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Abstract 

After the Jordanian Civil War in 1970—which saw the Jordanian army defeat Palestinian 

guerrillas, the death of thousands of Palestinians living in Jordan and the exile of 

Palestinian political organizations and leaders from refugee camps—Palestinians in 

Jordan became politically and socially marginalized. Despite these marginalizations, 

Palestinians in Jordan always had access to sport. This thesis will examine how the 

football club, al-Wehdat, plays a role in creating and establishing identity and nationalism 

for Palestinians in Jordan. By using oral history, I move beyond the narrative of a 

homogenous Palestinian identity and demonstrate the complexities of Palestinian 

identities. Moreover, utilizing oral history in my thesis challenges the notion of football 

being cathartic, and demonstrates how al-Wehdat fans are able to: A) manoeuvre within 

the stadium, despite being under constant surveillance, B) to continue to use al-Wehdat 

as a political platform, predominantly through their chants, and C) to develop Palestinian 

identity and nationalism in Jordan.  

Keywords:  Refugees; Palestinian Arabs; Jordan; Football; Nationalism; Resistance 
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Chapter 1.  
 
Introduction 

On January 28, 2012, I attended my first football (soccer) match in Jordan. It was 

the second leg between the Palestinian-Jordanian team al-Wehdat and the Jordanian 

team Faisali for the Jordan Cup at Amman International Stadium. I arrived two hours 

early so I could gauge the atmosphere, which turned out to be both tense and electric. I 

watched as fans from both teams headed toward their designated sections to enter the 

stadium. As I approached the Wehdat line, I noticed this section was heavily barricaded 

with a large number of police officers around the Wehdat supporters. These fans formed 

a long and narrow queue, which zig-zagged around their entire section. This queue 

moved slowly as each Wehdat supporter was searched thoroughly and those who 

smoked had to relinquish their lighters if they had one. The looks of frustration on the 

Wehdat supporters’ face increased as they observed the Faisali section and saw those 

fans enter the stadium faster while undergoing minimal searching. Once I finally entered 

the stadium, I sat in the very wet and uncovered Wehdat section. It had been heavily 

raining the night before and the morning of the match. I hesitated before sitting down 

and one Wehdat fan nearby noticed my predicament and handed me a newspaper to 

soak the water off the concrete seats. His friend walked over, greeted me and then told 

me proudly: “al-Wehdat is Palestine’s team!”  

The match began and at times seemed secondary to the fans as they sang their 

football chants. The match progressed as follows: each section of Wehdat had one fan 

leading these chants while another fan banged the drums to the beat of a song. The 

most common chant sung in Arabic throughout the game was ‘Allah, Wehdat, al-Quds al 

Arabia’—God, Wehdat, Arabic Jerusalem—in order of importance. In this instance, the 

fans of al-Wehdat were proclaiming that Jerusalem should belong to Palestine.  Around 

the sixtieth minute, tensions began to rise as the Faisali side began to chant ‘They took 

Palestine, then al-Aqsa and now we take al-Wehdat!’ In this chant, Faisali fans were 
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referring to Zionists creating Israel in 1948, followed by Israel gaining full control over 

Jerusalem, where al-Aqsa mosque—one of the holiest sites in Islam-- is located. Finally, 

the ‘now we take al-Wehdat’ component was implying Bedouin Jordanians will conquer 

al-Wehdat like the Israelis conquered Palestine.  

This last chant was repeated continuously, which had the Wehdat fans looking 

visibly angry. Many of them began to whistle, which is a form of expressing their opinion 

that they disapprove of the chant. As the chant continued, Faisali was rewarded and 

scored a goal on a penalty kick, resulting in the Faisali fans chanting even louder. Once 

Wehdat resumed play at midfield, the chant of ‘They took Palestine, then al-Aqsa and 

now we take al-Wehdat!’ became louder and some of the Faisali fans began throwing 

batteries at the Wehdat fans.1 The Wehdat fans became angry and began yelling at the 

Faisali side. Before the Wehdat fans could respond with a chant of their own, Jordanian 

security—all of whom have familial ties to Jordan’s Bedouin tribes-- had surrounded the 

Wehdat fans by having a guard on every two or three steps on the aisle, inching closer 

to the fans. Sensing another incident occurring, the leaders of the Wehdat chants, who 

are known as Father of Hate and Father of Happiness pleaded with the Wehdat fans to 

remain quiet. There was no chanting for a few minutes and the guards moved away from 

the fans. It should be noted that while there were countless guards in the Wehdat 

section, swarming the fans, their presence in the Faisali section was fairly light in 

comparison.  

Given the significant importance of Aqsa to not only Palestinian Muslims, but 

Muslims in general, it was really peculiar as to why the Faisali fans would chant such a 

thing. It was almost as though they have regionalized the chant, by laying claim that their 

mosque in Amman is representative of their religion, while Aqsa is representative of 

Palestinian Muslims. It appeared as a form of sectarianism, despite both Wehdat and 

Faisali supporters being Sunni Muslim. In explanation to my curiosity as to why Faisali 

fans would chant such offensive things, Wehdat supporter Zed replied with: 

 
1 I was seated near the media partition that separated Wehdat from Faisali. As a result, I was in 

range of potentially being struck by one of these batteries. Thankfully, that did not happen, but 
the experience itself was frightening.  
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Faisali taunts us because of what is happening in society. They are 
airing their grievances like we are. They are mad about a lack of jobs and 
they blame us. There is some jealously between them and Palestinians. It 
definitely is a problem. For example, if I have my own business, or I am 
in-charge of hiring people and I am Jordanian then I will hire a Jordanian. 
If I am Palestinian, I will hire a Palestinian.2  

Despite evident political marginalizations, Palestinians in Jordan have always 

had access to sport. Due to this one constant component in their life, Palestinians in 

Jordan have used football to express their identity and political beliefs. The football club 

al-Wehdat has long been recognized as a sign of hope for Palestinians. Yasser Arafat, 

former leader of the Palestinian Liberation Organization, once proclaimed that “one day 

when we had no voice, al-Wehdat was our voice.”3 The aim of this thesis is twofold. 

First, it will examine how the football club al-Wehdat plays a role in creating and 

establishing identity for Palestinians in Jordan. Second, this thesis will examine stadium 

dynamics and the importance of football songs to reaffirm Palestinian identity and to 

provide a political platform for Palestinians in Jordan. 

1.1 Historiography 

There is a lack of data regarding Palestinians, but, it is generally estimated that 

there are approximately nine million Palestinians worldwide. Roughly seventy-two 

percent of them (6.5 million) reside in Israel, West Bank, Gaza and neighbouring Arab 

countries. It is also estimated that the total Palestinian refugee population is about five 

million (fifty-six percent) and that an estimated 1.4 million, constituting about 15.5% of all 

Palestinians, reside in refugee camps scattered in the West Bank, Gaza, Jordan, 

Lebanon, and Syria.4 

 
2 Zed, interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, April 5th, 2012. 
3 Yasser Arafat quoted in Dag Tuastad, “The Political Role of Football for Palestinians in Jordan,” 

in Entering the Field: New Perspectives on World Football.  Edited by Gary Armstrong and 
Richard Giulianotti (Oxford: Berg, 1997), pg.105. 

4 United Nations Relief and Work Agency (UNRWA) was established after Nakbah 1948. It is the 
sole agency to address the humanitarian needs of Palestinian refugees. 
http://www.unrwa.org/resources (21/11/2014) 
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The United Nations Relief and Work Agency (UNRWA) was created to serve the 

humanitarian needs of Palestinian refugees. UNRWA defines Palestinian refugees as 

“persons whose normal place of residence was Palestine between June 1946 and May 

1948, who lost both their homes and means of livelihood as a result of the 1948 conflict. 

. .The descendants of Palestinian refugee males, including adopted children are eligible 

for registration.”5 The situation in Jordan is far more complex than this definition 

suggests. 

Due to subsequent wars in the region, some Palestinian refugees of 1948 

experienced more than one displacement. Some refugees had moved from their original 

village or town located in what became Israel, and resided in refugee camps in the West 

Bank and Gaza. After the ’67 war, some moved back into Jordan. Since the West Bank 

was under Jordanian rule from 1948-1967, all its residents were granted Jordanian 

citizenship. These refugees were labeled as ‘displaced persons’ which distinguished 

them from the refugees of 1948.  

Additionally, following the ’67 war, a group of displaced persons had originated 

from Gaza. Since Gaza was under Egyptian rule from 1948-1967, despite residing in 

Jordan, those displaced persons were not and are still not granted Jordanian citizenship. 

This group has the least benefits granted to them by either UNRWA or the Jordanian 

government.  

As a result, Palestinian refugees in Jordan are classified into a number of 

categories. There are two separate agencies organized to help world refugees. UNRWA 

is one and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNCHR), established 

in 1951, is the other. Further complicating the issue is that Palestinians granted 

Jordanian citizenship can also have their Jordanian citizenship revoked.  

Football (also known as soccer) is the most popular sport in the world.  Football’s 

popularity is in large part due to the simplicity of the game and its low cost as a 

participation sport.  It is recognized as the national sport in the vast majority of nations 

 
5 United Nations Relief and Work Agency (UNRWA), Palestine Refugees, 

http://www.unrwa.org/palestine-refugees (21/11/2014) 
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around the world.  A nation can be described as a sociological entity with a specific 

territory, where a large body of people united by common descent, history, culture, or 

language, result in feeling part of a defined group.6 Benedict Anderson, known for his 

writings about the creation and global spread of nationalism in the modern world, has 

described nations as imagined communities.7 They combine both objective and 

subjective attributes. Alan Tomlinson suggests that nations attain their fullest expression 

in two social realms—war and sport.8 In 1969, the two were infamously combined in the 

war between El Salvador and Honduras, following riots that occurred between them after 

a World Cup qualifying game.9 Football perfectly captures the notion of an imagined 

community because it is not difficult to imagine a nation and confirm national identity 

when eleven players are representing one nation in a match against another. It is a 

game in which each team “works together to try and occupy as much of the territory of 

the other as it can, culminating in symbolically attempting to conquer the other side’s 

stronghold by kicking the ball into the goal.”10 Many political leaders have recognized the 

importance of football as a form of nationalism and a useful tool to reinforce loyalty to the 

state.11 Conversely, opposition leaders or movements have been known to use the 

football stadium as an arena for resistance to the regime.12 In the case where the state 

 
6 Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010). Last Modified: 2015-09-25. 

http://oxforddictionaries.com/view/entry/m_en_gb0548990#m_en_gb0548990 
7 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (London: Verso, 2006). 
8 Alan Tomlinson, “FIFA and the World Cup,” in Host and Champions. Edited by John Sugden 

and Alan Tomlinson. (Aldershot: Arena, 1994).  
9 Richard Giulianotti, Football: A sociology of the Global Game, (Polity Press: Cambridge, 1999), 

pg. 13 
10 R.W. Pickford, Aspects of the Psychology of Games and Sports, (British Journal of Psychology 

31, no.4 April 1941) pg. 285 
11 For example of how political leaders have used football to establish loyalty to the state, see 

Simon Kuper, Football against the Enemy (London: Orion, 1996), Houchang E. Chehabi, “The 
Politics of Football in Iran” in Fringe Nations in World Soccer. Edited by Kausik Bandyopadhyay 
and Sabyasachi Mallick (New York: Routledge, 2008). Pg. 77-105, Sergio Villena Fiengo, 
“F(Utopias) The Nationalist Uses of Soccer in Costa Rica” in Sports and Nationalism in Latin / o 
America. Edited by Héctor Fernández L’Hoeste, Robert McKee Irwin and Juan Poblete. (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan; May 2015). 67-84. Last Modified: 2015-09-25. 
http://www.palgraveconnect.com.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/pc/doifinder/10.1057/9781137518002.0001 

12 For example of how opposition leaders have used the football stadium to promote resistance to 
a regime, see Editors Gary Armstrong and Richard Giulianotti, Fear and Loathing in World 
Football, (Oxford: Berg, 2001), John Sugden and Alan Tomlinson, “Football, ressentiment and 
resistance in the break‐up of the former Soviet Union” in Culture, Sport, Society 3 (2) June 
(2000). pg.89-108. 
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does not equal the nation, the existence of hidden nations within a state can create the 

potential for political conflict. Politically unrecognized or unsatisfied ethnic communities 

can be prone to react with resistance to the regime. In authoritarian regimes, football 

may be the only legal method of expression for covert nationalism.  

I will be focussing on how Palestinians in Jordan use football as a forum to 

express national identity and as a tool to declare political beliefs. I will be examining Dag 

Tuastad’s “The Political Role of Football for Palestinians in Jordan.”13  Tuastad’s work 

highlights the effectiveness of football as a ritual form. The effectiveness of this ritual 

form, results in a sense of national and ethnic identity for Palestinians. Tuastad further 

illustrates the identifiable political role football has in the culture of Palestinian refugees 

in Jordan during the 1980’s to the mid 1990’s. The football club al-Wehdat became an 

outlet for stateless Palestinian nationalism that is otherwise suppressed in Jordan. My 

thesis differs from Tuastad as he argues that since the Oslo accords in 1993, the conflict 

on the football field has a distinctively functional advantage for the Jordanian regime 

because it can offer an outlet for the expression of the Palestinian’s more vocal political 

complaints about the state through sport. Tuastad argues the stadium is under heavy 

surveillance, resulting in the state being able to control and isolate the political beliefs 

chants of Wehdat supporters, to within the stadium only. However, I propose Wehdat 

fans recognize they are under surveillance and have learned to operate within such 

restrictions, resulting in Wehdat still being politically relevant.  Tensions between 

Palestinians and Jordanians still exist and there have been examples where football 

rituals have led to uncontained hostility among the Palestinians towards the King. 

Tuastad’s written record of the chants heard in Amman Stadium has been a great 

source of information in understanding the ideological resistance of Palestinian refugees. 

His work, however, lacks in oral interviews with fans.  Interviewing fans regarding their 

thoughts about their situation, would result in a more effective study. My thesis goes a 

step further than Tuastad and will include chants and interviews with supporters. 

Furthermore, it will contribute to this academic field by addressing the dynamics of the 

 
13 Dag Tuastad, “The Political Role of Football for Palestinians in Jordan,” in Entering the Field: 

New Perspectives on World Football. Edited by Gary Armstrong and Richard Giulianotti 
(Oxford: Berg, 1997). 
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stadium and the role each entity (or character) plays while being under constant 

surveillance.  

I will also use Peter Alegi’s Laduma! Soccer, Politics and Society in Southern 

Africa14 as a framework to contribute to the scarce amount of scholarly works currently 

written about Palestinian football. Laduma! was the first book about South African 

football written by a professional historian. Alegi’s Laduma! not only provided a 

comprehensive, detailed, scholarly account  of the development of football in South 

Africa, it also highlighted the broader political and social issues frequently ignored in 

other accounts.  As a result, Laduma! has contributed immensely to the social history of 

sport in South Africa. Alegi illustrated how football, a British colonial game, was 

transformed into a significant form of African identity and resistance to apartheid.  

Alegi highlighted the limitations of official and media sources and magnified the 

need for oral history techniques. As Charles van Onselen has stated, “history lives on in 

the minds of people far more powerfully than the cracked parchment of its officialdom 

might know.”15Alegi’s interviews with players, officials, and journalists provided personal 

memories and experiences that reflected wider social patterns. Furthermore, the 

testimonies given revealed distinct narrative styles and agency in remembering—or 

forgetting-- the past. Oral narratives in Laduma! illustrated the emotional dimension of 

football, its role in sustaining and giving meaning to people’s social lives and an 

individual’s experience of sport. Interviews afforded glimpses into informal inter-racial 

sport that rarely surfaced in archival or press sources. While the sources are limited, 

Alegi does make use of the archives of popular magazines to highlight the imagined 

community of South Africa. 

 The issue with Laduma!  is that Peter Alegi used Richard Maguire’s audio taped 

interviews—which were more than seven years old-- with former members of the 

Orlando Pirates Football club (a team from a poor area whose success on the field 

provided hope for those who suffered during apartheid South Africa). While these 

 
14 Peter Alegi, Laduma! Soccer, Politics and Society in South Africa, (Scottsville: University of 

Kwazulu-Natal Press, 2004). 
15 Charles Van Olsen quoted in Alegi, Laduma! pg. 159. 
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recordings revealed a hidden past of one of South Africa’s most important teams, the 

fact that Alegi did not conduct the interview means that he could not rely on visual cues, 

such as body language or the interview space to interpret the narratives. In conducting 

my own interviews, it will allow me to detect some of the visual cues my interlocutors 

might present.  

Raymond Boyle’s “We are Celtic supporters . . . Questions of football and identity 

in modern Scotland”16 focussed predominantly on Glasgow Celtic Football Club’s 

supporters and how they identify with Celtic. The argument Boyle pursues is a detailed 

and critical questioning of the role of ‘tradition’ in the historical and personal identities of 

Glasgow Celtic fans. Boyle conducted interviews with groups of Celtic supporters in 

Scotland and Ireland to use as supplementary material to empirical and secondary 

works. His fieldwork focussed on the views and opinions of the most ardent supporters. 

He defined these fans as those who attend the games almost every week and follow 

Celtic home and away games. The supporters surveyed and interviewed were “young, 

blue-collar workers, from Catholic backgrounds (although not necessarily practicing) and 

Labour voters.”17  My research includes interviews with Palestinian football fans living in 

Jordan—particularly residing in the refugee camp al-Wehdat-- and are mostly young, 

predominately blue-collar workers with Muslim backgrounds whose parents belonged to 

the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP). An avenue that should be 

examined in Palestinian football is how the meanings attached to tradition are 

implemented by Palestinian supporters and how the role of the club plays a part in the 

formation of identity.   

The theoretical approach of nationalism stems from Benedict Anderson’s concept 

of ‘imagined communities.’18Anderson’s conceptual theory of nationhood and nationalism 

begins from the notion that it is a cultural artefact of the modern period.19 Anderson 

argued that nationalism is “the most universally legitimate value in the political life of our 
 
16 Raymond Boyle, “We are Celtic supporters . . . Questions of football and identity in modern 

Scotland” in Game Without Frontiers: Football, Identity and Modernity. Edited by Richard 
Giulianotti and John Williams (Vermont: Ashgate,1994).  

17 Boyle, “We are Celtic Supporters”. pg. 75. 
18 Anderson, Imagined Communities.  
19 Anderson, Imagined Communities, pg. 4. 
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time.”20 He also claimed that nationalism is not an ideology, but more philosophical, like 

religion or kinship. Additionally, Anderson suggested that the rise of print capitalism has 

created the possibility “for rapidly growing numbers of people to think about 

themselves…in profoundly new ways.”21  This was a result of the rise of capitalism and 

the pursuit of new markets. These economic developments led to new dialects and 

languages emerging in the vernacular of print language. The effects of this new 

nationalistic tool has permitted members of a community to perceive themselves as part 

of a broader entity. What Anderson calls ‘print-capitalism,’ allowed nations to instil a 

unifying cultural resemblance between diverse groups inhabiting a particular 

geographical area. Based on a common language, this emerging form of nationalism 

entices individuals into conceptualizing their part in an “imagined community.” 

Furthermore, this identification with a broader, nationalistic identity has the power to 

persuade millions of people to die for a cause as arbitrary as borders or nationalistic 

pride.  

Another crucial element stressed by Anderson is that nations should exhibit 

historical continuity in terms of an affinity with dead generations one has never met.22 In 

the context of football, tales of legendary exploits of past international players—such as 

Pelé, Diego Maradona or George Best-- are passed on from generation to generation. 

When football is transposed in the realm of geopolitics and, more to the point, in the 

case of nations invaded or annexed by another state, the previous international football 

matches become part of a national genealogy that supports the national claims of the 

conquered. For example, Palestinians are quick to claim that the Mandate Palestine 

football team which was established in 1928 and attempted to qualify—but ultimately 

failed—for the 1934 and 1938 World Cup of Football, and this is part of such a national 

narrative. They refer to this national football club because they believe it gives them a 

legitimacy of living in Palestine. Being in direct combat with Zionist historians, who want 

to erase Palestinian culture and history from existence, this club has become 

accustomed to proving there was a Palestine before Israel. Another example are the 

three Baltic republics, who regained their independence from the former Soviet Union. 
 
20Ibid. pg. 3. 
21 Ibid. pg. 36. 
22Ibid., pg. 181. 
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Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania played international football from the 1920’s to the early 

1940’s, only to recommence their football federations in 1991 after the Soviet Union had 

collapsed. 

James C. Scott’s Hidden Transcripts is about the assertion that the powerless 

are obliged to adopt a defensive stance of subservience, respect and humility in the 

presence of the powerful.  Conversely, the oppressors are required to emphasize their 

power in the public sphere in order to continue their hegemonic control of the 

subordinate. Scott termed these contrasting languages and behaviours as a ‘hidden 

transcript.’ He stated that "Every subordinate group creates . . . a hidden transcript that 

represents a critique of power spoken behind the back of the dominant."23  The 

perception of the public transcript is frequently contradicted through songs, speeches, 

gestures, and rituals. In order to understand the resistance of the marginalized, Scott 

suggested that the reader needs to interpret the oral sources to successfully understand 

the powerless. This is what my thesis will attempt, by interviewing my interlocutors and 

attending Wehdat football matches. 

This work also builds upon and contributes to foundational historiography about 

Palestinian identity as well as more recent research on Palestinian refugees in Jordan. 

Various scholars24 share the belief that Nakba can be defined as “the shared trauma of 

1948, which all still had to come to terms with, cemented and universalized a common 

identity as Palestinians.”25 While I would not dispute the concept of Nakba being a “key 

event in the Palestinian calendar, the baseline for histories and the sorting of 

generations”26 I do believe it is imperative to move beyond 1948 when it comes to 

Palestinian identity.   

 
23 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden transcripts, (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1990) pg. xii. 
24 See: Rashid Khalidi, Palestinian Identity: The Construction of Modern National Consciousness, 

(New York: Columbia University Press, 2010), Ahmad H. Sa’di and Lila Abu-Lughod, (eds), 
Nakba, Palestine, 1948 and the Claims of Memory, (New York: Colombia University Press, 
2007), Meir Litvak,  Palestinian Collective Memory and National Identity, (New York: Palgrave 
MacMillan, 2009) 

25 Khalidi, Palestinian Identity, pg. 194. 
26 Ibid. pg. 194 
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Ted Swedenburg presents another aspect of Palestinian identity.27 My thesis is 

heavily influenced by his work. He complicates and offers an alternative to nationalist 

historiographies by focusing on popular memory, highlighting differences in historical 

accounts. My thesis follows Swedenburg’s efforts to find an alternative narrative not 

created by the Palestinian elite. Similar to Swedenbrug, my thesis uses interviews with 

refugees to complicate the narrative of a uniform Palestinian identity. 

Nabil Marshood’s Refugee Life: Voices from the Camps: A People’s History of 

Palestinian Refugees in Jordan28 allows readers to comprehend Palestinian refugees in 

six different refugee camps in Jordan. The goal of Refugee Life is to bring “refugee camp 

life and its people much closer, so one can face—and hopefully understand—their reality 

as well as their humanity.”29Marshood’s book depicts the hopelessness, desperation and 

misery of the conditions in the camps. He does this by writing elaborate descriptions of 

his camp experiences and by the refugees discussing their lives in Palestine and their 

desire to return. While my thesis will highlight the hardships of Palestinian refugees in 

Jordan, it will primarily focus on Palestinian identity and politics.  

Marshood and I had to undergo similar procedures in order to gain access to the 

camps. The duration of his fieldwork was a month longer than mine and he had more 

than forty interviews to my twenty-one. Nabil took advantage of the contacts he made at 

the Department of Palestinian Affairs to guide him through the camps and give him 

access to interview various refugees. I elected not to use the contacts made at the DPA 

because I believed it would have hindered my interlocutors from delving into sensitive 

issues organically. Given the lack of criticism the refugees voiced towards the 

government in Refugee Life, I suspect my instincts were correct in not having 

government officials present while I interviewed a refugee.   

