
Regime Survival and Politics Beyond the State

JORDAN 
AND THE  

ARAB UPRIS INGS

CURTIS R .  RYAN



JORDAN AND THE ARAB UPRISINGS

Columbia Studies in Middle East Politics



COLUMBIA STUDIES IN MIDDLE EAST POLITICS
Marc Lynch, Series Editor

Columbia Studies in Middle East Politics presents academically rigorous, well-written, 
relevant, and accessible books on the rapidly transforming politics of the Middle East for 
an interested academic and policy audience.

The Arab Uprisings Explained: New Contentious Politics in the Middle East, edited by Marc 
Lynch

Sectarian Politics in the Gulf: From the Iraq War to the Arab Uprisings, Frederic M. Wehrey
From Resilience to Revolution: How Foreign Interventions Destabilize the Middle East, Sean 

L. Yom
Protection Amid Chaos: The Creation of Property Rights in Palestinian Refugee Camps, Nadya 

Hajj
Religious Statecraft: The Politics of Islam in Iran, Mohammad Ayatollahi Tabaar
Local Politics in Jordan and Morocco: Strategies of Centralization and Decentralization, Janine 

A. Clark



Jordan and the 
Arab Uprisings
REGIME SURVIVAL AND POLITICS 

BEYOND THE STATE

Curtis R. Ryan

Columbia University Press
New York



Columbia University Press
Publishers Since 1893

New York Chichester, West Sussex
cup  .columbia  .edu

Copyright © 2018 Columbia University Press
All rights reserved

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Ryan, Curtis R., author.

Title: Jordan and the Arab uprisings : regime survival and politics beyond the state / Curtis Ryan.
Other titles: Columbia studies in Middle East politics.

Description: New York : Columbia University Press, 2018. | Series: Columbia studies in Middle 
East politics | Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2017049197| ISBN 9780231186261 (cloth : alk. paper) | ISBN 9780231186278 
(pbk. : alk. paper) | ISBN 9780231546560 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Jordan—Politics and government—1999– | Arab Spring, 2010–
Classification: LCC JQ1833.A58 R93 2018 | DDC 956.9504/5—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017049197

Columbia University Press books are printed on permanent and durable acid-free paper.
Printed in the United States of America

Cover image: GettyImages © Khalil Maraawi



[ v ]

Preface and Acknowledgments vii

List of Abbreviations xiii

I  Continuity and Change Amid  
the Arab Uprisings 1

I I  The Arab Spring Protests in Jordan 19

I I I  Political Parties and the  
“Traditional” Opposition 43

IV The Hirak and Changes in  
Political Activism 65

V Identity Politics, Real and Imagined 90

VI  Struggles Over Elections and  
Electoral Systems 114

VI I  Rebooting Reform 145

Contents



[ vi ] C O N T E N T S

VI I I  War, Refugees, and Regional Insecurity 175

IX Jordanian Politics Beyond the Arab Uprisings 215

Notes 223
Bibliography 251

Index 271



[ vii ]

This book explains how Jordan weathered the Arab uprisings, but 
it also provides an analytical understanding of Jordanian politics 
that is meant to last far beyond the era of the “Arab Spring” and the 

regional instability that followed. Each chapter tackles a different dynamic 
in the kingdom’s politics, tracking each theme before, during, and after the 
regional Arab Spring but also indicating how it is key to understanding Jor-
danian politics overall.

While domestic political dynamics are the main focus, the framework 
also emphasizes that Jordan’s domestic politics takes place within a broader 
regional setting. Regional context and external constraints deeply affect 
internal politics for both regime and opposition in Jordan. My analysis 
therefore takes the international setting seriously and shows its impact on 
domestic politics in the kingdom. As a small state, weaker than its neigh-
bors by almost every conceivable measure, Jordan remains militarily, eco-
nomically, and politically vulnerable. While this is a constant feature of 
Jordanian politics, it is also a change in terms of the scale of externally gen-
erated challenges (such as the massive influx of Syrian refugees) and explicit 
security threats (from regional wars to the rise of ISIS) in the era of the 
Arab uprisings. Domestic-international linkages affect Jordanian domestic 
politics to such an extent that it would be impossible to understand Jordan’s 
internal politics without also examining its regional setting.

