimed to 

unravel the intricacies of the participation process and its outcomes, which requires a 

comprehensive understanding of the actors involved and their roles within each organisation. 

Distinct actors and approaches emerged from diverse projects within the same organisation. As a 

result, I selected two organisations, GIZ and UN-Habitat, as case studies to investigate invited 

spaces of participation in Amman, with two projects chosen for each organisation (see Table 3.2). 
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The selection of the two organisations was guided by specific criteria. As discussed earlier, one 

criterion was the ongoing status of the projects during the fieldwork. Another criterion was their 

recognition as exemplifying best practices of ópublic participationô within the framework of 

government policies on participation and citizen-centred approaches to governance. Both case 

studies are situated in eastern Amman, in keeping with the governmentôs emphasis on addressing 

issues in economically disadvantaged areas of the city (see Figure 3.4). In the context of the 

bottom-up approach to participation through grassroots, the five case studies were chosen based 

on several criteria (see Figure 3.5). These cases exemplify the practices of grassroots 

organisations and urban collectives, as detailed in Chapters 4 and 5. They fall outside the purview 

of any other civic organisation in Jordan (see Table 3.3). The selection also considered their 

diverse activity typologies, relationships with the state, organisational structures, sizes, social 

groups involved and locations. Additionally, their social accessibility played a practical role: all 

selected practices expressed interest in participating in this project and accepted my requests for 

an extended engagement period within the organisation. Figure 3.6 shows both óinvitedô state-led 

spaces of participation and óinventedô or grassroots spaces of participation in Amman. State-led 

participation primarily targets the eastern parts of the city, which is identified as inhabited by 

marginalised and economically disadvantaged communities. However, as detailed in Chapter 6, 

these spaces are conceptualised and initiated by INGOs, driven by, for instance, relief 

programmes or service provider projects. Their exclusive focus on eastern Amman is justified by 

the fact that these areas are deemed the most ódisadvantagedô, requiring rehabilitation for 

sustained community development through participation (see Chapter 6). In contrast, grassroots 

participation spaces, discussed in Chapters 7, 8 and 9, are dispersed throughout Amman and 

beyond. Unlike state-led initiatives, these spaces emerge not solely from a need tied to the most 

marginalised economic class but are formed based on shared goals or common needs, 

encompassing diverse areas of the city and inclusive of all individuals. 

 

In this context, this research phase lasted 1 year and 3 months, and part of it was conducted 

remotely from Sheffield using online methods. The research unfolded during two visits to Amman 

in 2021ï2022. The initial visit occurred between March 2021 and September 2021, extending 

online until April 2022. The next visit took place in July 2022 and lasted two months. During this 

second visit, the first case study, which concerns the óinvitedô spaces of participation (Improving 

Living Conditions in disadvantaged areas in Amman and Urban Micro Lungs projects, as detailed 

in Chapter 6), had been ongoing and established for over 6 months. This extended period allowed 

for the on-site analysis of the participation goals articulated by the project stakeholders. 
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Additionally, for the other cases, it provided an opportunity to delve deeper into the processes 

over an extended timeframe. 

 

During this phase, my primary research activities can be briefly summarised as in-depth 

interviews, semi-structured interviews and informal conversations with various stakeholders, as 

outlined in Table 3.4. The interviews were characterised by an óopen-ended natureô (Yin, 2003) 

and comprised discussions about facts, opinions on events and attitudes towards other involved 

actors. Participants were also encouraged to suggest other individuals for interviews. Informal 

chats (see Figure 3.7), particularly with community members, were crucial during this phase. 

These spontaneous and unstructured conversations were deemed to óconvey a deeper feeling for 

or more emotional closeness to the persons studiedô (Jayaratne, 1983). Ann Oakley (1981, 1998) 

argued that establishing a close and equal relationship with the researched individuals can lead to 

more fruitful and significant data. Howard Becker (1971) advocated for a conversational 

interview approach, supported by feminists like Ann Oakley (1998), who contended that 

prescribed interviewing practices are morally indefensible in feminist research. This approach 

aimed to elicit more valid information, allowing respondents to express their thoughts freely. 

Feminist scholars (see, e.g. Ahmed, 2014; Hooks, 1994; Lorde, 2013) assert that emotions are 

integral to the pursuit of truth and unstructured in-depth interviews where interviewees feel at 

ease are preferred for studying emotions. Such conversational interviews aim to eliminate the 

hierarchy between the researcher and the subject, enabling them to engage more deeply with their 

experiences and their role in producing knowledge. In this context, the interview process was 

more open, fluid and informal, allowing people to feel safe and open to expressing their emotions 

as I also engaged emotionally with them. This motivated me further to respond with care and 

responsibility to support their causes and challenge the oppressive structures (see section 3.3.3). 

 

In this research, deep observations served as an additional methodology. Throughout my field 

visits, I received numerous invitations to participatory workshops, community meetings and 

various gatherings. I employed fieldnotes34 and photography as tools to document these events 

meticulously. Frequently, these observational experiences evolved into opportunities for more 

profound engagement with the participants. I was often welcomed into their homes, sharing meals 

with their families, fostering stronger relationships and building trust. Furthermore, these 

 

34 I reflected daily in my fieldnote journal as I was observing or sometimes during an interview or after informal 

conversations or long walks. 
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moments transformed organically into urban walks while conducting observations on-site or 

engaging in informal conversations. Participants would accompany me, offering insights into the 

spatial conditions of their sites or sharing narratives about their people and communities. This, in 

turn, created new avenues for meeting additional individuals during walks and engaging in more 

informal conversations. Some of these encounters led to in-depth interviews. 

 

Figure 3.4: The site locations for the óinvitedô spaces of participation case studies. (Author) 

 

Figure 3.5: The site locations for óinventedô spaces of participation case studies. (Author) 
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Figure 3.6: Map location of óinvitedô and óinventedô or ógrassrootsô spaces of participation. (Author) 

 

    

  

Figure 3.7: Informal chats in different locations during the fieldwork. Author, 2021.
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Table 3.3: The óinventedô spaces of participation case studies, projects and the categories of actors involved for in the interviews.  
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Table 3.4: The methods used in the different cases of the óinvitedô and óinventedô spaces of participation. 
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While investigating the óinvitedô spaces of participation, my initial intent was to conduct more 

extensive ethnographic observations, potentially involving a form of residency within entities like 

the GIZ offices, the architectural office overseeing designs or the civic organisations facilitating 

participatory workshops. However, this proved unfeasible at this stage as these institutions 

declined my requests for various reasons, including COVID-19 measures, organisational policies 

and confidentiality concerns. Consequently, I adopted an event ethnography approach, focusing 

on capturing short but intensive periods to study key moments within or outside the institution. 

Examples of these moments include participatory workshops and community meetings. This 

method allowed me to observe the interactions and engagements of individuals, stakeholders and 

actors in a specific setting (Corson & MacDonald, 2012; Peter Brosius & Campbell, 2010). 

 

In contrast, in the case of the óinventedô spaces of participation, I actively volunteered with the 

Hara Initiative on their Al-Ashrafiyah Heritage Trail project. My involvement extended to 

conducting research, engaging with individuals, contributing to designing and facilitating two 

participatory workshops (see Figure 3.8), and collaborating on formal reports for the US Agency 

for International Development (USAID), the projectôs funding entity (see Appendix E). Over 6 

months, I volunteered 3 days per week at the Hara office in Al-Ashrafiyah, collaborating closely 

with four other organisation members. With other grassroots organisations and collectives, my 

participation primarily took the form of interviews, in-depth informal conversations, observations 

and event ethnography. Given the time constraints of the research and the lack of a regular formal 

space35 for most grassroots entities to conduct activities, residing with them for continuous 

observation posed a logistical challenge. Nevertheless, I made a concerted effort to attend all 

group meetings and workshops. 

 

Importantly, I maintained a reflexive fieldnote journal throughout all stages of this work (see 

Figures 3.9 and 3.10). This journal served as a daily reflective tool, capturing observations across 

various contexts, encounters and experiences during fieldwork. Comprising a blend of textual 

notes, sketches and photographs, these fieldnotes also contributed to the insights presented in this 

dissertation (see Appendix H and Appendix K). 

 

 

35 Except for the members of Zikra and Hara, organisation members had full time jobs outside their activism work. 
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Figure 3.8: Meetings with the members of Hara initiative to organise community workshops. Author, 2021 

     

Figure 3.9: Fieldnotes during the urban walks and informal chats and after. (Author) 

 

Figure 3.10: Fieldnotes during the urban walks and informal chats and after. (Author) 
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3.3.3 Phase 3: Taking Action, Taking Responsibility 

As explained earlier in this chapter, my research aligns with the fundamental ethics of Southern 

theory inquiry and PAR, grounded in a commitment to social transformation through active 

engagement. This realisation took shape and evolved after conducting in-depth interviews in the 

first phase of the research and continued to develop throughout the second phase. During 

numerous interviews and informal conversations in the first two phases, it became apparent that 

there was a pressing need for a space ï a practice ï of action, a forum for dialogue and change 

where emerging grassroots organisations could connect, collaborate and foster greater solidarity 

and emotional bonds. As a researcher, I encountered significant challenges in locating these new 

participation practices in local organisations or understanding the nature of their work and the 

knowledge they generate and disseminate. This challenge resonated with many activists and 

leaders of local initiatives with whom I engaged during the initial and subsequent phases of the 

research. Our discussions consistently revolved around the imperative for a space of encounter, 

solidarity, empowerment and resistance. 

 

In this context, in collaboration with four other activists, practitioners and researchers, I explored 

the prospect of establishing a horizontally aligned space to form a new alternative practice that 

engages with real-life issues. This initiative emerged from recognising the latent work and 

knowledge in grassroots collectives, driven by the desire to forge connections and integrate these 

diverse endeavours into a cohesive network. To envision this collaboratively, the four researchers 

and I organised informal gatherings in person and online, inviting individuals interested in a 

dialogue about just, inclusive and participatory approaches to cities that challenge neoliberal 

capitalist structures. Through several meetings, a more precise understanding and vision for our 

transformative space began crystallising.  

 

In 2021, makǕna was established as an interstitial movement based in Amman, emerging from a 

belief in the power of grassroots agency. makǕna sits at the intersection of activism and research 

for just urban places and engages with issues of social and spatial justice, self-organisation, 

experiments and imagination in advocating for the production of urban spaces in Jordan. It intends 

to capture and sustain momentum in Jordan, embodied by the vast new grassroots practices that 

develop creative and flexible ways of reshaping their spaces. The creation of horizontal networks 

sits at the centre of our reflection on makǕna today in a way that could transcend the individuals 

that formed it. Importantly, makǕna is becoming a place of dialogue, developing new knowledge 
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and new social spaces as alternatives to top-down, formal heteronomous citymaking. It aspires to 

promote more transformative possibilities by co-creating knowledge that can result in real 

change. These spaces offer transformative dialogue, mutual learning and conflict. They remind 

us of what it means to be free yet interconnected, rejecting constraints that stifle expression, 

govern, discipline and blind us to one another and the natural world on which we depend. This 

theme is further explored in Chapter 9, where the significance of makǕna in nurturing creative 

interactions and fostering critical reflection is discussed, positioning makǕna as a collective 

movement, an urban space and an evolving practice. The chapter also delves into a more detailed 

examination of the activities undertaken by makǕna over the past years (see Figures 3.11 and 

3.12). 

 

    

Figure 3.11: Meetings with grassroots organisations at makǕna. Author, 2022 

     

Figure 3.12: Workshops with grassroots organisations and local communities at makǕna. Author, 2022 

 

Figure 3.13 illustrates the three phases of the research, detailing the investigative methods 

employed at each stage and the corresponding outcomes. It elucidates how the initial phase, 

dedicated to establishing a foundational understanding of public participation, informed the 

selection of ethno-case studies in the second phase, facilitating the early establishment of 



90 

 

connections and networks. Similarly, the second phase of the research capitalised on available 

opportunities to extend event ethnography by engaging in a volunteering initiative at Hara 

Initiative for a period exceeding 6 months (discussed in Chapters 7 and 8). This resulted in my 

implementing engaged practices with the participants, such as interactive workshops and group 

meetings. Collectively, these steps led to the formation of the third phase, which represented a 

situated and activist practice of collaboratively enacting this research. Figure 3.14 further 

connects the research phases, methods and outcomes to the structure of the dissertation.  

 

 

Figure 3.13: Overview of the research stages, methods, and outputs. (Author) 
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Figure 3.14: Full dissertation diagram. (Author) 
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3.4 Analytical Procedures  

The data analysis for this project was an ongoing and iterative process, incorporating findings 

from each research phase, in line with the approach advocated by Bogdan and Biklen (2007). 

Beginning with the transcription of interviews and the review of the collected data, this process 

involved a continuous cycle of reading and re-reading, facilitating a profound immersion into the 

data and the identification of key themes. A comprehensive word-by-word transcription was not 

performed in the initial research phase due to time constraints is crucial; instead, I listened to the 

recordings multiple times while making notes to discern emerging themes. This approach was 

significant given the collaborative nature of the research, where knowledge generation is a 

collective endeavour. In the subsequent phases, mainly the second and third, I actively engaged 

with participants, discussing the evolving themes and insights derived from my fieldnotes and 

recordings. This collaborative dialogue with participants was vital in reshaping and refining 

insights and knowledge collaboratively. 

 

In the later stages of the analysis, upon my return from the field, I constructed a thematic coding 

structure based on the broad categories identified during the initial data understanding phase 

conducted during the fieldwork. The analytical method employed inductive and deductive coding 

(see Figure 3.15), with some codes emerging directly from the data. In contrast, others were 

informed by the epistemological stance and research questions framing the study. I used NVivo 

as an analytical tool and an aid in organising and visualising the data. Its functionality facilitated 

a non-linear analysis process, allowing for the reorganisation and editing of codes without 

impacting the original data source. Its support was particularly beneficial in triangulating data 

from various research methods, a practice that enhances the rigour of research by utilising 

multiple methods, measures, researchers, theories and perspectives. For instance, NVivo played 

a crucial role in critically analysing interpretive data such as photographs, maps and sketches, as 

suggested by Saldaña (2015). This visual data could be coded using a similar approach to text-

based analysis (see Figure 3.16). 
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Figure 3.15: An example of one of the early trials of cycles of analysis. (Author) 

 

 

Figure 3.16: An image of critically reflecting on images to further develop codes. (Author) 

 

The data analysis process in this research defied a linear structure and proved challenging to 

compartmentalise into distinct stages. Instead, it can be more accurately characterised as a cyclical 

progression involving transcribing, óreflexivelyô coding, interpreting, reflecting and writing. This 

cyclical nature is intrinsic to the researchôs collaborative interpretation of ongoing participatory 

practices and projects, as detailed in section 3.2.1. This approach required continually testing 
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various alternative interpretations against the data (Patton, 2002). It went beyond a mere 

description of data by actively óattaching significance to what was found, making sense of 

findings, offering explanations, drawing conclusions, extrapolating lessons, making inferences, 

considering meaningsô (Patton, 2002, p. 480). Consequently, the analysis was a process of 

reflexive data interpretation, in which each step required questioning, reflecting and querying the 

assumptions I was making when interpreting and coding the data. This approach, known as 

reflexive thematic analysis, searches for and questions the meaning and meaning-making of the 

data through the researcherôs reflective and self-reflexive engagement with the data (Virginia 

Braun & Clarke, 2019) (see Figure 3.17). Thus, óconstructingô (Braun et al., 2018) the codes and 

themes in this research was a continual process of not only óbending back on oneselfô (Braun & 

Clarke, 2019, p. 594) but also collaboratively questioning the themes and coding with the 

participants as part of the iterative process of the fieldwork (as explained in the next section). 

 

    

Figure 3.17: An example of reflexive analysis of a follow up interview. (Author) 

 

During this procedure, I employed memo writing as a valuable strategy. I crafted memos both 

before and after coding, fostering the generation of additional codes and facilitating the transition 

from ódata to ideaô (Saldaña, 2015). Memo writing emerged as a key analytic instrument, 
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particularly instrumental in interpreting and re-interpreting my data. Its efficacy lay in guiding 

me in identifying overarching themes and compelling me to engage in reflective scrutiny of my 

codes and consistently question their implications. After the individual analyses of the óinvitedô 

and óinventedô participation spaces, I embarked on a cross-analysis of the cases to delve deeper 

into my comprehension of participation phenomena (Miles & Huberman, 1994). This cross-

analysis aimed to discern patterns of similarities and differences between the cases, extracting 

new meanings from their interplay. The next section expounds on a vital aspect of this research, 

emphasising its ongoing nature as a work in progress. 

 

3.5 Reconsidering óFieldworkô with Care: An I terative Approach 

In line with my methodological commitment to Southern decolonial research rooted in critical 

feminist theories, I conceptualise ófieldworkô in this research not as a fixed inquiry confined to a 

specific time and place but as an ongoing iterative process (see Figure 3.18). Adopting a holistic, 

grounded approach, I sought to engage directly with experiences and cultivate an awareness of 

my situatedness. The transition back to Sheffield and the initiation of the analysis and writing 

phase did not mark the conclusion of my time in the ófieldô. Drawing inspiration from Le Guinôs 

(2019) reimagining of ófieldworkô beyond its traditional academic sense, I view fieldwork 

metaphorically as an exploration and collection of diverse narratives, ideas and experiences, 

steering clear of imposing a singular narrative or viewpoint. In this context, I recognise my 

ófieldworkô as a continual, expansive exploration embracing a spectrum of narratives, 

speculations and imaginations. 

 

As previously discussed, this commitment to an ethos of care was not confined to my involvement 

with makǕna. It extended to my sustained engagement and rapport with the participants I 

collaborated with and interviewed. The modality of this working process was informed by my 

application of ócareô as an active principle dictated by the specificities of the issues at hand rather 

than guided by foundational or universal principles. In this context, care is not solely synonymous 

with compassion; it involves practical engagement and is continuous, as articulated by Mol et al. 

(2010, p. 23). Therefore, ócareô denotes an ongoingness of relations and a dedication to 

challenging assumptions, interrogating origins and exploring alternative perspectives. Puig de la 

Bellacasa (2017, p. 171) emphasises the importance of ócare timeô, aligning with Ahmedôs (2004) 

preference for unhurried mediation processes over immediate responses. Puig de la Bellacasa 
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(2017) contends that care should not be a momentary reaction to an urgent crisis or a 

predetermined model crafted in response to a previous situation. She posits that ócaring affection, 

as something we do, is always specific; a priori moral disposition cannot enact it, nor an epistemic 

stance, nor a set of applied techniques, nor elicited as abstract effectô (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017, 

p. 91). She critically scrutinises immediate cultures of care, which she characterises as 

óproductionistô ï that is, following a linear timeline that prioritises ótechnoscientific temporalitiesô 

at the expense of other temporal dimensions in the field of work. Instead, she advocates for a 

ótime of careô (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017, p. 171), defining it as ómaking timeô to engage with 

various timelines that constitute the interconnected web of more-than-human agencies.  

 

Even after completing the data collection phase, my contact with the participants went beyond a 

mere check-in, evolving into extensive conversations about their work, practices, initiatives and 

concerns. On numerous occasions, I shared practical materials related to unsettling planning with 

those interested, and I also divulged parts of the analysis and outcomes of this research (as shown 

in section 3.4 above), which co-generated and helped in interpreting parts of the data, coding and 

themes. Additionally, several participants became active contributors to makǕna, continuing their 

involvement (for more details, refer to Chapter 9). This ongoing interaction facilitated the 

establishment of continuous links and relationships among various points of interest in a broader 

context, shedding light on the connection between meaningfulness and activities in urban spaces. 

It allowed me to delve into the concealed cultural structure of their everyday experiences. This 

was crucial for my follow-up visits in 2022 and the online work I was conducting with them in 

2023. Maintaining these connections helped me better understand the dynamics of the process of 

connections and networks with the participants and the spaces of participation they produce, 

activate or participate in as well as facilitated the next workshop and meetings by enabling a more 

collaborative approach based on the participantsô understandings, needs and questions. Moreover, 

this iterative process informed my research in that I kept modifying, updating and thinking of the 

concepts, theories and frameworks in light of the participantsô perspectives and knowledge ï a 

profound method for co-producing knowledge. 
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Figure 3.18: The iterative continuity of ófieldworkô phases and process. (Author) 

 

3.6  Research Challenges 

This study faced diverse challenges and limitations that may have affected its implementation and 

outcomes. These are delineated in the next three sections. 