 
27 Ted Swedenburg, Memories of a Revolt: The 1936-1939 Rebellion and the Palestinian National 

Past, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003).  
28 Nabil Marshood, Refugee Life: Voices from the Camps: A People’s History of Palestinian 

Refugees in Jordan, (Maryland: Rowman and Littlefield Publishing Group, 2010).  
29 Marshood, Refugee Life. pg. xviii. 
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1.2 Methodology 

Originally, my goal for this thesis was to only interview camp-based refugees. 

Ultimately, as more Palestinians living outside the camps spoke with me about my work, 

the focus shifted to include a wider Palestinian community. This allowed me to interview 

Palestinians from different demographics, ensuring my work would be more diverse.  

Challenges of the Field study 

During my time in Jordan in 2012, I was able to attain clearance to enter three 

Palestinian refugee camps. Those camps were al-Hussein, Irbid and Wehdat. 

Throughout my visits, I spoke with refugees and non-refugees and discussed issues with 

people in positions of authority, such as the Department of Palestinian Affairs (DPA), 

United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East 

(UNRWA) and executives of al-Wehdat. 

The camps are relatively isolated, conservative and homogenous communities. 

While their geographical origins may be different, the residents are of Palestinian origin 

and the Islamic faith.  

Issues of Control 

Attaining access to the camps is complicated for a number of reasons. There are 

several institutional and cultural devices of control over the camps and their residents 

which took months to overcome before I could proceed with my research. In order to 

follow proper procedures, a permit from the Jordanian Department of Palestinian Affairs 

(DPA) was required before accessing the camps and refugees. Having reservations 

regarding potential government bureaucracy, I began to fill out my paperwork online and 

submitted all the necessary information four months before my arrival. While I received a 

conditional approval (which took two months to attain), I still had to visit the DPA in 

person to submit a letter from my university, introducing me to them. 

When I had the DPA permit in my hand, I had been granted legitimate presence 

in the camps and was allowed to speak to Palestinian refugees. However, this permit 

was conditional and I was advised to contact the DPA when I wanted to commence my 
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research in the camps, so they could arrange interviews for me as well as provide me 

with two armed guards and a translator.  

At that moment, it became blatantly obvious there was much anxiety and control 

over whom would be allowed to visit the camps and for what purpose. It also seemed 

apparent that the authorities had control over what a refugee could and could not do. I 

would have never known if these potential interlocutors were coerced into speaking to 

me. It is doubtful I would have obtained useful information from potential interlocutors, 

having two armed guards in the same room with us. This would have deterred them from 

establishing trust with me, particularly as people in the camps were discussing Jordanian 

Secret Police patrolling the streets, looking for potential dissidents to the King.   

Self-Awareness 

Once I had gained access to the camps, to the people who lived there, and to 

their families and friends, I had to face the challenges of being an outsider. In her work 

with Japanese immigrants in the UK, Susan Burton discussed the consequences of 

being an insider or outsider to the group being interviewed.30 To acquire interviews with 

people who lived in the camps, I had to establish trust, and my identity—as Caucasian, 

Canadian, male, Christian, non-Arabic speaker and as a foreigner—could be seen as an 

issue. For some it was a source of suspicion, as they could not understand why 

someone with no ethnic ties would want to be involved in this research. Having dark hair 

and light eyes and having knowledge about the history of the Middle East had some 

questioning whether I was an Israeli spy. For others, my background was perceived as 

exotic. It was perhaps inspiring to them that someone with no ethnic ties would take an 

interest in Palestinian-Jordanian politics.  

The relationship between the interviewer and the interlocutor is important in oral 

history because interlocutors will likely withhold parts of their story if the interview is not 

occurring in a safe and comfortable setting.  Accessibility to people to interview is easier 

 
30 Susan K. Burton, “Issues in Cross-Cultural Interviewing: Japanese women in England,” in The 

Oral History Reader, edited by Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson (New York and London: 
Routledge, 2003). 
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when the interviewer is part of the community or is an insider. Ted Swedenburg alludes 

to this fact when he discusses how Palestinians would have been leery of him had his 

research partner, a Palestinian named Sonia, not been present during the interviews 

because the men he interviewed were mistrustful of foreigners. Sonia’s ethnicity made 

her a “native” and thus, somewhat of an insider. Similarly to Swedenburg, I had a 

Palestinian friend—who also acted as my translator-- accompany me on my interviews. 

Hind worked for an NGO in Jordan and works as an English and Italian translator, is one 

of the lead organizers for Amman’s Anti-Israeli Apartheid week and is the daughter of a 

member of the PFLP. The PFLP are a leftist organization led by Orthodox Christian, 

George Habash, and was committed to linking the Palestinian movement to the cause of 

social revolution in the Arab world.  Hind was very helpful in inciting conversation with 

those interviewed.  However, her presence did not influence my being accepted as an 

insider as she too was an outsider of sorts; she was not part of the everyday camp 

community. 

Protocol of how to conduct an interview was also an issue that made me an 

outsider to potential interlocutors. Canada is one of the leading nations in regard to the 

rights and ethics of conducting interviews for research. When a researcher’s work 

requires interviews, they must go through a process of making the potential interlocutor 

sign an informed consent form.  Informed consent allows for the potential interlocutor to 

confirm they are consenting to the interview process. Usually, this is done in the form of 

a document signed by the subject or they verbally agree on a recording. The consent 

form relays all pertinent and relevant research information--such as risks and benefits-- 

to the potential subject, allowing the potential interlocutor to make an informed decision 

regarding participation. I was told by many of my interlocutors that culturally, this was an 

unorthodox approach. To the people in Amman, the fact that they agreed to do the 

interview was as much consent as one needed. To either sign or verbally confirm their 

consent was at times viewed with great suspicion.  

Another issue that affects the relationship between the interviewer and the 

interlocutor is the power relationship between the parties. Interlocutors may feel 

compelled to answer in a particular way or speak only about certain aspects of their 

experiences if they feel an uneven power relationship. According to oral historian Joanna 

Bornat, in order to achieve a shared collaboration and accomplish all the aims of oral 
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history, it is imperative that the project is collaborative.31 In my interviews, by presenting 

myself as a student conducting research, my interlocutors—some of whom were 

University students themselves—wanted to help me do well and spoke with me candidly 

and openly after a relationship of trust had been built. Despite efforts to ensure 

collaboration, I still had significant power as I decided what questions to ask, which 

interviews I would use as well as how to incorporate them into this work.32 

Political Sensitivities 

Refugees are the embodiment of political conflicts. As a result, speaking with 

them must be done in a sensitive manner because their lives are always at risk. I met 

with refugees under the utmost discretion and changed the names of those who 

requested to use an alias.  

When I was conducting my research, many people in Amman were caught up in 

the spirit of the Arab Spring. The Arab Spring began in Tunisia on December 18, 2010. 

When the government in Tunisia was overthrown on January 14, 2011, citizens in most 

Arab countries began a series of peaceful and violent anti-government protests, 

uprisings and rebellions.  

As a result of the Arab Spring reaching its peak in Jordan, there were daily 

protests and police brutality towards those protestors. Secret police were everywhere, 

trying to eavesdrop on whether people were conspiring against King Abdullah II. Given 

the political climate at the time, I was unable to interview as many people as I had 

originally planned, because I was told the informed consent was being viewed as a 

signed or verbal confession. 

It should be noted that the camps are highly politicized. As a result, if you are 

able to get an interview with someone, it is going to be with a person with the same 
 
31 Joanna Bornat, “Reminiscence and Oral History: Parallel Universes or Shared Endeavor?” in 

The Oral History Reader, edited by Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson, (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2006). 

32 For more information about shared authority, see Michael Frisch, A Shared Authority: Essays 
on the Craft and Meaning of Oral and Public History, (New York: State University of New York 
Press, 1990). 
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political allegiance. I spoke with a Palestinian named Eyad, who lived in Jabal Amman. 

Eyad had intended to make a film about the socio-political rivalry between al-Wehdat 

and Faisali. Because he had no political affiliation with anyone in the refugee camps, 

Eyad stopped production of the film because nobody in the camps would speak with 

him.  Since Hind’s father was formerly involved with the PFLP, the majority of my 

interlocutors were leftist and the offspring of PFLP members. 

Physical Space and Environment 

Prior to my trip to Jordan, I had intended to visit the refugees in their homes. I 

assumed this would make them more comfortable and perhaps would allow the 

interlocutor’s family to contribute their thoughts. Once I arrived at the camps, it became 

evident that interview setting was not going to be attainable because Palestinian 

refugees in these camps do not have a ‘home.’ They have a small ‘housing unit,’ and 

they do not spend most of their waking hours there.  

Palestinian refugees do not have a space to sit down together as a family. 

Residents experience intrusions on a daily basis from various people. Noise in the 

camps is never-ending as there really is no private time and space. As a result, my 

interviews were done in public, but secluded areas. Many interviews were done in the 

headquarters of al-Wehdat and in the park within the University of Jordan.   

Data Collection 

Almost all the information I obtained was in public. With the exception of a few 

introductory questions, I did not have a checklist of questions to ask my interlocutors. 

The questions asked were open-ended and followed up with questions based on the 

interlocutors’ answers. The majority of my interviews were recorded, as I found it easier 

to reflect back on an interview by listening to it on recording.  
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Language and Non Verbal Communication 

Language goes beyond grammatical structure. Language has deeper cultural 

and emotional ties. Understanding emotional tones and context helps immensely 

because when people speak of their land, their camp or famous people who inspired 

them, it is based on their own experiences. Due to my outsider status of being from a 

foreign country and a completely different culture and requiring a translator, I did not fully 

understand the nuances of Palestinian gestures and non-verbal cues, which in oral 

history are all clues to oral ambiance, topic orientation and claims to authority.33 As 

Elizabeth Tonkin states, without being able to reproduce those non-verbal signs, it is 

difficult to fully evaluate a speaker’s remark.34This issue has been greatly debated 

amongst oral historians35 who have discussed the importance of embedding digital and 

visual elements into projects to ensure that these cues, which can tell us as much as 

words, are represented in the final product. To some of the younger interlocutors who 

moved outside of the camp to attend the University of Jordan, this was less of an issue 

as they were fluent in English and tried to incorporate as much ‘American’ speech as 

they could. Regardless, it was inevitable that some pertinent information was lost as 

some things do not translate from one language to another.  

Hind took the time to explain cultural nuances to me while she translated. More 

importantly, I could understand what she was saying. One of the surprising challenges I 

had in Jordan was discovering most English translators could barely speak English.  

 

 
33 Elizabeth Tonkin, Narrating Our Pasts: The Social Construction of Oral History, (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1992), pg. 40. 
34Ibid. pg. 40. 
35 See for instance: Tracy E. K’Meye and A. Gleen Crothers, “If I See Some of This in Writing, I’m 

going to Shoot You’: Reluctant Narrators, Taboo Topics, and the Ethical Dilemmas of the Oral 
Historian,” in The Oral History Review 34, no. 1 (2007): 71-93, Charles Hardyll, “Authoring in 
Sound: Aural History, Radio and the Digital Revolution,” in Oral History Reader, edited by 
Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson, (London and New York: Routledge, 2003), pg. 393-406, 
Linda Shopes, “Oral History and the Study of Communities: Problems, Paradoxes and 
Possibilities, The Journal of American History 89, no.2 (2002): pg. 588-598, Lana Rings, “The 
Oral Interview and Cross-Cultural Understanding in the Foreign Language Classroom,” Foreign 
Language Annals, vol. 39, issue. 1 (2006), pg. 43-53. 
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Cultural Sensitivities and Gender Relations 

It is imperative that the researcher be aware of the cultural sensitivities of the 

community. Topics of conversation—especially criticism of the King—required a 

dimension of self-control and was a taboo subject that I did not seek out. With the 

exception of two or three interlocutors, most were very hesitant to criticize the King until 

they became comfortable with me and Hind. Once the comfort level was achieved, they 

began to discuss their political experiences, which led to criticisms of the King.  

Cultural patterns—such as gender—was a very sensitive issue and subject to 

another form of control. I had open access to men in the camps. Those who invited me 

to the camps preferred to meet with me at al-Wehdat’s office or they did an interview in a 

secluded public area, such as a park. Many of the men knew of women who were big 

supporters of Wehdat, but did not want to introduce me due to cultural reasons. It was 

not until the end of my trip that I was able to interview a woman, she having heard from 

an acquaintance about my research and decided that she wanted to be interviewed. She 

asked our mutual acquaintance to arrange a meeting between us.  

Initially, I was hesitant to have Hind as my translator because she is a female 

and is aware of these gender dynamics. However, as a result of her father having been 

a respected member of the PFLP in Jordan, none of the men I interviewed had an issue 

speaking with Hind. With the exception of speaking with one high ranking official of al-

Wehdat, Hind was never timid or passive when talking to these men.  

My thesis is structured thematically and in addition to the introduction and 

conclusion, it is divided into three chapters. Each chapter focuses on a different aspect 

of identity. Chapter two historicizes Palestinian refugees in Jordan to establish the 

historical relationship between the Jordanian state and Palestinian refugees since 1948. 

Chapter two also demonstrates how history has highlighted the marginalization of 

refugees.  Chapter three examines how the football club al-Wehdat plays a role in 

creating and establishing identity for Palestinians in Jordan. Chapter four examines 

stadium dynamics and how fans of Wehdat are able to politicize their football experience 

while being heavily surveilled. Chapter four also emphasizes the importance of football 

songs, to reaffirm Palestinians’ identity and to provide a political platform for Palestinians 
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in Jordan. When read together, these chapters demonstrate how Palestinians in Jordan 

use Wehdat as a tool to create their own identity as well as a political platform to rally the 

masses.
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Chapter 2.  
 
Historicizing Palestinian Refugees in Jordan 

The first major arrival of Palestinians in Jordan occurred at a time when Jordan 

was only two years removed from gaining their independence from Britain. The state 

was trying to nationalize Jordanian tribes by giving them plots of land and giving strong 

tribes positions in the government in exchange for loyalty. In other words, tribal affiliation 

was associated with one’s self-definition of Jordan. The large influx of Palestinians, 

leading to Palestinians outnumbering ‘native’ Jordanians in Jordan has led to numerous 

clashes, leading up to the Jordanian Civil War in 1970. Since the Civil War, the tribal 

relations between the reigning King and East Bank Jordanians are addressed during 

political disputes whenever East Bank Jordanians and Palestinian relations have 

become polarized. This chapter will divide the history of Palestinians in Jordan into four 

phases, beginning with the 1948 Nakba and will demonstrate how each phase shaped 

and affected Palestinian identity and nationalism. After historicizing Palestinians in 

Jordan, I historicize the football club al-Wehdat and demonstrate their importance to 

Palestinian nationalism and identity as well as illustrating how al-Wehdat is used as a 

political platform for Palestinians in Jordan since their inception.   

2.1. 1948-1967 

The fragile political situation of two nations--ethnic Jordanians and Palestinians-- 

comprising the Jordanian nation-state, originated from the partition of Palestine in 1948. 

Prior to the Arab-Israeli War of 1948, the population of Jordan was estimated at 

340,000.1The tension between Palestinians and Jordanians began with the Arab-Israeli 

War. This war pitted Israel against Egypt, Syria, Jordan and Lebanon. It was a war that 
 
1 Brand, Palestinians in the Arab World, pg. 150. 
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saw Israel easily defeat the Arab states to attain statehood. Palestinians came to refer to 

the war as al-Nakba, or the catastrophe. With the Israeli expulsion of Palestinians and 

King Abdullah successfully annexing the West Bank after the war, more than 700, 000 

Palestinian refugees fled from their homes and were added to Jordan’s population.2  

During 1948 and 1949, Arab governments were primarily responsible for 

supporting Palestinian refugees. With many refugees being destitute and unsheltered, 

there was a concern that many would not survive the winter.  It became clear that the 

governments were unable and unwilling to cope with the situation.3 In 1949, the United 

Nations Economic Survey Mission examined the repercussions of the 1948-49 war and 

concluded that the total number of refugees was 762,000, where 652,000 were 

considered in need, while an additional 971,243 were on relief in Arab countries as of 

September 30, 1949.4 As a result, they recommended establishing an organization that 

would oversee the refugee problem. With Resolution 302 of December 8, 1949, the 

United Nations General Assembly created the United Nations Relief and Works Agency 

for Palestine refugees in the Near East (UNRWA), which began its operations on May 1, 

1950.5  

The purpose for formation of UNRWA was to 'rehabilitate' refugees by making 

them self-sufficient, provide welfare and create employment opportunities. When 

UNRWA began, less than thirty percent of the refugees lived in camps.6  Originally, tents 

were provided for shelter, with hopes of a swift resolution to the refugee crisis. When it 

became apparent that the refugee problem would not be resolved in the near future, in 

1955-1956 tents were replaced with small block structures covered with metal roofs. 

With the goal to integrate refugees into society--thus denying Palestinians a chance to 

 
2 Laurie A. Brand, “Palestinians and Jordanians: A Crisis of Identity,” in Journal of Palestine 

Studies, Vol. 24, No. 4 (University of California Press Summer, 1995), pg. 47. 
3 Benny Morris, "The Initial Absorption of the Palestinian Refugees in the Arab Host Countries, 

1948-1949" pg.253-73, in Anna Bramwell (ED), Refugees in the Age of Total War, (London: 
Unwin Hyman,1988), pg. 265. 

4 A Brief History of UNRWA 1950-1962, UNRWA Reviews, Information Paper 1 (Beirut: UNRWA, 
September 1982), pg.1-2 in Laurie A. Brand, Palestinians in the Arab World, pg. 127. 

5 Helena Lindholm Schulz and Juliane Hammer, The Palestinian Diaspora: Formation of identities 
and politics of Homeland, (New York: Routledge, 2003), pg.355.  

6 Brand, Palestinians in the Arab World, pg. 150. 
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return to their home-- UNRWA expanded health care services as well as vocational 

training programs, education and a program of small-scale loans for development 

projects to provide refugees the skills to support themselves. As a result, refugees 

viewed UNRWA with suspicion because the UN had partitioned Palestine and was 

therefore partly responsible for their displacement.  One interviewed Palestinian stated, 

the purpose of UNRWA assistance was to "stuff our mouths with bread so that we could 

not talk."7 However, Palestinians held onto their UNRWA ration cards as though it were 

title to their lost homeland, not a piece of paper to be surrendered when economic self-

sufficiency was achieved.8  Despite its international aid efforts, the relief UNRWA 

provided had "been no more than bare minimum. . . The rations are meagre and 

unvarying and would hardly sustain a person who depended solely on them for any long 

period."9 Consequently, those who lived near Israel's borders conducted raids to attain 

food for survival. 

A second agency organized to help world refugees is the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). This agency was established in 1951 by the 

Geneva Refugee Convention following World War II and was chartered to protect 

refugees and assist them with resettlement programs. UNHCR defines a refugee as a 

“person who is outside his or her country of nationality or habitual residence; has a well-

rounded fear of persecution because of his or her race, religion, nationality, membership 

of a particular social group or political opinion; and is unable or unwilling to avail himself 

or herself of the protection of that country, or to return there, for fear of 

persecution.”10The most significant difference between UNRWA and UNHCR is that 

Palestinians are not covered by UNHCR and are not offered protection or resettlement 

programs according to its mandate.11 These distinctions created a stratification of world 

refugees in which Palestinian refugees are placed into a second-class refugee status 
 
7 Marie-Louise Weighill, "Palestinians in Lebanon: The Politics of Assistance" in Journal of 

Refugee Studies, vol. 10, no. 3, pg. 294-313.  1997, pg. 306. 
8 Brand, Palestinians in the Arab World, pg. 152. 
9 Sam Hadawi, Bitter Harvest: Palestine Between 1914-1967, (New York: New World Press, 

1967), pg. 174. 
10 The 1951 Refugee Convention, United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 

Last Modified: 2015-09-25. http://www.unhcr.org/basics/BASICS/3c0f495f4.pdf  
11 Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees, 1951 Convention, Last Modified: 

2015-09-24. pg. 5-6. http://www.unhcr.org/protect/PROTECTION/3b66c2aa10.pdf  
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and where Palestinian refugees are not equal in treatment and status to other world 

refugees. Therefore, Palestinians’ imposed status of refugee is designated to a 

permanent international welfare and relief system that is not mandated to carry out 

resettlement programs.  

Amman New Camp (al-Wehdat Refugee Camp) 

The Palestinian refugee camp Wehdat is located in the southeast of Amman and 

was established in 1955. Originally, the camp accommodated 5,000 refugees who lived 

in 1,400 shelters constructed by UNRWA.12 In addition to constructing the refugee camp, 

UNRWA constructed various social facilities for youths. Prior to the Jordanian civil war, 

Palestinians in Jordan referred to Wehdat as al-jumhuriyya—the republic13-- implying that 

the King’s authority was not recognized inside the camp.  This was a result of the ’67 

war, when the PLO shifted from a Cairo-based puppet organization of Gamal Abdel 

Nasser to a Palestinian nationalist movement, devoted to armed struggle against Israel.  

The biggest factions in the PLO, Fatah and the Popular Front for the Liberation of 

Palestine (PFLP), had moved their headquarters to the Wehdat refugee camp. With the 

difficulties that surfaced in Jordan after the war, the PLO was able to establish political 

institutions that were perceived as a direct threat to the King. By 1971, all Palestinian 

institutions were shut down, political leaders were arrested or fled Jordan and those who 

stayed had to abandon political activity or go underground.  

Jordanization of Palestinians? 

Many of the Palestinian refugees who were scattered around in tents and 

degraded as a people, were able to obtain Jordanian citizenship. This was a deliberate 

attempt by the Jordanian government to promote Jordanian nationalism at the expense 

of Palestinian identity. Following Abdullah’s annexation of the West Bank, the Jordanian 

government prohibited the use of the word “Palestine” on government documents or 

even in the names of youth or community groups. This added to the sense of alienation 

amongst Palestinians, despite the King’s goal of the “Jordanization” of both 

 
12 Tuastad, “Political Role of Football” pg. 109. 
13 Ibid, pg. 109. 
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communities.14 The process of Jordanization of Palestinians could be detected in 

Jordanian schools. There was an attempt to suppress Palestinian identity through the 

use of education. 

This was the Jordanian government attempting to force assimilation and 

consequently ensuring Palestinians’ narrative became “invisible” in Jordan..15 Through 

the exclusion of Palestinians in textbooks, the belief was that Jordan could be perceived 

as a unified, non-fragmented nation. More significantly, Jordan’s national identity was 

coming into existence not only by excluding the Palestinian people, but mainly through 

the appropriation of their land as well as their history and memory.16They subsumed 

Palestinian identity by using pan-Arabism and by redrawing a map of Jordan to expand 

Jordan’s borders all the way to the Mediterranean. This was made possible through the 

legal process of unification that allowed Jordan to claim the Palestinian land and people 

as theirs, and with that, theoretically make Palestinians invisible and non-existent.17 In 

other words, once King Abdullah formally annexed the West Bank at the Jericho 

Conference in 1948, the process of Jordanizing Palestinians in Jordan had begun.  

Economic and political sway returned to Jordan in the 1950’s, as large amounts 

of Western financial assistance had been awarded to the King.  The money had enabled 

the Jordanian bureaucracy to expand exponentially.  As a result, the government 

became the principal employer in Jordan, resulting in a large technocratic class that 

developed an interest in preserving its position and expanding its power base. Potential 

regime supporters who were ‘native’ Jordanian, were offered jobs and grants. These 

concessions led to opposition parties being dissolved, mobilized and activist Palestinians 

being isolated.  

