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Objectives 

This research attempts to understand the development of  the 
process of construction of national identity through exploring 
the formal (official) discourse and its symbolic and physical 
manifestations in the built environment of the nation-state of 
Jordan.  

 

 



Methodology 

 

The primary methodology consists of discourse analysis of data 
gathered through interviews and discussion sessions with 
diverse groups, as it allows for the construction of a critical 
understanding of the subjective nature of discourses on identity 
and belonging.  

 

The Investigation also utilizes a triangulation of appropriate 
supportive methodologies such as mapping, visual analysis, 
archives, and historic documentation. 

  

This study is exploratory in nature. It is based on analytical 
induction rather than hypothetical deduction. 

 

 

 



Literature Review 

Studies on the nation-state of Jordan and the national 
identities and belongings have been discussed at several levels:  

 

• Educational Level: syllabi and textbooks have been a major 
source for the study of Jordanian institutionalized self-image 
as evident in the works of (Abu-Nuwwar, 1989), (Winter, 
1995), (Anderson, 2001), (Nasser, 2004), (Anderson, 2005) and 
(Anderson, 2007). 

 

• Political and anthropological: the works of (Dann, 1989), 
(Robinson, 1998), (Fathi, 1994), (Massad, 2001), (Lynch, 2002) 
and (Lucas, 2005). 

 

• The effects of globalization, the ensuing neo-liberal policies: 
the works of (Maffi, 2009), (Katz, 2001), (Hazbun, 2002) and 
(Daher, 2007). 

 



Most of these studies: 

 

• Critique the contradictions latent in the process of 
official national identity building in Jordan 

 

• Focus on the construction of national identity by specific 
cultural or ethnic groups (Bedouins, Palestinian refugees, 
etc.).  

 



In the previous studies: 

 

• Few efforts have been dedicated for understanding and 
identifying what it means to be a Jordanian across the 
hybrid and transformative cultural or ethnic groups in 
Jordan today. 

 

• Limited studies extended the understanding of the 
formal and public notions for the construction of national 
identity into the realm of built environment. 

 



Formal sites of discursive practices include banknotes, postage 
stamps, postcards, brochures, guidebooks, logos of state 
institutions, etc. The role of such sites, in the formal discourse, 
could be described as: 

 

•  A “vehicle for nationalist imagery that constructs a sense of 
collective tradition and memory”, (Helleiner, 1998) 

• A nation-building tool (Doty, 1989) and (Gilbert, 1998) 

• An instrument of colonialist dominance (Helleiner, 2002b) 

• A tool for redefining the constant flux of national relations in 
recent times (for example, the Euro and the redefinition of 
European states under EU), (Helleiner, 2002a) 

Sites of Discursive Practices:  



The Concept of Nation-State 

The concept of “nation-state” is fairly new in history. Ancient 
and Classical civilizations had “folks” joined together in 
republics, municipal kingdoms, confederations of local republics 
and empires. Yet, it can hardly be said that they were “nation-
states” in the contemporary comprehension of the term (Al-
Sayyad 1992).  

 

Identifying any nation, today, is related to many senses such 
as, national language (or even accent), territory state, 
civilization, history, and other senses. 

 



The beginnings of the 20th Century marked the destruction and 
replacement of the dynastic religious realm, represented by the 
Ottoman Empire at the Eastern Mediterranean (also known as 
Bilad Al-Sham), by the various post-colonial “nation-states”.  

 

New political systems of monarchies and republics were 
established which, in many cases, were fabricated rather than 
being naturally emerged.  

 



Many of the formed nation-states were not a result of the 
awakening of these settlements to self-consciousness, as much 
as they were new imagined political communities (Anderson 
1983 and Said 1979).  

 

In their attempts to legitimize their new existence, the new 
“nation–states” had constructed several representatives and 
narrations of “national” pasts, regardless of realities. Principal 
architectural and heritage icons, which were represented as 
one of the formal “discursive practices” of identity 
construction, were used to define or promote legitimacy and 
national identities.    

 



The Nation-State in Jordan 

During its long history, Jordan had never been constituted a 
separate state. Rather, it was part of large empires or controlled 
by external civilizations.   

 

Modern Jordan had been established in 1921 after the 
destruction of the Ottoman Empire and thus, started to build its 
conceptions of national identity, which have been subjected to 
modifications through time.  

 

 

 

 



The newly established “Trans-Jordan” and later the “Hashemite 
Kingdom of Jordan” focused on: 

 

• The Revolt Legitimacy: the Great Arab Revolt led by Sheriff 
Hussein bin Ali, 

 

• The Religious Legitimacy: the legacy of the Hashemite Family, 
the Royal family of Jordan, and their link of ancestry to the 
Prophet. 