 

3.6.1  The COVID-19 Pandemic 

The COVID-19 pandemic posed significant challenges to the execution of my research. One 

notable impact was the constraint on face-to-face interviews as not all participants were 

comfortable with in-person meetings due to health concerns. This limitation altered the traditional 

interview approach, necessitating online adjustments to ensure the safety and comfort of the 

participants. Additionally, pandemic-related restrictions affected my ability to engage in 

prolonged ethnographic observations within certain organisations, such as GIZ. The limitations 

on movement and contact hindered the depth and duration of my immersion in these spaces, 

impacting the richness of my ethnographic insights. Furthermore, the stringent COVID-19 

restrictions disrupted plans for conducting large workshops and meetings, a crucial component of 

my research methodology.  
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Importantly, beyond logistical challenges, the pandemic induced a significant shift in the nature 

of the data collected. Due to COVID-19 restrictions, institutions that purportedly prioritised 

inclusive participation had to curtail the number of workshop participants. This adjustment altered 

the intended scope of involvement, unveiling an unanticipated impact of the pandemic on 

institutional practices and their ability to fulfil participatory promises.  

 

3.6.2  Challenges with Data Collection 

In this research, I faced restrictions on access to GAM and its various documents. The process of 

obtaining data from the different GAM departments required negotiation skills. Many times, I had 

to return to acquaintances who connected me with officials at GAM. Because the participation 

process is new and not all officials at GAM recognise it as crucial to planning and design, several 

interviewees tried to change the subject to issues they deemed more important rather than answer 

my questions. Moreover, researching the concept of participation at GAM was a struggle in itself 

on many levels. 

 

On the one hand, GAM does not have a clear institutional understanding of participation; thus, I 

had to interview many officials to understand the nature and process of participation. I had to 

navigate many departments and sectors to reach the right people (see Appendix G). On the other 

hand, officials at GAM denied my request to view or obtain several legal documents regarding 

participation projects, claiming their confidentiality36. On another level, my positionality as a 

young female researcher affiliated with a Western university affected how the officials responded 

to my questions as they claimed to know what participation is and the benefits of integrating it 

into the institution and its planning process without reflecting on the reality on the ground or how 

GAM is leading or conducting participation.  

 

 

36 It is important to highlight that during the course of this research in 2021, Amman, along with 15 other cities, emerged 

victorious in the Global Mayors Challenge, a prestigious worldwide innovation competition, securing a prize of USD 

1 million. Remarkably, GAM was recognised for its project titled óAmman is Listeningô, an online participatory 

platform featuring interactive maps designed to facilitate the creative, approachable and participatory communication 

of residentsô needs to the municipality. Despite multiple attempts to seek additional details about the project, including 

a letter from the University of Sheffield and a signed document from my supervisor, my requests for discussions with 

the officials involved were declined. As of the writing of this dissertation., no further information has been provided 

about the project since 2021. 
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3.6.3 Time of the óFieldworkô  

As previously articulated in section 3.5, this research maintains an ongoing process of ófieldworkô 

that persists even during the composition of the chapters. This continuous engagement is intrinsic 

to the researchôs methodological commitment, which involves active collaboration with 

organisations and communities. This was important on many levels for this research. First, it 

reflects my activist PAR embedded in the everyday life, which does not end with the ófieldworkô 

but continues as it addresses real-life problems that do not simply disappear at the end of the 

research or ófieldworkô. Second, this methodological approach is part of my commitment, as a 

Southern and feminist researcher, to not looking exclusively at the quality of generated 

information but at the process with the participants and the extent to which these contributions 

cover a spectrum from valuable discursive and/or theoretical expressions that communities can 

adopt or elaborate on to capacity building and the fulfilment of urgent tasks. Finally, this iterative 

process sees the continuous, ongoing experiences of the participants as an opportunity to enrich 

the research process, which leads to the construction of new meanings through reflections and 

actions. 

 

However, this approach posed a challenge to the progression of my study, requiring constant 

analysis and integration of emerging data into the evolving analytical chapters. Furthermore, 

because the developing practices of grassroots participation within the urban landscape are 

relatively recent, extended time is needed to understand their multi-scaled and dimensional 

impacts deeply.  

 

3.6.4 The Ethics of (a Southern) Research  

As delineated in the preceding sections of this chapter (refer to section 3.2.3), this research is 

grounded in a feminist ethics of care conceptualised as a morally responsible process that 

facilitates meaningful engagement rather than serving as a constraining factor on individual 

pursuits. I posit that the Southern approach to theorising should be underpinned by specific ethics 

of care that catalyse collective action without seeking to supplant Western systems of thought 

with a Southern turn. Instead, it embraces the pluriverse (Yiftachel & Mammon, 2022). This 

ethical commitment to care represents a speculative avenue for envisioning improved futures 

(Haraway, 2016). Consequently, care emerges as óan ethically and politically charged practiceô 

that forges novel modes of critical political engagements (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017, p. 41). In 

this context, care deepens the notions of óresponsibilityô, óconnectionô and ófriendshipô (Caretta 
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& Faria, 2020, p. 8), all of which evolved throughout this research with my participants, the 

individuals I collaborated with and the co-researchers. According to Puig de la Bellacasa (2017), 

care work is inherently activist in nature. She perceives care as a form of ótroubleô that demands 

our enduring engagement and commitment to the values inherent in caring relationships, 

acknowledging that care requires both time and patience (Haraway, 2016). The concept of 

óstaying withô the trouble emphasises that care work is collective work, fostering non-exploitative 

forms of togetherness (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017, p. 24). 

 

Similarly, in line with Libby Porterôs (2022) perspective, the Southern turn is characterised as óan 

ethico-political commitment rather than a geographyô (p. 32). This ethico-political commitment 

necessitates a sense of responsibility that reshapes understandings and affiliations, encompassing 

both positionality and relational knowledge (Porter, 2022; Winkler, 2022). This process of 

(re)working, (de)constructing and (un)learning prompts us to not only question our ontologies 

and epistemologies but also engage in meta-ethical inquiries concerning the values associated 

with concepts and meanings (Winkler, 2022). Tanja Winkler (2022) suggests that this involves 

taking a step back before delving into the identification of planning interventions, introducing a 

philosophical reflection and evaluation. 

In this research, I had to reflectively ask ódifficultô questions that assisted my understanding of 

ónormativeô concepts. For example, in one of the fieldnotes, I wrote: 

On my journey back from Al-Ashrafiyah, I engaged with the recordings of todayôs 

interviews on my recorder. Opting for the fast-forward option, I intended to catch a fleeting 

glimpse of the dayôs discussions. It was a long journey. As I live in the other half of the city, 

I found myself toggling between various conversations. It was in the background; I had to 

admit, I was not fully concentrating on what was happening. However, in this accelerated 

playback, a repetitive pattern emerged ï I repeatedly uttered the words óparticipationô and 

óparticipatoryô planning. Halting the recorder, a sense of irritation welled up within me. I 

had, it seemed, overused that particular term. But why did its frequency bother me? There 

was nothing inherently wrong with the word, so why the annoyance? 

I remembered here a conversation I had with an activist who recounted an incident in a 

refugee camp during a participatory project funded by a foreign agency. The activist 

shared her endeavours to persuade residents about the advantages of greening the camp 

and imparting ómodernô and ócreativeô methods of tending to plants and trees, as mandated 
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by the agency. Ironically, one of the refugee women invites the activist to her house just to 

tell her, I donôt have a proper roof over my head, and you need me to take care of a plant! 

I asked myself, does the widely acknowledged concept of participation align with their 

reality in a non-democratic context? Why is participation presumed to be a universally 

understood and accepted practice? Why is participation assumed to be a known thing? 

(Fieldnote, 12/06/2021) 

 

Engaging with these meta-ethical questions leads to different strands of thinking. This constitutes 

the Southern turn into a disruption of ontological and epistemological hierarchies, echoing 

Vanessa Watson (2022): órecognising the situated nature of knowledge and values is more 

appropriate than moral theory based on universalist idealsô (p. 28). These ongoing encounters, 

dialogues, reflections and negotiations kept this research moving forward in developing a 

theoretical/methodological approach that fed into a Southern practice. In this perspective, I turned 

towards myself; not only did I think of my language and emotions, but I also acknowledged them 

as grounds for honest and situated research, which informed my methods and the ways I engaged 

with the participants. I became more attentive to the way I used ótermsô and concepts; for example, 

I stopped using ótranslationsô (see Chapter 9, section 9.5) of concepts of óparticipationô and turned 

to the lived experiences of the participants and their felt emotions as an ever-evolving relation 

with their urban settings. In this way, methods such as informal chats, workshops and mapping 

exercises (in the later phases of makǕna; see Chapter 9) became a means of representing their 

experiences and drawing connections to their emotions, perceptions and memories. Moreover, 

throughout this research, I also turned to the emotions and feelings that I felt when immersed in 

the different localities of the research. Acknowledging and allowing emotions to become part of 

my own experience made me question them more deeply and look for the reasons behind them. 

According to the feminist scholar Sara Ahmed (2004), some emotions are crucial to our own 

learning, in a way that makes us return to the places on our bodily surfaces where we have felt 

them. This leads us to critically ówonderô (Ahmed, 2004) ï wonder what is acceptable, what is 

normal and how these emotions are generated by my embeddedness in different social, cultural 

and political localities and through ongoing interactions with subjectivities. While I was carrying 

out my everyday activities (my volunteering work, interviews or simply observations) in the sites 

of participation, I became more aware of the powerful tool of emotions that I embody, which can 

be employed to reinforce certain norms and hierarchies by designating certain things or asking 

certain questions, enabling certain things to happen.  
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óThe discomfort I felt today, after leaving Al-Manara site, was something shared, relational, 

experienced with others. I didnôt have to ask the participants at the end of the meeting about how 

they feel regarding GAMôs and the INGOôs workersô comments on how to deal with immediate 

issues on-site. My feeling of discomfort was relational, shared, and transmitted. It was part of the 

broader social, political context.ô (Fieldnote, 04/07/2021) 

 

3.7 Conclusion 

This chapter explained the methodological approach employed in this research, which is rooted 

in the theoretical framework and empirical considerations covered in earlier chapters. Anchored 

in a Southern decolonial approach and drawing from critical feminism, this methodology was 

presented based on how the perspectives were operationalised through a relational translocal 

approach to knowledge, emphasising positionality within an ethical framework of care. These 

critical perspectives guided the design of the research phases, methods and outcomes. In keeping 

with the research objective, a participatory action methodology was employed across three 

phases, constituting an óongoing fieldworkô process. In navigating these intricate terrains, a 

commitment to ócareô and óactionô through collaboration fostered extended alliances, advancing 

critical urban theories and practices by embodying a space for action and solidarity: ómakǕnaô. 

 

In addition to explaining the rationale behind the selection of multiple ethno-cases and outlining 

the criteria for their selection, this chapter presented the diverse methods used for data collection 

during the three phases of the research. It explained the reasons underpinning the choice of these 

methods and the nature of the collected data. The methods used in the first phase, namely, in-

depth and semi-structured interviews, lay the groundwork for this research. Given the lack of 

prior investigations into public participation in citymaking in Jordan, it was imperative to gain 

insights into the actors creating spaces for participation and the nature of these spaces. The second 

phase entailed tailored methods, primarily employing ethno-case studies to comprehensively 

examine both óinvitedô and óinventedô public participation arenas. Although the challenges posed 

by the COVID-19 pandemic restricted the use of certain methodologies, such as ethnographic 

approaches, I devised alternative tailored methods such as event ethnography to address these 

limitations. The last phase of the research was the practice of this PhD. The founding of the 

makǕna collective came like an urge, a pressing need arising not only from my own positionalities 

and encounters but also from the localities, actors, situations and communities I worked and 
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conducted research with. makǕna turned out to be the prolonged, continual, situated practice of 

my research, in which a Southern theorising of urbanism in Amman is enacted. Finally, the 

chapter detailed the analytical reflexive thematic procedures applied in this research, 

accompanied by insights into the challenges inherent in undertaking such a study in the context 

of Amann and the ethical dilemmas it entails. 
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Chapter 4 Amman: The State, the Civil Society and the City 

Governance and Planning 

 

 

 

4.1 Introduction  

The previous chapters have explored theoretical and methodological conceptual framework, 

which underpins the empirical chapters of this dissertation. This chapter changes direction to 

focus more specifically on one context within the Global South, Amman, Jordan, to interpret these 

theoretical concepts in their context, and aim to offer a comprehensive understanding of the 

complexities that characterise the cityôs urban milieu. The aim of this chapter is to analyse and 

comprehend the evolving political economy of urbanism in Amman, specifically examining how 

the interactions among state power, capital, and civil society are influencing this transformation, 

in order to ensure its regime security. It is crucial to critically review Jordanôs status as a stable 

entity amidst a politically turbulent region, particularly since escalating economic and urban 

disparities within the city after the Arab Spring, coupled with a relatively weak civil society and 

the absence of major disruptions in its moderate political climate. 

 

This first section provides a brief history of Jordan. Following this, the systems of governance in 

Jordan will be outlined, particularly focusing on how they affected the evolution of a weak civil 

society. Then, the focus will be directed to the capital, Amman, and the attempts of the state to 

impose control over urban growth and development. This was succeeded by establishing Greater 

Amman Municipality (GAM), as a centralised state entity that worked to dismantle village 

councils and to reallocate regulating power away from tribes, over to the state (Abu-Hamdi, 

2015), and through mechanisms of democratisation, neoliberalisation and recently the citizen-

centred discourse. This is followed by a discussion on the moment of the Arab Spring uprisings 

in 2011 that questioned the neoliberal hegemony of a top-down system of governance and offered 
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hope for radical change. The last section of this chapter will delve into the effect of the preceding 

discussions on todayôs civil society structure and roles. 

 

4.2 Historical Background  

The colonial division of the Middle East by France and England after the fall of the Ottoman 

Empire in 1918 resulted in the establishment of the Emirates of Transjordan in 1921 under British 

rule. Before gaining independence in 1946, the British administration sought to transform the 

traditional lifestyle of tribes and Bedouins by introducing laws promoting private land ownership 

over the communal land system (Kably, 2015) and prohibiting the practice of raids and the 

protection tax levied on sedentary populations37. (Ababsa, 2014). In exchange, the state offered 

job opportunities in the army and civil services, along with essential services. This reciprocal 

arrangement hinged on unconditional support for the formation of a ónationô centred around the 

Hashemite family, (the rulers) (Ababsa, 2014), as opposed to traditional tribal customs based on 

kinship and communal system38 (Abu-Hamdi, 2015). Constructing the Bedouin as citizens, 

achieved through their incorporation into the military or transformation into agriculturalists 

formed the core element of Glubbôs (the British commander of the Arab Legion, the military force 

of Jordan, from 1939 to 1956) endeavour in nation-building (Glubb, 1938). The effectiveness of 

his strategies was, to a considerable extent, a órepressive and productive successô (Massad, 2001, 

p. 162). 

 

The state extensively distributed rentier funds directly to tribal leaders, reinforcing their social 

power at home (Massad, 2001). By subsidising tribal elites, the state ensured their dependence on 

state resources, purchasing citizensô obedience through an improved standard of living (Brynen, 

1992). However, the influx of refugees39 in Jordan, particularly after 1948 and 1967, altered this 

dynamic. The rapidly changing demography had twofold implications, on the one hand, the state 

 

37 According to the in-depth study of Myriam Ababsa in (2014), the protection tax was the Bedouins main source of 

income. 
38 This did not mean that the distinction between the tribes were dismissed and completely replaced by an overarching 

system of nation. A notable number of individuals prioritized their loyalty to their respective tribes before embracing 

allegiance to the nation of Jordan. 
39 The first influx occurred immediately after Jordanôsô independence in 1948, when around 100,000 Palestinians 
sought refuge in the country, followed by another 340,000 Palestinians fleeting to Jordan in 1967 from the West Bank 

(UNRWA, 2011). 
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needed to stress the Bedouin allegiance to fight the Palestinian militants40. Thus, threatening the 

sovereignty of the state as well as the monarchy41. On the other hand, the immigration of affluent 

Palestinians thriving for a commercial market started to change the simple capital city of Amman, 

which resulted in growing social divisions based on tribal affiliation, class, ethnic (Jordanian of 

the East Bank and the Palestinians42 of the West Bank), and political stands. In response, the state 

implemented various political systems to control refugees and tribal constructs, focusing on 

maintaining stability and regime legitimacy (Abu-Hamdi, 2015; Brynen, 1992).  

 

Amman became the focal point of economic growth, experiencing significant population growth 

due to waves of migration and refugee influxes43. However, this posed challenges to the cityôs 

infrastructure and social cohesion. The state faced additional waves of refugees, including those 

from the Gulf War in 1991 and Iraq in 2002-2003, contributing to demographic shifts and social 

complexities. However, this influx of refugees is different than the one associated with the 

Palestinians; the affluent Iraqi refugees were introduced as óguestsô to the country, according to 

their prestigious class and the capital that they brought, particularly to Amman. The Syrian crisis 

in 2012 further intensified the refugee crisis, with Jordan hosting approximately 1.3 million 

refugees today (UNCHR, 2022), exacerbating identity crises and social segregation. In this 

context, the state deployed different facets of a quest to ensure regime security. Amman was the 

potential site to embody the stateôs ideologies; in this respect, many plans were imagined 

embodying an urban setting that reflects each eraôs strategies and systems.  

 

Despite its status as a monarchy with a parliament and constitution44, Jordan is characterised as a 

óhybrid regimeô45 (Diamond, 2002). The monarchy wields significant authority, and the elected 

parliament lacks substantial influence, where the government is not elected democratically, but 

 

40 Recruited from the Jordanian camps, they attempted to overthrow the King Hussein during the óBlack Septemberô 

events in 1970 (Pavanello & Haysom, 2012). 
41 This manifestation of Palestinian aggression towards the host nation served to exacerbate pre-existing tensions, 

deepening the divide between the East Bank Bedouins who enjoyed a special relationship with the monarchy and the 

Palestinian migrants. 
42 Upon their arrival in the country, all Palestinian refugees from 1949 were granted Jordanian citizenship, óthrough an 

amendment to the Passport Act, stipulating that every Palestinian Arab with Palestinian nationality may obtain a 

passportô (Ababsa, 2014, p. 238) 
43 From a population of 60,000 in May 1948, the city witnessed impressive annual growth rates of up to 14.4% in the 

1970s, leading to a population of 330,000 in May 1967, and a further surge to 624,000 by 1979. 
44 In 2015, Jordan occupied the sixth position among 19 countries on the Arab Democracy Index. Nevertheless, the 

introduction of restrictive measures between 2020 and 2023 signals a substantial deterioration in the country's 

democratic standing. 
45 The term óhybrid regimesô pertains to political systems found in the grey zone where one can observe both the 

practice of democratic elements, like elections, and the consolidation of centralised authority. 
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appointed by the monarch after legislative elections (Ryan, 2011). In the following section, I will 

review the effect of different strategies and considerations to safeguard stability, the regimeôs 

security, and the stateôs desire to perpetuate its power. 

 

4.3 The Shifting Governance Structures of the State 

As discussed in the previous section, the different fluxes of refugees had significant implications 

on the stateôs stability and identity. Furthermore, Jordan suffered from several fiscal crises that, 

on the one hand, disabled and hindered its plans for the capital, Amman. On the other hand, the 

state shifted through different governance structures, in what they called ópolitical reformsô to 

only secure its ósurvivalô (Brumberg, 1995). This section will begin by reviewing these strategies 

before delving into their impacts on the evolution of the civil society in Jordan. 