 

 
 
14 Brand, “A Crisis of Identity,” pg. 52. 
15 Riad M. Nasser, Palestinian Identity in Jordan and Israel: The Necessary ‘Other’ in the Making 

of a Nation,” (New York: Routledge, 2005), pg. 139. 
16 Ibid, pg. 140 
17 Ibid. 
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The PLO 

In 1964, the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) was established under the 

sponsorship of the Arab league. Initially, it was designed to restrict the activity of 

Palestinian resistance to prevent the Palestinian movement from operating 

independently. It was originally based (and set up) in Gamal Abdel Nasser’s Egypt. This 

was significant because Gamal Abdel Nasser, an Arab socialist, was opposed to 

monarchies, such as Jordan’s. With the Egyptian appointment of the PLO’s first leader, 

Ahmad Shuqayri and other traditional Palestinian notables to serve Nasser, the tension 

between the PLO and Jordan became more apparent.  

One faction that eventually came under the PLO umbrella was Fateh. Between 

1958 and 1965, Fateh's founders spread their ideas among the dispersed Palestinian 

masses, recruited followers, trained them militarily, armed them, and prepared them for 

the revolution. Fateh's ideology of emphasizing Palestinian nationalism and recovering 

Palestinian homeland was popular with the masses. They used the 1936-1939 

Palestinian Revolt to correlate with contemporary resistance. This Palestinian centered 

historiography cut across religious and class lines and provided an appealing message 

to a variety of Palestinians.18 Not only did it help solidify a Palestinian national identity, it 

also restored the Palestinian aspect back into the Arab-Israeli conflict. Fateh's popularity 

also stemmed from the fact that most of their leaders had the experience of refugee life 

after the 1948 war, whereas the original members of the PLO were notables and did not 

experience such hardship.  

Unlike Ahmad al-Shuqayri’s PLO, which supported Nasser's ideology, Fateh 

became popular amongst the masses when they adopted a militant, independent path 

that fragmented Arab strategy over Shuqayri's leadership and the nature of the 

Palestinian struggle. This was in large part due to the military arm of Fateh, al-Asifa 

commencing sabotage operations against Israel from Jordan, Jordan's closure of the 

PLO headquarters in Jerusalem in 1966, the Arab defeat and loss of the West Bank and 

Gaza in 1967 and Ahmad al-Shuqayri's association to these losses which caused 

 
18 Swedenburg, Memories of Revolt. pg. 23. 
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increased popularity for Fateh. This popularity was also a result of the level of inflated 

damage Fateh claimed their operations had successfully attained, which the Palestinian 

public believed, thereby boosting morale. After 1967, Fateh moved its operations to 

Jordan where it enjoyed tremendous success recruiting, training and organizing 

Palestinian youths. The PLO’s presence in the late sixties encouraged resistance 

against projects intended to reduce the refugee problem to a humanitarian matter, as 

reflected in a popular verse: “Ignite the fire in the tents and throw away the ration-cards, 

no peace nor surrender, until we liberate Palestine.”19Their popularity increased as they 

rejected UN Resolution 242 in 1967 because they refused to recognize Israel's right to 

exist and they disliked the fact that the resolution mentioned the Palestinians only as a 

refugee problem. In 1969, Yasir Arafat, leader of Fateh, became the elected chairman of 

the entire PLO organization. Having connections with PLO factions became just as 

important as maintaining connections with UNRWA. Omar, a refugee in Jordan's al-

Baqa' camp, summarized the PLO’s influence in camps by stating the PLO was the "real 

authority in the camp in the period between 1969–1971, and they intervened in the 

distribution of the tents, administration, and so on. There were also military camps for 

girls and boys . . .we struggled for liberation. . . . The Jordanian state had authority 

without power and the resistance movement had power without authority."20  

Fateh's attacks from Jordanian territory into Israel in 1965 and Israel's 

subsequent retaliations exacerbated the border situation. Jordanian leaders perceived 

Fateh as a dangerous threat not only because of their involvement in border incidents 

that triggered Israeli retaliations, but also because of its potential threat to the regime's 

stability.  

After the June War of 1967, Arab states not only failed to liberate Palestine, they 

managed to lose additional areas of Palestinian territory to Israel. An additional 250,000 

to 300,000 Palestinians took refuge in the East Bank, requiring emergency outlets for 

 
19 Randa Farah, " Refugee Camps in the Palestinian and Sahrawi National Liberation 

Movements: A Comparative Perspective," Journal of Palestine Studies, (Vol. 38, No. 2 Winter, 
2009), pp. 76-93, pg. 86. 

20 Omar interview by Randa Farah, al-Baqa’ camp, Jordan, 15 March 1996, in Farah, " Refugee 
Camps in the Palestinian and Sahrawi National Liberation Movements” pg. 85. 
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food and shelter.21 Consequently, “refugees” of the 1967 war who moved into Jordan 

were referred to as “displaced persons,” signifying their status as internally migrant 

individuals who were distinguished from the refugees of 1948. Furthermore, the group of 

displaced persons from the war had originated from Gaza. Since Gaza was under 

Egyptian rule from 1948-1967, those displaced persons were not and still are not 

considered Jordanian citizens despite residing in Jordan.  

Disillusioned with Arab leadership, many Palestinian activists concluded the only 

way Palestine would be liberated is if Palestinians themselves assumed responsibility of 

leadership. The Arab defeat of 1967 saw the transformation of the PLO from a Cairo 

based bureaucracy to an independent resistance organization devoted to an armed 

struggle against Israel. The PLO also aided the growth of Palestinian nationalism while 

providing an alternate identity for many Palestinians who were not willing to embrace the 

Jordanian identity. This was a turning point in the Palestinian nationalist movement 

because the Arab states were defeated and in dismay, resulting in an increase in the 

number of people joining Palestinian fida'iyyin organizations. The Arab defeat to the 

Israelis discredited the Arab regimes, which meant their military and internal security had 

been breached. Therefore, civilian support for the regime was shaken, allowing for 

armed resistance Palestinian movements to operate freely in Jordan. The weakened 

Jordanian state afforded Palestinian institutions their greatest opportunity to develop and 

expand in Jordan.   

2.2. 1968-1970 

In 1968 the PLO moved their operations to Jordan and became a threat to King 

Hussein. The PLO (particularly Fatah) spread their influence in cities and refugee camps 

while attacking Israel. While King Hussein considered himself a commando against 

Israel, Israel’s counterattacks on Jordan were taking a toll. In response, the King 

decreed restrictions to the rebels to limit their presence in Jordan, resulting in a skirmish 

between the rebels and the Bedouins.  

 
21 Brand, Palestinians in the Arab World, pg. 157. 
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The extreme groups under the PLO, such as the marxist Popular Front for the 

Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) and the Popular Democratic Front for the Liberation of 

Palestine (PDFLP) began to attack post offices in Amman, ambushed army vehicles and 

tried to assassinate the King in 1970 because they believed they needed a broader 

liberation front where the Arab masses would participate to rid themselves of the old 

regimes of the Arab world, such as King Hussein. In September 1970, the PFLP 

hijacked four airliners and landed three of them in a territory in Jordan that they defined 

as liberated.  In what has been referred as Black September Civil War, on September 

15, 1970, the Jordanian army was sent to defeat the Palestinian guerrillas. The 

casualties of the ten-day civil war have been estimated at more than 3,000 Palestinians 

killed, and up to 20,000 killed in the ten-month civil war that followed.22 As there were 

many leaders of organizations under the PLO living in Wehdat, no camp suffered more 

injuries, deaths and destruction. Moreover, a major empty void in the camps became 

apparent as the PLO left for Lebanon after the ceasefire was signed.  

2.3. 1971-1989 

In 1950, Jordan created a law making it illegal for a person to articulate a distinct 

Palestinian identity in public. While there were political opposition parties in Jordan like 

the pan-Arab Baath and the Muslim Brotherhood, these parties enforced that both 

Palestinians and Jordanians integrate together, rather than be separated by nationhood. 

Once martial law was declared by the King in 1967, all political organizations and 

parliament was suspended. This lack of political accessibility for Palestinians led to 

frustration, which contributed to the civil war.  After the civil war, the 1950 law forbidding 

references to a distinct Palestinian identity became heavily enforced.  

Theoretically, the Jordanian government had hoped the end of the civil war would 

bring about the end of two separate nationalisms, resulting in one uniform Jordanian 

identity. To be Jordanian after the civil war meant having loyalty to the Hashemite family, 

upholding Islamic tradition and practice the values of Jordan’s tribal roots. 

Palestinianism, pan-Arabism, secularism and Marxism were eradicated from this post-
 
22 Yaacov Shimoni, Political Dictionary of the Arab World, (New York, Macmillan, 1987), pg. 260. 
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civil war Jordanian identity.23 Palestinians, particularly those living in the refugee camps, 

were under strict, segregated surveillance. If their segregation from this Jordanian 

identity was even remotely construed as being Palestinian, the individual was 

subjugated by being charged with a crime. With such a strict enforcement, the football 

arena emerged as a place where Palestinians could gather and express their identity as 

well as their political voice.  

1980s 

In 1983, Jordan introduced colour coded travel cards for Jordanians of 

Palestinian origin. Residents with West Bank origins were given a green card to aid their 

travel to enter the West Bank under Israeli occupation; West Bankers who moved from 

the West Bank to the East Bank were given a yellow card. The purpose of these cards 

was so Jordanian authorities at the King Hussein (Allenby) Bridge—the only crossing 

point between Jordan and occupied West Bank— could keep statistics on the movement 

and number of West Bankers that had crossed into Jordan, to ensure they returned. 

Ensuring the return of West Bankers was important because it helped counter Israel’s 

plans of a Zionist resettlement in the West Bank. The introduction of colour coded cards 

also created three tiers of citizenship rights, which differentiated between original East 

Bank Jordanians and the two groups of West Bank origin Jordanians (whom Jordanian 

law still considered Jordanian citizens with equal rights). As a result of this new 

classification, Jordanians residing in the West Bank sometimes lost their right to live in 

the East Bank.   

In 1987, Jordan made amendments to their 1954 Nationality law. Article 3 of the 

law specified the following groups as being qualified for Jordanian nationality: 

(3) Any person whose father holds Jordanian nationality 

(4) Any person born in the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan of a mother 
holding Jordanian nationality and of a father of unknown 
nationality or of a Stateless father or whose affiliation is not 
established; 

 
23Iris Fruchter-Ronen, “Black September: 1970-71Events and their Impact on the Formation of 

Jordanian National Identity.” Civil Wars 10, no.3 (2008): pg. 244-260. pg. 252. 
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(5) Any person born in the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan of unknown 
parents, as a foundling in the Kingdom shall be considered 
born in the Kingdom pending evidence to the contrary.24 

This discriminatory nationality law against women is incredibly problematic in a 

country like Jordan because of its high refugee population. The registered refugee 

Palestinian population in Jordan alone is 2,097,33825 in a country that has 7.9 million 

people.26Experts estimate that Jordan’s discriminatory nationality laws directly affect 

more than 65,000 Jordanian women and as many as 500,000 children.27 In other words, 

because they do not acquire the mother’s citizenship upon marriage, the husband and 

children are considered non-citizens. This means they do not have access to free public 

education, they do not have right to residency—meaning they have to apply and hope 

they are granted permanent residence-- or a right to employment.   

In 1988, at the height of the first Palestinian intifada (uprising) against Israeli 

military occupation, King Hussein decided to sever legal ties to the West Bank. While it 

is disputed as to why these ties were severed, King Hussein claims it was to give the 

PLO full recognition as being Palestinian representatives and deference to Palestinian 

wishes of national autonomy.28 A consequence of this decision was that green card 

holders—those who habitually lived in the West Bank—became Palestinian citizens, 

while those who were living in Jordan or abroad were Jordanian. In other words, 

overnight, more than a million Palestinians had their Jordanian citizenship revoked.29To 

this day, green card holders are still at risk of losing their citizenship.  

 
24 Kingdom of Jordan, Law No. 6 of 1954 on Nationality (last amended 1987), 1 January 1954, 

Last Modified: 2015-09-25. http://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b4ea13.html 
25 The United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East 

(UNRWA) Last Modified: 2015-09-25. http://www.unrwa.org/where-we-work/jordan  
26Central Intelligence Agency, “The World Factbook: Jordan” Last Modified: 2015-09-25. 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/jo.html 
27 Catherine Warrick, Law in the Service of Legitimacy: Gender and Politics in Jordan, (Burlington, 

Vt.: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2009), pg. 106. 
28 Human Rights Watch, Stateless Again: Palestinian-origin Jordanians Deprived of their 

Nationality, (New York: February 2nd, 2010), pg. 2. Last Modified: 2015-09-25. 
http://www.hrw.org/reports/2010/02/01/stateless-again-0 

29 Ibid. 
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2.4. 1990 to Present 

In their attempt to sign a peace treaty with Israel—which they successfully signed 

in 1994-- over the course of the 1990s, the Jordanian regime gradually reversed many 

political reforms that were briefly introduced in the early 1990s. Given that the elected 

lower house of parliament (the Council of Deputies) would need to approve such a treaty 

with Israel, the King initiated a series of additional reforms to the electoral law that put 

the majority Palestinian population—who are predominately based around Amman-- at a 

disadvantage to the benefit of the ‘loyalist’ East Bank towns and rural areas. 

Parliamentary seats held greater importance in East Bank dominated areas. For 

example, some southern towns had one seat for every three thousand citizens, while 

districts in Amman where Palestinians were concentrated had one seat for every thirty 

thousand citizens.30 The electoral reforms had the desired effect of producing a 

compliant, loyalist-dominated assembly, and the peace treaty was signed in October, 

1994 and ratified shortly after. 

Other freedoms were also gradually reversed during the mid-1990s, including, 

notably, freedom of the press. A major boycott of the 1997 elections occurred because 

all the political parties and several prominent former government officials protested the 

manipulation of the elections law and of the press and publications law.31 Therefore, the 

new assembly of 1997 contained virtually no opposition figures, and the regime 

continued ridding of its political freedoms. 

2000s 

 After Jordan signed a peace treaty with Israel in 1994, their international support 

from America strengthened. Jordan had become one of the largest per capita 

beneficiaries in the world, receiving more than $1.696 billion from the US in cash 

assistance from 1997 to 2005 alone, in addition to development projects and expert 

 
30 Paul Amar and Vijay Prashad, Dispatches from the Arab Spring, (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2013), pg. 250. 
31Ellen Lust-Okar, “Reinforcing Informal Institutions through Authoritarian Elections: Insights from 

Jordan,” Middle East Law and Governance, Vol. 1, pp. 3-37, 2009. pg. 23. 
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assistance within government ministries.32 The government uses these finances to 

distribute to its most ardent and loyal supporters. While this enforces old tribal ties to 

support the King, it also ensures that most Palestinian-Jordanians remain politically 

marginalized.  

King Abdullah II’s ascent to the throne after his father died in 1999 did not bring 

in a new era of reform. In spring 2001, King Abdullah dismissed the parliament in 

anticipation  of elections scheduled for November. Those elections were never held, and 

the country remained without a parliament for two years. In the interim, the prime 

minister, who is appointed by the king, introduced “temporary” laws when parliament 

was not in session. More than 210 laws were introduced, including significant revisions 

to the public gatherings law that served as the primary legal reference point for political 

protests. 33 These laws required protestors to submit paperwork to the governor—and 

await his approval to give the applicant a permit—at least seventy-two hours before 

conducting an event. The most controversial provision was the clause indicating that the 

individual organizers would be held personally responsible for the cost of any damages 

to property that occurred during an event. This new law attempted to contain protests, 

which had escalated at that time because of the response to the outbreak of the second 

Palestinian Intifada in October 2000.  

As with previous elections, election law reforms preceded elections. Yet the 

revised law provided minimal changes:. A new electoral law in 2003 did not rectify the 

problem of underrepresentation, despite longstanding complaints by the opposition. 

While thirty new seats were added to parliament--of which almost 16% went to the two 

districts with the most significant Palestinian populations—Amman and Zarqa remained 

significantly underrepresented.34  By gerrymandering, the government pushed seats and 

opportunities to access state resources toward traditional bases of support for the 

 
32 See: United States Agency for International Development (USAID) in Jordan, overview of the 

Cash Transfer Sector, http://www.usaidjordan.org/sectors.cfm?inSector=23. Notably, the US 
provides more than three-quarters of Jordan's aid. See USAID, 2005 Congressional Budget 
Justification for Jordan, http://www.usaid.gov/policy/budget/cbj2005/ane/jo.html. 

33 Curtis Ryan and Jillian Schwedler, “Return to Democratization or New Hybrid Regime? The 
2003 Elections in Jordan” Middle East Policy 11 (2): 138–51, 2004. 

34 Lust-Okar, “Reinforcing Informal Institutions”,pg. 24. 
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regime. The government granted more seats to those districts in which the majority of 

the candidates (and the population) were of Transjordanian origin than they did to 

districts where the majority was of predominantly Palestinian origin.35 

As previously mentioned, Palestinians residing in Jordan began to be divided into 

groups since 1983 and began revoking Palestinian citizenship.  Presently, there are five 

different coloured carded groups of Palestinians in Jordan. In addition to green card 

holders, who have already been mentioned, other notable coloured card holders are: 

The yellow-card holders, who kept their citizenship after the disengagement of 

Palestine—but like the green card holders—are at a high risk of having their citizenship 

revoked.36 From these two groups, Jordan withdrew its nationality from Jordanians of 

Palestinian origin—over 2,700 persons between 2004 and 2008 alone—rendering these 

former Jordanian citizens stateless.37 The blue cardholders are the 1967 Palestinian 

refugees from the occupied Gaza Strip who are in Jordan and who were never given 

citizenship rights. Since they are not Jordanian, they cannot enjoy any of the benefits of 

citizenship. While they receive some support from UNRWA, any external support they 

receive must first be approved by Jordanian security. The newest group of cardholders 

are the Jerusalem residents. The Israelis consider them permanent residents of Israel 

without any citizenship rights while Jordan views them as citizens whose status was not 

affected by the disengagement. Currently the Israelis are revoking the residency rights of 

Palestinians in Jerusalem who cannot prove that their “centre of life” is in that city. An 

emerging problem with this group is that the Jordanian government has yet to officially 

take a position on what happens to this group’s Jordanian citizenship rights when their 

residency in Jerusalem has been revoked by Israel.  

 
35 The pro-government loyalists swept the 2010 election. Amman and Zarqa had the lowest 

turnout and there were reports of violence related to the election. 
36 It should be noted that after the 1990 Iraq invasion of Kuwait and the PLO’s failure to support 

Kuwait, Kuwait ended residency rights of Palestinians and around 250,000 Palestinians-- 
200,000 of whom were Jordanian nationals-- returned to Jordan by the end of 1991 (including 
Rania al-Yasin, Jordan’s queen). Those with Jordanian citizenship were recognized upon 
arrival. However, most of these citizens from Kuwait are part of the hundreds of thousands 
more that may be at risk of losing their citizenship.  

37 Human Rights Watch, Stateless Again, pg. 61. 
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These issues played a major role in Palestinian participation in the Arab Spring in 

Jordan. These issues and events also have shaped Palestinian identity in Jordan. With 

such repressions being enforced on Palestinians in most of the public sphere since the 

Jordanian Civil War, Palestinians have used the football club al-Wehdat as their literal 

and symbolic representation to express their identity in Jordan as well as their political 

discontent. 

2.5. al-Wehdat football club 

While very few Palestinian institutions were re-opened in Jordan years later—and 

some such as Fatah were exiled again in the 1980’s—the one consistent institution to 

remain open was al-Wehdat football club. Given what al-Wehdat endured when every 

other Palestinian institution was exiled or destroyed, the team became a symbol of 

Palestinian nationalism and defiance of the Jordanian regime.  

Wehdat’s football club was established in 1956. It was the by-product of 

UNRWA’s youth centres that promoted physical activity in the refugee camp. It had 

modest beginnings, as the club’s headquarters were used as a daycare and a restaurant 

in the mornings, functioned as a football club in the afternoon and used as a club in the 

evenings. In the summertime, they had summer camps (boy and girl scouts) for the 

orphans.  In other words, the club began as a place for cultural, social and sports related 

activities for Palestinians living in the camp. While the club was gradually becoming 

more known for its role in sports, Wehdat was also culturally active through a magazine 

called The Wall. The magazine would be displayed in various refugee camps, including 

Aqbat Al-Jabr (a Palestinian refugee camp in the West Bank). Moreover, Wehdat would 

organize the Quds (Jerusalem) Festival for arts and culture. This was a festival to 

celebrate Palestinian culture within the camp. The club continued to play these roles 

throughout the 1950s until the Jordanian Civil war. 

Various refugee camps had their own leagues and camps would play against 

each other. With their promotion to the Jordanian Premier League in 1975, al-Wehdat 

began to have success on the pitch (even if they had a policy of only allowing 

Palestinians to play for their football club at the time). Their success led to sold-out 
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matches, while other teams had problems drawing attendance. When they won their first 

championship in 1980, their success began to generate interest among Palestinians 

outside of Jordan. Moreover, at a time when Palestinian symbols were being 

suppressed, al-Wehdat followers began to wear colours of the Palestinian flag to football 

matches and a special honk from car horns became associated with support of al-

Wehdat. All in all, supporting al-Wehdat became a statement of one’s 

‘Palestinianness.’38  

In the 1990’s, al-Wehdat football club retained its political significance. Its fans 

have been known to attend matches involving the Jordanian national football team in 

order to cheer against Jordan and to sing al-Wehdat songs (many of which originate 

from the Jordanian civil war). Furthermore, al-Wehdat refused to play in Israel or against 

an Israeli-based team. When they toured the West Bank in 1995 and met the chairman 

of the PLO, Yasser Arafat, Sobhi Ibrahim recalled Arafat proclaiming “One day when we 

had no voice, Wehdat was our voice.”39 Such a proclamation by Arafat is evidence that 

he recognized the historical and political role al-Wehdat had for Palestinians in Jordan 

and for Palestine.  

Israel has yet to recognize Palestine as a state, resulting in Israel still having 

control over Palestine. There are numerous Israeli checkpoints that Palestinians must go 

through to travel within their own homeland. These checkpoints can open and close 

seemingly at any given time. Even those given special travel passes (such as the 

Palestinian men’s national team) cannot get clearance from these checkpoints because 

the Israeli soldiers do not recognize the travel pass. Furthermore, Israeli guards have 

been known to deny Palestinian football players (and their fans) passage through 

checkpoints before games, resulting in Palestine having to forfeit their match. The 

inability to watch matches live, likely stunted the popularity of the national squad.  

Additionally, whereas al-Wehdat had a long standing policy of allowing only 

Palestinian football players to play on the team (a policy which has only been recently 

changed), the Palestinian national squad has many players who are numerous 
 
38 Tuastad, “The Political Role”. pg. 110. 
39Ibid. pg. 115. 
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generations removed from their Palestinian heritage and have never been to Palestine.40 

As a result, I would argue that there is a greater connection among Palestinians with al-

Wehdat than with their national football team because al-Wehdat has a long history of 

success and is seen as “fighting for” Palestinians in Palestine and in refugee camps.  

Their rise to success is romantic because it gives hope to Palestinians everywhere. It is 

a team that was created in the refugee camp and has become a powerhouse in 

Jordanian football.  There are so many symbols resembling Palestinian identity 

associated with al-Wehdat, that they embody Palestinianess to their fans. Wehdat 

captured the imagination of fans that the Palestinian national team was unable to 

accomplish. The national team is still beloved by fans of al-Wehdat because it 

legitimizes Palestine as a nation, but, Palestine does not have its best players on their 

team. The best Palestinian footballers generally play for al-Wehdat and those players 

usually are members of Jordan’s national football team as well.41 Therefore the 

Palestinian national team struggles to make progress in football.  