Preface and Acknowledgments
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Mark Twain once allegedly said that “reports of my death have 
been greatly exaggerated.” In many ways, this quip summa-
rizes expectations regarding Jordan and its many challenges, 

not just since the Arab uprisings of 2011 but even since independence in 
1946. Jordan is described as “on the brink” so often over the years that it 
seems to be a chronic condition.1 Living on the brink but also surviving 
against the odds are essentially the norms of Jordanian politics throughout 
the history of the kingdom. But with the onset of the regional “Arab 
Spring” in 2011, the constraints were intense even by Jordan’s fairly rug-
ged standards. Jordan was under severe strain regionally, economically, and 
even in terms of its internal politics, with protests in the streets, economic 
crises, war across multiple borders, refugees flowing in, and struggles 
between government and opposition over the future of the country.

Indeed, the old joke about Jordan’s political geography—that it lies 
“between Iraq and a hard place”—was never particularly funny, but it was 
also never more true than in the years of the regional Arab Spring (roughly 
2011–2013) and in the many years of regional instability that followed the 
Arab uprisings more generally (roughly 2011 onward). Given Jordan’s some-
times tumultuous history in Middle East regional politics, that is really 
saying something. Yet during those years, Jordan remained more stable than 
any of its neighbors, despite rising tensions and conflicts across its north-
ern, eastern, and western borders. Violent conflict seemed to be growing 

CHAPTER I

Continuity and Change Amid the Arab Uprisings
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in all three directions: with Syria aflame amid a horrific civil war, renewed 
violence and internal conflict in Iraq, intermittent wars between Hamas 
and Israel, and the rise of a Salafi jihadist “Islamic State”—better known 
as ISIS—in Iraq and Syria, challenging not only those states but also Jor-
dan and the entire region. Jordan’s myriad security concerns were, in short, 
not at all hypothetical and indeed all too real.

Yet the Arab Spring had started in a very different way—not in exter-
nal border threats, civil wars, terrorism, and seemingly endemic violence 
but rather in democratically minded and youth-driven protest movements 
across the region. Activists had rallied for reform and change, railed against 
corruption and social injustice, and called for democracy, pluralism, and 
responsive governance across the region. Authoritarian regimes con-
fronted mass mobilizations of their own societies, from Morocco to Bah-
rain, and from Syria to Sudan. Jordan’s former foreign minister, Marwan 
Muasher, referred to this as a “second Arab awakening” that ultimately—
despite all its twists and turns—amounted to a long-term struggle for plu-
ralism across the region.2 The era seemed to herald the onset of tremendous 
changes and challenges to the regional order. Some regimes fell, while 
others persisted and even doubled down on their own authoritarianism. 
The Arab uprisings, in short, marked a period of both profound changes 
and significant continuities in Arab and Middle East regional politics.

This book provides an analysis of Jordan’s experience in the years dur-
ing and beyond the regional Arab uprisings. In doing so, it examines the 
events in a broader domestic, regional, and even temporal context. In some 
respects, Jordan has been here before. Protests, demonstrations, and exten-
sive struggles over reform and reaction are not at all new to Jordanian 
politics. Nor is regional insecurity or, for that matter, endemic economic 
crisis. Similarly, Jordan’s cautious foreign policy during the Arab Spring 
pursued mostly familiar courses, including attempts to maneuver between 
relatively more powerful but also unstable neighbors, all while also attempt-
ing to alienate no one.

Yet there were many differences in the otherwise familiar script. Per-
haps the single most pressing question emerging from these various angles 
remains whether Jordan’s time-honored approaches to domestic political 
change, economic challenges, and foreign policy would be enough to carry 
the kingdom through the continuing challenges of domestic and regional 
politics during and after the Arab uprisings. The question, put another way, 
is not just to what extent Jordan survived, reformed, or regressed during 
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the Arab Spring, but also whether the Jordanian path is ultimately sustain-
able. This book, then, is about Jordan’s past and present, and also about its 
prospects for the future.