 

4.3.1 Liberalisation and Democratisation: False Promises of Political Freedom 

The Oil Crisis of 1979 had profound consequences on Jordanôs economy, triggering a significant 

economic crisis. External assistance from neighbouring oil-rich states and the United States 

dwindled, imposing constraints on resource allocation to civil society, a crucial avenue for 

upholding the stateôs legitimacy. Thus, the political stability that depended on the provision of 

basic necessities rather than democratic principles became highly at risk in the 1980s, coupled 

with the soaring debt46, the state was forced to óreevaluate its socioeconomic policiesô 

(Wiktorowicz, 2002, p. 82). Within this context, the government sought assistance from the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) and implemented stringent austerity measures, reducing 

public employment, which comprised 50% of all employment in the Kingdom (Wiktorowicz, 

2002).  

 

Riots erupted in Maôan47 in 1989, due to the IMF agreementôs stipulations, marking the end of 

the welfare state and signalling a transition toward a neoliberal economy. The state, represented 

by the King, promised the furious people a new system of governance of political placation and 

promise of representation, throughout democratisation (Brynen, 1992), and a focus on 

 

46 The state used to provide costly social services to the state employees by borrowing on local and international 

markets. (World Bank, 2000) 
47 The Southern context in Jordan (which Maôan is part of) represented the backbone of the regime loyalists.  
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privatisation, exports, and deregulation, pronouncing a radical free-market reform (Jreisat, 2018). 

In other words, neoliberalism was introduced to Jordan by reducing government expenditures, 

downsizing the state, and eliminating subsidies (Peck & Tickell, 2002).  

 

In doing so, in 1989, Jordan conducted elections, terminated the state of martial and ensured 

unrestricted press freedom, presenting an appearance of progressivism48 (Brynen, 1992). 

However, this move was characterised as ódefensive democratisationô (Robinson, 1998), managed 

by the monarchy to reinforce regime control and survival proving its tendency towards autocratic 

rule (Lucas, 2003; Yom, 2009). However, the Hashemite Kingdom reinforced ópro-monarchy 

limitationsô (Abu-Hamdi, 2015, p. 66), to guarantee smoother parliament elections in 199349 that 

would support the monarchy and the government. The óone-person, one-vote system restricted 

voters to choose one person50, and electoral boundaries were manipulated to secure optimal 

outcomes for the monarchy guaranteeing the selection of preferred candidates (pro-nationalists 

and affiliated with prominent tribal groups). The elections in 1993 and 1997 resulted in a ótribal 

parliamentô diminishing the influence of the opposition (Robinson, 1998), as a result of the new 

electoral law, the opposition lost nearly half its seats in the 1993 elections (Lucas, 2003). The 

monarchyôs proactive measures, such as prohibiting public demonstrations (Brand, 1999), 

solidified Jordanôs pro-western ally position but subsequently hindered the democratic trajectory. 

This was manifested in the diminished effectiveness and influence of parliamentary councils and 

eroded public trust in these institutions (Magid, 2016; Yom, 2009). 

 

4.3.2 Economic Liberalisation Before the Arab Spring 

The Hashemite regime, echoing strategies from the late 1989 period, intensified IMF structural 

adjustment measures in 1996, implementing tax hikes, reducing public sector salaries, and 

initiating privatisation. The government responded forcefully to the 1996 protests in Southern 

cities, suppressing them violently (Lucas, 2003). Changes to election and press laws, along with 

the peace treaty with Israel, led to opposition parties boycotting the 1997 elections, resulting in a 

weak political atmosphere until King Abdullahôs succession in 1999 (Bani Salameh, 2018). Under 

 

48 Particularly the succession of the opposition figures of the Muslim Brotherhood (non-formal) party, acting as a 

ówatchdog of government policiesô (Robinson, 1998, p. 397). 
49 In 1993, the talks around the Arab-Israeli pact (A formal peace treaty signed later in 1994 between Jordan and Israel) 

started to cause unrest in Jordan; thus, the state needed the parliament by its side. 
50 Robinson (1988) argues that in 1989, the people placed their first vote for a tribe member (where they perform their 

allegiance), whereas their second vote, was for ideological candidates (Islamists and leftists). 
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King Abdullah's rule, security concerns persisted, hindering the oppositionôs pursuit of 

democratic objectives51. Meanwhile, economic liberalisation, particularly through privatisation, 

has maintained a steady trajectory, exerting significant societal influence, causing social unrest 

due to unemployment, underemployment, poverty, corruption complaints, and demanding the 

government to fulfil its long-standing commitments to political liberalisation and reform as 

outlined in the 1989 programme. Despite this, entrenched opponents of reform within the regime, 

notably within the intelligence services, have consistently cited security concerns as the primary 

rationale against expanding public engagement within the political system. (Ryan, 2011). 

 

In 2005, the government introduced the National Agenda52, centred around nationalism, and 

Jordanian-ness (Abu-Hamdi, 2015), nevertheless, this endeavour faced resistance from opponents 

of reform. Simultaneously, Jordanian indifference to top-down initiatives and slogans increased 

(Ryan, 2011). The International Crisis Group (2003) claimed that the emphasis of governmental 

reform initiatives appeared to be primarily directed towards procedural democracy, specifically 

centred around the conduct of elections. However, these efforts lacked substantive mechanisms 

for fostering genuine participation, transparency, and accountability. The 2010 elections saw 

minimal achievements for leftist parties (no opposition), contributing to the momentum leading 

up to the eruption of the Arab Spring, as expounded upon in section 4.5. 

 

This section showed that the regime has allowed measured levels of political reform not with the 

intention of system transformation but rather to ensure its continuity (Daniel Brumberg, 2002; 

Carothers, 2002). The government has oscillated between phases of relative openness and 

instances of constraint across time. óAs a kind of middle case that is neither fully authoritarian 

nor fully democraticô (Ryan, 2011. p. 368) (although it leans towards the former). Nevertheless, 

following a prolonged period characterised by political inertia, prevailing sentiments within the 

Kingdom continue to be dominated by social and political discontentment with the existing state 

of affairs. Before exploring the 2011 shift in the social contract between citizens and the 

government, the next section will closely examine Amman city and the manifestation of these 

strategies on its urban citizens. 

 

51 For example, King Abdullah II in 1999 dissolved the parliament and the new elections were expected to take place 

in but were delayed again for two full years to 2003. Due to the fear of any domestic instability.  
52 A comprehensive initiative outlining the countryôs enduring commitment to governmental reform both in the present 
and the future. In 2006, at the behest of King Abdullah II, an initiative known as óKuluna al Urdunô (We Are All Jordan) 

was launched. 
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4.4  Greater Amman Municipality (GAM) : Modernising the Welfare 

State through Planning 

Subsequent attempts of planning Amman city were constantly interrupted by external factors, 

namely the influxes of refugees (see Section 4.2). To mediate the rapid urban growth, the 

municipality, utilising financial resources procured from private and public channels, advocated 

a paradigm of westernisation and modernisation, integrating essential institutions into the city 

master plan (Hacker, 1960)53. It was not until the 1970s and 1980s, a period characterised by 

greater state stability without the influx of refugees, that marked the most vigorous endeavour by 

the state to modernise Amman and assert state authority over urban growth and progression. In 

the late 1980s, the Greater Amman Municipality (GAM) emerged as a centralised administrative 

entity. The vision behind GAM was aiming at deconstructing entrenched tribal systems, 

channelling loyalty towards the monarchy and state initiatives for modernisation and 

democratisation (Abu-Hamdi, 2015). This included promoting nationalism, bureaucratising the 

city, and institutionalising state offices54. In this context, GAM effectively dismantled the pre-

existing tribal village councils, thereby reassigning governance jurisdiction to the state and 

consequently constraining the sphere of influence held by tribes and their leadership. In this way, 

it minimises the control the tribes possess due to their land holdings. Thus, the establishment and 

continual sustenance of the GAM apparatus emerged as another fundamental element 

contributing to the preservation of regime security.  

 

GAM proposed the 1988 Greater Amman Comprehensive Development Plan (GACDP) to govern 

growth. It introduced a satellite city, Abu Nuseir (Figure 4.1), as a modern prototype. In form and 

community composition, this modern project dismantled established kinship and tribalism 

systems to direct allegiance and political reach away from tribal communities towards the state. 

The planôs primary goal was óto strengthen government control over all development.ô 

(Beauregard & Marpillero-Colomina, 2011). The affordability factor played a crucial role in 

motivating residents to disengage from their former communities, lured by the prospect of 

becoming homeowners. óThis city was based on a science social norm or socioeconomic data, more 

concerned with the efficiency rather than the social implications of the district ócommunitiesô the plan 

 

53 The 1955 plan by Max Lock and Gerald King and the 1968 plan were introduced following the 1948 and 1967 influx 

of Palestinians. However, both of them were not implemented. The only previous plan was a roadway in 1938 designed 

by a British military official, Andrew Park Mitchell, his involvement was commissioned by the mayor of Amman at 

that time who was under British appointment (Abu-Dayyeh, 2004; Malkawai, 1996). 
54 Before GAM, Amman was mainly organised by tribal village councils.  
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had designatedô (Abu-Hamdi, 2015, p. 54). according to CIAM55: ómodern architecture and planning 

are the means to create new forms of collective association, personal habit, and daily life.ô As a result, 

GAM introduced a fresh societal standard in urban planning, diverging from the principles of 

communal living and kinship ties. Similarly, GAM combined different districts based on technical 

solutions, overlooking social aspects like kinship or tribal affiliation. The planning process was driven 

by technical experts, diminishing public participation and amplifying the authority of planners 

(Malkawai, 1996).  

 

    

Figure 4.1: Views from Abu Nuseir Housing Development in Amman. Source: 

http://archnet.org/sites/980/media_contents/16339 (Accessed June, 2022) 

Contrary to the presented social welfare guise, many plan projects aimed to enhance state control. 

From creating centralised GAM to introducing modern satellite housing, that emphasises modern 

citizenship as a subject to the state over tribal identity, which frequently acted as obstacles to the 

expansion of the state and its attainment of planning authority. In other words, as argued by Abu 

Hamdi (2015), the stateôs modernisation efforts were a physical manifestation of not only the desire 

to regulate growth but also society, which meant de-tribalising the society. However, the master planôs 

implementation was curtailed by the 1989 fiscal crisis. The city suffered from both unregulated 

planning and outdated plans that left the city in the early 2000s with an explosion of fragmented 

large-scale investments, immense shopping malls, gated communities and high-end business 

towers (Daher, 2008; Hourani, 2014a), representing a minute percentage of Jordanian society. 

 

4.4.1  The Neoliberal Globalisation of Amman 

After the influx of Iraqi refugees to Amman in 2003, the Jordanian state sought to capitalise on 

the presence of the wealthy Iraqi óguestsô by offering investments and opportunities, aligning with 

 

55 See (Holston, 1989, p.30) 

http://archnet.org/sites/980/media_contents/16339
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the broader modernisation agenda led by the new King after 2000 (Abu-Hamdi, 2016). This has 

stressed showcasing Amman as an example of a modern government (Parker, 2009), attracting 

foreign investments from Iraqis and oil-rich Gulf States (Abu-Ghazalah, 2007; Beauregard & 

Marpillero-Colomina, 2011). Jordanôs strategic agenda involved joining the World Trade 

Organisation, entering Free Trade Agreements with the USA and EU, and steering efforts toward 

neoliberal market-led development (Daher, 2013; Parker, 2009). However, the continued 

structural adjustments of the IMF and the World Bank have been transforming urban spaces into 

financial assets to be circulated in global markets (Hourani, 2014a). In this landscape, Amman 

witnessed the development of new urban islands, upscale apartment complexes, immense 

shopping malls, and high-end business towers catering to a lifestyle of excessive consumption 

(Daher, 2008, 2013).  

 

Neoliberalism, as defined by David Harvey, advocates individual entrepreneurial freedoms within 

a framework characterised by strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade (Harvey, 

2007. p. 2). However, many scholars, for example, (Ababsa & Daher, 2016; Abu-Hamdi, 2016; 

Daher, 2008, 2013; Hourani, 2014b, 2014a; Hourani & Kanna, 2014; Parker, 2009) argued that 

the neoliberal experience in Amman did not diminish the role of the state but strengthened the 

relationship between the state and the few elites supporting the monarchy. Therefore, the urban 

environment served as the mechanism and substance through which local and regional elites 

(mis)represented within free-market discourse as merely a segment of the óprivate sectorô, 

strengthening their influence within a broader imperial structure (Hourani, 2014b). The core of 

the neoliberal endeavour in Amman focused on finance, real estate, and tourism rather than 

productive industries or agriculture. Public services like water and electricity were privatised, 

leading to social impacts like rising urban poverty (Verdeil, 2009). 

 

Moreover, the state partnered with the private sector and multinational corporations to provide 

large-sale subsidies for the business elite (the new partners) to create urban mega projects. For 

example, in the Abdali Project56 (the new business district in Amman after 2006, See Figure 4.2), 

the state offered the projectôs land ïwhich belonged to the military forcesï for a very low price 

to the investors, in which the state became a part. In the same fashion, the state lowered tariffs 

 

56 The Abdali Project, it is considered one of the most controversial projects in Amman.  
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and taxes for regional and investors, allowed for infrastructure provisions, and lifted restrictions 

on and eased property purchases by wealthy Iraqis57 (Daher, 2013; Hourani, 2014b). 

 

 

Figure 4.2: Al-Abdali Project aerial. Source: Intermarkets Media (Accessed May, 2021) 

Contrary to Friedmanôs (1962) vision of neoliberalisation involving widespread decentralisation 

and the retreat of the state, the stateôs ideological shape transformed instead into various forms, 

including ópaternalistic, authoritarian, developmental, social democratic state reforms, and 

concomitant ascendancy of (appropriately elastic) notions of governmentalityô (Peck, 2004, p. 

395). Affluent elites, who enjoyed primary access to profitable schemes, benefitted the most from 

this neoliberal turn. As shown before, the Jordan regime depends on and thrives off of their 

networks of personal patronage. Those who welcome modernisation and market-driven logic will 

favour them and will never be impacted by austerity measures. (Hourani, 2014a). Around the time 

the investors enjoyed relaxed regulations, GAM found itself in 2006 dealing with more than 350 

plans for high-rise buildings submitted for approvals (Parker, 2009), and furious people about the 

construction of Jordanôs Gates Towers (see Figure 4.3). People began to question GAMôs 

reliability as an institution involved both as a financial stakeholder and as a representative of 

peopleôs concerns58. At this time, GAM was widely recognised for its propensity toward 

 

57 This came when 14% of the Abdali Project sales had dropped in 2007, just 3 years after its operation (Hadfield, 

2007) 
58 Critics noted that GAM had taken possession of the site of the towers that was intended to be a public park (Myriam 

Ababsa, 2007). Additionally, minimal attention was devoted to the substantial traffic congestion that would ensue, nor 

were the ramifications of the towers on the nearby water and sewage systems adequately evaluated. Finally, two 

Egyptian construction workers were killed, and 16 others injured when 3 stories of the Jordan Gateôs north tower 

collapsed during construction. (Parker, 2009) 
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favouritism and the practice of wasta ϣГЂϜм, a term denoting nepotism in Arabic culture. (Parker, 

2009).  

 

 

Figure 4.3: Amman Gateôs Towers. Source: www.jordantimes.com (Accessed May, 2021)  

Amidst rising street protests and criticism, the King responded by appointing a new mayor for 

Amman, aiming to quell tensions and introduce a fresh city master plan. Emphasising the cityôs 

role in pioneering development, stating that óóIt is crucial, that we all do our utmost to ensure that 

our beloved city will continue to be a magnet for pioneering development projects and a fertile 

ground in which innovative ideas can take root and blossomôô59 (King Abdullah bin al-Hussein, 

2006). This necessity became even more pronounced with the onset of the economic downturn in 

2008, leading to numerous vacant projects. (Hourani, 2014a). GAM claimed to experiment with 

a new strategy fostering collaboration between businesses and communities, presented as citizen-

centred governance. However, as discussed in the following sections, this was another coercive 

measure, that again was intended to ensure the regime security ï by ensuring continued oligarchic 

gains ï while simultaneously manipulating the public with superficial political reforms.  

 

 

59 Amman receives distinct attention from the Jordanian government compared to other cities. This is notably evident 

in the pronounced neoliberal expansion within the real estate and urban environment, particularly evident in Amman 

since the early 2000s. Moreover, the implementation of various plans and visions for the city is more conspicuous in 

Amman, as opposed to other cities that are perceived as more affordable, less advanced in terms of infrastructure, and 

characterised by a greater emphasis on village or tribal orientations. In other words, what is imagined for Amman (in 

terms of strategic and participatory planning, as discussed in the following sections) is far from realisation in other 

Jordanian cities.  

http://www.jordantimes.com/
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4.4.2  The New Strategy of Public Participation in Planning  

The utilisation of the concept of public participation within the framework of GAM was not 

evident before 2006. However, a key turning point emerged in 2006 when the King directed the 

mayor to engage global experts with diverse backgrounds to contribute their insights in the 

formulation of urban plans for the city of Amman, drawing from their respective experiences 

(King Abdullah bin al-Hussein, 2006, as cited in GAM 2008, p. 10). As shown in the preceding 

section, the imperative to quell the protests and strikes prompted the monarch to replace Ammanôs 

mayor and instigate a new plan for the city to replace the Greater Amman Comprehensive 

Development Plan (GACDP) of 1987. Under this altered trajectory, the newly appointed mayor 

suspended permissions for constructing new high-rise buildings within the city. Collaboratively 

engaging with a Canadian team, the mayor developed the Amman Master Plan and a series of 

planning documents. Among these documents is the 2008 Amman Plan: Metropolitan Growth 

Report, which envisages a swift escalation in population figures from 2,200,000 individuals in 

2006 to an estimated 6,500,000 by 202560 (Abu Al Haija & Potter, 2013). 

 

In this context, the implementation of the plan was perceived as imperative not only for addressing 

the challenge of outdated planning of greater significance for effecting a comprehensive 

enhancement of the municipal governance framework, thereby fostering heightened transparency 

and accountability within the institution (Beauregard & Marpillero-Colomina, 2011). Bringing 

the process of planning and service delivery closer to the citizens was envisaged as a strategic 

mechanism to bridge existing divides between these stakeholders and preclude the emergence of 

further disruptions within the urban milieu. In the very few studies of public participation in the 

Amman Plan of 2008, Khirfan & Momani (2019) claim that the concept of public participation 

was introduced by the Canadian team working on the plan. However, I further argue that 

notwithstanding its novelty within the ambit of GAM, integrating the concept of public 

participation was construed as another strategy to mitigate prevailing unrest and offer assurances 

of forthcoming political reforms that would benefit all citizens. In this instance, the inclusion of 

citizens in the planning process was advanced as a modality to achieve these aims. While 

interviewing Gerry Post (the chief planner of Amman Plan), he claimed that officials at GAM 

perceived the public as not ready to participate in the planning activities or decision-making 

process.  

 

60 In the year 2019, the demographic count of Amman amounted to approximately 4.3 million individuals. Further 

details on this statistic can be found at the following source: https://www.c40.org/cities/amman/ 

https://www.c40.org/cities/amman/
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This was obvious in the practice of public participation, where practice included only meetings 

with elite stakeholders that turned into Mayorôs Roundtables (Beauregard & Marpillero-

Colomina, 2011). Approximately 40 people attended each meeting, along with the planners and 

the mayor (Beauregard & Marpillero-Colomina, 2011). These selected personas did not include 

any community organisations, activists or local representatives; rather, they involved public 

officials, local architects and economists, and individuals from the public utilities, and in later 

stages, it expanded to include investors, property owners and those who patronised its businesses 

(Beauregard & Marpillero-Colomina, 2011; Khirfan & Momani, 2019). Figure 4.4 maps the 

actors, type of meetings and the targeted audience for the process of public participation. 

Furthermore, the process of public participation focused on large developments with the potential 

for immense investment, neglecting the disadvantaged residential areas that represent more than 

half of the city (Pavanello & Haysom, 2012). 