Chapter three will further examine the symbolism and political significance 

behind al-Wehdat football club for Palestinians in Jordan.    

 
40 FIFA granted Palestine special permission to recruit players from around the world that could 

be several generations removed from living in Palestine. The squad who attempted to qualify 
for the 2006 World Cup had players from Chile, America, Sweden and various countries in the 
Middle East. 

41 Two reasons players from al-Wehdat’s football club choose to play for Jordan are: 1) Jordan’s 
football federation pays more money per appearance and is better equipped. Moreover, they 
have more TV exposure, meaning each time Jordan is playing, the Palestinians on Jordan’s 
team have an opportunity to get “discovered” by a team willing to pay for a transfer fee. It’s 
important to remember that these players do not get paid millions, like their European counter-
parts 2) This current incarnation of Palestine’s Football Association is still relatively new. It’s a 
logistical nightmare and incredibly expensive trying to get all the players from around the world 
in one location. Moreover, moving around in occupied Palestine has great risks. After a 
Palestinian national training camp occurred in Qatar, Sameh Mar’aba returned to Palestine and 
was illegally detained by Israeli Defensive Force and spent eight months in jail before being 
released. His thirty day jail term was renewed eight times.  
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Chapter 3.  
 
Symbolism of al-Wehdat 

Claims to identity among football fans have them defining themselves as ‘true’, 

‘life-long,’ or ‘real’ supporters.  Football fans like to see themselves as active participants 

in the drama of elite level performances. This is one of many reasons why football has 

developed into a dominant embodiment of civic pride and identity around the world.1 The 

word ‘fan’ evolved with the rise of the late nineteenth century modern sports, where the 

division between spectators and athletes were illuminated in new sports grounds and 

stadiums.2 By the early twentieth century, British media would refer to football 

enthusiasts as ‘football fanatics,’ later shortened to ‘football fans.’ From the mid twentieth 

century onwards, the term ‘fan’ was used to describe those football supporters and fans 

of other pop-culture areas, such as music and film. Passion amongst football fans is 

rooted in experience and reflection because typically, the game can revolve around 

personal issues of the fan.  

3.1. Building an Identity 

Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities argued that nationalism is not an 

ideology, but more philosophical, like religion or kinship. Similarly to religion, fans of al-

Wehdat gather on particular days in an area with like-minded followers and dress in a 

particular colour scheme to support their club. There are different teams (or 

denominations) and each believes they follow the right club.  Each team has their own 

songs that followers proudly sing during a game (or service) and many fans can recall 

 
1See: Richard Giulianotti, Football: A sociology of the Global Game, (Cambridge: Polity Press, 

1999).  
2 Richard Holt, Sport and the British: A Modern History (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992). 
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famous players, teams and incidents that brought them happiness or pain. A football 

match is full of uncertainty, where not only those with skill and endurance get rewarded, 

but it is often associated with divine intervention or serendipity and malefactors. Rituals 

that draw comparison to religion and the formation of an individual’s identity is what 

football thrives on from its fans.  

Additionally, Anderson suggested that the relationship between the mass 

production of novels and the rise of nationalism in Europe and elsewhere resulted in 

what he called print capitalism and has created the possibility “for rapidly growing 

numbers of people to think about themselves…in profoundly new ways.”3  This was an 

outcome of the rise of capitalism and the pursuit of new markets. These economic 

developments led to new dialects and languages emerging in the vernacular of print 

language. The effects of these new nationalistic tools (such as the newspaper, radio, 

television and now the internet) permitted members of a community to perceive 

themselves as part of a broader entity. In Jordan, supporters of Wehdat gather to watch 

matches together in public spaces such as the stadium, restaurants or coffee shops, 

where for a few Jordanian Dinars people unrelated to each other gather to watch 

matches. Even those watching from home will invite friends over to watch a match, 

creating an event more public than one would expect. With the numerous technological 

devices available, the imagined community is simultaneously either rejoicing or upset, 

both in the real or Andersonian context.  

My thesis has expanded on Imagined Communities to include football as a major 

force in imagining the national and ethnic identity for Palestinians in Jordan. Imagining 

the nation through communal experience is one way football fans create their imagined 

community. The obsession of fans knowing who we are is evident throughout the world 

and as a result, football has been a confirmation of a belonging and a symbol of 

citizenship.4 A fan can highlight their cultural identity and uniqueness by supporting a 

specific football club. This is especially true with al-Wehdat, as illustrated by Zed and Ali: 

 
3 Anderson. Imagined Communities. pg. 36. 
4 David Russell, Football and the English. (Preston: Carnegie Publishing, 1997), pg. 64., Richard 

Holt, Sport and the British: A Modern History. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), pg. 172. 
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Zed: To be honest, in the beginning, I liked Wehdat because they 
represent Palestine and I am Palestinian. So I became a fan 
of the team. I also became a fan because al-Wehdat 
represents all of the refugee camps. It helps that that the 
Wehdat team plays good football. They are a team united as 
one. They do not show off like some of the other teams. I 
like their team work. . . Originally, it was only the 
Palestinians who liked Wehdat because the team was from 
the refugee camp. That has slightly changed.5  

Ali: I have been a fan of al-Wehdat my entire life. I follow them 
because they connect you to Palestine. They are Palestine’s 
team. Most fans are actually supporters of al-Wehdat 
because of identity. Most Wehdat players are from a refugee 
camp and most of the fans are Palestinian-Jordanian. So 
they are fans of Wehdat because they think that Wehdat are 
here to prove our Palestinian identity and existence. They 
let the world know. . .  *Ali places his hand on his heart* we 
have a case (for Palestinian statehood) and that we can do 
anything.6  

All my interlocutors stated their fandom for al-Wehdat was because they believed 

supporting al-Wehdat meant they were showing support for Palestine. This was 

important for them as they are Palestinian. It is by finding their identity with al-Wehdat 

that brings about life long loyalty to their club, for better or for worse.   

3.2. Political Symbolism of al-Wehdat 

Fans viewing games of Wehdat as symbolic for Palestinian-Jordanian politics 

has been increasingly evident since the first Persian Gulf War in 1990-1991. Dr. Fahed 

el Bayary is the President of al-Wehdat’s football club. He has been with the team since 

Wehdat’s inaugural season in the Jordanian League and has been their President for 

most of those years. He is the man that has final say in Wehdat’s decision making. As a 

result, he is one man who is both loved and detested by Wehdat’s fans, depending on 

how Wehdat is faring. Dr. el Bayary discussed al-Wehdat’s role during the first Perisan 

Gulf War: 

 
5 Zed, interviewed by author, Amman, Jordan, April 5, 2012. 
6 Ali, interviewed by author, Amman, Jordan, April 5, 2012. 
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I said this in an interview with the Saqr Newspaper. Wehdat has used 
sports—football in particular—for political reasons. During the invasion 
of Iraq, we were the first Jordanian club that supported Iraq and 
helped break the siege. . .During the first Gulf War, we transformed 
the club into a clinic, like a field hospital. And members of the club 
would send aid to Iraq. One of the members during the war brought a 
wing from an American jet--one of the jets that were shot down during 
the war. We held a public auction that we advertised in the local 
papers and we wrote in the ad that anyone was welcome to bid with 
the exception of diplomats, especially the American ambassadors. 
They were persona non grata. One of the members of the club, who 
passed away two months ago, paid 27,000 JD for that wing. With that 
money, we were able to buy sixty power generators and we sent them 
to Baghdad during that period. Also, groups from the club went to Iraq 
to help in rebuilding destroyed homes, etc.7 

This statement by Dr. el Bayary highlights the social responsibility and influence 

the club has on its members. They turned their office into a field hospital to assist 

wounded soldiers and raised money from Palestinian refugees to send generators to war 

torn Iraq. Wehdat’s support stemmed from the PLO and Jordan’s support of Saddam 

Hussein. Moreover, members of al-Wehdat’s club proceeded to go to Iraq and assisted 

in rebuilding destroyed homes. This move proved costly to Palestinians living in Kuwait 

because the Kuwaiti government ended Palestinians’ right to residency and banished 

approximately 250,000 Palestinians to Jordan by the end of 1991.8   

After the Oslo agreement in 1993, the peace process allowed Wehdat to visit and 

play against teams from the West Bank and Gaza. The vice-director of Wehdat recalled:  

When we arrived to play in Hebron, it was a magic moment. There were 
people everywhere; 40,000 must have been around, ten times the 
capacity of the ground. When our players entered the pitch, they gathered 
around the central circle. Then they kneeled. As they kissed the earth, 
people cried.9 

This was a significant moment because a team from a refugee camp was 

returning home. Because many Palestinians living in Jordan are unable to return to 
 
7 Dr. Fahed el Bayary, Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, April 12th, 2012. 
8 Human Rights Watch, Stateless Again: Palestinian-Origin Jordanians Deprived of their 

Nationality, (New York: February 2010), pg. 10. Last Modified: 2015-09-25. 
http://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/jordan0210webwcover.pdf  

9 Sobhi Ibrahim, in Tuastad, “Political Role” pg. 114. 
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Palestine—even if they have proper permits, they are not guaranteed access to enter 

into occupied Palestine-- by living vicariously through al-Wehdat, many people felt that 

they had returned to Palestine in spirit. Zed expressed: 

For me, it is proof that there is a connection between Wehdat, the fans 
and Palestine. This only makes us love Wehdat more because they 
connected us to our homeland. They are remembering Palestine and 
showing they will never forget Palestine. I think it is great that Wehdat 
goes to Palestine. However, it would be much better if I could go to 
Palestine. It would be even better if I can go to Palestine with al-
Wehdat, because right now I am not allowed to go.10  

The experiences from the tour strengthened the pride for the club members and 

leaders as well as their fans. It gave Wehdat fans hope that one day they will return to 

Palestine as well. According to Dr. el Bayary, to this day, when al-Wehdat travels abroad 

through the Arab world, they are given a warm welcome because of what they represent: 

Without exaggeration, when our team plays in any Arab country, the 
audience rooting for Wehdat is bigger than that of the hosting country.  
This shows how much attached the Arab nations are to the Palestinian 
cause. It’s not a matter of football. The cause is that these eleven 
players represent something called ‘Palestine.’ This empathy is 
directed towards the cause they represent. Thank God, the 
relationships between the club and Iraq, our folks in the West Bank, in 
Gaza and in most countries are very good for what we represent, not 
for who we are.11 

The support of al-Wehdat extends beyond the Arab world. While I was 

conducting my research, Wehdat was in the group stage of the Asian Football 

Confederation Champions league tournament. Similarly to Champions League in 

Europe, this is where the top level Asian football clubs of the previous year play each 

other to determine the best Asian club football team. Despite being visitors in Vasco, 

Goa, India, against Salgaocar FC, the camera would pan over to the stands and many 

supporters were waiving the Palestinian flag.  

 
10 Zed, interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, April 5th, 2012. 
11 Dr. Fahed el Bayary, Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, April 12th, 2012. 
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While there is minimal scholarly literature about Wehdat, one academic whom 

has written multiple works about the club is Dag Tuastad.12 Tuastad claims that 

Wehdat’s ritual conflict on the football field plays to the advantage of the Jordanian 

regime—or football as catharsis—and that since the Oslo accords, Palestinians have  

“integrated” into Jordanian society, thus making Wehdat redundant as a political arena. 

My thesis challenges Tuastad by arguing football remains the one constant arena where 

Palestinians in Jordan can use Wehdat as a platform to continue to build their team’s 

image, to protest against the King and to organize rallies. Symbolism of al-Wehdat 

acting on behalf of Palestine and the Palestinian struggle has been demonstrated in a 

political statement by boycotting Israeli teams since Oslo. For example, on January 25th, 

1996, The Star, a Jordanian weekly newspaper reported that: 

For apparently political reasons, the Jordanian al-Wehdat football team 
refused to play against any Israeli-Arab team either in Israel or in Jordan. 
According to the Jerusalem Post, al-Wehdat declined to play against 
Hapoel or Maccabi teams from Kfar Kanna, near Nazareth, or against a 
combined squad from the village. They pointed out that these teams 
might include Jewish players. Mr. Yousif Ali Taha, president of Hapoel 
Sports  Club in Kfar Kanna, said that they have received information that  
al-Wehdat refused to play against the Israeli Arab Maccabi team—which 
is currently in Jordan—for the same reason. He added that if it is proven 
correct, it is strange and confusing as there should be no connection 
between politics and sports, especially in time of peace. These words 
were also echoed by the Kfar Kanna council’s Chairman Wasil Taha, who 
hosted the Jordanian  team last year, when he said that though al-Wehdat  
is mainly composed of Palestinian players, it refused to play against 
either of their teams during the stay.13  

The article in The Star highlights how Wehdat represented Palestinian refugees 

in Jordan, but also how they symbolize the Palestinian national struggle. For many 

Palestinian Jordanians that I spoke with, the Oslo accord is a treaty that is detested 

because Israel reneged on its side of the deal. Israel never relinquished control of West 

 
12 See: Dag Tuastad, “The Political Role of Football for Palestinians in Jordan,” in Gary Armstrong 

and Richard Giulianotti, Entering the Field, (Oxford: Berg, 1997), Dag Tuastad, “A Threat to 
National Unity’ – Football in Jordan: Ethnic Divisive or a Political Tool for the Regime?” in The 
International Journal of the History of Sport 31, (14): 1774-1788,  Dag Tuastad, “From football 
riot to revolution. the political role of football in the Arab World,” Soccer & Society 15, 2014, (3): 
376-388. 

13 The Star, Tuastad, “ Political Role“, pg. 115. 
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Bank or Gaza and the peace Israel sought was not to make Palestine an equal partner 

in sovereignty, but to gain further control of everyday Palestinian life and strengthen their 

control in the region. Meanwhile in Jordan, the King initiated a series of additional 

reforms to the electoral law that put the majority of the Palestinian population—who are 

predominately based around Amman-- at a disadvantage to the benefit of the ‘loyalist’ 

East Bank towns and rural areas to ensure their own peace treaty with Jordan would be 

signed. The electoral reforms had the desired effect of producing a compliant, loyalist-

dominated assembly, and the peace treaty was signed in October, 1994 and ratified 

shortly thereafter. With electoral law and censorship of the press being heavily enforced, 

Palestinian Jordanians blame the Oslo accord for making their lives and the lives of 

Palestinians in Palestine far worse. When Wehdat refused to play against an Israeli 

team visiting Jordan on a goodwill tour after they had signed their peace treaty, Wehdat 

was showing their displeasure towards the Israeli football club as well as the Jordanian 

government, because when a team under the Jordanian football Association refuses to 

play an international club, it is seen as an embarrassment to the Jordanian government.   

The symbolic representation of Wehdat can also be illustrated by the vice-

director of al-Wehdat football club, Sobhi Ibrahim, recalling that after a loss, he received 

a phone call from an old woman who told him to never lose: 

She was crying on the telephone. I told her—it was only a game. She 
said: ‘Never play if you are going to lose. We have lost so many times, in 
1948, 1967, 1970 and 1982. When you lose, you remind us of our losses.’ 
I told her: ‘to feel the happiness of winning, we have to lose sometimes.’ 
No,’ she replied, ‘tell your boys—never lose!14 

The old woman associated al-Wehdat’s defeat with major military losses and 

demoralizing defeats of Palestine. She mentioned the 1948 Arab-Israeli war, the 1967 

June War, the 1970 Jordanian Civil War, and the 1982 Lebanese Civil War.  In her 

opinion, Palestine had many losses and it was imperative that al-Wehdat always win in 

order to build nationalism and hope for the Palestinian people. 

 

 
14 Sobhi Ibrahim quoted in Tuastad, “Political Role” pg. 105. 
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al-Wehdat as Resistance  

The repressive measures taken against the Palestinian opposition following the 

civil war in Jordan simply left no outlet but the football arena open for the refugees to 

express themselves. Thus al-Wehdat’s football matches became a platform for refugees 

to express themselves and their resistance and grievances. This can be seen as a form 

of what James C. Scott refers to as ideological resistance.15 In the case of Wehdat, 

resistance is the subtle form of contesting public transcripts (established ways of 

behaving and speaking that fit particular actors in particular public social settings, ie: in 

the case of Wehdat fans: their oppression) by making use of prescribed roles and 

language to resist the abuse of power, including things like rumour, gossip, disguises, 

linguistic tricks, metaphors, euphemisms, folktales, ritual gestures and anonymity.16 

These methods are particularly effective in situations where violence is used to maintain 

the status quo, allowing “a veiled discourse of dignity and self-assertion within the public 

transcript… in which ideological resistance is disguised, muted and veiled for safety’s 

sake.”17 Wehdat’s kit (their uniform) is a perfect example of muted open resistance. 

When Wehdat officials designed their uniform, they customized it to contain the colours 

of the Palestinian flag, which are red, black, white and green. While these are generally 

Arab nationalist colours, the kit was specifically designed—and known by all-- to 

represent Palestine’s flag. It was a subtle declaration that al-Wehdat was symbolically 

“Palestine’s team.”  Additionally, there was no other Arab team that represented 

Palestine because before the Palestinian Authority, Palestine did not have a national 

team.18 As a result, al-Wehdat’s success earned them the right to “represent Palestine.” 
 
15 Scott, Hidden Transcripts. 
16 Ibid. pg. 137. 
17 Ibid. pg. 137. 
18 It should be noted that there is another club football team that identifies with Palestine, named 

Deportivo Palestino. This is a Chilean football club that was established in 1920 by Orthodox 
Christian Palestinians. Despite its ties to Palestine, it does not inspire the same kind of 
Palestinian nationalism for Palestinians in the Arab world. I think they do not inspire the same 
nationalism as Wehdat  for  two reasons. The first reason is distance. Chile is a long way from 
the Middle East, thus watching games, especially when Deportivo was a competitive team, 
would have been impossible (and possibly even unheard of due to differences in language). 
Secondly, Deportivo has never had a  “Palestinians footballers only” policy. While some 
footballers have played for Palestine’s national team because they had some ancestral tie to 
Palestine (that could be long removed), the team indiscriminately employs players. Fans who 
are aware of Deportivo Palestino wish them luck, but there is a lack of connection.    



 

 45 

When al-Wehdat was promoted to the Jordanian league, while supporters of other teams 

in the league could be counted in hundreds, the matches of Wehdat at Amman Stadium 

rarely attracted less than 20,000 supporters.19 In 1980, when al-Wehdat won their first 

Jordanian league, Palestinians in Jordan and West Bank Palestinians living under Israeli 

occupation celebrated the victory on the streets. In the East Bank, the insignia of 

Wehdat became more and more visible in the streets during a time when Palestinian 

national symbols were suppressed.20  

While drawing upon Anderson to highlight how Wehdat is an important factor in 

imagining their community, my thesis extends beyond him by adding Anthony Smith’s 

concept of building and regenerating the nation:  

By the use of symbols – flags, coinage, anthems, uniforms, 
monuments and ceremonies – members are reminded of their 
common heritage and cultural kinship and feel strengthened and 
exalted by their sense of common identity and belonging. The nation 
becomes a ‘faith-achievement group’ able to surmount obstacles and 
hardships.21 

3.3. al-Wehdat as a Palestinian Cultural Institution 

Taking concepts from social psychology and studies on group identities, 

Raymond Boyle highlighted how cultural deprivation can be useful in linking material 

conditions of existence with perceptions of group difference, which may be expressed 

through cultural activity.22 In this case, football acts as a cultural institution and 

construction of national identity, namely because football invokes activities deeply 

connected to emotions and feelings. For example, Boyle conducted a study about the 

 
19 Tuastad,“Political Role”. pg. 110. 
20 Ibid. pg. 110. 
21 Anthony Smith, National Identity, (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 1991), pg.16. 
22\Boyle, “We are Celtic Supporters”.  
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Scottish football club, Celtic.23 The majority of Celtic supporters have a shared religious 

and ethnic background, being Irish Catholic in a Scottish Protestant country. Likewise, 

most al-Wehdat supporters have a shared Palestinian background. Moreover, for both 

teams’ supporters, the internal group of being outsiders are forged in part by the external 

power’s group perceptions of, and reactions to them.24 Celtic’s fans’ nostalgia for their 

homeland and the symbolic role Celtic plays is important to their identity: ‘Their 

homeland, however distant or reconstructed, is part of a national mythology—the Irish 

club, the shamrock ceilidhs in the James Elliot Centre, St. Patrick’s day, etc.’25 

Correspondingly, as al-Wehdat continued to have success, their symbolic value 

increased. They became a symbol of Palestinian nationalism as well as representing all 

Palestinian refugees. As Dr.el Bayary claims, “I will not hide the fact that our fans do not 

root for us because we play the best. If it was according to that criterion, then other clubs 

have players better than our club. People root for us because we represent the 

Palestinian colours.”26Awad shared the same sentiment about his mother liking al-

Wehdat because of what they represent: “Yes, there is something existential. My mother 

does not know who Rafat Ali is. She does not know any of the players, but prays for their 

victory.”27 

 
23 Celtic FC began as a community project in the late nineteenth century in Glasgow, Scotland 

and was created by a Marist Brother from Ireland. The Club was intended to fund the Marist 
Brother’s charity that provided assistance to the poor and destitute Irish-Catholic immigrants 
living in Glasgow who had fled Ireland during the Great (Irish Potato) Famine. Celtic's early 
success in the Scottish League led to jealousy and resentment amongst many Protestants in 
Glasgow and soon a rivalry, known as the ‘Old Firm,’ developed between Celtic FC and 
Rangers FC. Since then, the relationship between the two Clubs and their supporters only grew 
in intensity, to the point where today it is tough to tell whether or not the football rivalry is a 
consequence of the religious sectarianism and/or anti-Irish racism in Scotland. Regardless, 
when Celtic and Rangers play, there seems to be an apparent clash of culture. 

24 Boyle, “We are Celtic Supporters”, pg. 77. 
25 Ibid, pg. 77. 
26 Dr. Fahed el Bayary, Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, April 12th, 2012. 
27 Awad Alasmar, interviewed by Author, March 6th 2012, Amman, Jordan. 
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Figure 1. The logo of al-Wehdat 
Source: From the website of al-Wehdat (http://www.wehdatclub.jo)  

The logo of al-Wehdat is blatantly and culturally Palestinian. The colours green, 

red, white and black all represent the colours of the Palestinian flag.  The crest of al-

Wehdat is no ordinary crest. When cut in half, the silhouette of the map of Palestine 

appears. The fire represents the burning desire to return to Jerusalem.  The book in the 

logo represents the Koran. The mosque located at the top of the logo is al-Aqsa 

mosque, or the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem. Finally, the light on the mosque 

represents education and the idea of al-Wehdat. 

Scott describes folktales, songs, gestures and theatre of the powerless as 

vehicles by where a critique of power is insinuated while the powerless are “hiding 

behind anonymity or behind innocuous understandings of their conduct.”28 Scott goes on 

to take the following excerpt from George Orwell’s Inside the Whale to highlight how the 

Burmese—whom were colonized by the British—managed to insinuate contempt for the 

colonialists while being cautious to never openly highlight their defiance: 

Anti-European feeling was very bitter. No one had the guts to raise a riot 
but if a European woman went through the bazaars alone somebody 
would probably spit betel juice over her dress. . . When a nimble Burman 
tripped me up on the football field and the referee (another Burman) 
looked the other way, the crowd yelled with hideous laughter. . . In the 

 
28 Scott, Hidden Transcripts, pg. xiii. 
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end. . . the insults hooted after me when I was at a safe distance, got 
badly at my nerves.29 

For the case of Palestinians in Jordan, an act of subordination occurred within 

Jordan almost immediately after they lost the Jordanian civil war in 1970-1971. With 

Palestinian symbols banned from the public, Wehdat matches could be seen as a 

vehicle of ideological resistance. In addition to this ideological resistance, Wehdat 

matches became a place where socio-politically oppressed Wehdat fans could speak 

about their grievances in a public place surrounded by government officials.  For 

Palestinians in Jordan, football provides an arena for ideological resistance—that being, 

an opportunity for the suppressed masses to express forbidden attitudes—without being 

persecuted. With thousands of people present in a stadium during a match, a football 

stadium makes an excellent platform for ideological resistance because it allows for a 

level of anonymity for the messenger while the message is public.30 When the 

supporters sing in unison, not only are they expressing slogans, they are creating 

collective experiences of national sentiments and emotions that contribute to the 

creation and re-enforcement of their political identities. As a result, al-Wehdat eventually 

transforms from a symbolic representation of the Palestinian refugees’ national struggle, 

to a literal political representation of them. 