 

• The Constitutional Legitimacy: the institutional modern state 
with a civil executive authority, elected legislative authority, 
and independent judicial authority.    

 

Concepts of Legitimacy 



Concepts of Legitimacy: 
The Revolt Legitimacy 

The Great Arab Revolt adopted the idea of the “Arab Kingdom”, in 
the sense of Greater Syria and Hedjaz,  in rejection, substitution, 
and disassociation of the former “Ottoman Empire”.  

 

The arrival of Prince Abdulla (later King Abdullah) to Amman in 
1921 marked the establishment of “Trans Jordan” as a Nation-State. 

 

 

 



The formal and public discourses were united in this regard, 
Jordan national and tribal leaders were an integral part of the 
events of the Great Arab Revolt.  

  

The nation of Jordan, at that time, was created by the unification 
of various people into a common community. It was expected to 
form a homogeneous unit with common history, culture, 
tradition, language; and to be composed, mainly, of people of one 
ethnic origin, race and religion. 

 

However, the aspirations were far behind the realities of Jordan; 
its size, resources and population.  



Jordan have been subjected to successive processes of 
transformations due to various geo-political influences such as: 

 

• The Arab-Israeli war of 1948 

• The unification of the two banks of River Jordan 

• The unification of Jordan and Iraq.  

• The Arab-Israeli war of 1967 

• The declaration of PLO as the sole representative of 
Palestinian people 

• The oil crisis of 1973 

• The Lebanese civil war of the 1970s 

• The dismantle of the administrative and judicial relationships 
with the West Bank – except the holy places in Jerusalem.  

• The situation in Iraq since 1990-on 

• The situation in Syria since 2011-on 



Locations associated with the “Great Arab Revolt” have been 
used for the imagination and construction of the national 
identity. 



Tribal leaders signing “Helf Al-Fadoul” document at the Palace of the 
“Founding King” in Ma’an. 

Some of these locations are originally Ottoman such as, the 
Hedjaz Railway Station in Ma’an. However, it had ben used as a 
base (palace) for Prince “Abdullah bin Al-Hussein” during the 
Revolution. 
 
This particular location, in Ma’an, has been also used in getting 
the support of the Tribal leaders, with metaphorical 
associations with well-known moments in the Arabic History. 
 
 



The development of design of the banknotes and stamps 
reflects the Revolt legitimacy in the representation of Jordan 
as a nation-state. 
 
The name of the currency – the Dinar, forms a sharp 
departure from the Ottoman Lira and the Palestinian, 
Egyptian or British Pounds circulated in the area in the past.  
 



The choice of topic and imagery 
remains very particular to the 
ideologies latent in nationalism, 
Jordan banknotes have images of its 
Kings representing a national 
inheritance and its stability over a 
long period of time inspires national 
trust and pride. 



The Unification of the two banks of 
River Jordan was used as a topic of 
the imagery of banknotes and stamps.  

 

The imagery attempts to present 
Jordan and Palestine as a united 
entity, focusing on locations and 
attributes within its geographical 
boundaries of the two banks of River 
Jordan, and thus some symbols that 
were represented on the Palestinian 
Pound such as, the Dome of the Rock 
were kept and maintained in all 
editions of the Jordanian banknotes. 

 



A two-fold topic has replaced the 
unification of the two banks in the 
formal and public discourses; the 
national unity and the rejection of 
Jordan as a substitution homeland for 
the Palestinians.  
 



The selection of a “suitable” past to be linked to identity 
construction has always been a highly politicized, 
contextualized, and a contested process (Daher 2002).  

 

The contested and politicized meanings of the rejected 
recent past, mainly the “Ottoman Empire” has affected the 
process of defining the “suitable” past in Jordan where 
heritage is more related to the distant pasts.  



Jordan is rich with its historic and heritage sites that could be, 
according to the formal discourse, considered “suitable” pasts 
for promoting the new formal discourses of the country. 
However, not all these sites could be considered “suitable” by 
the public.  

 

Many of these sites have Roman and Byzantine associations; 
some have Biblical connotations; some are connected to the 
Ottoman era; and only few have Arabic / Islamic references.  

 



Stamps and banknotes imagery 
were often historical, 
presenting key landmarks, 
events and personalities that 
shaped the history of the area.  
 
The selected monuments 
reflect the touristic 
destinations in Jordan; 
consisting of Jerash and Petra, 
cities thoroughly studied by 
British archaeologists (Adams, 
2008).  