 

Moreover, the mayor and Gerry Post established the Amman Institute (Ai), a not-for-profit óthink 

tankô and quasi-governmental entity led by the mayor. Ai, governed by a board of directors, took 

over the Amman Plan from the Canadian team, making them sub-contractors. Ai served as a 

private entity offering planning services to GAM and other municipalities, competing for 

contracts in the private sector (Beauregard & Marpillero-Colomina, 2011). Another aim for Ai 

was to introduce citizen-centred urban governance through projects and outreach programmes to 

the public and GAM along with other municipalities (Ai, 2011). The studies of participation in 

the recent Plan indicated most participants condemned it for the lack of transparency and 

favouritism (El-said & Harrigan, 2009; Khirfan & Momani, 2019). Moreover, Khirfan and 

Momani (2019) investigated the dissemination of information61, finding manipulative and 

misleading ways of providing information, with most participants lacking awareness of the 

rationale behind the policies instigated by the Plan. An equally salient problem was the 

uninformed planners who lacked the knowledge needed to work in a participatory design process 

or to build relations with vulnerable groups (Myriam Ababsa & Daher, 2011; Al-Nammari, 2013); 

while assuming that they know better than the citizens (Khirfan & Momani, 2019). In other words, 

the existing rigid, top-down governance structure remained in function in which a collaborative 

working culture failed to arise; local communities, notably the most marginalised, remained shut 

out of public policy. Khirfan and Momani (2019) argue that the level of participation before 2011 

failed to exceed the level of informing. Participants were often misled about whether the process 

 

61 Rami Daher (2013), notes that slogans on billboards were the only information provided for the public. 
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was truly participatory or merely consultation and informing, which, according to Arnstein (1969) 

represents a low level on the ladder of participation. The governmentôs efforts were largely 

considered only as attempts to secure legitimacy with policies already adopted. Swyngedouw 

(2008) describes this approach to participation as an appendage of the existing planning system. 

 

 

Figure 4.4: Map of the process of participation in the development of Amman Plan in 2008. (Author)  

 

Years of rapid growth, accompanied by neoliberal and modernisation measures since the mid-

1970s, have led to significant social division in the urban landscape, coinciding with the Arab 

Gulf oil boom. This division is evident in the contrast between affluent western peripheries and 

the socioeconomically deprived city centre and eastern districts. The following section will 

discuss the formation of two Amman(s) (Ham & Greenway, 2003). 
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4.4.3  Ammanôs Socio-economic Divide  

Since the initial migration of Circassians to Amman in 1878 during the Ottoman Empireôs rule, 

they favoured the valleys, particularly near water sources and the cityôs Roman antiquities, 

forming the old downtown district in the East (Samha, 1996) (see Figure 4.5). Ammanôs growth 

began from this centre after the British Mandate in 1921. Palestinian refugees also settled in the 

eastern and downtown areas, facilitated by UNRWA camps (see Figure 4.6). However, the shift 

towards neoliberalism and modernisation led to urban development moving westward, 

incorporating vacant agricultural expanses. These endeavours were oriented towards 

accommodating the foreign labour force and streamlining vehicular traffic movement, as 

elucidated by Schwedler (2012). This expansion was facilitated by the reclassification of 

agricultural lands into zones designated for upper-income housing through influential networks 

between tribal leaders, elites and landowners, speculators and government officials (Hourani, 

2014b; O Kamal, 2020; Potter, Darmame, Barham, & Nortcliff, 2009).  

 

 

Figure 4.5: Amman Downtown in the 1930s. Source: https://alazaat.wordpress.com/  (Accessed June, 2021) 

This orchestrated manoeuvring of legal frameworks and regulations precipitated a form of zoning 

characterised by exclusivity, culminating in a scenario by 1985 wherein a significant amount of 

land in Greater Amman was categorised as upper-income residential zones (Zone A&B62), 

 

62 Category A plots span at least 900 m2, requiring a 5 m front setback, 7 m rear setback, and 5 m clearances on sides. 

The built-up area is capped at 39%. Category B parcels range from 750 to 900 m2, with the house set over 4 m from 

front, 6 m from rear, and 4 m from sides. The allowed built-up area is 45%. Category C covers around 400 m2 plots, 

accommodating up to 51% residential buildings. Structures must be 4 m from front/back and 3 m from sides. Category 

D includes smaller plots (Ò200 m2) with max 55% built-up area, requiring 3 m, 2.5 m, and 2.5 m distances from front, 

back, and sides. 

https://alazaat.wordpress.com/
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predominantly situated within the western vicinities, despite a persistent shortage of affordable 

housing. In stark contrast, Zones C (earmarked for middle-income demographics) and D 

(comprising the sole accessible housing option for the majority of the population) had 

significantly smaller zones (Potter et al., 2009), as seen in Figure 4.7. Moreover, this phenomenon 

prompted the migration of Egyptian, Filipino, and Somali labourers and Sudanese immigrants to 

establish residency within these comparatively more affordable localities. Consequently, this 

trend has contributed to escalating socioeconomic disparities between the eastern and western 

areas of the city. 

 

Figure 4.6: Map of the Palestinian refugee camps in Amman, showing the location of the four camps in eastern 

Amman (Marka, Jabal El-Hussein, Talbieh and Amman New Camp known as Wehdat) Source: 

https://www.unrwa.org/where-we-work/jordan (Accessed May, 2021) 

 

The stateôs designation of downtown Amman as a tourist and economic hub led to gentrification, 

displacing long-standing businesses present for over five decades. Simultaneously, the Abdali 

project (discussed in section 4.4.1) shifted to become the primary financial centre, replacing the 

historic downtown area. These developments contribute to Jordanôs narrative as a cultural entity 

spanning historical origins to contemporary global modernisation. However, the 2008 economic 

downturn affected developers, leading to financial setbacks, loan struggles, and project 

suspensions (Taylor, 2011). Despite the property boomôs profits, particularly in western Amman, 

ordinary Jordanians faced socioeconomic challenges and increased poverty rates. In 2008, amid 

global food and fuel price surges, the government, emphasising fiscal prudence, eliminated 

subsidies, causing a 15% overall price escalation (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2009, p. 1). 

https://www.unrwa.org/where-we-work/jordan
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Figure 4.7: Housing zones in 1987 in Amman, showing larger zones A and B in the West in contrast to the smaller 

zones C and D in the East. Source: GAM and Dar Al-Handasah, 1987 

 

The previous section elucidated that the networked oligarchy ï central to the regimeôs security ï 

consolidated its power through controlling urban processes and property, specifically in western 

Amman. Their real-state interest shaped the cityôs current social disparity. Elsheshtawy (2004) 

also points out that óthe influence of globalisation consists mainly of processes that are activated 

from the inside by local actors.ô Within a postcolonial context, this presents a succession of 

authority represented by local elites and a constitutional monarchy, replacing the previous forms 

of colonialism that endeavour to sustain control and optimise the gains derived from the material 

and cultural accrual within the urban sphere via the facilitation of global exchanges and the 

adoption of policies of liberalisation. Nonetheless, while Amman continues to grapple with 

escalating patterns of segregation, its residents actively challenge the processes of 

neoliberalisation and land control, asserting their right to the city. A prominent exemplification 

of such assertions is evident in the Arab Uprisings of 2011, vividly articulating these 

discontentments, as elaborated in the following section. 
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4.5 The Arab Spring 

óThe world ... has long been dreaming of these uprisings. From the time the colonial world began 

lowering European flags, and as the postcolonial world was raising new ones ... the world has 

been dreaming of the emblematic slogan: óFreedom, Social Justice, Dignity.ôô (Dabashi, 2012, p. 

xix) 

 

After years of inadequate dialogue between the people and their governing institutions precluding 

their agency and compelling changes, the uprisings suddenly opened new opportunities for 

democratic participation (Avina, 2013). The events of 2011 surprised locals and observers alike 

(Roy, 2012, p. 257), although, as argued by Bayat (2013, p. 587), the óreal surpriseô was the break 

of conventional narratives of social struggles and political reform. The uprisings represented a 

new way to explore and define the world while embodying a post-ideological position in the long 

colonial and repression history of the SWANA region (Dabashi, 2012; Dalacoura, 2012, p. 79; 

Kiwan, 2014) driven by bottom-up forces of change (Sadiki, 2014, p. xxxiv). The present research 

is contextualised by the monumental juncture of the Arab Spring63, the moment in Arab countries 

that revealed the power of allowing civic dialogue, a necessary step for effective change. This 

section aims to unfold the events of the Arab Spring in Jordan and understand how it later affected 

civil societyôs evolution. However, what interests this research is not so much the occurrences of 

the 2011 events but rather what preceded them.  

 

4.5.1 The Making of Change 

SWANA powerful regimes (similar to most Global South systems) have been known for adopting 

neoliberal economic policies and the global free market since the early 1980s (Al -Sayyid, 2014; 

Mir, 2019). Globalisation of the economy (as discussed earlier) widened the gap between a 

privileged few oligarchies and the majority of citizens, whilst authoritarian regimes such as the 

one in Jordan suffered from poor political governance that ignored demands for radical reform 

(Mir, 2019). This history of neoliberal globalisation in the Arab world informed the anti-imperial 

revolutionary cry of the Arab Spring. In essence, citizens of Arab cities, grappling with the 

adverse effects of neoliberalism such as unemployment, rising poverty rates, displacement, 

 

63 There is no fixed or single meaning given to the term óArab Springô. Trying to impose one meaning may be to 
disaggregate the phenomenon into its constitutive manifestations, whether óuprisingsô, óprotestsô or revolutions. 
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authoritarian governance, and economic systems dominated by local, regional, and global 

financial entities, were galvanised to openly confront their regimes (Hourani & Kanna, 2014). 

According to Bayat (2013b), the ónon-movementsô of the urban poor, women, youth and others, 

which refers to the ópublic naggingô or óquiet encroachmentô in the everyday practices, succeeded 

in paving the road for massive demonstrations of the Arab Spring (p. 589).  

 

As most of these nations suffered from similar autocratic power regimes embedded in the 

historical transformation of the global political economy (Hourani, 2014a) ï with urban processes 

at its coreï  it rapidly spread throughout the Arabic region (Al -Sayyid, 2014, p. xxxiv). To 

paraphrase Hourani (2014a), the demand for the downfall of the regime targeted entrenched 

structures that are characterised by ócorruptionô. This corruption extended beyond exploiting 

official positions for personal gain, encompassing systems of authority that were inconsistent, 

imbalanced, and unfair, adversely affecting society at large. Such demonstrations demanded the 

ousting and disestablishment of the existing political powers, implicitly calling for erasing the 

mode of knowledge production about the óMiddle Eastô and other categorical remnants of the 

colonial imagination, Orientalism (Hana, 2012). Furthermore, they questioned traditional 

frameworks, as Dabashi (2012) illustrates:  

óWe are witnessing more a restoration é I mean recovering precisely the cosmopolitan 

worldliness in which alternative notions and practices of civil liberties and economic justice can 

and ought to be produced. Thus, the end of óWesternismô as an exhausted and depleted mode of 

bipolar knowledge productionô(p. 10). 

 

Importantly, given that these revolutionary uprisings were no longer fighting according to terms 

dictated by their condition of coloniality, such óopen-endedô64 revolutions were capable of 

dismantling the regime of knowledge to ultimately generate their own ideas, concepts, tropes, 

metaphors and values (Dabashi, 2012; Hana, 2012, p. 209). These uprisings called for a profound 

rethinking of normative conceptualisations and the application of western terms such as 

democracy, participation and liberty (Cavatorta, 2012; Kiwan, 2014). Observers suggest that the 

regime of knowledge inherited by the óMiddle Eastô, which is not only from the colonial world 

but also from the postcolonial interlude, must be dismantled with a determination equal to that 

which ensured that the political regimes were overthrown (Dabashi, 2012, p. 37). Although most 

 

64 Dabshi uses this term in his book (Arab Spring: The End of Postcolonialism, 2012) as a means of the continuity of 

the revolution. 
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of the óspringsô were followed in subsequent years by óautumnsô65, for example, the counter-

revolutions spreading in the region, mainly by oligarchic politico-economic networks at the 

regional scale that aimed to control the uprisings (Hourani, 2014a), or ó[the lack of] the kind of 

civil society organisation and powerful leadership é to wrest power from the old regimes or the 

free ridersô (Bayat, 2013b, p. 597). However, the aftermath of the Arab Spring continued 

unfolding, with conflicting trajectories in the nations involved (Whitehead, 2014).  

 

The implications of the regime change on state-society relations remain largely uncertain, and 

more analysis is required (Jones, 2012); Dabshi asserts that change is inevitable. It notably paved 

the path for the rise of grassroots initiatives, as observed in the works of AlNasser (2016) and 

Halaseh (2012, p. 271) that aims at creating new spaces of participation, allowing for alternative 

political ideas to emerge in various cities, for example in Amman, Cairo and Beirut66. To borrow 

from Randa Aboubakrôs (2021) work, those new spaces and initiatives understand change as a 

form of opposition to dominant cultural forces, be they authoritarian or religious, or more broadly, 

as a response to the expanding influence of globalised neoliberal policies, where they aim to 

restore the commons (Aboubakr et al., 2021b). Moreover, change, or the potential for change, can 

also be identified within acts of defiance aimed at countering particular local trends or addressing 

various forms of political and social marginalisation (Aboubakr et al., 2021b).  

 

4.5.2 Jordan and the Arab Spring 

The Arab Spring broke out in Jordan in response to a severe economic crisis, precisely related to 

its history of illiberal political economy (Beck & Hüser, 2015; Spindel, 2011; Yitzhak, 2018; 

Hourani, 2014a). The crowds decried corruption, high unemployment rates, income inequality 

and poverty (Beck & Hüser, 2015; Köprülü, 2014; Majbouri, 2017; Yitzhak, 2018) and demanded 

constitutional reform (Manhire, 2012). The Jordanians called for óan end to the more than 20 years 

of experimentation with World Bank and IMF mandated ómarket reform.ô They demanded an end 

to the corruption that, while widespread in the bureaucracy, has become evermore concentrated 

at the top of the political economy.ô (Hourani, 2014a, p. 651). While the impact of the movement 

in Jordan has been comparatively modest compared to neighbouring countries, it posed 

unprecedented challenges to the political and economic stability of the Hashemite Monarchy 

 

65 For more see (Bayat, 2013b) 
66 For example, the work of Tadamun grassroots organisation in Cairo and Beirut Madinati in Lebanon. 
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regime (Yeĸilyurt, 2014). According to Hourani's (2014a) analysis of the Jordanian uprising, the 

events were more dangerous than ever as, for the first time in the history of Jordanôs unrests, the 

crowds were primarily orchestrated by relatively small leftist political parties which had long been 

marginalised through government co-optation and had suddenly united. Moreover, the regime 

faced a significant concern with the involvement of tribal figures, traditionally forming the core 

support of the regimeôs survival. As in the past demonstrations, the government resorted to its 

conventional techniques, as outlined by Schwedler (2010), including deploying security and 

physical force, imprisoning both opposition figures and protesters, imposing severe restrictions 

on media, instigating investigations into corruption, and reshuffling governments while 

appointing new ones.  

 

Despite these concerted efforts, the government was compelled to negotiate with influential 

groups and address numerous persistent grievances. This could be interpreted for several reasons. 

For example, the regime faced a challenging situation as the tribal population, its main support 

base, opposed it. Moreover, the whole region was going through many radical changes. Within 

this situation, the regime found itself relying on a soft-authoritarian policy. The stateôs new 

authoritarianism aligns with semi-authoritarian regimes that claim democratic legitimacy based 

on established conventions (Khirfan, 2018) or through processes of decentralisation (Al Rabady, 

Rababeh, & Abu-Khafajah, 2014) while avoiding any political risks of genuine democratic 

processes (Ottaway, 2003; Schedler, 2002). To address the escalating protests and overt 

government criticism, the state initiated an anti-corruption campaign that arrested several high-

ranking government officials on corruption charges. Mayor Omar Maani67, a prominent advocate 

for policy reform in Amman, was among those accused and detained. His administration and, 

notably, the Amman Plan developed by the Amman Institute (Ai), were cast under suspicion as 

contributors to state corruption. 

 

In an effort to reclaim some semblance of legitimacy, the state proceeded to arrest Maani and 

subsequently abandoned the Amman Plan, along with its associated regulations and policies. 

Additionally, the Amman Institute was shuttered. Moreover, for the first time, citizens were 

allowed to elect their Prime Minister, as opposed to the traditional method of royal appointment68. 

 

67 The mayor that was assigned by the King to create a plan for Amman.  
68 On ground this entailed engaging in discussions with the elected parliament members regarding the kingôs proposed 
nominee for prime minister, without explicitly scrutinising the candidateôs credibility if qualification. For more see: 

https://foreignpolicy.com/2013/03/11/elections-parliament-and-a-new-prime-minister-in-jordan/  

https://foreignpolicy.com/2013/03/11/elections-parliament-and-a-new-prime-minister-in-jordan/
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As discussed in his seven discussion papers, this was part of King Abdullahôs slow and deliberate 

reform process69, all claiming to address innovative paths to democracy and pave the way for a 

developed and mature civil society. However, the soft-authoritarian approach helped restore 

normal life in the Jordanian streets. Not only this, but the Jordanians also became more cautious 

following the violent collapse of neighbouring countries and the following counter-revolutionary 

movements. While street protests diminished, the Arab Spring heightened Jordaniansô awareness 

of these issues more than ever. 

 

Criticism of the government has become more common in private conversations, reflecting 

Jordaniansô frustration with unfulfilled economic promises. The Uprisings underscored the need 

for organised social movements and civil society, akin to the transformative change seen in 

Tunisia (AlNasser, 2016). Additionally, Jordanians have understood that they cannot solely 

depend on the pledged reforms within the soft authoritarian approach. Jordanians now recognise 

the limitations of relying solely on promised reforms within the soft-authoritarian approach. 

While this softer stance initially seemed to offer more freedom, this dynamic shifted after 2017, 

with the government adopting a more restrictive and adversarial position70. Despite awareness of 

restrictive civil society laws, activists and youths supporting the Arab uprisings had to 

óworkaroundô and find new ways to assert their rights and challenge the stateôs authority; they 

had to ónavigate the middle ground between maintaining the status quo and pushing for regime 

change.ô (AlNasser, 2016, p. 2). Those grassroots are searching for new avenues and openings to 

pursue reforms (Aboubakr et al., 2021b), but without choosing between passivity and instability 

(see Chapters 7 and 8). The following section will look into how the different events outlined in 

this chapter (embraced by the regimeôs survival) impacted the laws regulating civil society, 

shaping its development.  

 

 

69 For more see the Kingôs official website: https://kingabdullah.jo/en/vision/discussion-papers  
70 On July 25, 2020, Jordanian authorities closed the Jordan Teachers Syndicate and arrested its 13 board members 

following protests and strikes. The Attorney General ordered a two-year closure, citing pending criminal complaints, 

raising concerns about the rule of law. A comprehensive gag order on reporting, including social media, was imposed. 

The closure and arrests are associated with disputes over teacher pay and social media posts, drawing criticism for 

suppressing freedom of expression and association 

https://kingabdullah.jo/en/vision/discussion-papers
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4.6 The Evolution of the Civil Society Sector in Jordan  

As highlighted earlier, the civil society sector71 remained prohibited from functioning from 1967 

until the advent of political liberalisation in 1989. Historically, the roots of civil society work 

extend back to the philanthropic traditions and practices of Bedouin tribes in the early days of 

Transjordan (Phenix, 2021). However, the riots of 1989 brought a new phase of openness in 

political and public life, allowing citizens to form and participate in civil society organisations 

(CSOs)72 (AlNasser, 2016). This led to the rise of CSOs advocating for human rights and 

democratic processes, accompanied by increased political party involvement. Previously, CSOs 

had been primarily perceived as entities engaged in charitable activities, particularly toward the 

welfare of disadvantaged individuals. However, by 1989, this perception expanded to encompass 

an acknowledgement of their substantive role in shaping policy development. Nevertheless, in the 

Jordanian context, this growth of the NGO and CSO community73 did not mean simply 

transforming the political praxis. As discussed earlier, the openness in 1989 was only a regime 

survival technique. Throughout Jordanôs history, the government has employed structural and 

institutional methods, including altering laws, to limit the influence of civil society. The following 

sub-sections delve into the main constraints on developing an organised civil society in Jordan. 

 

4.6.1 Control from Inside: Royal Nongovernmental Organisations (RONGOs), Quasi-

governmental NGOs (quaNGOs) and ógovernmentôNGOs (GONGOs). 