The Regional Arab Spring

The Arab uprisings began late in 2010 and shook the entire Middle East to 
its foundations.3 Protests were not new to Middle East politics, but the 
seemingly sudden outbreak on such a large scale and across the entire region 
was indeed unprecedented. Protesters marched, chanted, and demanded 
change in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Syria, and Yemen—the most dramatic 
and tumultuous sites in the Arab Spring. But mass demonstrations also 
broke out in Algeria, Bahrain, Jordan, Morocco, Saudi Arabia, and Sudan. 
These were not just separate mobilizations but part of a truly pan-Arab and 
region-wide phenomenon in which protesters demanded political change 
as well as economic and social justice.4

Most accounts see the Arab Spring starting in December 2010 with mass 
protests in Tunisia, historically not the main trendsetter in Arab politics. 
The roots of the revolts, of course, were longer term and ran far deeper 
than the specific events usually cited as triggers to regional uprisings. Pub-
lic and media attention tended to focus on events such as the self-immolation 
of Muhammad Boazizi in Tunisia, who set himself on fire in protest 
against state abuse, leading many to protest in outrage over the sheer despair 
that marked this act. Similarly, in Egypt, the death of Khalid Sa’id in deten-
tion and at the hands of police turned into the Egyptian Arab Spring ral-
lying cry, “We are all Khalid Sa’id.” These events were important, and they 
galvanized opposition to authoritarian regimes in Tunisia and Egypt, but 
they were not themselves causal. Rather, the uprisings had deeper roots in 
political grievances against authoritarian rule and economic and social 
injustice. Still, the Arab Spring did represent a kind of social and political 
explosion across the region.5

Activists and government officials alike from across the Arab world fol-
lowed the events in Tunisia and Egypt with great interest, with social media 
and satellite television broadcasting almost every new development. If 
Tunisia created a political wave that would cross its borders, affecting the 
entire region, then Egypt’s revolution of January 2011 amounted to a polit-
ical tsunami. Arab satellite television stations soon had to shift to split 
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screens to show the many simultaneous demonstrations and protests across 
multiple Arab capitals and other cities and towns throughout the region. 
This wasn’t just any wave of protests, however. This time, regimes fell.

Tunisia’s President Zine al-‘Abedin Ben ‘Ali fled the country. Egypt’s 
President Husni Mubarak was overthrown in part by a massive popular 
revolution but also in part by a military seeking to save itself. Following 
the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions, uprisings emerged in Libya and 
Yemen as well. Libya’s longtime dictator Muamar al-Qadhafi was over-
thrown and brutally executed after the Libyan revolution turned into a civil 
war, with NATO military intervention backing the rebel side. In Yemen, 
President Ali Abdullah Saleh, after many delays, finally acquiesced to a 
regime transition negotiated by the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), and 
yet another dictator left office. But Saleh would later return, helping fuel a 
Houthi rebellion against his successor, igniting a new Yemeni civil war. 
The GCC had intervened in a different way in Bahrain, a GCC member 
state, with an armed force rolling into the country to back the regime 
against democratic protesters. GCC military forces crushed the nascent 
democratic movement at Pearl Roundabout in the capital, Manama, set-
ting the stage for a reactionary counterrevolution as the monarchy held on 
to power with Saudi and GCC backing.

In Syria, the Ba’thist police state of Bishar al-Asad responded to peace-
ful demonstrations with extreme violence. Eventually, antiregime demon-
strations too turned to the use of force, to defend themselves against state 
repression. Syria’s revolution turned out to be the most violent chapter of 
the regional Arab Spring—a far cry from its initial peaceful and demo-
cratic impulses. The Syrian revolution turned into a seemingly endemic 
civil war, dragging in regional and global powers and even transnational 
jihadi and terrorist movements, all with extensive implications for neigh-
boring Jordan. The Syrian war had profound effects on Jordan in terms of 
domestic and regional security, the economy, and extensive refugee flows 
into the country.

Like their counterparts across the region, Jordanians too had participated 
in the political demonstrations, rallies, and protests that marked the early 
years of the regional Arab Spring. But the Jordanian version looked mark-
edly different from that of its more volatile neighbors since it involved mostly 
peaceful struggles between regime and opposition via protests, demonstra-
tions, and sometimes even elections. Unlike Tunisia, Egypt, Syria, Libya, 
or Yemen, Jordan had not, thus far, succumbed to revolution, civil war, or 
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violent insurrection. Jordan’s Arab Spring and post–Arab Spring experience 
was not marked by such extremes, but politics within the kingdom during 
the years of the Arab uprisings were anything but docile or silent.