The Role of Tradition and al-Wehdat Support 

Tradition, as Stuart Hall argues: 

. . .is a vital element in culture, but it has little to do with the persistence of 
old forms. It has more to do with the way elements have been linked 
together or articulated. These arrangements in a national-popular culture 
have no fixed or inscribed position and certainly no meaning that is 
carried along, so to speak, in the stream of historical tradition, 
unchanged.31 

 
29 George Orwell, Inside the Whale, pg. 91, Scott. Hidden Transcripts, pg.15. 
30 Scott. Hidden Transcripts. pg. 14-15. 
31 Stuart Hall, “Notes on Deconstructing the Popular,” in R.Samual (ed.), People’s History and 

Socialist Theory, (London: Routledge, 1981), pg. 236. 
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How particular traditions are expressed and what they represent can vary widely, 

depending on the interest served by the dominance of a particular version. I began to 

notice during the interview process that there were meanings attached to certain 

elements used by supporters to highlight the role of the club in the process of building 

identity. It was clear that the history and tradition associated with the club was an 

important factor to supporters in generating a sense of loyalty to the club. The act of 

following al-Wehdat was part of a wider socializing process passed on through a 

generation or two of family influence. Many supporters seemed aware of the role that 

family had on their decision to follow the club. For example, Zed said: “My family is from 

the camps and we have friends in the camps. My father kept telling me that I must love 

al-Wehdat. He kept giving me the idea that I must love Wehdat!  *pauses*. . . This may 

be a bad idea to be a fan because of politics, you know? But this is the case because it 

connects you to Palestine.”32 Sultan echoed fairly similar sentiments:  

My entire family loves Wehdat. But that is because we are Palestinian. 
When I was a child, if you were Palestinian, you liked Wehdat. If you were 
Jordanian—with no Palestinian blood—you were a Faisali supporter. 
Jordanian families that are not Palestinian can have a father and son with 
different favourite teams and that is OK. But it is different here in Amman. 
This has sort of changed here, too, but, Palestinians would never cheer 
for Faisali when I was a kid. You would be seen as a traitor and would 
probably get beat up. *laughs*”33 

When I asked my interlocutors what they thought created the traditional elements 

of al-Wehdat, many commented that they liked the style of how al-Wehdat plays in 

comparison to other teams. 

A team’s playing style is important to the fans because it symbolically represents 

their character. For example, Brazil is known for their highly skilled players and playing 

with flair. England is known for playing the long ball and being physically aggressive 

tacklers. Fans like to see their way of football being played by the team they support 

because it represents their way of life and if they win, they get to prove one’s superiority 

over another. Several of my interlocutors took pride in being part of the self-proclaimed 

 
32 Zed, Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, April 5th, 2012. 
33 Sultan Muhsen, Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, March 25th 2012. 
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best supporters group in Jordan. Wehdat fans are noticeably louder than other football 

supporters. Additionally, just as Wehdat has numerous symbols proclaiming its ties to 

Palestine, its followers have a Palestinian pride they can express through Wehdat. The 

players also represent a symbolic meaning to the fans. Footballers represent an 

important part of the identity expressed by Wehdat because those with Palestinian 

nationalistic pride feel a great admiration towards those who play for Palestine’s team. 

Despite its humble beginnings and using predominantly Palestinian footballers from the 

refugee camps, Wehdat has had tremendous success in the Jordanian Premier League. 

Symbolically, the players’ success represents success for all Palestinians and for 

Palestine. The best players throughout Wehdat’s history--such as Rafat Ali and Khaled 

Selim-- tend to earn the nickname ‘General’ or ‘Commander,’ contributing to the feeling 

that whenever Wehdat plays a Jordanian club, it symbolically recreates the Jordanian 

Civil war, where the Commander is leading the supporters to victory. Ahmed 

Abdelhalem, a popular Wehdat footballer playing while I was conducting my research 

was dubbed the ‘Rocket Launcher.’  When I asked Sultan, a defender for Wehdat in the 

late 80s to early 90s, what it was like to play for and represent Wehdat, he replied with a 

euphoric smile, “it meant everything to me. When I played, we won two championships 

in a row. I was so happy that I was able to win championships and make our fans and 

Palestine proud.”34 Sultan was born in the Wehdat refugee camp and is not permitted to 

travel to Palestine. He said wearing Wehdat’s uniform and playing for Palestine’s team 

had given him a special connection to Palestine.   

A great emphasis was also placed on the historical origins of the club and its 

links with Palestine. Consequently, hatred over the football club, Faisali, as an 

oppositional force to how al-Wehdat fans see their tradition, could be detected as well. 

Ali stated:  

Politically, al-Wehdat has always been part of the Palestinian cause. The 
people who support Wehdat are poor people and people from the lower 
middle class. One month ago, the manager of the Faisali club said he 
wished the Faisali fans were more like the Wehdat fans. This was after 
the racist remarks the Faisali fans were caught saying. The most 
important idea for Wehdat club is that it is not very old, it started from a 

 
34 Sultan Muhsen, Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, March 25th 2012. 
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tent and now it is a great football club and are playing with rich, big 
teams. They are a good team in such a short time.35 

Ali was referring to an incident where Faisali fans were insulting Wehdat 

supporters about the Dome of Rock and other Palestinian symbols. The importance of 

these symbols of al-Wehdat tradition were also given as some of the reasons why the 

popularity of following al-Wehdat amongst football supporters around the Arab world is 

increasing: “It does not matter where al-Wehdat travels to for Asia’s Champions league, 

there are always supporters cheering them on. This is because there are Palestinians 

everywhere.  People know what we represent, which is why they like and support us.”36 

These were reoccurring sentiments expressed by many of my interlocutors. The 

supporters interviewed placed a stronger value in the Palestinian connection with the 

club and maintaining this identity as important to the club’s integrity. These supporters 

invest a great deal of financial and emotional commitment by following al-Wehdat, and 

Wehdat plays an important part in the cultural life of the fans.  

3.4. al-Wehdat’s Political Representation of Palestinians in 
the 21st Century  

The importance of al-Wehdat as a literal political representation continues to this 

day. While in Amman, I was able to briefly speak with one of the leaders of the secular 

Palestinian revolutionaries, named Rafat. Rafat explained to me the origins of the youth 

movement that has emerged since the beginning of the Arab Spring: 

There has been a lack of the cultural aspect, which is why it started. It 
began the end of  last year. The youth movement in the Wehdat camp is  
happening. . . What the president (Dr. Fahed el Bayary) did not say, there 
is no longer a political representation for the  camp whereas before, when  
Wehdat was politically, socially and culturally strong, there was one. 
There is no political representation from within the camp. They are 
represented by an outsider who does not care about us. This is why the 
political movement began here (in al-Wehdat’s clubhouse).37 

 
35 Ali, Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, April 5th, 2012. 
36 Mohammed, interviewed by author, Amman, Jordan, April 5th, 2012. 
37 Rafat, Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, April 12th, 2012. 
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The statements by Rafat highlight the importance of the al-Wehdat football club 

as a forum for a politically suppressed minority to express its opinions. He indirectly 

alluded to the electoral reforms the Jordanian regime have implemented in the 21st 

century. Electoral reform laws in Jordan have seen the government further increase 

seats towards traditional bases of support for the regime, resulting in seats going to 

districts in which the majority of the candidates (and the population) were of 

Transjordanian origin, thus further marginalizing districts where the majority of the 

populace is of Palestinian origin. Furthermore, as Rafat alluded to in his statement, 

political zoning shifts have recently occurred in Jordan. The camp has been rezoned into 

a nearby district that is predominantly native Jordanian. As a result, their current political 

representation has little interest in representing the needs of the camp. Thus, in contrast 

to Dag Tuastad, given the political history Wehdat’s football club has represented for its 

supporters, it once again has become a place supporters can identify as being their 

political voice. Furthermore, it was evident in Rafat’s statement that he is trying to 

restore Palestinian culture that is perceived as being “erased” by the Jordanian 

government. It seems fitting that a team associated with helping to create an identity 

would also be linked to restoring a culture that many Palestinians in Jordan view as 

diminishing. Ahmad, another activist, was quick to add:  

We want to activate this cultural aspect and even now, in April, we 
have a lot of dates coming up that could be highlighted and brought to 
people’s attention. It’s hard to organize things though because the 
secret service has infiltrated the camp. That is why we want to hide 
the cultural committee so it does not get taken over. If they were to 
get into the committee, the degradation of the youth and intellectual 
revolution will happen as well as the degradation of the minds of the 
people.38 

Dr. Fahed el Bayary alluded to the Wehdat camp losing its culture when he said:  

Thirty five or forty years ago, al-Wehdat was a cultural centre that did 
not rival Faisali. An opportunity for a rivalry did not even exist. Today, 
the dynamics have changed. We used to have famous poets, artists, 
engineers, doctors and political leaders live in the camp. We used to 
organize the Quds (Jerusalem) Festival for arts and culture. . . Now, 
Wehdat and Faisali are the polarizing forces in Jordanian football. Like 

 
38 Ahmad, Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, April 5th, 2012. 
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Zamalek and Ahli in Egypt. Barcelona and Real Madrid in Spain. We 
have said Wehdat is like Barcelona, but with a greater political agenda.39 

The question originally posed to Dr. el Bayary was about his thoughts on the 

cultural impact of the al-Wehdat football club. While he responded to the original 

question in a few sentences, he briefly steered the conversation to the Wehdat camp’s 

cultural impact. When conducting my interview with Dr. el Bayary, we were located in the 

trophy room with seven or eight other Wehdat executives sitting nearby, talking amongst 

themselves. When Dr. el Bayary changed the subject to the cultural impact of the camp 

itself, the room became noticeably quiet as he spoke. Dr. el Bayary changed the subject 

slightly and the conversation amongst the executives continued. It appears there is 

sensitivity in discussing the camp’s history by the reaction of the non-interlocutors 

listening to the response.  Dr. el Bayary’s response is interesting because while his 

answer appears to be very diplomatic, it also provides insight to how he perceives the 

current state of the Wehdat refugee camp. He does this by contrasting what the Wehdat 

camp used to be, to what he perceives it to be now. When asking Dr. el Bayary about 

the Quds festival, he did not go into extensive detail. When I asked a few other 

interlocutors about the Quds festival, I was not able to get much information except 

during festivals like the Quds festival, ceremonies commemorating al-Nakba and al-

Naksa and any other type of event that is Palestinian related, have been banned by the 

government. The excuse given by the government is that there is no need to 

commemorate non-Jordanian events. Maher indicated: 

The reason, since we are Jordanian citizens, is that we have to 
distance ourselves from Palestinian holidays and events such as the 
Nakba, Naksa and the uprisings. So they want to completely suck us 
into Jordanian society. We will not give up, and we will make our 
presence evident in the streets, we will hold steadfast to the 
Palestinian cause and struggle. We will do this through awareness, as 
we cannot recruit freedom fighters from Wehdat. We can only produce 
people who will present our cause everywhere. 40 

The unofficial reason—or so I was told by Maher and others—was that these 

ceremonies and festivals brought the Palestinian masses together and they began to 

 
39 Dr. Fahed el Bayary, Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, April 12th, 2012. 
40 Maher Interviewed by Author, April 12th, 2012. 
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protest the government’s treatment of Palestinians: “the awakening in the camps means 

that the freedom fighters have returned. And this is the main reason for dividing the 

camps and preventing us from celebrating our events.”41 

Officially, Dr. el Bayary and Maher indirectly alluded to hundreds of laws that 

were introduced since 2001, pertaining to public gatherings that served as the primary 

legal reference point for political protests. These laws required protestors to submit 

paperwork to the governor—and await his approval to give the applicant a permit—at 

least seventy-two hours before conducting an event. This new law attempted to contain 

protests, in particular those that could rally against the king. Furthermore, Jordan’s 

decades long history of attempting to “Jordanize” Palestinians, most recently in 2002 

with the Jordan First program, also explains why the government made a great amount 

of effort to suppress anything Palestinian related.  

As I continued to ask Rafat about the revolutionary movements occurring in 

Jordan in 2012, Rafat explained: 

There’s more than one movement, political and cultural in the camp. And 
all the youth have the same message. Right now, ten people that have 
the same thoughts are better than one hundred that disagree. There are 
some difficulties, like the lefties and the Muslims getting along. . . We 
have disagreed on everything and agreed that there is a Palestine. In 
general, as I said before, ten people bonding together is better than 100 
that do not get along. The original thing that put them together is 
Palestine. The thing that binds them together now is al-Wehdat. As I told 
you, my friends and I stopped spending time  together because of political  
and religious differences. But Wehdat has brought us back together.42  

The football club al-Wehdat as a unifying force between those with different 

political ideologies is once again evident. Three friends—an atheist leftist, an anarchist 

and the other, a member of the Muslim Brotherhood—were able to reconcile their 

political differences to join a unified cause because of al-Wehdat.  Their ability to 

reconcile through Wehdat shows the powerful symbolism Wehdat has for many 

Palestinians in Jordan.  It has been used as a vessel to carry one of the main political 

 
41 Maher Interviewed by Author, April 12th, 2012. 
42 Rafat, Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, April 12th, 2012. 
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movements against the King during the recent uprisings. Abdullah, an activist in the 

Palestinian-Jordanian youth movement, agreed with this sentiment: 

I believe in the history of the Wehdat camp, no leadership has been 
greater than that belonging to the Wehdat football club. At one point 
the camp played a central role in creating awareness amongst the 
Palestinian youth. Through this club, we have done a lot of activities 
related to the Palestinian cause. And we do not differentiate between 
this door and the doors in Jerusalem. We hope that the club can play a 
bigger role in creating awareness amongst youth, and reviving the 
social and educational role amongst Palestinians.43 

Abdullah’s statement illustrates the duality of al-Wehdat being symbolic for 

Palestinians in Jordan as well as being a literal political tool for al-Wehdat fans. The 

symbolism of al-Wehdat arises in his statement about the doors of al-Wehdat being no 

different than “the doors in Jerusalem.” The club is part of their imagined community, 

which has symbolically constructed their concept of statehood. This once again stems 

from many perceiving al-Wehdat as Palestine’s team. In terms of al-Wehdat being a 

literal political tool for Wehdat fans, Abdullah highlighted Wehdat’s role in unifying 

people, regardless of their political background, to perform activities for the Palestinian 

cause. With that said, it would be naïve to give all the credit to Wehdat as being the only 

unifying force for Palestinian-Jordanians in the uprisings in Jordan. Violence towards all 

protestors played a major component. Rafat voiced: 

This phobia of the government and the army, that is shooting 
everywhere while riding jeeps, is an act of terrorism against the 
citizens. So if I want to be politically active, they will make it difficult 
for me, which is terrorism. So as a result, if you go visit the Bashir 
Hospital, you see how they treat the prisoners, hands tied, bags 
covering their heads. . .I mean my mom advises me and tells me ‘my 
son, do not walk in this path so you don’t end up like that.’ So you see 
the extent, the image of these prisoners is scary when you see them 
with their hands tied up and bags covering their faces. Right now, it is 
very repressive, so for this reason we had this political explosion 
during the Arab Spring.44 

The violence the Jordanian government is using towards protestors had increased since 

the Arab Spring. During my stay in Jordan, there were protests against the government 

 
43 Abdullah, Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, April 12th, 2012. 
44 Rafat, Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, April 12th, 2012 
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about social inequalities seemingly on a daily basis, as well as protests about violence 

used towards the protestors, and missing individuals from previous protests. Awad also 

addressed the violence: 

During protests, the security forces destroyed banners.  I witnessed 
that with my own eyes and I confronted them. There is a committee to 
better the conditions of the refugee camp. But it has done a 180 
degrees. The police have gotten worse. I mean they cause so much 
stress to people. When there is a protest in the camp, I lead it and 
then I quickly disperse it.45 

Ironically, these violent measures were intended to scare protestors away, but 

instead they had solidified the cause for many protestors, which is partially why there 

had been an increase in such activity.   

Chapter three looked at the symbolic implications of Wehdat as a form of building 

an identity as well as a political tool for Palestinians. Chapter four will further develop 

these thoughts by examining how Wehdat fans use chants to create their own identity as 

well as express their political dissent. It will also highlight chants of the other teams’ fans 

and its contribution to Wehdat supporters’ identity. Furthermore, it will examine the 

dynamics of the football stadium and the role it plays in allowing Wehdat fans to develop 

their identity as well as express their political discontent.  

 
45 Awad, interviewed by Author, March 6th 2012, Amman, Jordan 
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Chapter 4.  
 
Stadium Dynamics and the Importance of Football 
Chants 

This chapter will examine the dynamics of the football stadium and the role it 

plays in allowing Wehdat’s fans to develop their identity and express their political 

discontent. First, it will break down the dynamics of the stadium. The stadium is one big 

stage where those inside are characters carrying out a certain role. After highlighting the 

characters and the role they play in the context of Wehdat, I will theorize about social 

control of a stadium from a Foucauldian understanding of power. This chapter will also 

examine how Wehdat fans use chanting during a game to express their identity and their 

political discontent. Additionally, it will review the chants being used by their rivals, 

Faisali.   

4.1. Stadium Dynamics  

The Stadium 

Wehdat matches predominately take place in King Abdullah Stadium. It is a 

multi-purpose stadium built in 1998,which holds approximately 20,000 people. The 

stadium’s architectural design is underwhelming and rather lacks character, as the 

stadium and its seats are made of concrete. Inside the stadium, the pitch is displayed 

prominently, while a running track encircles the field. There is a large, metal fence 

erected in front of the first row that acts as a barricade and encircles the stadium. It is 

specifically designed to prevent the fans from entering the field. The fence is also 

designed to create a critical distance between supporters and the football game, as 

opposed to the subjective participation of traditional fandom. This will be discussed later 

in this section. In the south-west side of the field, above the stands, there is a section 
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designated for the call of prayer. Those who wish to participate in the call of prayer while 

attending a Wehdat game can bring their prayer rug and do so in the prayer area. 

Wehdat’s defensive side is in the southern section. Behind Wehdat’s goaltender, is the 

area where the Ultras—hardcore Wehdat fans-- are usually located. Most of Wehdat’s 

supporters sit in the south-eastern side of the stadium, while there is a designated 

section for visiting fans of the opposing team in the north-eastern side of the field. The 

two groups of fans are partitioned by barriers. Between these barriers is the media and 

above them, Wehdat executives. There are four or five rows designated for the 

executives and they are seated based on their ranking. Lower ranking executives sit in 

the front row while Dr. Fahed el Bayary and other important executives are located in the 

top row. Fans pay to attend in a section, not for an individual designated seat. This 

stadium is an early-modern design and is considered out-dated. Staples of the modern 

stadium such as big screens to watch the match, LED walls that allow spectators a 

twofold view of events, club stores, numerous concession stands or box suites are non-

existent at this stadium. King Abdullah Stadium is more akin to European stadiums from 

the 1970s than it is to today’s stadiums. 

Footballers 

The footballers are the entertainers to paying customers. The role of Wehdat 

footballers is to win and entertain. As highlighted in Chapter 3, Wehdat footballers are 

often seen as heroes and role models to their supporters. Fans project their ideal values 

onto how football should be played and how footballers (and their fans by proxy) should 

behave.  Their success brings both civic and national pride to Palestinians and 

Palestinian-Jordanians. In the case of Wehdat players, they inspire hope for a 

marginalized community. The opposing players’ goal is to win. Entertaining is not a 

concern for them. In fact, playing a football match that is considered boring is ideal for 

the visiting team because when a match is not entertaining, the large majority of home 
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fans will be silent, thus taking away home field advantage.1 Ultimately the opposing 

team’s players are seen as the villains that must be defeated by the hometown heroes.  

The Fans 

Wehdat supporters are just as important as the players in creating an emotional 

atmosphere to make a match entertaining. Their enthusiasm for singing, celebrating, 

dancing and supporting their team makes the matches lively. The noise they make can 

inspire the home team to play harder while it can make the visiting team lose their focus 

and make mistakes. During a football match, a select number of fans can be seen and 

identified for trying to activate certain emotions amongst spectators, based on the events 

of the game being played. These orchestrators leading the chants can be spectators 

themselves, who have acquired a special position in the hierarchy of spectators and their 

purpose is to lead the crowd in their section with song selections, jumping, shouting, 

drumming, etc.2  

 
Figure 2: Father of Hate leading a football chant as a nearby officer looks 

onwards 
Source: Photo by the author, April 4th, 2012.  

 
1 Home field advantage is considered a huge advantage in football. About 95% of the crowd will 

be cheering and chanting in unison for one side, which can be seen as intimidating for the 
visitors. The home side will have familiarity with the field and the surroundings of the stadium. 
In larger countries, home field advantage also means that the players get to sleep in their own 
beds while the visitors have to travel greater distances and sleep in a hotel bed the night 
before. Fans of the home side are known to locate where the visiting team is staying and cause 
loud disturbances to keep the visiting team from sleeping. Whether it is an advantage or not, 
psychologically, home field advantage is seen as real to many players and fans in most sports.  

2 Louis A. Zurcher, “The Staging of Emotion: A dramaturgical analysis,” in Symbolic Interaction, 
Vol. 5, No. 1 (Spring 1982): 1-22, pg. 14. 
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While there are a small handful of orchestrators leading the chants in various 

sections of the stadium, the leader of chanting at Wehdat matches is nicknamed the 

Father of Hate. He is usually accompanied by a man playing the drums or a man holding 

a flag. Usually in the section beside him is the next in command, Father of Happiness. 

These two super-fans are highly regarded by both the fans and the club. They lead the 

fans to the stadium in a march before the game and they establish which chants are to 

be sung at any given time. Because of their status, Wehdat has given them special 

dispensation to do certain things that a normal fan would be prohibited from doing, like 

standing on the top of the fence to lead a cheer. 

The State 

The Jordanian regime’s presence is prevalent throughout the stadium. Firstly, 

there is no freedom of the press in Jordan. There are numerous laws to control and tame 

the media from reporting everything they see. There are various channels to go through 

before anything gets printed. Furthermore, members of the media have been arrested, 

fired and had their stories redacted if they are seen as offensive to the regime. This is 

what makes finding “the truth” in Jordan incredibly difficult. Their job is to report the 

score of the match and give a summary of the game.  

Unlike in North America, where private security guards are hired to monitor the 

crowd, police are used to monitor matches. Police and riot police presence varies in 

numbers, depending on whom Wehdat is playing. If the match is against a fierce rival 

like Faisali, the number of officers will easily be in the hundreds. If they are not playing a 

rival, there will only be a handful of officers present and most of them will be preoccupied 

with socializing or texting on their cellphones.  

Finally, there is the King and his cult of personality. All throughout Jordan, 

billboards and posters of the King are prevalent. The area will determine what the King is 

wearing in these images. For example, in the economic district, a billboard of the King 

will have him wearing a business suit, while he can be seen wearing Jordan’s military 

fatigues in the area of Amman that sells guns. The same occurrence happens inside the 

stadium.     
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Figure 3:  Cult of Personality: Pictures of the King Abdullah II (Pictured left 

and centre) and one of the crown Prince Hussein (right). Just off-
screen is a picture of King Hussein 

Source: Photo by Author, April 4th, 2012.  