While for more than 22 years, the Jordanians lived under the martial act enacted after 1967, 

prohibiting them from arranging any public meeting, and inhibiting free criticism of officials, the 

monarchs enjoyed the ability to establish Royal NGOs (hereafter, RONGOs). RONGOs74 are 

organisations established by royal family members or, as put by Brand (1998), organisations with 

royal patronage. These entities possess distinct advantages and have privileged access to resources 

 

71 The civil society sector includes non-governmental organisations, community-based organisations, charities, society 

associations, trade unions and syndicates. 
72 Twenty years after the Jordanian independence there were almost 50 CSOs, focusing on sports, cultural and social 

clubs (Al -Urdun Al-Jadid Research Centre, 2011). 
73 In the subsequent five years from 1989 to 1994, there was a significant growth in the number of NGOs, with the 

number of NGOs increasing from 477 to 796 (Wiktorowicz, 2002). 
74 In Jordan, the two largest NGOs are initiated by the Hashemite Family; one is the Jordanian Hashemite Fund for 

Human Development (JOHUD), formerly named the Queen Alia Social Welfare Fund, established by royal decree in 

1977. JOHUD engages in a wide range of activities, such as development needs assessments, special education and 
support for the disabled, training initiatives, income-generating projects, and programmes to benefit women and 

children. The second-largest non-governmental organization is the Noor Al-Hussein Foundation (NHF), led by Queen 

Noor. NHF offers initiatives in areas such as local community development and microfinance, gender-focused 

development, education and cultural enrichment, and healthcare services. 
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that are not accessible to other NGOs within civil society. Moreover, their registration status 

allows them to collaborate with and receive funding from international donors as private 

associations with established ties to the state. In other words, they are not subject to the same 

scrutiny or restrictive laws as most NGOs and CSOs (AlNasser, 2016). In those organisations, the 

appointment of the Board of Trustees is mandated through a royal decree, in contrast to the 

prevailing practice in other Jordanian NGOs, which necessitates internal elections to select 

executive committees. Furthermore, their board of directors consists of influential government 

officials and businesspeople (AlNasser, 2016). Wiktorowicz (2002) describes the RONGOs as 

óan attempt to dominate civil society from withinô (p. 85). These entities are often established to 

secure control over international aid. This strategy aims to prevent NGOs and the voluntary sector 

from amassing significant resources, thereby hindering any potential threat to the regimeôs 

authority and control. In such situations, the NGO community is overshadowed by prominent 

RONGOs that control the majority of international funding resources and gradually assert 

dominance throughout NGO initiatives (AlNasser, 2016). In this context, the state effectively 

achieves a dual advantage. It continues to access international aid via NGOs under its control 

while concurrently trimming down official state expenditures, aligning with neoliberal structural 

adjustments and privatisation demands. According to El Khatib (1996), the largest two RONGOs 

in Jordan constituted 21.65% of all NGO revenues in Jordan in 1996.  

 

Importantly, those RONGOs try to control the sensitive issues in the Kingdom through their 

programmes and issues of interest. For example, womenôs issues are being dominated by two 

RONGOs as their task is empowering women; however, these programmes are carefully designed 

to avoid radical feminist projects. This is also seen in other crucial issues (i.e. human rights, public 

participation, etc). Since these organisations are part of the regime, they hardly critique the state 

or the regime. On the contrary, they represent one of the regimeôs arms of survival. According to 

AlNasser (2016), todayôs activists perceive the well-established RONGOs as entities influenced 

by donors, operating in a top-down manner, adhering to western models, and aligning with the 

government and political elite. They view them as lacking accountability to their constituents and 

often conducting operations conflicting with their stated missions. 

 

4.6.2 Local Laws and Restrictive Regulations 

In another attempt to control civil society, the government has leaned towards increasing various 

stringent regulations and restrictive legislation. In practice, this meant issuing several laws that 
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contradict democratic principles. For instance, amendments to the Anti-Terrorism Law and the 

Press and Publications Law have imposed additional limitations on freedoms related to 

association, assembly, and expression. As in Jordan, associations and NGOs are governed by the 

Society Law, specifically, Law No. 51 issued in 1936 and ratified as the Law on Societies and 

Social Bodies (Law 33 of 1966) in 1966. However, Martial Law interrupted its enforcement, and 

it was rectified in 2008. Forming an NGO or society association in Jordan requires government 

authorisation from the Registrar75 in the Ministry of Social Development, which has discretionary 

powers to approve or reject registration without providing a rationale. While the Society Law 

outlines four prerequisites for forming a civil association- Jordanian nationality76, minimum age 

of 18, legal capacity, and a clean criminal record government can reject applications without 

explicit reasoning. In the case of trade unions, the Labour Law empowers a tripartite committee 

to approve registrations, but no new trade unions have been approved since 1976. 

 

Furthermore, the regulations governing the operations of CSOs, and NGOs are quite stringent. 

For instance, these organisations must provide advance notice to the Registrar of Societies at least 

two weeks before a general assembly, overseen by Ministry of Social Development 

representatives. Decisions made during the assembly must be reported within 15 days. 

Amendments to by-laws require approval from the Registrar. It is important to note that the Law 

on Societies outlines potential penalties for violations, including the imposition of fines or 

dissolution. Furthermore, the Law grants the Minister the authority to appoint an interim board of 

directors for a CSO, for an initial 60-day period, extendable for another 60 days with Ministry 

authorisation. Although the rules for peaceful assemblies77 were relaxed in 2012 after the Arab 

Spring, requiring only a 48-hour notice from the civil organisations, practical setbacks persist. 

For instance, the Public Assemblies Law contains vague language that provides the authorities 

with wide discretion to disperse public gatherings and punish participants. Many gatherings have 

been halted, and activists arrested for no apparent reasons. Thus, while the letter of the law 

changed, the implementation spirit remained unchanged. 

 

75 The Registrar comprises representatives from various government ministries and agencies, led by the Ministry of 

Social Development. Committee members include the Secretary General, Deputy Chairman, and representatives from 

the Ministries of Interior, Culture, Tourism and Archaeology, Environment, and Political Development. Additionally, 

four members nominated by the Minister of Social Development and appointed by the Prime Minister serve for a two-

year term, with the possibility of renewal, and must possess expertise in charitable and voluntary work (Law on 

Societies, No. 51 of 2008, Article 4). Notably, there are no civil society representatives in the registrar. 
76 Non-Jordanians need approvals from the Prime Minister office. 
77 In the past, under Public Assemblies Law (No.7 of 2004), an organisation needed written authorisation from a 

governorate to conduct a peaceful public assembly. 
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Another notable constraint affecting the operational capacity of CSOs in Jordan is funding. The 

primary source of governmental association funding is the Ministry of Social Developmentôs 

Society Fund. However, challenges arise from the dynamic and frequently changing procedures 

governing this fund, lacking the stability, predictability, and transparency necessary for effective 

planning and resource allocation. Even for registered charitable entities seeking funds, a 

meticulous process requiring prior permission and demonstration of philanthropic use is 

mandated. Associations are restricted to conducting a maximum of two fundraising campaigns 

annually for the same endeavour. The complexity intensifies when securing foreign funding, 

involving prior approval from the Council of Ministers. This process includes submitting project 

details, financing sources, expected funding amounts, and expenditure plans, with a 30-day 

response period. Nonetheless, practical challenges emerge as associations frequently encounter 

delays initiated by the Registrar of Societies. Consequently, this often results in delayed approvals 

or, in some cases, outright rejections. Compounding these issues is the fact that the official 30-

day response period does not commence until the request is officially logged as received by the 

Prime Ministerôs office, which further extends the approval timeline. 

 

Unlike other CSOs and NGOs, non-profit companies78 enjoy a smoother path to registration as 

they do not require prior authoritiesô approvals. As one interviewee mentions: óThis could be done 

within few hoursô79. However, they face limitations, operating exclusively in education, health, 

micro-finance and training and are subject to other restrictive rules. These include the mandatory 

appointment of an auditor and a legal advisor, regardless of the organisationôs size, and a 

minimum deposit of JOD 1000 (approximately £1,125) in a dedicated bank account. After 

registration, a financial report must be submitted annually to the Ministry of Industry and Trade. 

Non-profit companies need approval for project implementation. Initially granted unrestricted 

authorisation for foreign contributions, a revised procedure introduced in 2015 mandated all 

CSOs, NGOs, and non-profit companies to obtain prior approval from the Ministry of Planning 

and International Cooperation before accepting foreign donations. According to interviewees, 

these changes delayed project execution, causing organisations to miss funding opportunities due 

to the lengthy state review process. 

Adding another layer of restriction is the establishment of the General Union of Voluntary 

Societies (GUVS), registered at the Ministry of Social Development, overseeing voluntary 

 

78 Non-profit companies are registered in accordance with Regulation No. 73 of 2010 under the Not-for-Profit 

Companies Act. 
79 Online interview, March 2022. 
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organisations in the country, as per Law 33 of 1956. Serving as an umbrella organisation for 

governate unions and charitable NGOs, the GUVS requires NGOs to register with it, involving 

decisions on registration and activities from both the GUVS and the Ministry of Social 

Development. The GUVS centralises NGO funds through various means, such as international 

donor support, allowing it to allocate funds according to its priorities. NGOs also have to pay 

annual dues to the GUVS, reinforcing state oversight by monitoring member NGOs through data 

collection and analysis. These regulations are further complicated by the prohibition on both 

CSOs and non-profit organisations engaging in political activities or pursuing goals aligned with 

the work of political parties. The challenge lies in defining political activity, left to government 

officialsô discretion, allowing for broad and inconsistent interpretation. However, certain CSOs 

and NGOs can register as political associations, focusing on aspects like democracy promotion, 

human rights, and political participation, as long as they have no affiliation with political parties 

and their objectives. Figure 4.8, illustrates the different structures of organisation, registration and 

operation between the NGOs, social associations and non-profit structures in Jordan. While 

notable disparities exist in the registration protocols between non-profits and NGOs, their 

operational guidelines exhibit substantial similarities. The illustration encapsulates the latest 

approach governing these civil society entities. Notably, before 2015, non-profit organisations 

benefited from more lenient regulations not only concerning registration, a trend that persists to 

date but also in terms of streamlined funding procedures. 

 

4.6.3 Freedom of Speech and Information Accessibility  

Another dilemma confronting civil society pertains to the absence of comprehensive database 

systems that would ensure the availability of organised information. This situation is exacerbated 

by the governmentôs stringent control over data and information. The Right to Access Information 

Law (Law 47 of 2007) necessitates individuals to justify legitimate interest when seeking access 

to information. Notably, this law does not provide a specific definition for the term ólegitimate 

interestô and imposes no constraints on this principle of legitimacy. However, individuals who 

share information categorised as confidential face severe penalties, including the possibility of 

life imprisonment with forced labour or even the death penalty. 
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In parallel, individuals seeking to share and express their opinions encounter many laws that 

impose heightened limitations80. Under such circumstances, any CSO may be classified as 

illegitimate if it is perceived to pose a threat to the countryôs stability or public order, even if this 

threat is presented solely through verbal or written means. Additionally, the amendments 

introduced to the Press and Publications Law81  in 2012 have ushered in a range of new constraints 

concerning news dissemination and the establishment of news websites. This legislation mandates 

obtaining prior authorisation for the publication of electronic content, with non-compliance 

resulting in the potential closure of the publicationôs website. Furthermore, the Anti-Terrorism 

Law provides various legal provisions that can be utilised to curtail media freedom. Adding to the 

restrictive framework, the 2012 General Statistics Law mandates that research centres and CSOs 

must seek government approval before conducting surveys and publicising their findings. 

 

This section examined the restrictive laws governing civil society, where it becomes evident that 

the governmentôs control over civil society activities conveys a clear expectation that civil society 

should cultivate positive relations with the government and refrain from opposition or criticism. 

Moreover, the government tried to restrain the work and scope of civil society, which resulted in 

limiting them to service providers or, as argued by AlNasser (2016, p. 9), as ógap-fillers to public 

programmes left by the stateôs withdrawal from its traditional role in service provisionô. She 

argues that the government delegates main national projects like the National Poverty Pockets 

Empowerment Programme to recognised RONGOs funded by foreign donors and international 

cooperation. These RONGOs, in turn, subcontract local CSOs to execute these endeavours, 

adhering to government regulations and donor stipulations. Consequently, this transforms local 

organisations into employees instead of advocates for social transformation. 

 

 

80 Despite the fact that the Jordanian Constitution of 1952, which was amended in 2011, includes provisions in Article 

15 that ensure freedom of expression, opinion, and media freedom. 
81 It is crucial to note that as of the time of writing this dissertation, specifically in August 2023, the Jordanian 

government has put forth a series of amendments to the Cybercrime Law, which have subsequently been ratified by the 

parliament. These amendments have garnered significant criticism, with Human Rights Watch and 14 other 

organisations characterising them as the most stringent and draconian regulations imposed in Jordan since the period 

of Martial Law. The proposed legislation includes provisions that could lead to imprisonment and financial penalties 

for certain online content. Despite objections raised by several activists, the amendments were ultimately approved.  



132 

 

 

Figure 4.8: Civil Society organisationsô frameworks of registration and operation. (Author) 

 

4.7  Conclusion 

This chapter has been dedicated to elucidating the context in which the intersection between the 

state and civil society occurs, specifically within public participation. By delving into the intricate 

dynamics involving the state, civil society, and the impetus generated by the Arab Spring, this 

chapter has shed light on the interwoven political and economic forces that have contributed to 

the stagnation of civil society. 

 

The origin of this complex network can be traced to British colonial state formation, replacing 

tribal and communal ownership with individual holdings dominating the country. However, the 

monarchyôs success relied on the óKingôs menô granted lands and high-ranking positions since 

King Abdullah Iôs reign. The new legal framework, contrary to neoliberal promises, created a 

dominant political-economic entity working through and alongside the state. In exchange for 



133 

 

substantial political and financial support, these entities extended their support to the state, 

enabling them to consolidate and reproduce their power through the cityôs production. To appease 

those affected by austerity, the state adopted survival strategies, promising democracy and 

economic liberalisation while empowering a select group of oligarchs aligned with the monarchy. 

Nonetheless, these processes of ódefensive democratisationô had a debilitating effect on the 

stability of civil society. Although the activities of civil society have always been closely 

intertwined with the prevailing political landscape, as discussed earlier, civil society has 

consistently sought to capitalise on any potential political openings within the system. Most of 

this engagement was through protests and social unrest in the Jordanian streets.  

 

The events of the Arab Spring profoundly impacted Jordanians, albeit the country is considered 

one of the less tumultuous cases in the Arab region. Nevertheless, it allowed the public to gain 

insights and engage in actions to instil change. Jordanians realised how the fragmentation of the 

civil society, constrained by stringent regulations, undermined their efforts to advocate for 

change. This situation was far from novel to Jordanians, as the laws governing civil society had 

exerted control for over five decades, placing strict limits on the activities of civil society 

organisations and curtailing freedom of expression. Consequently, such restrictions impeded 

potential collaboration among CSOs in the nation, resulting in a weak civil society. Nonetheless, 

Jordanians have grown increasingly aware of the governmentôs mechanisms for ensuring the 

regimeôs continuity through survival strategies. The curtailment of civil society freedom 

intensified further after the Arab Spring. The cessation of street protests did not translate to 

passivity; rather, people actively engaged with their circumstances in new creative ways. The 

subsequent chapter delves into the grassroots organisation central to this research, where activists 

have reasserted themselves as proactive agents instigating change. It emphasises the capacity to 

construct public spheres through discourse, negotiations, and acts of appropriation.  
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Chapter 5 Actors of Participation in Citymaking  

 

 

 

5.1 Introduction  

As discussed in Chapter 2, public participation in citymaking is about building new relationships 

between citizens and state institutions and their representatives, utilised through the engagement 

of a variety of different actors. Yet the exact meaning of participation varies enormously among 

the actors involved (Cornwall, 2008), which could affect the whole process and its outcome. In 

order to understand the óinvitedô and óinventedô spaces of participation in Amman, this chapter 

will look at the different categories of actors who are involved in the respective process. What 

can participation possibly mean to those actors involved in the process of creating these spaces of 

participation? What are their motivations behind creating those spaces? Following Cohen & 

Uphoffôs (1980) call for óclarity through specificityô, this chapter endeavours to understand the 

vagueness of the perception of participation to the different actors. It does that by first identifying 

the actors and their roles and who participate in their created settings before delving into their 

motivations and how they understand participation.  

 

This first section analyses the Greater Amman Municipality (GAM), representing the state as an 

actor delivering and claiming to open spaces of participation through its different departments. 

Thereafter, the section describes and analyses the meaning of participation and whom it enables 

to participate in their óinvitedô spaces. The following section focuses on the civil society actors of 

participation, varying from the local NGOs, the CBOs, the international NGOs and the new 

grassroots organisations and collectives who mainly became active in the context after the Arab 

Spring. Although some of them used to promote participation prior to the Arab Spring events, 

they gained importance and recognition concurrently with the Arab Spring events and the stateôs 

attempts to move forward with development initiatives funded by International agencies (Khirfan 

& Momani, 2019). Next, this chapter looks at other actors and their different roles and positions 



135 

 

in the participatory process in Amman, followed by a discussion on the circulation of elites 

(different actors) across various institutions, while playing different roles to understand their 

relational role in the participation process. Finally, this chapter concludes with some insights 

regarding the meaning of public participation to the different actors involved in the process in 

Amman, which provides the backdrop for the case studies in chapters 6, 7 and 8.  

 

5.2 The Greater Amman Municipality (GAM)  

Understanding GAM 

The Greater Amman Municipality (GAM), created in 1963 and revised in 1985 (Ababsa, 2011), 

is the first autonomous82 planning institution responsible for developing plans for the city and 

managing land use that overrides any actions proposed by any district authorities (Tewfik & Amr, 

2014). It is linked directly to the prime minister and guided by the legal framework of the 

Municipalities Act No.41 of 2015, while all the other cities are guided by Planning Cities, Towns, 

Villages and Buildings Act No.79 of 1966 under the Ministry of Municipality Affairs (MoMA) 

(Zeadat, 2018). With more than 23,000 staff83, GAM is considered one of the largest local 

governments in Jordan, where the mayor is appointed by the Council of Ministries and decreed 

by the King, along with a third of the City Council members (the highest governing entity at 

GAM, where the mayor is part of it, too). The remaining two-thirds are elected by people every 

four years, as the whole City Council dissolves. GAM operates through six primary sectors, each 

with dedicated units: the Public Works, Health and Agriculture, Environment, Social 

Development, Economic and Financial, and Administration Department, as shown in Figure 5.1. 

Along with the six sectors, GAM relies on five other directorates to manage the institution 

internally and its relationship with the stakeholders, manifested in the Human Resources, 

Institutional Performance Development, Legal Affairs, Communication and Information and 

Information Technology directorates. 

 

Even though GAM relies on other government institutions to manage the urban affairs in Amman 

(e.g. different ministries, land registry, universities and others) they tend to work in a silo fashion 

(Zeadat, 2018). Interestingly, this is also the case between the departments within GAM (Saad & 

 

82 All the municipalities in Jordan are under the authority of the Ministry of Municipal Affairs (MoMA) except of GAM 

and Aqaba Special Economic Zone (ASEZ) are under the prime minister office.  
83 GAM Website: https://www.ammancity.gov Accessed June 2023. 

https://www.ammancity.gov/
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Amr, 2015). Zeadat (2018) and Kamal (2020), in their in-depth studies, discuss the long history 

of non-collaborative work between the different departments and sectors at GAM. Furthermore, 

they took the initiative to address the individuality of the directors, especially the mayor, in 

making the decisions. Thus, they conclude that the planning at GAM is being fragmented, 

inflexible and, more problematically put, non-institutionalised, where óurban planning laws and 

principles and regulations [are] often not taken seriously or flatly ignoredô (Hanania, 2014, p. 

468). This is something not to be hidden in Ammanôs arena, in the Amman Metropolitan growth 

report produced by GAM (GAM, 2008) described the planning and development control system 

as being designed around the bureaucratic requirements without considering the citizensô or other 

stakeholdersô needs. 