Was Jordan an exception to the Arab Spring? Jordan’s King Abdullah II 
argued that the country was indeed exceptional, that it could forge a third 
way between revolution and authoritarian reaction. Might it in fact forge 
its own unique path, navigating the Arab Spring through its own reform 
program and hence avoiding the violent revolutionary (or worse) turmoil 
that had engulfed so much of the region? Or was it simply a matter of time 
before Jordan too experienced revolutionary change? Alternatively, and 
perhaps despite internal reform efforts, would Jordan succumb to external 
pressures and implode like several of its neighbors? In short, would Jordan 
rise above the dark turn to the Arab Spring in terms of reactionary dicta-
torship or chronic violence and instability and instead not only survive but 
perhaps even prosper amid some of the most intense challenges in its entire 
history? These are the questions that gave rise to this book, which explores 
these concerns and provides an analysis of key elements in the past, present, 
and future of politics in the Hashemite Kingdom.

Transitions to Democracy, Persistent Authoritarianism, 
or Liberalizing Autocracy?

The events of the Arab Spring shook not only the region but also the field 
of Middle East political science, challenging understandings of Middle East 
politics.6 Political scientists and scholars from other disciplines have exam-
ined regional politics seemingly from every direction, but the dramatic 
turns of events from 2011 onward included cases of revolution, counter-
revolution, outside intervention, civil war, and, just as important, states 
where none of these outcomes transpired. All required explanation, includ-
ing the “why not here?” cases. Understandably, even scholars tended to be 
caught up in the moment, at least in initial responses to the Arab Spring, 
especially when it seemed overwhelmingly positive, as youth-led popular 
movements and unarmed civilian prodemocracy movements appeared to 
signal a new age, toppling dictatorships in a region long known for persis-
tent authoritarianism.

Indeed, the very term Arab Spring was clearly originally meant in a fun-
damentally positive way, referring to a flowering of democratic possibilities 
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in what had been an overwhelmingly authoritarian context. But those 
optimistic moments, which were very real, were in many parts of the 
region overtaken by regimes striking back.7 This also led to many rhe-
torical abuses of the seasonal analogy—the Arab Spring, it seemed, had 
turned to the Arab Autumn (skipping summer entirely) and soon arrived 
at the Arab Winter.

Overused analogies aside, the Arab uprisings had shifted from moments 
when societies seemed to have the upper hand over states to the reverse, 
with states and regimes doubling down on their own repression and author-
itarianism, shifting tactics and strategies, perhaps, but demonstrating in a 
brutal and bloody way the very idea of persistent authoritarianism. Years 
before the Arab uprisings even began, the political science literature on 
authoritarian persistence had emerged to explain “why not?”—why not the 
Middle East, even as other literatures had hailed waves of democratization 
elsewhere?8 To be clear, most writers were not making culturally deter-
ministic arguments but were instead investigating empirically the remark-
able durability of authoritarian regimes in the Middle East.9

Despite myriad claims that the field of political science or Middle East 
studies had somehow missed the Arab Spring, political scientists working 
on the region had spent the previous several decades examining every-
thing from civil society activism and social movements to persistent 
authoritarianism—all topics of direct relevance to the era of the Arab upris-
ings and beyond. Yet in the broader field of political science, the Middle 
East often seemed to be regarded in both comparative politics and inter-
national relations as the outlier field, the one that had its own unique 
qualities, and that too often seemed to be the exception to theories and 
perspectives across the discipline. Political scientists who are regional spe-
cialists, of course, have long pushed back against these notions. Yet given the 
persistence and seeming durability of authoritarian political systems across 
much of the region, many questioned whether this would ever change.

Vast literatures in political science have studied the waves of democra-
tization that have swept the modern world, but often with scant reference 
to the Middle East.10 The transitions literature, for example, examined the 
wave of democratization in the 1970s and 1980s across Latin America and 
southern Europe, with particular emphasis on pacts emerging between 
regime and opposition elites to achieve a successful transition from dic-
tatorship to democracy.11 In 1989–1991, another wave of democratization 
appeared to be under way, as regimes fell like dominos (indeed, the only 
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time the domino theory ever worked was in reverse), as communist 
systems collapsed across Eastern Europe and eventually also the Soviet 
Union. Other moments of authoritarian collapse and successful democrati-
zation would follow elsewhere, but questions remained about the Middle 
East, and especially about Arab politics. Would there ever be a demo-
cratic wave in the Arab world? The Arab Spring of 2011 was the closest the 
region has, so far, come to anything like it. But in many ways the events 
themselves instead served to reinforce the literature on robust or durable 
authoritarianism in the Middle East.12