There are numerous large photographs of King Abdullah II wearing Jordan’s 

national football kit, as well as pictures of his son in strategically visible places 

throughout the stadium. The view shown in Figure 3 is what Wehdat supporters would 

see from their cheering section. It is a subtle reminder that the King is there and 

watching the spectators.  
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Social control and the Stadium 

Numerous football scholars have used Michel Foucault’s concept of social 

control and power to hypothesize social control in the stadium.3 Theoretically, the 

modern stadium accommodates the spectators’ ‘gaze’. The concept of the gaze was 

used by Foucault in his social history of the clinic.4 Foucault argued clinical medicine 

began with a new examination, or gaze, that doctors conducted on the bodies of their 

patients. Medical experts came to study their subject in both the literal and figurative 

sense. As the nineteenth century progressed, other professions--such as criminologists, 

prison officers and factory owners-- began to gaze upon their subjects as a way of 

knowing and exercising power and regulating the bodies of others. In contemporary 

times, the gaze can function at an interactional level, as people seek to learn the 

motives, values and identity of each other by gazing upon the face and body of another 

person. The gaze of others and self-reflection as a disciplinary measure can be detected 

in the football stadium and the spectators. The football stadium offers an unobstructed 

and panoramic view of the entire grounds, allowing the spectator to know of all the 

events occurring. Additionally, the gaze allows for the spectator to adopt a ‘critical 

distance’ towards the football match, similarly to other cultural spaces like opera houses 

and theatres.5  

 
3 See: Dag Tuastad, “The Political Role of Football for Palestinians in Jordan,” in Gary Armstrong 

and Richard Giulianotti, Entering the Field, (Oxford: Berg, 1997), Dag Tuastad, “A Threat to 
National Unity’ – Football in Jordan: Ethnic Divisive or a Political Tool for the Regime?” in The 
International Journal of the History of Sport 31, (14), July 2014: 1774-1788, Luigi Achilli, “Fun, 
Football and Palestinian Nationalism,” Jadaliyya, Feb. 05, 2013, Last Modified: 2015-09-25. 
http://www.jadaliyya.com/pages/index/9983/fun-football-and-palestinian-nationalism, Mike S. 
Schäfer and Jochen Roose, “Emotions in Sports Stadia,” in Sybille Frank and Silke Streets 
eds., Stadium Worlds: Football, space and the Built Environment, (New York: Routledge, 
2010), Anthony King, “The New European Stadium,” in in Sybille Frank and Silke Streets eds., 
Stadium Worlds: Football, space and the Built Environment, (New York: Routledge, 2010), 
Gary Armstrong and Dick Hobbs, “Tackled from Behind,” in Richard Giulianotti, Norman 
Bonney and Mike Hepworth eds, Football, Violence and Social Identity, (New York: Routldege, 
1994), Roger Magazine, Golden and Blue Like My Heart: Masculinity, Youth, and Power 
Among Soccer Fans in Mexico City, (Tucson: The University of Arizona Press), John Bale, “The 
Changing face of Football: Stadiums and Communities,” in Jon Garland, Dominic Malcom, and 
Michael Rowe eds, The Future of Football: Challenges for the twenty-first century, (London: 
Frank Cass, 2000). 

4 Michel Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic: An Archaeology of Medical Perception, (New York: 
Vintage, 1975). 

5John Hargreaves, Sport, Power and Culture, (Cambridge: Polity, 1986). 
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Michel Foucault’s use of Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon model of surveillance as 

a utopian vision of social control in Discipline and Punish6 has been adapted to the 

control of public spaces. The panopticon model suggested that to improve the 

monitoring of prison inmates, the building’s architecture should maximize the visibility of 

inmates while minimizing the labour of wardens. Ideally, the prison would be circular, 

with the observatory tower in the prison’s centre to allow a handful of guards to 

scrutinize every activity of all inmates. Moreover, in its idealized form, there would be 

smoke-glass windows that would encase the panopticon tower so that inmates would 

never know if they were being observed by guards. As a result, the inmates would 

monitor themselves. In the panopticon model of surveillance, Foucault stated that vision 

is the resource of power and visibility is a trap.7 

The panoptical control of public space on football grounds was first tested with 

the creation of the hoolivan—a large conspicuous vehicle with tinted windows and a 

camera turret for filming crowds—in England in the early 1980s.8 Since then, many 

countries around the world have adopted similar techniques. In some areas, moats 

around the perimeter of the pitches have been installed to prevent supporters from 

reaching the field. Others use surveillance technology like CCTV to detect supporters 

whom may have a history of hooliganism or violence that may be considered a threat. 

Combine this with noticeable police presence, and the theory is that football fans will 

monitor themselves. In the context of al-Wehdat, Dag Tuastad and Luigi Achilli have 

used Foucauldian aspects of football to argue that supporters of Wehdat are under 

social control of the Jordanian regime in the football stadium and as a result, the team 

serves no political purpose. My contribution to this scholarly field is, despite being under 

constant surveillance and under “social control” Wehdat matches are still political and far 

from being contained like Tuastad and Achilli believe. Similarly to Viktor Frankl’s Man’s 

Search for Meaning9, I highlight how fans of Wehdat are able to manoeuver through 

Foucauldian surveillance to express identity and hope for a better future.  In Frankl’s 
 
6 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of a Prison, (New York: Vintage Books, 1979). 
7 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, pg.200. 
8 Gary Armstrong and Richard Giulianotti, “From Another Angle: Surveillance and football 

hooligans,” in Clive Norris, Gary Armstrong and Jade Moran, Surveillance, CCTV and Social 
Control, (Aldershot: Avebury, 1998). 

9 Viktor Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning, (New York: Washington Square Press, 1985). 
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book, he describes how, despite the hellish conditions he endured at a concentration 

camp, he was able to find hope and meaning in life by remembering his wife in order to 

keep living. In less extreme and dire conditions, Wehdat supporters are able to choose 

how they respond to strict surveillance as well as voicing their political beliefs. By never 

losing hope no matter the socio-economic and political marginalization, many Wehdat 

supporters express their desires (of returning to a liberated Palestine) in a hostile 

environment, as well as their protests against the King.  

4.2. Before the Game  

I always go to the football stadium with my friends to watch Wehdat 
play. Usually we arrive three hours before a match and start singing 
until the match is over. It is important for us to sing because when we 
sing loud enough, we know it will inspire the players to do better. We 
want them to know that we support them. We also want the other 
team to know that they’re going to have a bad game against us.10  

For many Wehdat fans, game-day activities begin hours before the game. Prior 

to leaving their residence, they will dress up in their attire. For most, that means wearing 

a green headband and a green Wehdat football jersey. From there, they will meet with 

friends and other Wehdat supporters at a designated location, usually near a coffee 

shop by the stadium. Once it is time to leave, the higher ranking fans, usually with 

Wehdat flags in tow, will lead the group with football songs as they walk to the stadium. 

The closer the supporters get to the stadium, the more intense the surveillance 

becomes. Those who smoke know they have to surrender their lighter as lighters are 

prohibited in the stadium. In addition to objects, sensitivity over symbols is an issue 

between police and the fans of Wehdat. The kuffiyah, a black and white checkered 

headdress has been banned from the stadium off and on depending on the Palestinian 

political situation in Jordan. During my visit, in time of political unrest, I was told the 

kuffiyah had been banned from the stadium since 2009. Many of my interlocutors and 

others who did not participate in the interview expressed their frustrations over the 

banning of the kuffiyah at the stadium. Abdullah recalled an al-Wehdat versus Faisali 

 
10 Zed, interviewed by author, Amman, Jordan, April 5th, 2012. 
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match he attended with his daughter during Wadi Araba (the treaty between Jordan and 

Israel in 1994):  

The day of agreement of Wadi Araba, Faisali and Wehdat played. I 
brought my daughter along with me to watch the match She was 
wearing something like a kuffiyah, which is something you can easily 
get in the market. At the end of these things, there was a small 
Palestinian flag. The policeman took me aside and asked me to throw 
my daughter’s kuffiya in the garbage. I asked him ‘why? You can buy 
this thing anywhere in the market.’ The cop, in a stern and abrasive 
voice told me to not make a scene, and if I didn’t throw the thing away 
he would accuse me of conspiracy and would take me away. The 
Palestinian flag is a sensitive issue with the Jordanians and the police. 
I do not understand why here, it is such a major issue to wave a 
Palestinian flag. Everyone knows Wehdat is Palestine’s team. I asked 
him why he would lay conspiracy charges when the person wearing the 
wig was just a little girl. . . I told him ‘Jordan is my country, but I will 
not forget my Palestinian roots. 11  

Abdullah’s assessment of extra security and restrictions being enforced by the 

police at the stadium is something I experienced in the matches I attended at King 

Abdullah Stadium. The football match I attended was between Faisali and Wehdat, 

playing for the Jordanian Cup.  For this particular game, the stadium was divided into 

four sections, each side getting two sections. The waiting time to enter King Abdullah 

Stadium for fans of Wehdat compared to Faisali fans was very different. With the 

exception of showing their ticket, Faisali fans were able to enter the stadium without 

being searched. 

Fans of Wehdat on the other-hand, required a much longer admission time. 

Security provided metal barriers outside of the stadium, causing Wehdat fans to enter 

one-by-one in a zig-zag formation. At each of the Wehdat entrances, there were four to 

six armed guards with guns, while one guard was very slowly and thoroughly searching 

the fans. As time elapsed, more frustrated faces could be detected on many of the 

Wehdat fans. Frustrations aside, one cannot help but compare this to wait times of 

Palestinians in Occupied Palestine as they go through checkpoints to enter a public 

space. In Occupied Palestine, Palestinians can wait hours to enter through a checkpoint 

whereas Israelis are able to show their passport and enter immediately. It is a 

 
11 Abdullah, Interviewed by Author, April 12th, 2012, Amman, Jordan. 
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degradation and humiliation for these Palestinians to have to wait to enter through the 

check point. A similar scene occurs when Wehdat fans enter King Abdullah Stadium. 

Entrances for the Wehdat and Faisali fans are separated by a partition. While the 

Wehdat fans await being thoroughly searched one at a time, with a quick glance to their 

side, they can see their counter-parts entering the stadium at an accelerated pace. Once 

the supporter is finally in the stadium, they will go to their section where they will 

socialize with their friends and acquaintances, listen to music being played on the PA 

system and sing football chants. While this is happening, food and beverage vendors 

make their way through the sections selling their products. The reason why fans arrive 

early to cheer on their team is not only to socialize, but to connect themselves with 

Palestine.  

Football has become a cultural forum which has the capacity to unveil and 

generate what theologist Paul Tillich calls a ‘passionate concern.’12 When discussing the 

football stadium as a concrete representation of one of his greatest passions in life, 

Wehdat fan, Ameen, specified:  

You have seen the stadium, it is nothing compared to the football 
stadiums in Europe. But I have been going there with my friends since 
I was a child. It is fun watching Wehdat kick Faisali’s ass in person! 
*laughs* The stadium isn’t much, but, I like it because the stadium is 
literally in the camp. You can’t help but think Palestine when you look 
at King Abdullah Stadium. The stadium reminds you that it is in a 
place where the Palestinian struggle is present.13 

Other interlocutors shared similar sentiments of the importance of the stadium. 

One interlocutor made a connection to Wehdat being Palestine’s team and the stadium 

being the bridge to connecting Wehdat fans to Palestine. It is the ritual and routine of 

going to the stadium to watch these matches that connects the fans to the club and by 

extension, to Palestine. While the stadium may have been designed to control the 

supporters of Wehdat, many whom face socio-economic and political marginalization, 

Wehdat fans still view the stadium as a symbol of hope and one of political importance. 

Because the fans perceive the stadium as a symbol of Palestinian struggle and one of 

 
12 Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith, (New York: Harper & Row, 1957). 
13 Ameen, Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, March 3rd, 2012.  
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hope to return to Palestine, they will express and share their political ideas with like-

minded people in the form of football chants.  

4.3. During the Game  

The one constant popular perception of a football match anywhere in the world is 

the massive echoes of the sound that reverberates around the stadium every Saturday. 

While football matches are played seemingly on a daily basis due to all the tournaments 

played by clubs, Saturday football is still seen as sacred. This stems from Britain, as 

they have the oldest professional football clubs in the world. Since the 1890s, Saturday 

afternoon has been established as football day for its fans. In the 1890s, people worked 

half days on Saturday. Despite having Sunday off, it was not chosen because Sunday 

was seen as a day for all to worship God, resulting in most stores being closed. 

Footballers originally had day jobs, so once they finished working, they would go to the 

football grounds to play for the crowds.  Eventually, watching football on Saturday 

became a ritual, one that became commonplace as other countries adopted football as 

their favourite sport.   

Fans from both sides, sitting in their team’s respective section in the stadium, will 

chant their club’s songs in unison, as if it were their national anthem. For the self-

proclaimed real or true or hardcore fan, it is these sounds—the songs and chants—that 

makes attending live football matches a unique and memorable experience. One of my 

interlocutors, Awad, a member of Wehdat’s financial management team, stated, “As you 

know, singing in football has been around forever. People enjoy our matches just for the 

crowd. It is what makes football matches exciting. Our fans are the loudest in Jordan. It 

brings life to our football matches and it inspires our players.”14  Wehdat Ultra fan Zed 

described the importance singing holds to him at a Wehdat match:  

First of all, I always go to the football stadium with my friends and we 
arrive four hours before a match and start singing until the match is 
over. It is important for us to sing because when we sing loud enough, 
we know it will inspire the players to do better. We want them to know 
that we support them. If they lose, which they have been doing a lot 

 
14 Awad, interviewed by Author, March 6th, 2012, Amman, Jordan. 
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this season, we are told to by the police to leave the stadium. If 
Wehdat wins, we are allowed and will stay an extra ten minutes to sing 
them off.15  

It is important to examine how and why football fans chant, sing and occasionally 

dance out their support because it plays such an integral part of watching a football 

match. Equally important, is to explore when fans participate in mocking the opposition. 

Generally, fans create verses to songs that have been part of their cultural experience 

for decades. The world of chanting fans introduces a world which is filled with: 

1) passion and love 

2) a parallel and co-existing set of hatreds 

3) the crucial aspects of a narrow and ferociously demonstrated 
cultural identity16  

As will be highlighted in the this section, chants can lead to teasing and threatens 

the forces of authority, which creates a potential for social chaos. The songs performed 

are ritualistically embodied. All details-- from the display of which club a fan supports, to 

the choreographed method of clapping and arm waving to the beat, words and songs 

used—are part of a ritual of support and display of cultural identity. Those performing 

these rituals must encompass a detailed understanding of them. Through a repetitive 

construct, a consistent repetition in these rituals makes them grow stronger.17 In songs, 

dances and chants, a dramatic social process is occurring and re-occurring, consistently 

re-emphasizing the seriousness of play.18  

There are aspects of a discourse of power encapsulated in what occurs. As 

Michel Foucault argues, power is an effect of the operation of social relationships 

 
15 Zed, interviewed by author, Amman, Jordan, April 5th, 2012. 
16 Gary Armstrong and Malcolm Young, “Fanatical Football chants: Creating and Controlling the 

Carnival” in Gerry Finn and Richard Giulianotti (eds), Football Culture: Local Contests, Global 
Visions, (Portland: Frank Cass Publishers, 2000), pg. 173. 

17 Víctor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure, (Chicago: Aldine Transaction, 
1969). 

18 Victor Turner, Fields and Metaphors: Symbolic Action in Human Society, (New York:Cornell 
University Press, 1974). 
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between groups and individuals, and is not a unitary thing, because it has no essence.19 

Moreover, there are as many forms of power as there are types of relationships, 

therefore every group exercises power and is subjected to it. In the football fandom 

arena, power is not simply repressive, but can be productive and reproductive. As a 

result: 

. . .any consideration of the fan’s role vis-à-vis the authorities, club 
officials or police who survey fan behaviour is therefore imbued with 
aspects of this exercise of power. It is in this display of power that the 
role of the body becomes crucial. For the exercise of power subjects 
bodies not simply to render them passive, but to render them active. 
The power of the body thus corresponds to the exercise of power over 
it; and in this lies the possibility of an ultimate reversal of that 
power.20  

When this is aligned with the spectacle of football matches, where thousands of 

like-minded fans meet to support a common cause, the potential of football chants 

threatening social order is evident.21 

Football chants are part of a series of links that occur and are only strengthened 

by the next link, such as clapping or wave formations across the stadium. This is still 

done even if the songs and chants tell stories about the events. In the case of al-Wehdat 

fans, this social process is important because these chants are performed by those who 

are subject to surveillance and suppression.  

The football club al-Wehdat has long been recognized as a political voice for 

Palestinians. Yasser Arafat, former leader of the Palestinian Liberation Organization, 

once proclaimed that “one day when we had no voice, al-Wehdat was our voice.”22 The 

most common chant, sung multiple times a game is ‘Allah, Wehdat, al-Quds al Arabia’—

God, Wehdat, Arab Jerusalem—in order of importance. In this instance, the fans of al-

Wehdat are proclaiming that Jerusalem should be under the ‘imagined community’ of 

 
19 Alan Sheridan, Michel Foucalt: The Will to Truth, (London: Routledge, 1980), pg.218-220. 
20 Gary Armstrong and Malcolm Young, “Fanatical Football chants”,pg. 174. 
21 The most infamous example of this was the war between Honduras and El Salvador in 1969. 

After the third game played between the two over a span of couple of weeks ended in extreme 
violence, El Salvador broke a truce with Honduras and they immediately went to war.  

22 Yasser Arafat quoted in Tuastad, “Political Role” pg. 105. 
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Palestine. This is a chant that transcends the stadium and can be heard on daily basis in 

Amman and Rana explains:  

Obviously my favourite chant sung at the game and we’ll sing it at 
home, at a coffee shop or on the street is, ‘Allah, Wehdat, Quds is 
Arabic. My mom has never watched a football match, but even she will 
sometimes sing this at home! *laughs* My dad says that this is our 
real national anthem.23 (Emphasis added) 

The primary football chant of a team will be sang as if it were the national anthem 

of the supporters. Given the symbolic importance of Wehdat’s connection to Palestine, 

even those who do not watch football will sing the chant outside of its football context. 

Other interlocutors mentioned they had family members who did not follow football, but 

sang the Wehdat chant.  

Fans who have attended games have used al-Wehdat to voice their displeasure 

at the repressive Jordanian government.  For example, when al-Wehdat played the 

Jordanian team Faisali in 1986, the al-Wehdat supporters were singing old songs from 

the 1970 Jordanian civil war. With the stadium full of policemen (a regular occurrence 

due to their refugee status), the al-Wehdat supporters sang a few lines from old civil war 

songs. They sang ‘Wehdat only the best for you’—while leaving out the line ‘Wehdat 

only the best for you in the fighting of wars.’24 Additionally, they sang ‘The whole world 

applauds when Wehdat scores’ –which is a modified version of the old song—“The 

whole world applauds when the commandos carry out an operation.”25 It is interesting to 

note that the al-Wehdat fans used war songs and references to war while al-Wehdat 

played. Aside from being the political voice of Palestinians, al-Wehdat also appeared to 

symbolize soldiers going to war against the Jordanian side again. By omitting certain 

lyrics, the Palestinian faithful were able to protest the government without fearing police 

retaliation.  

In response to the songs, the Faisali supporters began to mock the al-Wehdat 

crowd by singing about their poverty. The fans of al-Wehdat retorted by claiming they 

 
23 Rana, Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, February 22nd, 2012. 
24 Dag Tuastad, “Political Role” pg. 106. 
25 Ibid. pg. 106. 
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were all Palestinians, which was slightly different to the chant of “We are all fedayiin 

(guerrilla soldiers)” that was sung during the previous match with fewer police in 

attendance.26 As the match continued, the atmosphere became increasingly intense. 

After the referee missed a vicious tackle that brought down an al-Wehdat player, the 

chants became louder, and the armed policemen headed towards the crowd. They 

began to chant “Al hakam maniak, al hakam maniak (the referee is an ass).”27 It is 

interesting to note that Al Hakam (the referee) is ambiguous in Arabic. The roots of the 

words, h k m, have to do with the verb “to rule”—hakim is a ruler, a king.28 Therefore, this 

chant could also have been directed towards the Jordanian King, Hussein bin Talal, as 

well as the referee.  

Any sport that involves a referee is going to include various jeers directed at him. 

For example, when a referee falls down, the fans will cheer. If a referee misses a call, or 

makes a call that affects the home team in a negative way, not only will fans call the 

referee much worse than an ‘ass’-- which the referee was called in the al-Wehdat versus 

Faisali game-- but fans will throw their drinks or their food onto the field, in hopes of 

hitting the referee. During the al-Wehdat versus Faisli game of 1986, there was no 

mention of debris being thrown onto the field. It is highly unlikely that the Jordanian 

police were willing to incite a riot over the honour of the referee.  Further, while it is 

amusing to taunt the referee with chants, a lot can happen in just a few minutes when 

the fans of one team direct their jeers at the opposing team. In this instance, the taunting 

of al-Hakam grew louder as time progressed. In this instance, it appears that the al-

Wehdat fans were directing their wrath at King Hussein. In a society where Palestinian 

symbols have been banned, football thus becomes an outlet where the Palestinians of 

Wehdat can voice their displeasure at King Hussein. 

The Arab words for honour and land are quite similar in their pronunciation: ‘ird 

(honour) and ‘ard (land). As Palestinians fled their land after the establishment of Israel, 

many were met with hostility. For example, one refugee wrote about his experiences in a 

Lebanon refugee camp and described how refugees were put in a category “of no 
 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
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respect, the lowest of human beings.”29 With this form of stigma attached to refugees, al-

Wehdat’s success could be seen as overcoming the stigma. The victories they 

experience in the football league are linked to political and national victories. The 

victories at the refugee camps have also been documented as being recorded at 

Wehdat games. One such chant that has been sung is ‘suffu al karsai, siffu al karsai, al 

wehdat al akhbar, biyirda al raasi’—‘arrange the chairs, the green Wehdat is playing, 

raising our heads.’30 The self-affirmation of the Wehdat populace succeeding and 

overcoming their initial hardships is evident. The chant is encouraging Wehdat fans to 

keep their head held up high because their team is winning and the Palestinian populace 

in the Wehdat camp are doing better than the 1948 refugees.  

At the refugee camp, UNRWA supplied the refugees with wheat and sardines. 

This was seen as demoralizing as the refugees were unable to provide for themselves. 

However, at an al-Wehdat match, their supporters sang: ‘ma biddna thiin wa la sardin, 

bidna ‘anabil’ (we do not need wheat, or sardines, we need bombs).31 In other words, the 

fans were communicating that they would rather have weapons to reclaim their land than 

have food and suffer.  

Another chant that Wehdat fans like to cheer when Wehdat is playing a non-rival 

football club, meaning there is less security present, is ‘Bi Roh, Bi Dam, nifdeek ya 

falasteen’ (With Spirit, With Blood, We sacrifice for you O Palestine!). A chant like this is 

obviously very sensitive when it comes to Jordanian politics. Jordan is still an 

authoritarian state that commands loyalty to the King. If this chant were to be used 

against a rival club like Faisali, the hundreds of security guards at the game (and  

hundreds more outside the stadium, all lined up in formation for blocks) would see this 

chant as treason and would likely attack the Wehdat fans. As a result, in a very tense 

match against Faisali, which already feels like a revival of the Jordanian Civil War, the 

armed guards would attack the fans over such a chant. In a match against a non-rival 

club, the significantly less armed guards in attendance would be less inclined to attack 
 
29 Sayigh, 1979, pg.126, in Tuastad, “Political Role,” pg. 116. 
30 Tuastad, “The Challenges of Managing Sport in a divided society,” in editors David Hassan and 

Jim Lusted, Managing Sport: Social and Cultural Perspectives, (New York: Routledge, 2013), 
pg. 178. 