 

 

Figure 5.1: The GAM structure of departments and sectors. Source: GAM, Translated by the Author 

Moreover, the Greater Amman Municipality acknowledges in the previous report that they lack a 

managerial department that can undertake long-range planning, which presents a significant 

challenge to effective urban development and sustainable growth. This resulted in a trend of 

shortsighted decision-making that affected envisioning future needs and aspirations of the 

citizens, as described in the next section. The historical weakness of local authorities and 
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municipalities is reinforced by the high primacy index of tribal affiliations, which have a dominant 

presence in the political landscape of Amman, where it is seen as crucial to maintaining the 

regimeôs security (Abu-Hamdi, 2015). Along with the pressure to respond to tribal demands, the 

weakness is strengthened by the well-known culture of ówastaô ϣГЂϜм (in English, nepotism) and 

favouritism inhabiting the local authorities in Jordan (Abu-Hamdi, 2015; Aljafari, 2014; Jreisat, 

2018; Linn, 2020; OECD, 2017). In recent times, this situation has been further compounded by 

the escalating prevalence of solicitation for illicit payments. Transparency International (2016) 

shows a rise in the corruption perception index between 2015 and 2016 in Jordan, with a rise of 

12% in the latter year. This was clearly witnessed throughout the fieldwork; many interviewees 

referred to the way GAMôs employees use bribes to get the publicôs work done. Another aspect 

that leaves GAM insufficient for delivering services and improving its governance is the excessive 

debt (World Bank, 2017). As mentioned above, GAM is financially independent from the central 

government. Instead, it primarily relies on tax collection (Zeadat, 2018) as well as loans and donor 

support from various international agencies or the local government.  

 

With all the problems described above, GAM tried through different masterplans84, with the help 

of foreign experts, including British, North American and Japanese (Potter et al., 2009), to 

modernise the city (Abu-Hamdi, 2015). However, the continual influx of refugees (Abu-Hamdi, 

2015) and the conventional way of drafting the plans (Zeadat, 2018) led to a failure in the 

realisation of those plans (Kamal, 2020). As discussed in Chapter 4 this failure also applies to the 

latest 2008 metropolitan growth plan that came as a response to the rapid population growth 

(Aljafari, 2014) and the boom in commercial real estate investments (Beauregard & Marpillero-

Colomina, 2011) while excluding civil society from planning activities (Khirfan, 2018). 

The next sub-section will discuss the status of the public participation approach at GAM after the 

different unproductive attempts to deliver the metropolitan growth plan in 2008 and the events of 

the Arab Spring in 2011.  

 

5.2.1 Public Participation in Planning at GAM   

As shown in Chapter 4, the government has adopted various forms of democratisation, liberation 

and citizen-centred governance to naturalise the neoliberal discourse and protect the imperatives 

of technocratic governance in general and the market requirements in particular (Parker, 2009). 

 

84 New master plans were published in 1955, 1968, 1978 and 1988. 
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This meant the adopted public participation in the 2008 metropolitan growth plan, a process of 

óinformingô, relying on Arnsteinôs (1969) participation ladder (Khirfan & Momani, 2019). 

However, the concept of public participation and citizen-centred governance still runs in GAMôs 

discursive speeches and published documents. Although never institutionalised, the GAM claims 

to have an óappropriate participatory system (internally) and (externally)85 that reflects an image 

of a decentralised approach of governanceô86. With the claims mentioned in the previous section 

on the silo fashion approach at GAM in planning, and without any clear institutionalisation of a 

process that has been mentioned in GAMôs formal documents since 2008, understanding the 

nature of public participation at GAM meant interviewing and approaching the four main sectors 

with their units involved directly in planning and managing the urban affairs in Amman. This 

includes Public Works, Social Development, Planning, and the Economic Development Sectors, 

besides the Directorate of Communication and Information, as they claim to be the link between 

the citizens and GAM (see Figure 5.2). 

 

Figure 5.2: The Departments and Directorate that I interviewed to understand the nature and meaning of public 

participation in citymaking at GAM programmes. (Author) 

 

85 By this, it means the managerial system inside GAM is delivered through a participatory open method, as well as 

their relationship with the citizens of Amman.  
86 Interview with the Communication and Media Manger at GAM. Amman, April 2021. 
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However, it is essential to mention that most interviewees stated that GAM is conducting a 

participatory approach in every single step related to the built environment in Amman through 

the elected members of the GAMôs council (as described in section 5.2). As stated by the head of 

the Engineering unit87: óSince 2006, the local elected members are representing the citizens and 

communities, each in their specific region. Thus, the whole structure of GAM is based on a 

participatory approach.ô (Amman, April 2021). Moreover, the interviewees were very cautious 

at the beginning of the interview to explain that they prefer not to use the terms (eastern) and 

(western) Amman and that they believe this segregation is starings to diminish with their efforts 

in trying to bridge the gap between both parts. However, it is undeniable that throughout the 

discussion (when they got more comfortable during our conversations) they agreed on the 

existence of this segregation, as shown in the different quotes throughout the chapter. 

The sub-sections below will discuss the different meanings of participation as perceived and 

practised by GAM officials and different departments and sectors.  

 

5.2.1.1 Social Participation 

óDuring my first interviews at GAM and when mentioning the word participation, I was asked to 

interview the Social sector at GAM, as they are seen to be in charge of participation in the 

institution.ô (Fieldnote, 30/03/2021). 

 

Since 2004, GAM has introduced the Sector of Social Development to strengthen the relationships 

between the citizens and the municipality. The sector has three supporting units to deliver its 

vision: Sports, Social, and Culture unit (see Figure 5.3). Each unit has different sub-sectors 

working on various programmes and initiatives through GAMôs eleven centres scattered mostly 

in eastern Amman. The sector interviewees stressed the availability of many initiatives and 

programmes to all the other age groups and backgrounds, suitable for both men and women to 

participate. From cooking lessons, soap making, mobile maintenance workshops, and sewing 

classes to English and dance lessons, these activities are supposed to create active citizens in 

Amman who appreciate the work of GAM and share a responsibility to their own neighbourhoods. 

As explained by the head of the Social Development Sector at GAM: óThe people feel that GAM 

or the state is challenging them; thus, through our sector and the services that we provide, we 

aim to show them that we are close to them and that we want them to be part of our city.ô She 

 

87 The Engineering unit is under the Public Works Sector, as shown in Figure 6.1. 
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continues by focusing on involving the eastern Ammani residents: óAs you may see, people from 

eastern Amman when they visit a shopping mall in West Amman they will try to behave like the 

people from there, because if they behaved as theyôre used to, they wouldnôt be accepted in that 

area, and no one wishes that! Thatôs why we bring them high-level programmes; they will try to 

reach that levelô (Amman, April 2021).  

 

Figure 5.3: The Directorate and departments responsible for social participation at GAM. (Author) 

 

The Sector of Social Development at GAM claims to deliver public participation through three 

different approaches in each of the eleven Amman centres; the first is the Childrenôs Council88, 

then the Neighbourhood Committees and finally through targeted Social Programmes. The 

Childrenôs Council started in 2004, in only four centres with 22 kids involved. The goal behind 

this council is to include children in managing local affairs in their local districts and to empower 

them through different trainings to practice democracy and voice their rights. This happens 

through direct elections in public and private schools every three years. According to the Social 

Development Sector chairperson, in 2021, more than 500 schools participated in the elections (see 

Figure 5.4). The nominated children from each school were chosen by recommendations from 

their teachers and headteachers or through elections. Zeadat (2018) in his study elaborates on the 

lack of effective participation of the youth, and those involved in the Childrenôs Council, in 

affecting decisions in planning. It is worth mentioning that UNICEF funds the Childrenôs Council, 

and according to the chairperson of the Social Development Sector: óTo keep Amman on the 

 

88 Childrenôs Council is considered a remnant of (Ai) vision as discussed in Chapter 4. 
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international map of funds and to make sure we are not excluded, we have to follow international 

policies and programmes.ô (Amman, April 2021). This shows the implicit intentions of the 

officials at GAM and how they perceive the activities of participation as an added layer to 

guarantee funds from international agencies.  

 

 

Figure 5.4: A student participating in the Childrenôs Council elections in one of the public schools in Amman. 

Source: GAM, 2021 

The second approach adopted by the sector of Social Development in introducing social 

participation is through the Neighbourhood Committees (NC). The NC was first introduced in 

2004 but was not utilised until 2021. Different officials at GAM comment on its absence; for 

example, one official stated that óThe political situation between 2005 and 2020 was not ready 

for such a step; it had a lot of uncertainties.ô89 Others referred to the óé conflicted and intersected 

roles of the NC with the elected members that represent already the Local GAM, which could 

cause bigger problems because it will sideline the elected member. As people might turn to the 

NC instead of the elected member.ô 90  

 

In this context, the head of the Social Unit in the Social Development Sector refers to the essential 

roles of the mayors in steering the strategies at GAM and setting its visions and goals for the city. 

According to her, between 2006 and 2010, the mayor was enthusiastic about opening and 

branding the city to foreign investments (Beauregard & Marpillero-Colomina, 2011). In the later 

years following the Arab Spring, the soft authoritarian rule did not allow the municipality to 

suggest new regulations and programmes; they preferred to keep things as they were and lead 

 

89 Interview with the Director of the City. Online, October 2021 
90 Interview with the head of the Engineering Unit at GAM. Online, September 2021 
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carefully, fearing another unrest. However, in recent years, she comments: óThe world is 

changing, the international funds are oriented towards participation, and we have to keep up, 

thatôs why we had to utilise other approaches like the NC.ô (Online, September 2021). 

 

Thus, the NC resumed their work formally in 2021 (see Figure 5.5). The official responsible of 

the NC from the Social Department suggested only starting in four centres in Amman 

(representing only four districts in the city). As he says: óIt is too expensive to involve all the 

districts in Amman. Thus, we have asked the directors of each of the four centres (that I personally 

selected) to choose seven citizens from the area who are well known for their good behaviour and 

attitude. We are choosing   ЙгϧϯгЮϜ ϢнУЊ (In English, the elites)91 we donôt want to end with a 

committee full of слуϮнϦ еууϡЂϜϼ (In English, people who have failed high school).92ó(Online, 

October 2021). 

 

    

Figure 5.5: Left: participants from NC receiving certificates for completing a course on how to work in the 

committee. Right: the first meeting of one of the committees in Ras Al-Ain district. Source: GAM, 2022 

In this process, most of the selected people worked either in the health sector or as educators in 

schools or universities, besides the mukhtar93 and the imams (religious men),. The members were 

trained for two days and were told: óYou are not here to complain about your streets or the 

services GAM provides. You are here to tell us about the problems in your community from a 

 

91 This word reflects here, the well-educated people with their known extraordinary attitude in their community.  
92 In the Jordanian context, the completion of the 12th grade, which precedes university enrolment, holds significant 

weight as a societal yardstick for categorising individuals. Despite the fact that failure in the 12th grade does not 

necessarily preclude one from achieving financial success or attaining social recognition, the act of failing this academic 

milestone remains stigmatised within the cultural framework, regarded as a source of shame. 
93 Mukhtar meaning óchosenô in Arabic: ϼϝϧϷгЮϜ, is the head of a village or hara (neighbourhood) in many Arab countries. 

In the past every hara, village or neighbourhood had their own chosen mukhtar ï usually older wise man- who 

volunteered to assist in ruling and organising the arising issues among the residents, as well as collecting taxes on 

behalf of the state from citizens, and distributing any aid received to the neighbourhood. Nowadays, mukhtar is a 

symbolic concept that is more popular in Amman's eastern regions. 
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social perspective only! Like, health problems, teenagers smoking, sexual harassment or skipping 

school. We will then figure out how to solve them.ô (Interview with the GAM official responsible 

for NC. Online, October 2021). 

 

The last approach employed by the sector of Social Development is targeted Social Programmes 

and activities in each centre. International bodies like the GIZ and USAID usually fund these 

programmes (see Figure 5.6). To gain insight into the nature of these programmes and the 

individuals taking part, the Queen Rania Park Centre, located in the impoverished Al-Qweismeh 

area of East Amman, was selected to investigate94. Since 2009, the centre has implemented 

diverse programmes and initiatives specifically designed to benefit women residing in East 

Amman. According to official statements from the centre, these programmes are geared towards 

enhancing womenôs social and financial empowerment. The centre aims to equip women with 

valuable skills that can be utilised to actively participate in the labour market, thereby enabling 

them to contribute economically to their communities.  

 

     

Figure 5.6: Different rooms equipped for specific activities and programmes. Source: Author, 2021 

The officials in the centre claim that they employ a highly participatory and inclusive approach 

when they reach out to participants. This is achieved by utilising various social media platforms 

and leveraging influential community figures such as the mukhtar to disseminate information 

within the neighbourhoods. The officials admit that the process needs to be internally sustained 

by the government or GAM and not fully depend on international agenciesô episodic funds. 

 

94 The selection of this site was recommended by many GAMôs officials, as they claimed to represent one of the recent 
and best practices of community engagement in the making their city.  
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Nevertheless, they also acknowledge that GAM is doing its best to involve citizens in the city and 

transform them into active citizens, and some of them: óé donôt deserve it! [as] they have a 

cultural thing that needs many years to change them to good, loyal citizens.ô (Interview with the 

GAM official at Queen Rania Park Centre. Amman, August 2021). 

 

The previous section described one lens to understand participation at GAM, being seen as 

involving citizens in social matters without directly changing or discussing spatial issues in the 

city. Throughout the Social Development Sector and under its Social Unit, GAM utilises three 

different approaches to activate the role of the citizens in social matters. This included the 

Childrenôs Council, the Neighbourhood Committees (NC) which was recently resumed in four 

different districts in Amman and finally the Targeted Social Programmes carried in different 

community centres in eastern Amman.  

 

5.2.1.2 Social Media and Online Participation 

The Directorate of Communication and Information claims to be one of the key pillars of the 

participatory process at GAM (see Figure 5.7). Throughout their website, telephone line (call 

centre) and social media platforms (e.g. Facebook page) they are claiming to be creating a 

participatory approach to reach out to GAM. The chairperson of the directorate comments: óIn 

the past, our institution operated under a more closed framework. However, we have undergone 

a significant transformation and now prioritise transparency in our operations. A notable 

manifestation of this commitment is establishing an interactive website, enabling individuals to 

voice their complaints easily.ô (Amman, April 2021). 

 

Figure 5.7: The directorate and department responsible for social media and online participation at GAM. (Author) 
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Interestingly, this is not how the public generally thinks of GAMôs website. Through several 

interviews conducted throughout this research and from analysing the comments and posts on 

different social media platforms, many people who have used the website commented, on the one 

hand, the websiteôs limitations, as it doe not reflect a participatory tool as claimed (see Figure 

5.8). For example, a lot of personal information is needed to submit a complaint (i.e. the ID 

number (thus limiting its use to Jordanian citizens only), full name, address of residency, etc). 

Moreover, there is a specific list to submit a complaint about, and it is not open for other 

suggestions, feedback or review. On the other hand, the GAMôs continuous neglect of the 

submitted forms only exacerbates the mistrust between the public and the institution.  

 

     

Figure 5.8: Left : the list of information that should be entered to submit a complaint. Right: The drop list of 

complaints or feedback. Source: GAM mobile application and website (Accessed August, 2021) 

 

5.2.1.3 Land Use Zoning Announcement  

The traditional method of involving the citizens in the urban affairs in Amman, which has been 

seen, according to the director of the Planning and Economic Development sector at GAM, as a 

participatory approach towards planning, is the 60-day newspaper announcement when a request 

of a change in the land use for a specific plot is submitted. For example, if a property owner or 

the GAM committee decides to change the land use of a regulated and planned plot, they must 

post a formal announcement in the formal newspaper. However, only the landowners of other 

properties have the right to refuse or complain about the new changes. The residents and tenants 

of the area have no right to object. This law has been used since the 1960s and has not changed. 

Many officials at GAM see it as an effective way to óinformô the public about the undergoing 

changes while giving them enough time to study it and submit feedback (see Figure 5.9) 
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Figure 5.9: The department and directorate responsible for the formal changesô announcement. (Author)  

 

Nevertheless, the director of Planning at GAM is aware of the lawôs exclusivity as she comments: 

óWe are working on changing the GAM law, and we have already submitted the new version to 

the prime minister. Public Participation is one of the main aspects the new law is introducing. If 

we do not institutionalise it, no one will voluntarily apply it at GAM. We need to make it 

mandatory to be applied.ô95. However, the new law was released in 2022 without any mention of 

public participation.  

 

5.2.1.4 Public Participation through international NGOs 

The other way to involve citizens in the urban affairs in the city at GAM is through a partnership 

with international agencies that aim to fund the development of urban projects and foster 

sustainable development through enhancing public participation (This will be discussed 

thoroughly through case studies in Chapter 6). According to the officials at GAM, this represents 

the most effective way for participation by bringing a wealth of experience and access to resources 

to involve the public in urban matters. Since the uprising of the Arab Spring in 2011, political 

reforms have established opportunities for public participation through partnering with 

international NGOs that claim to follow a participatory methodology in producing urban spaces 

(See Chapter 6). As described by the Director of Special Projects at GAM: óAll the funded projects 

are around public participation; if we want to receive more funds from international NGOs, we 

need to accept their participatory element.ô (Amman, May 2021). 

 

 

95 Amman, May 2021. 
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Today, GAM is partnering with international agencies to deliver capacity-building programmes 

that promote the concept of public participation for GAM employees. The officials at GAM 

perceive it as a way of capturing the óbest practiceô and reflecting it in the Jordanian context. 

GAM has a long history of working with international NGOs; besides this history of funded 

participatory projects, today, GAM is working with international NGOs to promote Cash for 

Work (CfW) projects through a participatory methodology, targeting both the Syrian refugees and 

the Jordanians known as the óhost communityô. CfW aims to support social cohesion, create more 

equitable gender roles and develop the local economy for refugees and low-income communities 

in contested contexts. According to the GIZ ï the leader of CfW projects in Jordan ï the projects 

aim to build horizontal and vertical trust between the public, specifically focusing on the refugees 

and the state institutions (GIZ, 2020). Moreover, they aim to create social integration between the 

refugees and the host communities by collaboratively working together to develop the context in 

which they live. However, Chapter 6 will extensively examine this particular form of participation 

through different case studies. According to the interviews conducted with officials from GAM, 

those cases represent the most effective public participation methodology in Jordan.  

 

The section above looked at the nature of public participation at GAM, ranging from socially 

depoliticised activities, website complaints, and formal newspaper announcements to 

collaborating with international NGOs to deliver participatory projects; the officials perceive 

these actions to be rendering GAM as a ócitizen-centredô governance (Khirfan & Momani, 2019). 

Figure 5.10 illustrates the top-down process of the production of space by GAM. Moreover, it 

elucidates the various procedural mechanisms ostensibly facilitating public participation, as 

implemented by GAM (see Appendix I). The figure below indicates that the process of public 

participation as understood and carried by GAM happens at the very end of the decision-making 

procedures, which results in óinformingô the public rather than actively engaging them in the 

whole process of decision-making in planning/making their city.  

 

Arguably, all the officials interviewed in this research acknowledged that participation is not 

institutionalised and is based on the personal perception and attitudes of the officials, starting 

from the mayor himself. However, each of the officials presented themselves as supporters of 

institutionalising participation, demonstrating a collective inclination toward the notion of 

integrating participation as a prerequisite for project initiation. Still, more interestingly, they 

perceive themselves as very knowledgeable of how to carry participation and willing to do so. 

However, the bureaucratic structure of GAM and other high-level officials might in contrast fight 
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the idea. The following section will introduce other key actors of public participation, such as 

non-governmental actors, non-profit entities, and others elucidating their roles in fostering ï or 

notï public participation processes in the Jordanian context. 