Still, the fact that most regimes in the region survived, and that author-
itarian rule for the most part persisted, should not obscure the reality 
that regional politics had nonetheless changed dramatically. The seeds 
had been planted much earlier, but the Arab Spring did see a dramatic 
rise in the level of popular mobilization and activism across the region. In 
its early days, many political scientists studying the Middle East there-
fore reexamined literatures that had previously seemed inapplicable to 
the Middle East. This included the literature on transitions from author-
itarianism to democracy.13 Yet the transitions literature (sometimes 
known as “transitology”) seemed to have limited applicability to Arab 
regional politics certainly before 2011 but even at the height of the Arab 
Spring as well—just when it seemed it might apply. There was much 
tumult, mobilization, and protest across the region, indeed to astound-
ing levels, but regime change really occurred only in Tunisia and Libya, 
and to a lesser extent (in the sense of partial regime change) in Egypt and 
Yemen. For all the movement and turmoil, there were few actual transi-
tions. And among these, only Tunisia seemed to be going through even 
a partial democratic transition. The transitions literature had its own limi-
tations in any case, but now it seemed to be a decidedly optimistic enter-
prise in the face of the volatility characterizing so much of regional politics, 
including but not limited to multiple regional wars and the world’s largest 
refugee crisis.

This led some political scientists to look in the opposite direction: not 
for what has been criticized as “democracy spotting” or being “demo-
crazy” but rather toward explaining persistent and even resurgent authori-
tarianism in the Middle East, and especially in Arab politics.14 In this 
literature, political scientists examined how regimes survive, even in the 
face of massive popular mobilization. The literature on the persistence of 
authoritarianism focused on states themselves and the many lives of regimes 
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driven to ensure their own security, durability, and survival above all other 
goals.

Regimes have strategies. They make tactical and strategic adjustments. 
In short, they adapt. Arab regimes in particular resisted the “third wave” 
of democratization via “upgrading authoritarianism,” as Steven Heydemann 
put it.15 Similarly, Joshua Stacher argued that “adaptable autocrats” have 
myriad strategies to adjust to new challenges to their rule, not just through 
coercion or brute force (although in these cases that applied too) but also 
through cooptation, inclusion, and—at times—selective exclusion. Even 
state-led reform, Stacher asserts, should best be seen as “autocratic adapta-
tion.” This very adaptability of authoritarian regimes (even in many dif-
ferent forms) “explains why this form of governance continues to be relevant 
even in the age of popular mobilizations, uprisings, and potential revolu-
tions.”16 Perhaps ironically, regimes change in order to stay the same.

In my own earlier work on regime survival strategies, focusing then 
on Egypt, I argued that the set of survival strategies at hand for many 
ruling regimes includes coercion, containment or cooptation, and even 
diversion—that is, the use of foreign policy and the regional or international 
stage to put off domestic pressures.17 In his work on authoritarian persis-
tence, also focusing on Egypt, Jason Brownlee argues that regime mainte-
nance is also predicated in large part on institutions and coalitions of ruling 
elites.18 Institutions of the state and elite coalitions are both rearranged and 
reorganized by the regime to prevent greater change, to thwart reform, 
and to achieve what is, after all, job one for any regime: maintaining its 
own survival. Regimes have arsenals of options to work with, cynical 
though that sounds. And we can assume that regimes do in fact want to 
survive, and that they will therefore make adjustments and use whatever 
means they deem necessary to ensure their own security and longevity.19 
The literature on the durability of authoritarianism in the region suggests 
that these arsenals, while certainly including coercion and repression, 
also include shifting patronage, coopting opponents, instigating minimal 
reforms to forestall greater change, managing elections, and even liberal-
izing (minimally) not to replace autocracy but to preserve it.