31 Tuastad, “The Political Role” pg. 116. 
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the fans. Supporters of Wehdat have altered the chant to make it acceptable during 

matches between Wehdat and Faisali. In Rana’s interview, John C. Scott’s ideological 

resistance was evident when she mentioned this Wehdat chant had been altered by 

changing it to “Wedhat, we sacrifice for you. With blood, with our souls.’ We’ll even sing 

this song in cafes, while someone beats the drums.”32 This chant from the powerless is 

what Scott describes as hiding behind innocuous understandings of the fans’ conduct.33 

The chant "Football is more noble than war" is usually sung whenever there is a 

war or rising crisis between Israel and Palestine. Zed elaborated: 

When there is a problem in Palestine, during the game, we sing some 
facts about the problems to bring awareness. We would sing about the 
Intifada or Camp David, for example. When Israel attacked Gaza, 
during a game, the fans in the stadium started chanting  ‘Football is 
more noble than war.’ Another common chant you would hear was 
‘Allah, Wehdat, Gaza is for Arabs.’ We are not asking for help. We just 
want to tell the people, the whole world that we are here, and there is 
a problem that needs to be solved. It’s just to remind them (non-
Palestinians) there are problems here.34 

One example of these types of songs being performed occurred when Wehdat 

was briefly named Nadi al-Difftayn (The Club of the Two Banks) in the 1980’s. After a 

major brawl between the Faisali side and Wehdat, Jordanian officials decided to 

severely punish al-Wehdat and their fans by seizing control of the football club from 

UNRWA and changing the name. Whereas Wehdat consisted of a team full of 

Palestinians, this new team was going to be forced to have both Palestinian and 

Jordanian players. Additionally, the new board of the club included high-ranking 

government officials. The change in name was also supposed to cut off the political ties 

of al-Wehdat with Palestinian nationalism. This is rather ironic when you consider that al-

Difftayn symbolizes Palestinian nationalism, whereas Wehdat simply means ‘units,’ and 

only refers to the UN’s housing units when the refugee camp was first established. While 

the Jordanian officials changed the name to symbolically represent the union between 

the Palestinians of the West Bank and the Jordanians of the East Bank, the Palestinians 

 
32 Rana, Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, February 22nd, 2012.  
33 Scott, Hidden Transcripts, pg. xiii. 
34 Zed, Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, April 5th, 2012. 
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took the meaning to represent a union between the Palestinians from the two banks. As 

a result, Wehdat supporters used to sing ‘shalit, shalit, shalit—shalit, Wehdat min stad 

Amman lil-daffa al gharbiye’ meaning ‘Take off!-move!-all the people will move with 

Wehdat from Amman Stadium to the West Bank’ implying a return to a Palestinian unity 

or a return to war, led by Wehdat fighters.35  

The importance of al-Wehdat as a literal political representation continues to the 

present day. While in Amman, I was able to briefly speak with one of the leaders of the 

secular Palestinian-Jordanian revolutionaries, named Rafat. Rafat explained to me the 

origins of the youth movement that has emerged since the beginning of the Arab Spring: 

The Revolution started with the degradation of the youth and the 
Palestinians in the camps. It started with the Wehdat youth because 
we met in the Wehdat club. From there we found it to be too 
dangerous, too many people and too many secret police, so we took it 
to the stadium. We discuss many of our rallies there because with the 
exception of a few games against rivals, the guards are easily 
distracted on their cell phone or talking to their friend in another 
section. For more sensitive stuff, we’ll use football code or meet 
elsewhere.36 

It is not surprising that the refugee camp once known as ‘the Republic,’ implying 

the King’s governance was not enforced, had members leading a resistance movement 

against King Abdullah II. It is also interesting to note that some of the founders of the 

revolutionary youth movement are associated with al-Wehdat football club. The 

importance and pride al-Wehdat takes in representing the success of Palestine and 

Palestinian Jordanians is real and not just a marketing ploy by the club. Scott’s 

emphasis on anonymity in public is prevalent amongst Wehdat supporters because 

Rafat and his friends have used football language to discuss politically sensitive subjects 

with guards close to them is an example of Scott’s hidden transcripts. Furthermore, 

Rafat and his friends discussing sensitive political issues and planning rallies at the 

football stadium highlight a flaw in the concept of panopticon: that is, despite being in the 

open and in a panotpicon-type environment, if the “prisoner” is not willing to surveil 

themselves and are willing to see what they can get away with, they will continue to push 

 
35 Tuastad, “Political Role”, pg. 111. 
36 Rafat Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, April 12th, 2012. 
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the boundaries until they get caught or do not feel safe. Having watched Wehdat play 

one of the weaker and non-rival clubs, I noticed a few things about the stadium’s 

atmosphere. First, there was not much tension in the crowd because there were very 

few visiting fans present. Secondly, the police presence at a low profile match is 

significantly lower than a match with Faisali. Furthermore, they appeared noticeably less 

tense at these games than ones against Faisali. Finally, many of these fans have been 

going to games at the stadium their entire lives. One would imagine that they have a feel 

of where and when to discuss politically sensitive issues without getting caught. 

Presumably, it would be during these lower profile matches.  

As this section has highlighted, chants sung by Wehdat fans play a role in 

defining the identity of Wehdat fans, as well as declaring their political grievances. In the 

football arena, the “us versus them” polarizations are played out through domestic 

football games between local or regional rivals. For Wehdat, these polarizations are 

prevalent in games against Faisali. The next section will examine the role of chants from 

the ‘other.’ 

The songs of the ‘Other’ 

We don’t want to see any Palestinians.’  

(A fairly common chant of Faisali and Ramtha fans towards al-Wehdat and its 

supporters, particularly over the past 7 years)  

As previously discussed, football fans of a certain club will sing chants that 

convey a set of identities which highlight many of the identities and underlying features 

of society. Last section highlighted Wehdat supporters yearning for ‘their lost land,’ 

calling for resources to better themselves in their camps, and modifying old war songs 

when their club is combating their ‘enemy’ on the field. These chants have helped give 

these fans not only their own identity, but the identity of the club they support. In other 

words, the songs chanted contribute to making the collective ‘us.’ This can happen 

because most of football’s language is about aggressively defeating the enemy. The 

‘other’ is sung to, being told they are inferior, untalented and guaranteed to lose. These 

fans, pursuing a ‘habitus of belief and practice,’ believe they have a major input in this 
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task.37 This social practice requires them to be abrasive and often hateful in their chants 

towards the opposition.38 Football support is something that demands partisan 

involvement because demands for success are so large, modest failure will not be 

tolerated.  This especially holds true for a club like al-Wehdat.  A few weeks before al-

Wehdat was going to face Faisali for the final time in the 2012 season, Dr. Fahed el 

Bayary told me that, “For most of this season, we have lost, and we got sworn at from 

every angle. People throw things at us and call us corrupt. On May 3rd, we have our last 

match with Faisali. If we win this game, the fans will celebrate and maybe they will 

forgive us.”39 Former al-Wehdat player and now an official for al Wehdat, Sultan Muhsen, 

verified Dr. el Bayary’s statement:  

Every time Wehdat is defeated, the players get maltreated. The fans 
no longer accept defeat.  But this does not take our right to represent 
ourselves as Jordanians of Palestinian descent. We have a cause, and 
the right of return to us is a sacred cause and no one will give it up. 
We are Jordanian but we differ from the other Jordanian clubs in that 
we have a cause, the Palestinian cause. So it is our right, when we are 
given the chance, to fight for self-determination.40 

The most common way to show overt disregard for the opposition is to boo or 

whistle at them as soon as they take the field. This is usually followed by critical songs 

sung about the opposition. This is all part of a football fan’s cultural performance. Their 

retort to the opposition is part of the football drama and is expected to be a quick, clever 

response that is funny. Part of the attraction of watching a football match live, is taking 

part in the act of denigrating the ‘other.’ The songs from the opposing side can also 

distinguish the identity of one group versus another. They can refer to a historical event, 
 
37 Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1977) 
38 The hatred between al-Wehdat and Faisali fans has been evident on the international stage. 

On September 29th, 1995, Jordan played Iraq in an Olympic qualifying game. The supporters of 
al-Wehdat were cheering for Jordan, as six players from Wehdat and Jordan’s coach, Izat 
Hamza, had grown up, played for and coached Wehdat. During the match, Wehdat fans started 
Wehdat cheers. As soon as Faisali fans realized what the Wehdat fans were saying, the 
instantly began cheering for Iraq. They even began to chant ‘with our soul and blood we 
sacrifice ourselves for you, Saddam.’  The Faisali fans on that particular day, rather sacrifice 
themselves for Saddam Hussein, than have seven Palestinians represent their national team. 
This incident once again highlighted the serious issues fans of these two teams have with each 
other.  

39 Dr. Fahed el Bayary, Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, April 12th 2012. 
40 Sultan Muhsen, Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, March 25th, 2012. 
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a contemporary event, or have sectarian implications. The clear message the opposition 

fans are stating is that, ‘you are different from us.’  

In 1996, Jordan revealed the results of their 1994 census. The Jordanian 

population increased rapidly to nearly 4.2 million since 1952, when former Palestinian 

refugees attained Jordanian citizenship.41 The questionnaire asked for information 

regarding the birthplace of Jordanian citizens. These questions had many believing that 

the Jordanian regime was interested in the percentage of former Palestinian refugees 

living in Jordan in order to seek compensation at the Middle East peace talks that were 

occurring at the time.42 While no official numbers between the ratio of Palestinians to 

ethnic Jordanians were published, it is interesting to note the Head of Jordan’s 

Department of Statistics, Abdul-Hadi Alaween’s comment at a news conference: “The 

street has its interpretations of that (who is a Palestinian and who is a Jordanian) and so 

does the political street...”43 From this statement, it is clear that while Palestinian 

symbols have been banned, Palestinians are still resisting cultural assimilation. That is 

not to say there were no Palestinians who did integrate into society. Some found 

employment and became members of the middle class. With money in their pockets, 

these bourgeois were able to move out of the al-Wehdat refugee camp. Prior to the 

Jordanian civil war, Palestinians in Jordan used to refer to the al-Wehdat camp only as 

al jumhuriyya—the republic—implying that the authority of the King was not valid inside 

the borders of the camp.44 Thus, those who did leave the camp would likely become 

viewed as Jordanian as opposed to Palestinian and would be integrated into society 

because they left the ‘republic.’ Moreover, this class has also come to feel more 

comfortable expressing some form of attachment to Jordan (if not identifying themselves 

as Jordanian), or at the very least expressing loyalty to the King.45  

Those who stayed at Wehdat would be viewed as Palestinian. Unfortunately for 

the Palestinians, these street “interpretations” of Palestinian identity are not favourable. 

 
41 Tuastad, “Political Role”, pg. 107. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid, pg. 108. 
44 Ibid, pg. 109. 
45 Brand, “Palestinians and Jordanians”, pg. 49. 
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This is apparent by the Faisali fans’ taunt to the al-Wehdat faithful, stating everyone in 

Wehdat are ‘tomato farmers’—hinting at Jordan’s biggest vegetable market while 

ridiculing their poverty and thus insulting their honour.46 As a result, it can be assumed 

that the Jordanian image of a Palestinian is one of a backwards and impoverished 

farmer. Furthermore, the Faisali fans are trying to differentiate themselves as being 

financially successful, as opposed to the supporters of Wehdat, Palestinians who may 

be financially unstable. In recent years, the Wehdat fans have started to use this 

negative farmer stereotype and passive aggressively created a chant that goes, ‘Wehdat 

is the only team, and everyone else is lettuce.’ As Noor, a Wehdat fan, explained, “I like 

this chant because we use lettuce, and lettuce is everywhere. Lettuce is nothing, it does 

not really cost anything to buy lettuce. You feed sheep lettuce!”47 

One football chant that fans of al-Wehdat have been subjected to by Faisali fans 

over the years is, ‘Ariel Sharon, you are there and we are here. They (Wehdat) are 

surrounded.’ In more recent times, they have changed Sharon’s name to current Prime 

Minister of Israel, Benjamin Netanyahu. This highly offensive chant towards Wehdat 

players and their fans is essentially saying that Israel is successfully occupying the 

Palestinian territories and Faisali, representing the Jordanians, are in control of Jordan, 

resulting in the refugees being trapped in the middle. Maher expressed that this chant is 

incredibly alienating to the fans of Wehdat, who are predominantly Palestinian:  

Faisali fans treat us and humiliate us because we are Palestinian. So 
they say things that would hurt Palestinians.  There are some chants 
from the Faisali side that are very offensive to the Wehdat side. For 
example, they will say, ‘Ariel Sharon, you are there and we are here. 
They’re surrounded.’ As a Palestinian, I want to kick their ass for 
saying  such rude and offensive things. But this is beyond football. 
This goes elsewhere in society. There are underlying tensions between 
Jordanians and Palestinians who live here. . . It is also an issue with 
jobs.48  

Frustration among citizens and refugees living in Jordan over their socio-

economic status has been a reoccurring grievance in Jordan over the past few years. 

 
46 Tuastad, “Political Role”, pg. 106. 
47 Noor, Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, February 22nd, 2012. 
48 Maher Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, April 12th, 2012. 
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Faisali fans have been voicing their opinions about this in the football stadium. In the 

eyes of many, they do not blame King Abdullah for their current situation, but they 

blamed Palestinians and Queen Rania (who is also Palestinian). One of the first 

documented incidents criticizing Queen Rania transpired on 28 July, 2009. This was 

revealed in a document sent from the American Embassy in Amman, titled, ‘Jordanian 

football game was halted amidst anti-regime chants, hooliganism, towards 

Palestinians.’49 According to the Wikileaks document: 

Faisali supporters chanted about the Palestinian origins of Queen Rania 
with the cheer, ‘divorce her you father of Hussein, and we’ll marry you 
to two of ours.’ The newly appointed Crown Prince did not escape 
comment either, as he is half Palestinian (and one quarter British) 
himself.50 

While the people of Jordan know this incident occurred, it was barely mentioned 

in Jordanian media reporting. The media outlets that mentioned the story online deleted 

the news story the following day.51 It was almost as if the incident never existed. 

According to the Wikileaks document, neither leaders of the Wehdat or Faisali Ultras 

commented about the incident when international media outlets like Al-Jazeera tried to 

contact them for an interview. The primary reason for their refusal was because it would 

entail discussing an obviously sensitive issue of criticisms of the royal family. It should 

also be mentioned another reason is culturally, those living in Jordan are very sensitive 

about their image to the rest of the world. They take a great sense of pride in being 

known as the nation that is one of the most hospitable nations in the world. To those 

 
49 Wikileaks Updates, “Jordanian Football Game was Halted amidst anti-regime chants, 

hooliganism, towards Palestinians” 2010. 
50 Wikileaks Updates, “Jordanian Football Game was Halted amidst anti-regime chants, 

hooliganism, towards Palestinians” 2010. 
51 While I was conducting my research in Amman, I became acquaintances with a few staff 

members who worked for the Jordanian Times during that time period. According to them, 
editors at the Jordanian Times and other news outlets were immediately fired for allowing the 
story to run on their respective websites. Especially with the Times--as it is an English written 
newspaper—editors tend to get fired on a more frequent basis for printing sensitive subjects 
that does not portray the King or the country in a positive manner. In many cases, it is a trial 
and error situation to test the boundaries as to what can and cannot get printed, with the error 
ultimately resulting in the editor being terminated from their contract. In all likeliness, the Times 
is under a much larger magnifying glass because it is an English outlet, thus people from 
‘Western’ countries have access to the Times, if they desire. This once again goes back to the 
cultural sensitivity of trying have Jordan portray a positive image to the international community, 
as well as an example of the lack of freedom of press in Jordan.      
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living in Jordan, there would be a great sense of national embarrassment if this story 

were to become known worldwide. In other words, significant socio-economic problems 

are hidden from being openly discussed, but people are fully aware of the many issues 

the nation possesses.   

The match was eventually called off before it could finish, with the score ending 

in a nil-nil draw. This escalated the situation further as bottles were thrown at the 

Wehdat players and their fans by some of the Faisali Ultras, thus creating a violent 

situation. It escalated so quickly that both managers ordered their players to leave the 

field and head to their dressing rooms because they feared for their safety. As the 

Wikileaks document stated, ‘The ugly side of Jordanian ultra-nationalism has been 

expressed.’52 For the Faisali fans, they were expressing their discomfort of the 

increasing pressures of political reform in Jordan, which would ultimately affect their 

monopoly and social power. Ironically enough, despite wanting to maintain the status 

quo, they were also expressing their disappointment that since Queen Rania has 

married the King, over time many of her family members have become millionaires and 

(despite being Palestinian) put into positions of power over ‘real Jordanians’. 

Furthermore, the Wikileaks argument highlights that the King’s silence has been 

deafening, and has ‘effectively empowered the pro-status quo establishment.’53  

 

 
52 Wikileaks Updates, “Jordanian Football Game was Halted amidst anti-regime chants, 

hooliganism, towards Palestinians” 
53 Wikileaks Updates, “Jordanian Football Game was Halted amidst anti-regime chants, 

hooliganism, towards Palestinians” 
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Figure 4:  Wehdat supporters collapsing the fence as they try to escape from 

the Jordanian riot police, who were violently beating Wehdat fans  
Source: “Deaths in Football” Youtube User: Yalel Yaein  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?t=29&v=iOscqZQ3T64 

In December 2010, a brawl broke out between Faisali and Wehdat at King 

Abdullah Stadium, Amman in a league match, where al-Wehdat won one-nil. The official 

account of the match, according to the Jordanian Times, was that the ‘match went off 

smoothly, fans enjoyed a thrilling match in which sportsmanship prevailed.’54 Unofficially, 

according to Jamal, an interlocutor who attended the match (and was stabbed in the arm 

during the chaos outside the stadium), problems started to occur when Faisali’s fans 

began singing about Queen Rania: 

Things started when Faisali supporters began to insult the Queen by 
saying she was immoral.55We immediately booed them and were like, 
‘how can you say that? That is our Queen!’ Father of Hate immediately 
started to calm us down. We listened. We remembered the last time 
Faisali and Wehdat played. But we were not happy.56 

After the match, it is customary for the losing team’s fans to leave the building 

immediately, to avoid confrontation. As the police escorted the Faisali fans out of the 

building, someone threw stones at the police while the Wehdat fans were still inside the 

 
54 Raed Omari, “Probe Continues into Friday Football-related Violence.” In Jordanian Times. Last 

Modified 2015-09-25. http://jaactomist.wordpress.com/2010/12/12/probe-continues-into-Friday-
football-related-violence/. 

55 Jamal never said what the Faisali side was actually chanting, but, after having a long 
conversation with him and others who did not go into detail about the chant, I suspect the chant 
was implying Queen Rania slept with lots of men who were not the King of Jordan. 

56 Jamal, interviewed by Author, April 12th, 2012. 
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stadium. This incident turned into a riot as there were fights, stone throwing, cars set on 

fire and lots of property damage. There were rumours that people had been beaten to 

death by the police.57 Reports indicated over two hundred and fifty people were injured. 

Jordanian Minister of Interior, Saad Hayel Sror, issued a warning to ‘those who tried to 

take advantage of the incident, raising provocative statements should have instead 

sought to ease the tension and restore calm. Their statements pose a threat to Jordan’s 

rule of law and its integral unity.’58 Despite the incident being initiated by Faisali fans, the 

statement was directed to Wehdat fans. Tareq Khouri, president of the Wehdat Club, 

witnessed the match and the violence. After the match, Khouri said the police had 

deliberately attacked Wehdat fans and incited the Palestinians.59Mudar Zahran, a former 

employee of the American Embassy in Jordan, and allegedly one of the sources for the 

cable sent by the American Embassy diplomat over the match in 2009, supported these 

claims of Tareq Khouri.60 These reports are important because they are highlighting a 

significant development occurring in Jordan: Jordanian nationalists and the police seem 

to have an alliance against Palestinians in Jordan. It is definitely contradictory to the past 

where the state was trying to integrate Palestinians into the nation state, rather than 

alienate them. Wehdat Ultra founding member Ali confirmed the troubled relationship 

Wehdat fans have with the police: 

Wehdat Ultras are trying to change the views of other fans in Jordan 
and around the world about what we stand for. . . We want to prove to 
people that we are fans who do not want to fight. We just want to 
make the stadium look better. We are nice people and not hooligans. . 
.The main problem for the Wehdat Ultras is that they have a bad 
relationship with the cops. The cops do not like the Ultras at all. They 
always taunt us. Sometimes this will result in arrests. I’ve been 
arrested. Once the Ultras decided to tell the fans not to go into the 
stadium out of protest. We were telling the people not to go inside 
because the police were hating on us, the Jordanian football union 
were hating us and the referee was not being fair. The police arrested 

 
57 James Montague, Soccerleaks: the football files. CNN. Last modified: 2015-09-25.  

http://edition.cnn.com/2011/SPORT/football/03/21/soccer.wikileaks.manchester.myanmar/  
58 Omari, “Probe Continues into Friday Football-related Violence.” Last modified: 2015-09-25. 

http://jaactomist.wordpress.com/2010/12/12/probe-continues-into-Friday-football-related-
violence/ (accessed May 14, 2014 

59 Ibid. 
60 Mudhar Zahran, “Jordanian Police Atrocities Against Palestinians, a Message to Israel?” in 

Qudosi Chronicles, (2010), Last Modified: 2015-09-25. http://qudosi.com/2010/12/16/jordanian-
police-atrocities-against-palestinians-serves-as-a-warning-to-the-international-community/  
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me saying I was causing a disturbance and was calling me a racist. It 
was a bad image of the Ultras. He (pointing at Zed) was arrested 
too.61 

Awad’s account of the incident of December 2010 and the current state of 

relations between Jordanian police and Wehdat fans confirmed this:  

The police and the riot police don’t respect the audience at football 
matches. But to be realistic, all of the police and riot police 
are Jordanian. .  . The Palestinians are never really found in 
any security apparatus in Jordan. I say that if a country 
wants to protect its citizens the right way, there has to be a 
mixture in its security forces from the minorities, whether it 
is the General Intelligence Services, private investigation, 
police, army, etc. . . Riot police repression is directed only 
at the Wehdat audience. The brutality, arrests, and  the way  
they enter the stadium. They don’t mess with Faisali fans. 

Author:  They don’t mess with Faisali fans at all? 

Awad:  With all due respect, you have been to the stadium. We are 
not even allowed lighters.62  

Another match in the 2011-2012 season that saw violence was also an al-

Wehdat and Faisali match. According to Awad, trouble had been detected prior to the 

match:  

The day of the match between Faisali and Wehdat, the Faisali fans 
came and the Wehdat team was late by half an hour. The Wehdat fans 
starting cursing at the administration, calling us thieves and crooks. 
When started cursing at us, suddenly the riot police comes in with a 
combat crew. I mean how is it their business, the Wehdat fans were 
cursing at their administration? When the fans saw them, they almost 
wanted to break the barrier. I mean, they’re coming in ready to 
repress people, so a young man from the stadium admins came to talk 
to one of them and told him, ‘please listen to the captain.’ So then, the 
audience started cursing at me, and I was fine with it. Let them curse 
at me. They cursed at the players, this helps them release their anger. 
There’s a lot of emotion involved. Lately, sports has been serving as an 
 outlet for people to breathe and express their rage and anger. The 
problem with our audience is that they are emotional. And our team on 
a local level is one of the best team.63 

 
61 Ali, Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, April 5th, 2012. 
62 Awad, interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, March 6th, 2012. 
63 Awad, Interviewed by Author, March 6th, 2012, Amman, Jordan. 
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It was a back and forth matchup that resulted in a Faisali win. Around the sixtieth 

minute, tensions began to rise as the Faisali side began to chant ‘They took Palestine, 

then al-Aqsa and now we take al-Wehdat!’ In this chant, Faisali fans are referring to 

Zionists creating Israel in 1948, followed by Israel having full control over Jerusalem, 

where al-Aqsa mosque—one of the holiest sites in Islam-- is located. Finally, the ‘now 

we take al-Wehdat’ component is implying Bedouin Jordanians will conquer al-Wehdat 

like the Israeli’s conquered Palestine.  