 

Figure 5.10: The top-down óinstitutionalô production of spaces and participation at GAM. (Author) 

5.3 Civil Society Actors 

The term civil society refers to Sandercockôs (1998) understanding of the collective sphere of 

non-governmental organisations, community groups, non-profits and voluntary work that actively 

engage in social, political, economic and cultural issues associated with the advancement of 

common interests and beyond the realm of the state. This section provides the different narratives 

of the civil society actorôs work and practices that promote public participation in producing urban 

spaces in Amman or advocating for them. Even though there is a growing number of institutions 

in Jordan known as the third party or the civil society that are distinct from the market and the 

state, for example, trade unions, charity associations, NGOs, member-based organisations, non-

profits and others (see Chapter 4), this chapter focuses only on the civil society actors that promote 

or work with participatory approaches in the urban affairs matters in Amman.  

In this context, this section is organised into three sub-sections, each exploring a specific type of 

organisation and structure that aims to promote public participation.  
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5.3.1 International NGOs  

As previously explored in Chapter 4, international NGOs have been actively operating in Jordan 

since the aftermath of the first Palestinian Nakba in 1948. This engagement extends to 

participatory development, particularly evident in their efforts to facilitate consensus-building 

between local authorities and residents of Palestinian camps in Amman during the late 1980s. 

Nonetheless, the international NGO sector today assumes a crucial function in implementing 

participatory projects in Jordan through collaboration with local authorities such as GAM. These 

INGOs comprise a blend of Jordanian and foreign professionals, with the higher-ranking positions 

predominantly occupied by foreign professionals (Burlin, 2020). While these organisations 

receive funding from external donors, necessitating adherence to their rules and requirements, 

they must also comply with local regulations. Interestingly, according to interviewed officials 

affiliated with GIZ, INGOs enjoy favourable rapport with the state, affording them relatively 

relaxed working environments96 compared to the local NGOs.  

 

As the number of international NGOs working in Jordan has grown rapidly after the flux of Syrian 

refugees, they seek to work with local NGOs due to their familiarity with the context (Adem et 

al., 2018). However, they have been criticised for óusurping responsibilities from local actorsô 

(Farah, 2020, p. 133), as these international NGOs look at hiring local NGOs in participatory 

projects as social mobilisers based on a fixed contract. Thus, risking limiting their capacity and 

work to merely a short time of the projectsô life (Burlin, 2020). In this light, the local NGOs or 

society associations are not seen as associated or implementing partners but instead as hired 

(contract-based) staff (see Figure 5.11). In a comprehensive analysis of the relationship between 

INGOs and local actors conducted by the Arab Renaissance for Democracy and Development 

(ARDD), an enlightening report stated that the INGOs assume that the local actors lack the 

necessary competencies and expertise to contribute to the realm of international development 

actively. Consequently, this creates a funding-competitive environment where stronger and more 

capable organisations could win funding bids repeatedly. Moreover, other scholars argue the 

preference of international NGOs to work based on their ówestern assumptionsô rather than 

sharing decision-making with local actors (Bruschini-Chaumet et al., 2019).  

 

96 Interview, online, October 2021 
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Figure 5.11: A participatory project sign in Amman, excluding the local NGOs as collaborators in the project and 

only recognising the state, the donor agency, the design office and the contractors. Author, 2021 

Furthermore, it is argued for the tendency of international NGOs to often retain accountability 

óupwardsô to donors rather than ódownwardsô to the local communities, thus, limiting the ability 

to strengthen civil society and targeting their efforts towards non-politicised short-term projects 

(Burlin, 2020; Jalali, 2013; Lang, 2013; Mohan, 2002). As Alexandre Burline (2020) argues, the 

donorsô prioritisation of a óhigh number of beneficiariesô impacts scale and an ability to quantify 

the results (p. 127). In Jordan, it is noticed that the international NGOs participatory development 

in the production of urban spaces started to grow after the high number of urban Syrian refugees 

settling in the cities instead of camps97. Significantly, it is noteworthy that urban refugees 

frequently settle in vulnerable and poor neighbourhoods (Verme, 2016 et al.,). As a result, this 

imposes additional strain on already burdened infrastructure, escalating tensions with the host 

community (Alshoubaki & Harris, 2018). This often leads host communities suffering from 

financial hardships to resent the refugees who receive assistance.  

 

In the case of Amman, the local tensions with the host community bear substantial implications 

for refugees residing in the city (Achilli, 2015). This strained relationship is frequently 

characterised by racism, verbal and physical assaults, hostility, and disrespectful treatment 

(Johnston et al., 2019). The different social norms and cultural disparities brought by the refugees 

further intensify this hostility, along with economic competition for employment and social 

competition for jobs, housing, and public services (Mercy Corps, 2012; Haynes, 2016). In this 

 

97 According to the NRC (2022) report, there are more than 140,920 Syrian refugees living in Amman in 2022; 

approximately 28% of non-camp refugees in Jordan.  
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regard, multiple studies, for example, (Haysom, 2013; Johnston et al., 2019) and international 

organisation reports such as (UNCHR, 2014), stressed the need for holistic social integration 

policies between the refugees and the local Jordanian host communities. Participatory 

development is one of international NGOsô strategies to highlight multi-layers of socio-cultural 

integration. In this context, it is noticed that the entry of participatory development through 

INGOs in Jordan is similar to all of those approaches of refugee relief programmes and 

development in countries of the Global South. While the participatory development model is 

gaining a lot of popularity in the Jordanian context, there are no studies to tackle the effect of the 

participatory programmes on the targeted communities or stakeholders involved.  

 

5.3.2 Local NGOs 

As described in Chapter 4, after the law amendment in 2008, the NGOs in Jordan followed a new 

rule that follows the Human Rights Watch recommendations in avoiding treating the NGOs as 

only charitable organisations. However, there is still very little awareness of the mandate of civic 

activism, both the state officials and the public. In this light, and since the scope of the NGOôs 

work is larger than the other formats of civic organisations98, they tend to get their work secured 

by depending on international donor funds, which leaves them open to the donorôs configuration 

of conditions, such as short funding projects, the priority of outcomes over the process and 

excessive accountability requirements (Elbers & Arts, 2011). While this rendered the NGOs in 

the Jordanian context as service providers, the interviewees in this research argue the strong 

relationship between the local NGOs and donor agencies including the state.  

 

According to the interviewees99, the local NGOs are working on contract-based conditions with 

the government or INGOs in the country. They are usually recruited by the government, RONGOs 

or the INGOs to deliver certain projects. This is very popular in projects involving citizens in 

participatory urban projects conducted by the state or the INGOs. As shown in Chapter 6, when 

an INGO proposes engaging the citizens in the decision-making and planning or designing for an 

urban area, they work with local NGOs to conduct the process. In this case, the local NGO has to 

follow the INGO rules and regulations, as their employer. Some NGO workers interviewed in this 

research comment on the restrictive and excessive rule of INGOs and their patronsô personnel and 

 

98 For example, CBOs, that include the social associations and non-profit organisation. 
99 Those who are engaged with activism work, NGOs current and past workers or activists working in different civic 

organisations forms (i.e. society associations).   



152 

 

how it affects the projectôs process. They claim that some patrons would find ways to come around 

some rules or use personal connections to overcome some state rules. However, this does not 

always mean it would work for the citizensô good; sometimes, they would only benefit the 

organisations and their workers, not the undertaken projects or the beneficiaries.  

 

In another case elucidated during this research, a Jordanian NGO is observed advocating for the 

reclamation of public spaces to facilitate public discourse. As part of their mission, they aim to 

build a network of educated, critical, proactive young Arab leaders who possess the ability to 

contribute creatively to their local communities by reimagining and revitalising public spaces. 

However, when the organisation started gaining wide recognition in the Jordanian context, the 

state and other RONGOs approached them to develop projects and partner in educational 

programmes. Today, the organisation has redirected most of their work in partnership with either 

the state, RONGOs or INGOs, in which, after 16 years of working in development, it is seen as a 

pro-government institution. For example, in the past, they used to hold public debates in public 

spaces and would invite the public to actively participate. They used different innovative ways to 

reimagine a public space for all. However, since their partnership with the state, they have halted 

these activities and focused more on educational programmes, voluntary work, and collaborating 

with the private sector to solve societal problems and reinforce concepts of citizenship.  

In this sense, the work of local NGOs in Jordan is rendered as depoliticised, far and away from 

engaging in real activism action. Those involved in engaging the citizens in the production of 

spaces are merely checking the boxes to satisfy the institutions they collaborate with.  

 

5.3.3 CBOs: Non-profits and Society Associations  

As shown in Chapter 4, a fundamental distinction between NGOs and non-profit/society 

associations lies in their operational scope, work scale, and membership type. When it comes to 

producing equitable urban spaces through public involvement, the latter category typically 

operates on a smaller scale than NGOs, often employing a democratic governance framework. 

This means the work is done collaboratively with all the membersô involvement and consent. In 

contrast to NGOs, which commonly have a paid staff component, individuals involved in non-

profits and society associations usually serve as volunteers without regular remuneration. 

Additionally, there may be instances where a membership fee is required. Likewise, the NGOs 

and these non-profits sometimes work in contract-based with the government or INGOs. As one 

association leader said: óWe take these contracts with the state and INGOs to financially support 
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the volunteers.ô100 Another argued that they only act as social mobilisers in large state or INGO 

projects; their job is to mobilise people, which according to the interviewee, is not easy, as many 

projects do not align with peopleôs demands and needs101. Thus, risking their grassroots ties and 

building trust with the people (Banks & Hulme, 2012).  

 

Nevertheless, certain civic organisations venture into activism beyond the confines of their formal 

agreements. As stated by a leader of a society association, they feel a sense of responsibility 

towards their context and community. Consequently, many associations and non-profit entities 

operate within a specific domain of interest, such as environmental issues, public spaces, or 

accessibility102. In this context, when a pressing matter emerges that aligns with their area of 

focus, numerous non-profits actively engage to provide support and advocacy for such cases. 

Nonetheless, all participants in this research, who hold positions within society associations and 

non-profit organisations, express a strong willingness to maintain collaborative partnerships with 

formal institutions. As one interviewee remarked, óIt is also a chance for us to work on larger 

projects with well-recognised formal bodies.ô (Interview, online, September 2021). 

 

As discussed in Chapter 4, non-profit organisations and associations are restricted from getting 

involved in political work. Such limitations considerably curtail their capacity to enact substantial 

transformative change. In the past decade, many associations have encountered requests to cease 

their projects due to suspensions of political entanglements (Phenix, 2021). In this vein, the non-

profit sector approaches the right to participate in the production just urban spaces in Jordan from 

a depoliticised stand. Informally, they have many long conversations with the people where they 

try to build their capacity in political work and encourage political participation. However, since 

this is not a shared goal with the institutions they collaborate with, their work and alignment to 

the dialogue and collaborations is counterproductive (Clark, 1995). 

 

 

100 Interview, online, September 2021 
101 Interview, online, September 2021 
102 Under these circumstances, the organisations are required to register not only with the Ministry of Social 

Development but also with other relevant ministries pertaining to the specific issues they address. For instance, if their 

work primarily revolves around environmental concerns, registration with the Ministry of Environment would be 

prudent. Thus, they have to report to both ministries and follow their requirements.  
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5.3.4 The New Grassroots Organisations and Urban Collectives 

The term ónewô in the above title does not primarily denote the emergence of novel organisational 

forms but signifies a fresh approach. These entities are individual networks operating 

independently from institutional and corporate structures. Through their non-hierarchical, anti-

normative, anti-hegemonic structure, they aim to create new possibilities in the city by focusing 

on small-scale social enterprise rather than totally relying on significant international funds. The 

emergent strategies for these organisations evolved after the Arab Spring uprisings in 2011 

(Halaseh, 2012, AlNasser, 2016; Khirfan, 2018; Phenix, 2021). Undoubtedly, the uprisings helped 

in promoting solidarity and social cohesion among citizens. Moreover, it created an informed 

generation that no longer accepts established institutions, to instead, generate their own ideas, 

concepts and values ultimately. In this light, the new grassroots organisations call for a profound 

rethinking of normative conceptualisations and the application of western terms such as 

democracy, participation and liberty (Cavatorta, 2012; Kiwan, 2014). 

 

Accompanied by a strict political order in the last 10 years, these forms of activism no longer use 

the streets for popular demonstrations and direct confrontation with the state; they have óchanged 

the language of communication with the state.ô103 They are better understood as an urge and a 

response to the political climate in experimenting with new ways of doing outside the capitalist 

production paradigm. These organisations are willing to take action but are also aware of the 

fraught landscape rendering the scene in Jordan after the Arab Spring. Thus, they creatively create 

many new possibilities óthat have the potential for inventiveness within the ordinary and are 

thereby genuinely óof its momentôô (Berke, 1997, p. 223).  

 

They function in various capacities, either as non-profit organisations under the provisions of the 

2010 law (as elaborated in Chapter 4), society associations, unregistered collective groups, or 

even for-profit enterprises. Notably, many non-profit organisations have recently transformed into 

for-profit companies. This transition can be attributed to the newly imposed restrictions associated 

with the non-profit law. As discussed in Chapter 4, while the initial intent of the new law for non-

profit organisations was to facilitate active engagement of civil society in education, health, 

capacity building, and microfinance, since 2016, the law has imposed stringent limitations akin 

to those outlined in the Law of Societies (Law 51 of 2008) that govern NGOs and social 

 

103 Interview with one activist in Jordan. Amman, May 2021 
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associations in Jordan. Some of these groups prefer to remain unregistered and work freely 

without any legal ties with the ministries; others, for tactical reasons (as discussed in Chapter 8), 

register as non-profits or society associations. However, most of these groups prefer to work as 

for-profit companies, registered only with the Chamber of Commerce, which does not require the 

same strict rules and regulations as the former laws regulating NGOs and non-profits. These 

collectives do not need rigid membership registration or fees and operate voluntarily. Most 

members have full-time jobs and operate in their free hours. These grassroots organisations have 

different ways of funding their projects, such as selling products and services, crowdfunding, and 

charities. Sometimes, they might seek international or local funding (as described in Chapters 7 

and 8). 

 

While organisers employ a variety of practices, they articulate a set of shared principles that 

underpin their work. These principles revolve around derailing capitalist restructuring and 

focusing on local culture. They aim to build and defend shared commons by fostering 

collaborative initiatives promoting community engagement and participatory decision-making 

within a flexible, non-hierarchical structure. According to the organisers, this is made possible by 

the open, participatory character that distinguishes it from other forms and organisationsô 

structures of civic organisations in Joran. The people involved in these grassroots organisations 

claim that through their micro-gestures, they hold the potential to address larger political issues, 

in which they envisage themselves as agents for change. In addition, they offer a space of dialogue 

and imagination for people, where they set priorities for themselves rather than focusing on 

donorsô predefined objectives. This multitude of descriptions certainly signalled that new practice 

sites had emerged far away from the structured formal institutions. These independent practices 

are reactions working in complex systems that endeavour to find ways to move challenge and 

create a new political reality. Chapters 7 and 8 will further elaborate on the practices, approaches 

and ways of working of these new grassroots organisations and urban collectives. 

 

This section has explored different civil society actors that play a crucial role in shaping the 

discourse and practices of public participation in planning. While most of these actors engage in 

participatory projects through contractual arrangements, particularly those operating within the 

realm of INGOs, novel practices and self-organised collectives emerge in Jordan. These emerging 

actors strive to engage in collaborative urban initiatives that diverge from formal or externally 

imposed work paradigms. These actors do not view their involvement as merely a job; to borrow 
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the words famously quoted by Benjamin Disraeli in Edward Saidôs book Orientalism (1978), they 

do not consider óThe East as a careerô (1847 II, xiv). 

 

5.4 Other Actors 

In Jordan, as in other contexts in the lobal South, the discussion on public participation is still 

very immature and restricted due to long colonial histories (See Chapter 4). Thus, the utilisation 

of public participation in citymaking has been relatively unexplored and unrecognised within the 

architecture and planning arena ï for example, architects and planners, educators and researchers. 

This section will discuss the role of other actors fully involved in the planning process, in one 

way or another, in utilising (or not) public participation. It will start with the educators and 

researchers who supposedly form the understanding of public participation for architecture and 

planning students before moving to architects and planners in their professional practices.  

 

The organisational framework of Jordanian higher education departments amalgamates landscape 

architecture, urban design, and city planning under the umbrella of the Department of 

Architecture, as represented by the joint bachelorôs degree. However, as in many other post-

colonial countries, western academia deeply influences and creates the architectural academic 

community without addressing the contextôs particularities (Salama, 2018). The mainstream 

architecture education in Jordan is explored from the angles of modernity and master planning 

and zoning, with little room for integrating socio-cultural matters and different modes of 

knowledge production. Thus, it is perceived as a purely scientific approach104. Theories of 

participation, co-production and pluriversality are totally ignored, and students are prepared to be 

the sole voice in producing concepts, plans, designs and others. As one new tutor who recently 

graduated from a university in the USA comments: óThe architectural and planning education 

here only focuses on the outcome, not the process; we are trying to change this, but it is not easy 

in a middle-aged male-dominated environment like the one we work in.ô (Interview, Online, 

November 2021). 

 

 

104Twenty-one universities in Jordan teach architecture. Only six of them have separate schools of architecture and not 

part of the engineering and technology department. Moreover, there is only one university that offers city planning 

studies as a separate speciality. 
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However, in recent years, there has been a notable emergence of educators in the Global South, 

including Jordan, who have graduated from western countries but hold different mindsets. These 

educators have been influenced by the decolonial and Southern turn movements that have gained 

traction within certain western universities. Inspired by these alternative perspectives, they seek 

to challenge and transform the existing education system in their origin countries. However, in 

Jordan, these scholarsô endeavours encounter numerous challenges. The challenges can stem from 

resistance within established academic institutions that adhere to traditional western-centric 

pedagogies. In addition, since the arguments are raised within engineering schools, they tend to 

resent qualitative approaches in design and research. Another challenge facing those interested in 

academics is the continuous gap between academia, policy and practices (Shami, 2021). The 

educators, researchers, practitioners and policymakers work separately in a top-down 

environment driven by each personôs individuality. Given this situation, the graduated architects 

and planners working in the private or public sectors work similarly as taught. They do not tend 

to incorporate a participatory layer in their design or planning projects or even involve researchers 

to discuss critical matters. No architectural practice will approach the public or other stakeholders 

for collaboration unless they are asked or paid to do so. 

 

However, many other actors could play key roles in the process of planning public participation, 

for example, the media. However, in both its forms, the legacy media (the traditional format of 

media (e.g. newspapers, radio shows, and television news programmes) and the new media (which 

includes websites, digital apps, social media platforms (e.g. Facebook, Twitter, etc.) exhibit 

limited role in the public participation dialogue. As discussed in Chapter 4, the aftermath of the 

Arab Spring uprisings has engendered heightened restrictions on press freedom. Consequently, 

the media landscape in Jordan remains fiercely contested, with powerholders imposing a 

combination of legal and practical constraints that impede the comprehensive exercise of 

fundamental rights. The media portrays participatory projects as notable accomplishments of 

GAM in facilitating citizen engagement within the decision-making process. 

 

To sum up, the previous sections have examined the various actors involved in either creating 

spaces of public participation or advocating for their promotion. Despite the diversity in their 

methodologies, the roles of these actors may converge and interconnect across various mediums 

for diverse purposes. Such intersections could foster distinct approaches to public participation, 

as discussed in the subsequent section. 
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5.5 Elite Circulation  

Another crucial aspect to consider when looking at the actors of participation in Jordan is the 

nature of elite105 circulation106 within this framework. The concept of elite circulation pertains to 

the movement of individuals across various institutions, transitioning from voluntary 

organisations or research institutions to political positions and public bureaucracy and vice versa. 

Many individuals working in the local NGOs or society associations shift to working with INGOs, 

RONGOs or even for the state (i.e. GAM). This phenomenon results in individuals occupying 

multiple roles within the system, though not simultaneously (Tvedt, 2006). Drawing on the work 

of Terje Tvedt (2006, 2007), this elite circulation exerts power, as it enables individuals to 

capitalise on the array of influential positions available within a fixed institutional network, 

advocating for distinct institutional interests at each stage of this cyclical process. 