Both the formal and public discourses have agreed on 
Petra as a “suitable” past.  

 

Petra became the new icon of Jordan (Maffi 2000), an icon 
that reflects the public discourse and complies with the 
official discourse of the country as a “mediator between 
the East and the West”. In 2007, Jordan carried out a 
nation-wide campaign which was successfully concluded in 
listing Petra within the new “World’s Seven Wonders”.  

 





Concepts of Legitimacy: 
Religious Legitimacy 

Reviving the Hashemite legacy became a way of creating the 
Jordanian identity as a common reference points for Muslims 
and Christians (Maffi 2000). Jordan presented itself as: 

 

The “Protector of the Holy Shrines”, including Muslim and 
Christian sites. 

 

The identity of the Jordanians, since the Islamic conquests in the 
7th Century AD, became Muslim - Christian, specifically 
considering that Jordan did not know religious discrimination for 
being the land of “cradle of Christianity”. 

 

 



 

The Dome of the Rock, the third of 
the Islamic Shrines, was adopted as 
an icon of nation-identity of the 
country.  

 

It had been, intensively, used in the 
formal and public sites of discursive 
practices including postcards, 
postage stamps, brochures, 
guidebooks, banknotes, names 
and logos of institutions and 
companies, and other sites of 
discursive practices through which 
the nation had been emerged, 
constructed and defined 



The Israeli occupation of 
Jerusalem, in 1967, and the 
selection of the “Palestinian 
Liberation Organization” 
(PLO) as the sole and the 
only representative of the 
Palestinians people, in the 
Arab Summit of 1974, made 
it critical to Jordan to 
continue adopting that icon 
as a symbol of nation-
identity. The Dome of the 
Rock, in addition to its 
religious connotations, has a 
national dimension for the 
Palestinians.  

 the Dome of the Rock is symbolically 
illustrated as being positioned behind the 
colonnade of Omar 



 

However, the Dome of the Rock 
continued in the formal 
discourses, as Jordan considers 
the holy shrine in Jerusalem as a 
symbol of the Hashemite 
commitment to upkeep 
Jerusalem and its holy sites. 



Moreover, the opposing 
discourses criticized the 
formal adoption of the 
“Dome of the Rock”, claiming 
that is has been used on the 
expense of the building of 
“Al-Aqsa Mosque” in 
Jerusalem.  

 

The formal discourses, 
however, do not support 
such a claim. 



The building of “Al-Aqsa Mosque” as the captured mosque, and 
the criminal burning of the Mosque has been intensively used in 
the formal discourses. 



Jordan continued the Hashemite a number of reconstruction 
projects in Jerusalem, including the renovation of the Dome of 
the Rock, and the Conservation of the burnt Al-Aqsa. 



One major project is the re-building of the Pulpit of Saladin at Al-
Aqsa Mosque in 2006 according to the original designs. The original 
Pulpit was burned during the burning of the Mosque by Israel in 
1968 .  

The Pulpit has symbolic associations with the liberation of Jerusalem 
from the Crusades by Saladin. 

 



The Holy Shrines of Hedjaz, were also used in the formal 
discourses, with clear associations to the Hashemite Family and its 
roots  in Mecca, and the place that links the Hashemites with their 
“superior” genealogy.  

Such associations, in the formal discourses, had never been 
accepted by KSA, where the King is officially addressed as the 
“Servant of the Two Shrines”.   

 



Among the actions of Prince 
Abdullah bin Al-Hussein was the 
construction of the Grand 
Husseini Mosque at the location 
of the historic and ruined 
Umayyad Mosque in Downtown 
Amman.  



Another action was the 
construction of the Royal 
Hashemite Court, with a 
mixture of Islamic motifs. 

 

The location is well-
known as Raghadan 
Palace, which was built 
by Prince Abdullah bin 
Hussein (later King 
Abdullah) and his 
inauguration an Emir of 
the country, popularly 
called “Al-Maqar" instead 
of the "Royal Court" 

 



Jordan had also reconstructed a number of widely neglected 
mausoleums of the Households and Companions of the Prophet 
(Prayers and Peace of Allah be upon Him) as well as the Prophets 
of Bani-Israel. 

 

These sites are significant to the Suffi, Sunni, and She’a Muslims. 
They are considered as sites for “religious tourism” and a tool for 
promoting the true nature of Islam. 







Sites of Christian significance 
have been also used in the 
formal sites of discursive 
practices including postcards, 
postage stamps, and banknotes. 