This chant was repeated continuously, which had the Wehdat fans looking visibly 

angry. Many of them began to whistle, which is a form of expressing their opinion that 

they disapprove of the chant. As the chant continued, Faisali was rewarded and scored 

a goal on a penalty kick, resulting in the Faisali fans chanting even louder. Once Wehdat 

resumed play at midfield, the chant of ‘They took Palestine, then al-Aqsa and now we 

take al-Wehdat!’ became louder and some of the Faisali fans began throwing batteries at 

the Wehdat fans.64 The Wehdat fans were angry and yelling at the Faisali side. Before 

the fans could respond to the chants, the Jordanian security, who surrounded the 

Wehdat fans by having a guard on every two or three steps on the aisle, began to inch 

closer to the fans. Sensing another incident occurring, the leaders of the Wehdat chants, 

Father of Hate and Father of Happiness pleaded with the Wehdat fans to remain quiet. 

There was no chanting for a few minutes and the guards moved away from the fans. It 

should be noted that while there were countless guards in the Wehdat section, swarming 

the fans, their presence in the Faisali section was fairly light in comparison.  

Given the significant importance of Aqsa to not only Palestinians, but Muslims as 

well, it is really peculiar as to why the Faisali fans would chant such a thing. It is almost 

as though they have regionalized the chant, by laying claim that their mosque in Amman 

is representative of their religion, while the Aqsa is representative of Palestinian religion. 

It appears as a form of sectarianism, despite both Wehdat and Faisali supporters being 

 
64 I was sitting near the media partition that separated Wehdat from Faisali. As a result, I was in 

the range of possibly getting hit by one of these batteries. Thankfully, I was not hit. But the 
experience itself was frightening.  
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Sunni Muslim. Curious as to why Faisali fans would chant such offensive things, Zed 

replied with: 

Faisali taunts us because of what is happening in society. They are 
airing their grievances like we are. They are mad about a lack of jobs 
and the blame us. There is some jealously between them and 
Palestinians. It’s not a big problem, but there definitely is a problem. 
For example, if I have my own business, or I am in-charge of hiring 
people and I am Palestinian, I will hire a Palestinian. If I am Jordanian 
then I will hire a Jordanian.65 

A similar opinion was common amongst the people with whom I spoke: 

In Amman, we have a problem of Palestinians working with 
Palestinians and Jordanians working with Jordanians. It is more about 
nepotism than how qualified you are. Both sides want work and blame 
each other for not having work. In Amman, we have lots of 
Palestinians here, so Palestinians tend to be employed a lot in the 
private sector by other Palestinians. It’s really the only way we can 
make money. Jordanian Jordanians in Amman usually work in some 
way for the government. Because they have control of the 
government, they have power. This (Wehdat) camp, it was put into 
another region that has more Jordanian-Jordanians than Palestinians. 
They do this because it reduces our chance to air our grievances. This 
causes resentment for Palestinians here. . .Look, everywhere you go, 
it does not matter if you are here, downtown Amman or anywhere, all 
the guards and police are Jordanian. Given our history, it does not 
make a lot of people who are Palestinian feel safe. It is 
discrimination.”66 

4.4. After the Game  

The outcome of the game determines what happens next. If Wehdat wins, their 

fans will stay an extra ten or fifteen minutes and sing the praises of the players. Usually 

the footballers will indulge in these praises and walk over to the Wehdat supporters’ 

section and acknowledge the cheers. If Wehdat loses, fans are expected to immediately 

leave the premises. Some supporters will go home while others will go to a nearby 

coffee shop and socialize with friends. Many will log onto Wehdat’s Facebook page or 

Wehdat’s message forum and discuss the events of the game. While mentioning the 

 
65 Zed, interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, April 5th, 2012. 
66 Abed, Interviewed by Author, Amman, Jordan, February 28th, 2012. 
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intricacies of the match is important, it is not uncommon for both the fans and the team 

to post Palestinian national symbols, political figures such as Ahmed Yassin, Yasser 

Arafat, or post Palestinian poems. They do not leave their Palestinian nationalism and 

political concerns at the stadium, as Tuastad suggests. Due to the constraints of this 

thesis, I am unable to further examine the role social media plays in continuing 

Palestinian nationalism and voicing political concerns for supporters of al-Wehdat. 

However, this is an important area of research that has yet to be uncovered and should 

be considered in the future.  

This chapter explored the dynamics of the stadium. The football stadium can be 

perceived as a stage and everyone in the stadium a character. The key characters of a 

football match for Wehdat are: the stadium, the footballers, the fans and the role of the 

state. Like other football academics, I used Michel Foucault’s concept of social control to 

understand the dynamics of what was occurring inside the stadium. However, I 

expanded on this concept by highlighting how Wehdat supporters are able to maneuver 

within the context of Foucault’s panopticon. Many supporters view the stadium as a 

place of hope as opposed to a prison. They use this hope to express their identity and 

share their political values with like-minded people. Many Wehdat supporters have been 

going to the stadium to watch matches most of their lives. As a result, they have a better 

“feel” for when they can get away with expressing certain opinions. Additionally, I 

highlighted how King Abdullah stadium is an early modern design more akin to 

European football stadiums of the 1970’s and 80’s. As a result, while the government 

can apply social control to Wehdat supporters, it is not the ideal football stadium to fully 

enforce panopticon. Therefore, many Wehdat supporters reject self-surveillance and 

continue to express their political voice.  This chapter also examined the role that the 

“other” plays in shaping Wehdat’s identity by examining chants of Faisali fans. Faisali 

and their fans act as a great foil to the supporters of Wehdat. Moreover, this chapter has 

used the chants of both clubs to not only highlight cultural and political differences, but 

also used oral histories to uncover unspoken hardships and problems taking place in 

Jordan. 
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Chapter 5.  
 
Conclusion 

This thesis highlighted how Palestinian refugees in Jordan have used the football 

club, al-Wehdat, as a symbol in creating and establishing their identity, as well as using 

chants during a Wehdat football match to vent their political grievances against the 

Jordanian regime. W.E.B. Dubois’ The Souls of Black Folk referred to “dual heritage” as 

a critical factor in determining the identity of oppressed groups, thus identity formation is 

a function of both structural conditions and individual’s choice.1 The individual aspires to 

freedom, despite being limited by structural conditions. For Palestinian refugees in 

Jordan, that can mean returning to Palestine with pre-Nakba structural conditions. While 

Palestinians in Jordan share this concept of freedom, common narratives, tropes and 

cultural symbols with Palestinians around the world, they have also established their 

own unique identity. Though Nakba plays an important part in Palestinian history and 

identity, Wehdat fans have used their history and experiences in Jordan to establish their 

own identity separate from other Palestinians. This moved beyond the scope of the 

narrative of Nakba by historicizing significant events that affected Palestinian refugees in 

Jordan. It was these particular events, their changing socio-political conditions and their 

continued political restrictions that made al-Wehdat and the football stadium vital to 

Palestinian refugees’ identity and political platform. As Luisa Passerini mentions in 

Fascism in Popular Memory, approaching identity from a historical standpoint is 

important because it reveals that identities are cultural and subject to change.2        

 
1 W.E.B. Dubois, The Souls of Black Folk, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), pg. 3. 
2 Luisa Passerini, Fascism in Popular Memory: The Cultural Experience of the Turin Working 

Class, translated by, Robert Lumley and Jude Bloomfield, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1987). 
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I used Benedict Anderson’s theoretical approach of nationalism to demonstrate 

how Palestinian Wehdat fans imagine their communities. In Jordan, supporters of 

Wehdat gather to watch matches together in public spaces such as the stadium, 

restaurants or coffee shops. My thesis expanded beyond Imagined Communities to 

include football as a major force in imagining the national and ethnic identity for 

Palestinians in Jordan. The fans’ obsession of knowing who we are is evident with 

Wehdat fans and as I highlighted in previous chapters, football has been a confirmation 

of belonging and a symbol of Palestinian identity. 

I used James C Scott’s hidden transcripts to highlight the symbolic importance of 

Wehdat’s football club.  In the case of Wehdat fans, resistance is the subtle form of 

contesting public transcripts (their oppression) by making use of prescribed roles and 

language to resist the abuse of power, including metaphors, songs, ritual gestures and 

anonymity.3 This thesis examined these forms of resistance by using oral interviews and 

examining Wehdat’s logo, kit and songs. 

As demonstrated, the success of Wehdat led them to be considered Palestine’s 

team. Many of the football chants of Wehdat supporters incorporate key historical events 

such as the Jordanian Civil war and various Israeli-Palestinian conflicts, as well as socio-

political problems. Due to the socio-political marginalization of Palestinians, Wehdat 

became both their symbol for hope (with the success they began to have in the 1980s) 

as well as their voice of political dissent. As political events unfolded, they contributed to 

how the Wehdat supporters understood themselves and their conditions and gave them 

hope for their future. As declared, part of creating the collective “us” amongst Wehdat’s 

supporters, is having an enemy to defeat. Football support demands partisan 

involvement because demands for success are so large and modest failure will not be 

tolerated. In the case of Wehdat, their main enemy is Faisali, a club associated with the 

Jordanian regime. Conversely, the chants of the enemy also play a role in establishing 

the identity of Wehdat supporters.  

 
3 Scott, Hidden Transcripts, pg. 137. 
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I used Michel Foucault’s concept of space, social control and power to 

hypothesize social control in the stadium. The modern stadium accommodates the 

spectators’ gaze, which can result in self-reflection or monitoring of others as a 

disciplinary measure inside the football stadium. In other words, the source of power for 

the state inside the stadium is vision and the spectators’ visibility is the trap. The 

panoptical control of public space on football grounds is prevalent in football grounds in 

Jordan. During important football matches, Wehdat supporters are surrounded by an 

increased number of guards. This type of surveillance and social control are crucial 

components of Foucault’s carceral space, thus, the Jordanian state enacts this aspect of 

Foucault’s theory in attempt to control Wehdat supporters during a match. Even entering 

the stadium is another form of control by the state, as fans are herded into the stadium—

not before they are thoroughly searched, unlike the opposing teams’ fans-- single file like 

cattle going inside a slaughter house. Dag Tuastad and Luigi Achilli used these 

Foucauldian aspects of football to argue that supporters of Wehdat are under social 

control of the Jordanian regime in the football stadium and as a result, the team serves 

no political purpose.  

How can the stadium be a place where fans can maintain the political relevance 

of Wehdat despite the Foucauldian measures taken by the Jordanian state to ensure 

football is catharsis and once the game is over, Wehdat’s football fans return home as 

“Jordanians?” To explain this, I used Viktor Frankl’s Man’s Search for Meaning to 

highlight how fans of Wehdat are able to maneuver through Foucauldian surveillance to 

express their identity and keep Wehdat politically relevant and hope for a better future. 

Frankl wrote that despite the hellish conditions he endured at a concentration camp, he 

was able to find hope and meaning in life by remembering his wife in order to keep 

living. I applied this theory to counter Dag Tuastad and Luigi Achilli’s argument that 

Wehdat supporters are contained in the stadium. Furthermore, by taking historical 

accounts from my interlocutors about their experiences from attending Wehdat matches, 

I was able to demonstrate how Wehdat supporters are able to maneuver through such 

surveillance to express their cultural identity through the team, as well as their political 

discontent through football chants during the match. Moreover, the political significance 

of Wehdat continues beyond the stadium as some chants are heard in everyday life, and 

many Palestinians use the club’s forum and Facebook page to express their opinions. 
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By using oral history, this thesis not only moved away from the homogenous 

discourse of the Wehdat club to focus on individual Wehdat fan experiences, it also 

highlighted how Wehdat fans are able to maneuver within the stadium—despite being 

under constant surveillance—to continue to use Wehdat as a political platform. As 

shown in this thesis, the political influence of the Wehdat club still continues to extend 

beyond the football arena, which goes against Dag Tuastad’s stance that the Jordanian 

regime controls fans in the stadium environment.  Oral histories are essential for a 

discourse about identities because they provide crucial materials to the study of 

refugees and football fans. Additionally, when historians incorporate personal narratives 

into their work, they help bridge the divide between history as a hegemonic narrative and 

popular memory of marginalized communities.4  

My work examined how Palestinians in Jordan use the football club al-Wehdat in 

creating and establishing identity for Palestinians, examined stadium dynamics, the 

importance of football songs to reaffirm Palestinian refugee identity and to provide a 

political platform for Palestinians. It contributed to this field by including numerous oral 

interviews from my interlocutors, most of whom were fans, two Wehdat officials and one 

former player. Moreover, two of my interlocutors were women, which is significant 

because including female football fans in a study like this is something that seldom 

occurs. Finally, this project exhibited how Palestinian refugees in Jordan differ from 

those from other Palestinian communities and that identities change as people are 

affected by historical events and by their relationship with their host country. 

Future Research 

The role social media plays in continuing Palestinian nationalism and voicing 

political concerns for supporters of al-Wehdat is an area that should be studied in the 

future. Social media has played an important role in connecting like-minded people with 

each other as well as coordinating political rallies. Whether one visits Wehdat’s 

Facebook page or their forum on their website, the user can detect numerous cases of 

Wehdat’s fans connecting themselves with their Palestinian identity and their political 

 
4 Randa Farah, “The Significance of Oral Narratives and Life-Stories,” Al-Jana, The Harvest, File 

on Palestinian Popular Memory (2002): pg. 23. 
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beliefs. It is common for these users to post photos, Palestinian poetry or express their 

views (within reason) on these forums. While Facebook and their forum is not completely 

archived as one would hope, I believe there is still enough information available that 

would assist in understanding the thoughts of the Palestinians. 

Another avenue of research that warrants delving into is examining how Faisali 

fans use their favourite team to establish their identity and voice their political hardships. 

As there is very little scholarly work about Faisali, it would be interesting to interview 

Faisali supporters and compare their responses with their Wehdat counterparts.  

It is worth mentioning that there are other (smaller) football clubs from the 

Palestinian refugee camps. While their fan base does not come close to that of Wehdat, 

it would be intriguing to detect if there are any political or culturally significant clubs that 

might be comparable to or rival that of Wehdat. An extra dynamic of how these fans of a 

smaller Palestinian club view themselves against Wehdat would also be an interesting 

avenue to examine.  

Finally, while this thesis was able to incorporate women into the discussion of 

identity and politics in relation to Wehdat, more information is required to get a better 

perspective. There are numerous female fans of Wehdat that watch the games at Cafes 

as many would not dare to enter King Abdullah stadium because of cultural reasons. A 

case study on these women and how they perceive themselves as fans compared to 

men (and vice versa), as well as how they perceive their space and how it affects their 

identity is an avenue worth investigating.  Moreover, while there are few women who 

attend matches at the stadium, getting their thoughts about attending games and their 

love for Wehdat could make for some intriguing research.  
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Appendix A.  
 
Law No. 6 of 1954 on Nationality (last amended 1987) 

Chapter 1 - General Provisions 

Article 1 

This Law may be cited as the Jordanian Nationality Law, 1954, and shall come into force 
on the date of its publication in the Official Gazette. 

Article 2 

In this Law, except where the context otherwise requires: 

"Jordanian" means any person who by virtue of this Law possesses Jordanian 
nationality; 

"Foreigner" means any person who is not a Jordanian; 

"Arab" means, for the purposes of this Law, any person whose father was of Arab origin 
and who is a national of a State Member of the League of Arab States; 

"Emigrant" means any Arab born in the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan or in the ursurped 
part of Palestine who emigrated from or left the country or a child, wherever born, of 
such a person; 

"Incapacity" means the condition of any person who is a minor or of unsound mind or 
mentally defective or incapable at law; 

"Full age", in all matters pertaining to the application of this Law, means the age of 18 
solar years. 

Article 3 

The following shall be deemed to be Jordanian nationals: 

(1)Any person who has acquired Jordanian nationality or a Jordanian passport under the 
Jordanian Nationality Law, 1928, as amended, Law No. 6 of 1954 or this Law; 

(2)Any person who, not being Jewish, possessed Palestinian nationality before 15 May 
1948 and was a regular resident in the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan between 20 
December 1949 and 16 February 1954; 

(3)Any person whose father holds Jordanian nationality; 
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(4)Any person born in the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan of a mother holding Jordanian 
nationality and of a father of unknown nationality or of a Stateless father or whose 
filiation is not established; 

(5)Any person born in the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan of unknown parents, as a 
foundling in the Kingdom shall be considered born in the Kingdom pending evidence to 
the contrary; 

(6)All members of the Bedouin tribes of the North mentioned in paragraph (j) of article 25 
of the Provisional Election Law, No. 24 of 1960, who were effectively living in the 
territories annexed to the Kingdom in 1930. 

Article 4 

Any Arab who has resided continuously in the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan for not less 
than 15 years may acquire Jordanian nationality, by decision of the Council of Ministers 
taken on a proposal by the Minister of Internal Affairs, if he renounces his nationality of 
origin and the law of his country permits him to do so, provided that: 

(1)He is of good conduct and has never been convicted of an offence involving his 
honour or morals; 

(2)He has lawful means of livelihood; 

(3)He is of sound mind and does not suffer from any impairment that would make him a 
burden on society; 

(4)He takes an oath of allegiance and loyalty to his Majesty before a justice of the peace. 

Article 5 

His Majesty may, with the approval of the Council of Ministers, grant Jordanian 
nationality to any emigrant who submits a written declaration of option therefor, on 
condition that he relinquishes any other nationality possessed by him at the time of 
application. 

Article 6 

(1)Save as otherwise provided in this Law, any declaration or application shall be 
submitted to the Minister of the Internal Affairs or his deputy. 

(2)Any application which under this Law may be granted only if certain requirements 
have been complied with shall be accompanied by certificates or documents proving 
compliance with that requirement. 

Article 7 

For the purposes of articles 4, 5 and 6 a person shall be deemed to be a Jordanian 
national as from the date of his receipt of notice that his application has been granted by 
the competent authority. 

Chapter 2 - Nationality of dependants 

Article 8 
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(1)Subject to the approval of the Minister of Internal Affairs, a foreign woman who 
marries a Jordanian national may acquire Jordanian nationality if she so wishes by 
making a written statement to that effect: 

(a)Three years after her marriage if she is an Arab; 

(b)Five years after her marriage if she is not an Arab. 

(2)A Jordanian woman who marries a non-Jordanian and who acquires the nationality of 
her husband may retain her Jordanian nationality unless she renounces it in accordance 
with the provisions of this Law, in which case she may subsequently recover her 
Jordanian nationality by making an application therefor if her marriage is dissolved for 
any reason. 

(3)A Jordanian woman whose husband was or is being naturalized to acquire the 
nationality of another country because of special circumstances may retain her 
Jordanian nationality. 

Article 9 

The children of a Jordanian man shall be Jordanian wherever they are born. 

Article 10 

A minor child whose father has acquired a foreign nationality shall retain his Jordanian 
nationality. 

Article 11 

Where a foreign widow or divorced woman marries a Jordanian her children born before 
her marriage to him shall not automatically acquire Jordanian nationality by reason of 
such marriage. 

Chapter 3 - Naturalization 

Article 12 

Any person other than a Jordanian who is not incapable by law may apply to the Council 
of Ministers for grant of a certificate of Jordanian naturalization if: 

(1)He has been regularly resident in the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan for a period of 
four years preceding the date of his application; 

(2)He intends to reside in the Hashemite Kingdom of the Jordan. 

Article 13 

(1)The Council of Ministers may grant or reject an application for naturalization under 
article 12 of this Law. 

(2)The Council of Ministers may, subject to the approval of his Majesty the King, waive 
the requirement of four years' previous residence if the applicant is an Arab or if, for 
some special reason, his naturalization is in the public interest. 
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(3)A certificate of Jordanian naturalization shall not be granted to any person unless he 
loses by such naturalization the nationality he possessed at the date thereof. 

(4)A certificate of naturalization shall not be granted to any person who acquired 
Jordanian nationality by naturalization and who later lost the same by opting to acquire 
the nationality of a foreign State. 

(5)A certificate of naturalization granted by the Council of Ministers shall bear the 
signature of the Minsiter of Internal Affairs or his deputy. 

Article 14 

A person who acquires Jordanian nationality shall be deemed to be a Jordanian in every 
respect, but he may not hold any political or diplomatic position or any public office 
prescribed by the Council of Ministers and may not become a member of the State 
Council for at least 10 years after acquiring Jordanian nationality. He shall be eligible for 
nomination to a municipal or village council or to trade union office only after a period of 
at least five years has elasped as from his acquisition of Jordanian nationality. 

Chapter 4 - Renunciation of nationality 

Article 15 

Any Jordanian may with the approval of the Council of Ministers renounce his Jordanian 
nationality and acquire the nationality of a foreign State. 

Article 16 

Any Jordanian may renounce his Jordanian nationality and acquire the nationality of an 
Arab State. 

Article 17 

(a)A Jordanian who acquires the nationality of a foreign State may retain his Jordanian 
nationality unless he renounces it in accordance with the provisions of this Law. 

(b)The Council of Ministers may, on a proposal of the Minister of Internal Affairs, restore 
Jordanian nationality to a Jordanian who has renounced his Jordanian nationality to 
acquire another nationality in accordance with the provisions of this Law and who 
applies to the Minister of Internal Affairs for his nationality to be restored. 

Chapter 5 - Loss of Jordanian nationality 

Article 18 

(1)Any person who enters the military service of a foreign State without the prior 
permission or leave of the Jordanian Council of Ministers and refuses to leave the same 
when so directed by the Government of the Hashemite Kingdom of the Jordan shall lose 
his nationality. 

(2)The Council of Ministers may, with the approval of His Majesty, declare that a 
Jordanian has lost Jordanian nationality if: 
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(a)He enters the civil service of a foreign State and refuses to leave the same when so 
directed by the Government of the Hashemite Kingdom of the Jordan; 

(b)He enters the service of an enemy State; 

(c)He commits or attempts to commit an act deemed to endanger the peace and security 
of the State. 

Article 19 

The Council of Ministers may, with the approval of His Majesty, cancel a certificate of 
naturalization granted to any person if: 

(1)He has committed or attempted to commit any act deemed to endanger the peace 
and security of the State; 

(2)He has lost Jordanian nationality through misrepresentation in the evidence on the 
strength of which he was granted a certificate of naturalization. 

Article 20 

A Jordanian who loses Jordanian nationality shall not thereby be exempted from any 
obligation incurred by him as result of any act done by him before he lost Jordanian 
nationality. 

Article 21 

The Council of Ministers may make regulations for giving effect to the provisions of this 
Act and for the collection of fees payable thereunder and may make orders relating to 
the form and registration of: 

(1)Certificates of naturalization; 

(2)Declarations of option for nationality; 

(3)Acquisition and renunciation of Jordanian nationality. 

Article 22 

(1)The Council of Ministers may make regulations respecting the issue of identity cards 
for Jordanians and non-Jordanians, prescribe the form of and procedure for their 
registration, and determine the amount of charges payable therefor and exemptions in 
respect of persons who cannot afford to pay such charges. 

(2)Any person who fails to obtain an identity card in accordance with paragraph (1) of 
this article shall be liable to a fine of not more than 10 dinars. 

Chapter 6 - Repeals 

Article 23 

Any Ottoman or Jordanian or Palestinian enactment published before this Law in the 
Official Gazette shall, in so far as it conflicts with the provisions hereof, be repealed. 

Article 24 
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The Prime Minister and the other Ministers shall be entrusted with the application of this 
Law. 