Studying why dictatorship persists, despite efforts against it, is naturally 
a depressing enterprise. But alternative approaches had turned in a differ-
ent direction, away from the cynical and self-serving strategies of states and 
regimes, toward politics within society itself. These more optimistic lit-
eratures examined signs of democratization or at least liberalization, not 
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just in the form of state institutional change but also by examining the 
emergence of civil society organizations and social movements and other 
forms of public activism and engagement.20

Having overly optimistic expectations regarding where this is all going, 
however, has been criticized as “democracy spotting.” Lisa Anderson, in a 
cogent critique, noted the biases especially within American political sci-
ence toward normative expectations about democracy and democratiza-
tion, and hence the danger of seeing signs of these and missing much of 
what was really going on in the region. Scholars, she argued, were too likely 
to engage in “searching where the light shines” rather than engaging in 
perhaps a more thorough examination of the political landscape.21 But 
Anderson was critical of the authoritarianism literature too. Each of these 
literatures, even when studying seemingly opposite phenomena, had a ten-
dency to err on the side of being overly deterministic in their expecta-
tions. In this book I have tried to be mindful of Anderson’s critique, as I 
draw on all the above literatures but without any expectation of demo-
cratic or authoritarian inevitability. As we shall see, literatures from civil 
society to the persistence of authoritarianism have useful things to say in 
understanding the politics of Jordan and many other countries.

Yet it would be pointless for advocates of one or another of these 
perspectives—ranging from democratic transitions to persistent 
 authoritarianism—to have declared victory in the wake of the Arab Spring. 
The region did see a resurgence of authoritarianism, to be sure, but there 
was no reason to believe that this was some kind of final stage. Similarly, 
while democracy was not, in fact, breaking out across the region, that didn’t 
nullify the emergence of civil society, grassroots levels of organiza-
tion, social movements, or prodemocracy activism. As Lynch has noted, 
“authoritarianism is rarely as stable as it appears during the days of normal 
politics, but equally rarely as ephemeral as it might seem during revolu-
tionary moments.”22 These various literatures, in short, tell us about different 
aspects of political life and are not really in some kind of contest.

Some scholars were focusing on states and regimes and some on politi-
cal mobilization from within society, either alongside or even against the 
state. There were valuable studies exploring political activism and mobili-
zation despite authoritarianism. The point is that to fully understand the 
dynamics of authoritarianism and the prospects for liberalization or democ-
racy or simply for change of any kind (without any particular normative 
expectations), one must examine both state and society. These literatures 
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are equally important and give insights into different questions. The more 
socially oriented literatures moved away from a state-centric focus toward 
politics as practiced through civil society and social movements. Scholars 
examined organizations, nonstate institutions, and grassroots movements 
challenging the dominance of states not only within a prevailing regime 
but also across society. These literatures were often especially interested in 
prospects for real change. The surge in studies of civil society from the 
1990s onward, for example, examined different forms of citizen organiza-
tion outside the direct control or purview of the state. These did not turn 
into building blocks for a steady march toward democracy, but in 2011 and 
after, such efforts did provide the groundwork for organization and even 
institutional bases for greater grassroots mobilization efforts.

Lina Khatib and Ellen Lust have demonstrated, however, that under-
standing the real depths of social and political activism requires moving 
beyond formal civil society organizations to include informal forms of 
political engagement and mobilization.23 Asef Bayat, in his influential work, 
pushed much further in the direction of a grassroots focus, beyond civil 
society institutions or indeed institutions of any kind, to focus on the 
importance of individuals and everyday forms of politics.24 Lisa Wedeen, 
again in groundbreaking work, examined how individuals challenge 
regimes in other ways, acting as if they are complying when in fact they 
are not—and acting as if they have acquiesced when instead they are pur-
suing their own paths while carefully navigating the controls of the state.25 
Finally, scholars such as Marc Lynch pointed to the changed politics of new 
media, new technologies, and the transformative effect of creating truly 
transnational opportunities for communication and mobilization in the 
Arab public sphere.26 It is important to note that all these studies were writ-
ten before the Arab uprisings but showed avenues for mobilization for 
both individuals and society, regardless of the efforts of states.

For these reasons, this book, while concerned with the question of 
regime adaptability and survival, also examines Jordanian politics beyond 
the state, including efforts at individual and collective mobilization and 
activism for change. It is about both state and society in Jordan, about gov-
ernment and opposition, and about regime elites and grassroots activism 
alike. Unlike Egypt and Syria, Jordan has tended not to pursue high levels 
of violent repression. Coercion is there, to be sure, but not comparable to 
that of the more brutal regimes. The Jordanian state has instead prided itself 
on its use of “soft security”—that is, minimal coercion—with a larger 
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reliance on cooptation, minimal and cautious reform efforts directed from 
above, as well as extensive economic and military support from regional 
and global allies.