 

 

 

 



Pope Paul XI visited Jordan in -
--. However, it took the 
Vatican a long time to declare 
such sites on the Christian 
Pilgrimage Route, and to 
acknowledge Jordan as a 
guardian of those sites.  

 

 

Jordan had implemented a 
number of reconstruction 
projects in Christian sites in 
the country. 

 

 

 



Nine locations, in Jordan, 
including the “Baptism” site, 
were accredited, by the 
Vatican, as Christian religious 
sites.  













Concepts of Legitimacy: 
Constitutional Legitimacy 

By being a state with limited recourses in a war zone and 
neighboring military regimes and oil-exporting states, Jordan 
managed to locate its position as: 

  

• A civic modern state with an elected parliament  

• A mediator between the East and the West. 

• The country of diversity and tolerance. 

• An excellent service provider: education, healthcare, tourism, 
logistics, media, etc. 

• The country with excellent investment opportunities. 

 



A civic modern state with an elected parliament  



Al-Abdali Distric with the spatial peripheries of three national symbols; 
the Houses of Parliament, King Abdullah I Mosque and the Palace of 
Justice. 
The fourth symbol, in Al-Abdali District, the Army Headquarters, has 
been relocated outside Amman. 



King Faisal I Plaza had been 
used as a vision of a 
modernized Kingdom. 
 
Currently, the new districts in 
the western direction are 
forming the modernized vision 
of the Kingdom. 
 



The emphasis on modernization is 
showcased by major industrial projects 
(Al-Hussein thermal power station, 
Zerqa), Aqaba Harbor, agriculture, and 
cultural buildings (Palace of culture, 

Amman).  



The nation is portrayed as 
productive and progressive. 
 
This progress is implicitly 
accentuated by juxtaposing 
the national airline carrier 
next to the deep historicity of 
Petra; or the modern building 
of the Palace of Culture 
With the Roman Theatre. 
 
The message is clear: we are 
a nation rooted in ancient 
history, striving towards an 
enlightened future.  





The Grand Husseni Mosque Square has been used as a vision for 
a country of diversity and tolerance.  

 

 

 



The Third Circle, with its central monument and slogan of:  

“God, Homeland, and the King” 

 

 



Petra, the Capital city of the 
Nabbatteans, an ancient 
Arabic Kingdom existed 
within the same 
geographical territory of 
modern Jordan, could be 
considered as an excellent 
example of the intercultural 
relations between the East 
(the Arabs) and the West 
(the Greeks).   



Another example is the 
Umayyad Palace in 
Amman, preserved by the 
Spanish Archeological 
mission, forming a 
common dominator 
between the East (Bilad 
al-Sham) and the West 
(Spain). 



By the 1990s, the economical 
focus of Jordan shifted from 
modernization to Neo-
Liberalism, with the inclusion of 
Jordan in the World Trade 
Organization.  
 
This entailed an emphasis of a 
service-based economy, 
especially centered on: real-
estate development, 
education, healthcare, tourism, 
logistics, media, etc. 



Conclusions 

The urban realm has always offered an arena for the 
imagination, construction and negotiation of a wide spectrum 
of complex and hybrid identities, ranging from the dominant 
official to the grassroots public forms.   

 

Jordan, as a nation-state, relies on three concepts of legitimacy; 
revolt, religious, and constitutional. 

 

The interpretations of these three concepts, however, have 
been subjected to change overtime according to the geopolitical 
changes in the region. 



This paper concerns the formal discourses. It focuses on the 
instruments the State puts in use to legitimate its sovereignty. 

 

However, Formal and Public (non-official) discourses might be 
compatible, interact, differ or even contradict.  

 

The researcher is currently working on expanding the scope of 
work to include the public discourses through investigating the 
narratives, personal diaries, books, photo albums, exchanged 
letters, cartoons, popular songs, etc.  

 

This is considered important at these times of political turmoil 
and popular upheaval to re-invent the nation state in many Arab 
countries, where exploring the ideas of nationalism, national 
belonging and their symbolic manifestation in the built 
environment is gaining critical significance.  

 

 



 

The popular notions and perceptions have complex 
relationships between the people and the places they live, love 
and work; and their imagination in perceiving and conceiving 
their country.  

 

In the case of Jordan, strengthening and re-imagining a 
complex and inclusive national Jordanian identity became a 
vital issue in the last decade with the launching of initiatives 
such as, “Jordan First” , “We are all Jordan,” and “the Message 
of Amman”, as well as the critical significance of such activities 
only increased with the continuing unrest in the Middle East.  
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