 

This is very clear in the Jordanian context when local NGO individuals move from leading their 

organisation voluntarily to working with a paid job in well-known RONGOs. Nevertheless, their 

names are still affiliated with the local NGOs as board members or honourary members. This 

phenomenon has significantly influenced public perceptions of these actors, with many viewing 

them as aligned with the state or other dominant structures, ostensibly lacking genuine concern 

for grassroots interests. However, this case is very popular within the INGOs, as when these 

international organisations started adopting participatory projects, they recruited their teams as 

(participatory consultants) from local activists or those who already lead local associations 

advocating for peopleôs rights. Where the job description is usually very attractive to those thirsty 

for fostering change and advocating for the poor and marginalised. This is folded in two ways in 

Jordan; on the one hand, those individuals moving between the international aid and the local 

NGOs and associations work, and, in some cases, they are recruited to work with the state in 

different ministries and with municipalities like GAM. On the other hand, some of those 

individuals feel sceptical about the systems of INGOs and their way of working in developmental 

projects, and return to activism work (see Chapter 6). One interviewee comments on their work 

in an international NGO after working for several years in a society association: óI wanted to make 

changes within the INGO; I thought I could, but it is bigger than I thought.ô (Amman, May 2021). 

 

105 Elites here refers to the possessions of specific forms of capital, including economic, cultural and social capital. 
106 The concept of elite circulation in this research refers to (Tvedt, 2007) that describes óthe existence of a fairly small 

elite which circulates among an extremely limited number of central institutions in society, and thus tends rather to 

limit the exchange between a system-conservative and an innovative eliteô (p.633) 
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Nevertheless, numerous actors engaged in this iterative process perceive it as a chance to 

collaborate with governmental or international frameworks to effectuate incremental changes, 

albeit for a limited duration (see Chapter 6). 

 

However, in many instances, those óprofessionalsô, óelitesô or óconsultantsô are being found on 

many sides of the table of the public participation process, where they can play different roles. 

When many commute between high politics and bureaucracy in this way, it is valid to question 

the traditional ethos of those people and whom they represent to better grasp how these systems 

of public participation are functioning, and the policies formulated (this is followed in Chapter 

9). More importantly, it raises questions about the stateôs involvement (or the International NGO) 

in controlling and representing these civic institutions. It endangers what Niklas Luhmann and 

Pierre Bourdieu107 referred to as the establishment of new systems into a unified national project 

that represents the creation of an alternative framework within the broader international 

development aid system. 

 

5.6 Conclusion 

This chapter aims to understand the actors who claim to be part of enabling a participatory 

approach to the production of urban spaces in Amman. Through exploring different actors, this 

chapter has shown how these actors understand the concept of public participation in citymaking. 

Yet, the following chapters will discuss through case studies how these actors apply their 

understanding of public participation in creating spaces and practices of participation. This 

Chapter started by exploring the different understandings of public participation within GAM 

institutions. Four primary approaches were identified: the implementation of social projects 

unrelated to spatial concerns but focused on social issues such as health, education, and womenôs 

economic empowerment; dissemination of information to the public via digital platforms; formal 

announcements regarding changes in land use for any plot within the city with a period of 60 days 

to raise complaints; and collaboration with aid agencies endeavouring to execute participatory 

projects within the urban landscape. 

 

 

107 For example, the work of (Bourdieu, 1990; Luhmann, 2012) 
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However, this chapter has shown a strong relationship between the state, represented by GAM, 

the INGOs, and the local NGOs and other civic institutions in collaborating to create óinvitedô 

spaces of participation. The process is considered new to GAM since it is not institutionalised. It 

happens through individualistic preferences and international agenciesô guidance and 

requirements, with the help of local actors, in short periods. However, in this process, many 

individuals circulated repeatedly between the formal, aid organisations and local civic 

institutions, allowing some practices to continue unquestioned; as for the public, they represented 

the protagonists.  

 

This chapter also highlighted the emergence of ónewô grassroots organisations and urban 

collectivesô approach, which aims to find new methods to create socially just cities in politically 

restricted environments. The work of these entities will be thoroughly explored in Chapters 7 and 

8. Other actors like academics, professional architects and the media played either a passive role 

or falsely praised the work of formal institutions. There is, however, hope from the newly 

graduated academics and scholars who hold different approaches to acting in the city and its urban 

development by questioning the way of doing things, this includes the political realm where these 

actions are situated. 
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Chapter 6 óInvitedô Spaces of Participation: The Promising 

Agency 

 

 

 

6.1 Introduction  

óWhat [are] the consequences of NGOs focusing peopleôs energies on cards, diagrams and 

GANTT charts, rather than on popular mobilisation?ô 

(Robins et al., 2008) 

 

This chapter examines the óinvitedô spaces of participation and aims to investigate what óinvitedô 

participation means in practice in Amman and how they actually work through extensive analysis 

of controversial case studies adopted and funded by international NGOs (the GIZ and UN-

Habitat) in partnership with the local government. The timeframe of the cases is pertinent because 

fieldwork was undertaken during an ongoing and active participatory process, allowing for a 

comprehensive understanding of the context and the performance of actors engaged in the 

participatory activities (see Chapter 3). 

 

As demonstrated in Chapter 4, there has been a notable increase in the involvement of residents 

and local communities in urban development programmes framing the work of international 

NGOs in poorer pockets in Jordan. Those spaces are meant to be models for democracy, 

citizenship and participation where the western donors expect the poorer, ódisadvantagedô108 

communities to automatically participate to reduce the socioeconomic inequalities, increase their 

awareness of government policies and plans and strengthen the governmentôs accountability 

 

108
 This term was used by the INGO working on ILCA project.  
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(Mosse, 2004; Tembo, 2003). However, there appears to be little attention paid to the politics of 

everyday life in their new contexts of participation (Robins et al., 2008; Lemanski, 2016), for 

example, the SWANA region, and how this could affect the whole arena of participation. Given 

that these spaces are relatively nascent in Jordan, there is an emergent need to examine the 

question of their interaction with political society and the role that these can play in strengthening 

active citizenship, where the latter is implicit in the discussion of óinvitedô participation. óInvitedô 

spaces of participation in Amman are created by powerful actors such as GAM officials, 

international aid agencies and architects in headquarters while imagining a smooth process of 

partnership between citizens and government that is expected to result in shared responsibilities 

(Coelho, 2007). These spaces are lent to people and their representatives for a short period to 

exercise their órightsô to participation. As attractive as they might sound to the public for the mere 

fact that the state is involved in creating them, participation has been characterised by several 

caveats, problems and challenges (Mohanty, 2007).  

 

Drawing on Henri Lefebvreôs concept of spatial production and Cornwallôs spatial participation, 

this chapter attempts to understand the complex configurations of authority and traces of existing 

power that can influence participation in these new political spaces (See Chapter 3). Thus, this 

chapter will not only ask how ordinary people are engaging directly in the governance of public 

affairs in Amman but, more critically, what the dynamics, outcomes and limitations are when 

they do. This chapter is primarily concerned with the first three research questions: how does 

public participation articulate with a neoliberal top-down governance system in Amman after the 

Arab Spring and what is the nature of the institutional form of public participation in Amman? 

And whether these spaces are throwing up new forms of relationship between citizens 

(participants) and the government? To answer these questions, this chapter examines the 

implementation story of different projects within two international organisations that create 

spaces of participation while collaborating with the state, by analysing the structure of actors, the 

participatory approach and its tools. This contributes to the overall research in critically 

examining the óinvitedô spaces of participation in Amman depending on the politics of everyday 

life in its place and the relational effects of power and agency on the complexity of óinvitedô 

public participation. 

 

The chapter is divided into five sections; the two sections after the introduction analyse the 

process of participation within two different international organisations implementing 

participation in Jordan: GIZ and UN-Habitat, I will analyse two projects initiated by the GIZ and 
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two projects imitated by the UN-Habitat. The next section analyses the complex relationships and 

networks of the involved actors. This chapter concludes with reflections on how óinvitedô 

participation functions in Amman by considering the multi-directional relationships in providing 

the spaces for participation. 

 

6.2 Case 1: (GIZ) Participatory Approach 

This section discusses two urban development projects based on a participatory approach, ILCA 

and UML, implemented by the German Society of International Cooperation (GIZ)109 in 

partnership with GAM, whose central aim is to address social issues and green infrastructure in 

poverty-stricken areas in Amman. According to the in-depth interviews conducted before 

selecting the cases (see Chapter 3, section 3.3.1), both projects represent the óbest practiceô of 

participation in Amman. It is important to note that the UML project is part of the ILCA project; 

however, it was decided at a later stage when the GIZ team decided to develop a new project (later 

referred to as UML) to enhance their goal of creating a network of green infrastructure in eastern 

Amman through public participation (see Figure 6.1). This section will start with introducing the 

three sites of the ILCA project besides the UML project site to provide the context of the projects. 

This is followed by three sub-sections that discuss the process of participation in the spaces 

created by the GIZ in all the project phases. In the last sub-section, I argue, as a result of my 

analysis, that the óinvitedô spaces of participation failed in creating the goal behind making them, 

which was creating ownership and a sense of responsibility to the communities living near the 

sites.  

 

Figure 6.1: Timeline for ILCA and UML projects. (Author) 

 

109 GIZ, is a German company (state-owned) that implements the majority of BMZôs (The Federal Ministry for 

Economic Cooperation and Development) technical development cooperation. 
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6.2.1 The Aim and Objectives of the Projects 

Improving Living Conditions in disadvantaged Areas of Amman via the implementation of Green 

Infrastructure (ILCA) project 

Improving Living Conditions in disadvantaged Areas in Amman (ILCA) is an urban regeneration 

project that works in partnership with the Jordanian Ministry of the Environment and GAM (see 

Table 6.1). The project sets up to pilot the improvement of existing green infrastructure and add 

elements that support improving residentsô quality of life by developing the connection to public 

transport, increasing walkability to public spaces, and preserving biodiversity. In East Amman, 

six sites were selected to implement integrated participatory development in public open spaces 

by involving residents in the planning and designing processes. The project intends to create a 

sense of ownership, with attention to womenôs specific needs to contribute to social cohesion and 

integration. Furthermore, it seeks to raise awareness among local actors about green 

infrastructureôs social, environmental, and economic benefits to mitigate climate change and 

Ammanôs urban resilience (GIZ, 2019). 

 

Table 6.1: General information about the ILCA project. Source GIZ, 2020 

Commissioned by  German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development 

(BMZ) 

Implementing Agency Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH 

Political Partner Ministry of Environment  

Implementation Partner Greater Amman Municipality (GAM) 

Duration July 2017 to July 2021 

Volume 5 000 000 EUR 

 

This study focuses on the first three sites of ILCAôs project: Staircase NO.7, Left-over land on 

Palestine Street and Mahmoud Al Qudah Park. The other three sites were not developed through 

a participatory approach as planned (discussed in more detail throughout the chapter). The 

following sections describe each site of ILCA and UML projects in terms of their locations, their 

original physical conditions, and the GIZôs proposed intervention. Then the sites are analysed 

together in terms of who is participating in these spaces, their motives for participation, and how 

the public perceives and engages with all the actors involved in the process.  
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Site 1: Staircase No. 7, Al Quds Street 

Staircase No.7 within Al Quds Street in Ras Al-Ein stretches over approximately 100m in length 

and rises 30m with a width that varies between 3.6m-4m (see Figure 6.2). With limited 

connectivity to adjacent pedestrian networks due to informal growth and land ownership issues, 

the stairs mainly serve the residents living along its direct periphery, creating an intimate public 

space for its residents. The staircase was in extremely poor condition; it suffered from regular 

winter floods due to inadequate drainage and hazardous waste. In addition, the physical condition 

of the stairs was insufficient for walking due to the narrow sidewalks and footpaths. Thus, it was 

hard to be accessed by the elderly, physically disabled people or even children. The proposed 

intervention by the GIZ aimed to rehabilitate the stair network, greening and proposing 

sustainable drainage solutions, also connecting the stairs with the public transport in the area.  

 

    

Figure 6.2: Staircase NO.7 condition before the renovation by the GIZ. Source: GIZ, 2019 

 

Site 2: Leftover Land on Palestine Street 

A vacant lot is located in a residential neighbourhood on Palestine Street in the Al-Nasr district, 

with a relatively small area of only 400m2. The site was neglected initially and used as a garbage 

dump and parking for diesel trucks, there are no close parking lots in the area110, which imposed 

hygiene and pollution threats (see Figure 6.3). GIZ looked into transforming the area into a small 

community garden that will serve the residents around it; also, part of the rehabilitation project to 

improve the walkability and access to the newly enhanced Mahamoud Al Qudah Park, part of the 

ILCA project too.  

 

110 Interview with one of the truck owners, Amman, 2021 
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Figure 6.3: Leftover land on Palestine Streetview before GIZôs intervention. Source: GIZ, 2019  

Site 3: Mahmoud Al Qudah Park 

The park sits at the intersection between Abu-Taleb St. and Adan St. in the Al-Nasr district, with 

an area of approximately 15,000m2. Due to its large area, the park serves the residents of its 

immediate surroundings and attracts visitors from around Al-Nasr (see Figure 6.4). Thus, 

functioning at a district scale. However, the park had few seating areas with insufficient shading 

areas; it also suffered from a poor drainage system, resulting in water accumulating every winter 

season in the playground area in the park's lowest part. The park also had a small football field 

that lacked maintenance; this also applied to the playground area. The proposed intervention by 

the GIZ was to rehabilitate the existing amenities, increase the use of green canopies, and build a 

safer playground area. Moreover, they sought to establish a walkable connection between 

Mahmoud Al-Qudah Park and the surrounding network regarding safe and approachable paved 

areas and roads. Also, there was a detailed proposal for introducing networks in and around the 

park that cater to elderly and disabled needs as part of the GIZôs inclusive programmes. 

 

 

Figure 6.4: Mahmoud Al Qudah Park before GIZôs intervention. Source: GIZ, 2019 
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Urban Micro Lungs (UML) project: Fast-growing Forests for Climate-resilient, Clean and Quiet 

Neighbourhoods in East Amman 

The project aims to improve the quality of life in dense, disadvantaged urban areas by creating 

urban green spaces. The intervention looks into micro-greening strategies in urban in-fills, such 

as roundabouts or small leftover spaces. The measure adapts the Miyawaki111 method for restoring 

and reconstructing natural ecosystems to create ultra-dense, highly biodiverse, and multi-layered 

urban forests (see Figure 6.5). 

    

Figure 6.5: Tayyun Research Studioôs first urban forest in Amman. Source: Tayyun Studio, 2020 

6.2.2 Initiating Platforms for Public Participation  

ILCA Project  

The project started with the Staircase NO.7 site spearheaded by a team from the GIZ of three 

architects, including the project manager112. As claimed by the team members, the small team 

ógave us the flexibility to push the project to wherever we want.ô113 In addition to the funding 

support, GIZôs responsibilities included choosing the design offices, contractors, and social 

mobilisers and conducting capacity-building programmes for GAM on both central and local 

levels. The GIZ divided the participatory process into three steps, starting with the baseline 

research, which includes socio-spatial studies and site activation activities with the local 

 

111
 The Miyawaki method starts with soil engineering, building soil life, fungal networks, and biomass. Then, based 

on careful selection of native and drought-resilient primary and secondary species, it accelerates the natural growth 

processes of self-sustaining, maintenance-free native forests. Tayyun Research Studio introduced the method to Jordan, 

implemented the design, supervised the planting, and monitored the growth and survival rate of the plants over two 

years. After the period of two years, the forest will be self-sustaining and self-maintaining on its own. 

112 The Project manager for ILCA and UML was of German origin and relocated specifically to Jordan to oversee the 

implementation of these.two projects. 
113 Interview, Amman, May 2021 
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communities. Moving to the co-design workshops with the locals and displaying the final designs 

to the community for final feedback. Finally, conducting activities after the openings to help the 

public understand and use the sites. However, a fourth stage was developed later ïat the UML 

project ïknown as the exit strategy. 

 

Although developing green infrastructure in cities like Amman is imperative, given the myriad 

complex environmental challenges stemming from rapid urbanisation and the concentration of 

population and economic activities within the city. Unfortunately, the public was not introduced 

to these concepts and challenges in the process of site selection and project idea introduction (see 

Figure 6.6). As noted by one of the residents: óThey didnôt ask us if we have other needs or if we 

would like to see something else in the leftover land.ô114 However, this was also realised by one 

of the local (Jordanian) GIZ team as she commented: óIn any participatory project, in the very 

first stages, you must sit with the people and listen to their priorities and problems and based on 

this, we can figure out what to do! Nevertheless, unfortunately, this is not the process for an aid 

agency in the developing countries. They have decided that we have an environmental problem, 

and the staircase in the area is a potential site for resolving the problemé The project was more 

like what you want to see in this park, not what you need in this abandoned lot.ô (Amman, May 

2021). 

 

     

Figure 6.6:  Left: One of the methods used by the GIZ to collect peopleôs opinions. It shows that most people voted

  for the need for play areas for the children, besides suitable loading areas for cars and parking spaces. Right: Women

participating in one of the workshops at Stair No.7 site. Source: GIZ, 2019 

 

 

114 Interview, Amman, June 2021. 
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Other local (Jordanian) GIZ team members who were assigned to introduce the projects to the 

residents noticed how problematic these projects can be in those areas of the city, according to 

one of the projectôs coordinators: óThe first project I remember going to is the staircase with my 

colleague, so basically, these people donôt have what to eat! How I want to convince them to fix 

the stairs! This is the first layer of the problem; how to convince them that this is the biggest 

problem you suffer, and we want to fix it for you!ô (Amman, May 2021) 

 

Interestingly, this was not a concern shared by the officials from GAM. Instead, they perceived 

it as a favour they were doing to the community, as described by the ILCA project coordinator 

at GAM: óSome people are not interested in these projects, or it is not their priorities, but with 

time they must get used to it; they will learn to like it because we are doing this for them.ô 

(Amman, June 2021). 

 

In 2019, the GIZ assigned a leading local firm to conduct the first stage of this project, the baseline 

research and socio-spatial studies for all three sites to help them understand and familiarise 

themselves with the contexts. The study was divided into interviews with the residents and 

morphological observations, in addition to a workshop called (Draw Your Own Hara115) with the 

residents in the areas of site selection (see Figure 6.7). After the baseline studies (see Figure 6.8), 

the GIZ was able to map potential sites for development; however, in this process, GAM was 

ultimately responsible for selecting the final sites and primarily depending on land ownership. 

GAM took a very cautious approach in not causing a private land violation, as they clearly stated 

that they could not afford to purchase any land for public space. According to a GIZ team member 

involved in the baseline study: óThe residents around the staircase site hoped that GAM would 

take the land adjacent to the end of the staircase to develop a park ï which is much needed in the 

area. This was their only concern.ô (Amman, May 2021) 

 

 

115
The concept of hara is a popular one in Islamic cities, the word itself is translated to (quarter), and however it 

represents a group of neighbouring houses, where it is most commonly smaller than a neighbourhood. While it does 

not have any formal representation at the municipalities, the people themselves living in a certain hara have a way to 

identify the boundaries of it. In most cases they have a lot in common to share, for example religion, backgrounds, 

family relations, tribes, or others. 
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Figure 6.7:  Left: Participatory workshop with the community held at GAM during the baseline study phase. Right

  Officials at GAM showing interest in the participatory workshop. Both photos were used  on GAMôs official web

page Source: GAM, 2019 

 

  

Figure 6.8: Maps from the baseline study showing the interview locations on the left and morphological observations 

on the right. Source: GIZ, 2019 

To promote participation and negotiate with the people, the GIZ tried to bring many professionals 

on board with social urban ethnography and anthropology experiences. However, as one of the 

team members puts it, óMost of our work at the beginning was experimental; thatôs why we 

brought everyone on board to help us create participation.ô116 However, according to the GIZôs 

project manager, it was more important to build strong connections with the mayor directly to 

escape the bureaucratic structure of GAM than to find support from external professionals117. In 

the projectôs initial phase, GIZ was committed to carrying out capacity-building training for GAM 

staff from different departments involved in the project (see Figure 6.9). Specifically, three 

workshops focused on the social aspects of city design, participatory experiences in design, co-

design, and site maintenance and management. These workshops were led either by social 

 

116 Amman, June 2021 
117 Interview with the manager of the ILCA projects, Amman, June 2021 




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