Even years after the Arab Spring protests, neither side of the government-
opposition spectrum in Jordan could afford to be too comfortable. Many 
regime elites felt certain that they had survived the Arab uprisings, while 
many reform activists were increasingly disillusioned. Years had passed. 
Many challenges were met, and many opportunities missed. Yet politics in 
the Arab states did not begin or end with the Arab Spring. Much remains 
unresolved and will depend not just on state and society within Jordan or 
other countries in the region but also on the regional setting.

The Importance of the International Setting

Part of Jordan’s story is about domestic politics. But for Jordan, and indeed 
any other country, domestic politics does not take place in a vacuum. The 
regional and international setting matters significantly and shapes much of 
what is possible within the domestic sphere. To understand domestic out-
comes, therefore, it is essential to look not only at the case itself but also at 
its international setting. It is important, in short, to link comparative poli-
tics and individual country cases to international relations. Especially for 
smaller states, outside support is often vital to regime and also state sur-
vival. There is an entire literature for this, too—small states conceived not 
just as geographically small but also in terms of relative weakness or vul-
nerability in the international or regional system.27 “Small states,” such as 
Jordan, are often especially vulnerable to regional turmoil like that of the 
Arab uprisings and the wars that followed. Jordan remains economically, 
politically, and militarily weaker than its neighbors and hence dependent 
on economic support, foreign economic and military aid, and strong 
regional or global allies for its survival.28

But alliances, of course, do not come without strings attached. They 
may indeed bolster the state, as intended, but there remains the important 
question of political costs. If the key foreign ally has its own preferences, 
does it seek to impose these on its weaker allied state? This has strong impli-
cations for linking international relations and alliance politics to internal 
politics and struggles for domestic change. Wealthy and influential global 
allies, like many of the states in the European Union, for example, are likely 
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to press for greater domestic openness and change, while more reactionary 
states, like regional power Saudi Arabia, are just as likely to push in the 
opposite direction. U.S. policy, not known for its consistency, can appear 
at either end of that spectrum, with strong implications for or against 
domestic change. Jordan, as this book shows, has found itself subject to all 
the above pressures. In a recent study, Sean Yom argues that the interfer-
ence of powerful Western states in the Middle East has more often than 
not had negative effects on prospects for democratic change. Drawing on 
the cases of Jordan, Kuwait, and Iran, Yom argues that Western interven-
tionism provides an enabling effect for enduring authoritarianism.29

And here the question of security dilemmas, traditionally a concept in 
international relations, is especially important even in a domestic politics 
setting. International relations scholars note that states in the international 
system often find themselves arming and improving their defenses in an 
effort to ensure their own security, yet in doing so they may unintention-
ally trigger alarm and worse among their neighbors. The “dilemma” in 
the security dilemma refers to the tendency of defensive efforts—that is, 
efforts to enhance security—to backfire and actually undermine a state’s 
own security, and even to create a spiral of insecurity. As I have argued 
elsewhere, there is a domestic corollary to the traditional external security 
dilemma.30 Jordan and other states in the region and beyond also have an 
internal security dilemma. Efforts to ensure external security (and Jordan 
does not have a shortage of potential threats) can militate against domestic 
efforts at greater openness and reform, ensuring perhaps more secure bor-
ders but also undermining the credibility, legitimacy, and ultimately secu-
rity of a ruling regime.

As the Arab uprisings wore on and revolutions turned into civil wars, 
with terrorist organizations like al-Qa’ida and the Islamic State taking root 
in territories of neighboring states, Jordan’s concerns with regional Arab 
wars and with ensuring its external security seemed to outweigh or derail 
its domestic Arab Spring efforts at reform and change. Few countries reside 
geographically in such difficult circumstances. And from 2011 onward, 
those circumstances only got more difficult, with conflict across almost 
every border. Indeed, the country was battered by negative regional trends 
as the region and even Jordan’s immediate neighbors were mired in revo-
lution, counterrevolution, civil war, insurgency, occupation and resistance 
to occupation, repression, terrorism, state-led counterterrorism that often 
seemed to be still more terrorism, foreign intervention, militant Salafi 
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jihadist movements, and rising regional sectarianism. Yet the kingdom, 
while vulnerable to these more negative winds of change, so far has suc-
cumbed to none of them. Would it instead be affected by more positive 
winds of change? By the more idealistic goals of youth and other move-
ments for greater openness, reform, and change? The grassroots movements 
themselves, the rise in activism, and the increase in the use of new tech-
nologies and social media all suggested that meaningful change was finally 
a real possibility.

The Jordanian Case and the Approach of This Book

Many of the political science literatures cited above give cause for pessimism 
and seem to suggest, together, that Jordan—like most cases—is likely to see 
greater grassroots activism, civil society, and attempts at liberalization but to 
have these be met by even stronger forces arrayed against change. Even as 
social pressures mount, ruling regimes are likely to adjust their arsenals as 
needed in order to simply hold on, perhaps while allowing some surface-
level changes to co-opt, divide, and defuse opposition. These types of mea-
sures may be meant cynically, as “pseudo-democratic” reforms. But even 
changes from above might sometimes be taken beyond the limited param-
eters intended by a regime. This nexus of domestic and regional pressures 
and insecurities can also trigger, even in different time periods, remarkably 
similar moments of struggles over reform and change, almost as though 
government and opposition are following a familiar script but with differ-
ent terms and slogans. As struggles for and against reform and change 
continued in Jordan, many government officials and opposition activists 
alike could certainly feel a sense of déjà vu—of having gone through much 
of this before. Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose—the more things change, 
the more they stay the same.

But in Jordan and across the region, politics was characterized by both 
continuity and change, and even some of the familiar and seemingly repeti-
tive aspects often featured subtle changes—changes worth noticing and 
investigating, as this book intends to do. Ultimately, the Jordanian case 
underscores not just the salience of many of the above theories but also 
why it is essential to examine national politics (for any case) from both state 
and society angles—as a struggle between regimes attempting to secure 
their own survival and more diverse elements mobilizing across society for 
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change. As this book will show, authoritarian resilience remains a key fea-
ture of Jordanian politics, but so too does social and political mobilization 
across a wide range of opposition forces.

Jordan exists in one of the world’s most difficult neighborhoods, sur-
rounded by more powerful neighbors whose problems seem continually 
to spill over their borders into the Hashemite Kingdom. While these 
regional and security dynamics have been key features of Jordanian poli-
tics and policy ever since independence in 1946, they seemed especially 
urgent and intense during and after the regional Arab uprisings. As a small 
state that is weaker by almost any measure than its various neighbors in an 
often volatile region, Jordan has tended to put great emphasis on recur-
ring rounds of domestic reform, coupled with active international diplo-
macy and even savvy foreign policy to ensure that its economic and security 
needs are met, both domestically and regionally.

The kingdom was not blessed with significant resource endowments and 
has neither sufficient oil nor water supplies. Indeed, Jordan was struggling 
to maintain energy supplies, including electricity and natural gas, for its 
own citizens even before the regional uprisings and wars. The economy 
has no significant resource endowments, aside from limited amounts of 
phosphates and potash. The kingdom has therefore attempted to pursue 
alternative energy sources, such as developing solar and wind power, but 
these are also long-term efforts. In the short term, the country remains 
energy and aid dependent.

Even before the Arab Spring began, the kingdom was struggling eco-
nomically, and its geographic location has always made the country espe-
cially vulnerable to the trials and tribulations of its neighbors. Jordan has 
a massive unemployment rate, especially for youth, with an unusually high 
cost of living (already a dangerous combination), and depends on foreign 
aid to meet more than half of its annual state budget. The kingdom there-
fore operates with a persistent budget deficit and hence prioritizes positive 
foreign relations with external allies and benefactors, including the United 
States, the European Union, and the wealthy Arab Gulf states. Jordan has 
used its geopolitical importance and regional setting as leverage to retain 
the support and good will of affluent Western powers and sometimes also 
Gulf allies. But this also means that the kingdom operates in a chronic fis-
cal crisis that has grown worse over the years.

During the Arab Spring era, Jordanian activism seemed to be at an all-
time high, not only in the streets but also through other forms of protest, 
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including petitions and various manifestos issued as challenges to the regime. 
Activists gathered in public debates as well as in online forums, openly dis-
cussing almost every issue in Jordanian politics. Jordan’s internet lit up with 
social media and other online portals as activists and other citizens con-
nected with one another, debated, discussed, and organized. Unlike many 
other states in the region, however, Jordan has not (so far) seen revolution, 
civil war, or regime change. So what exactly is it a case of ? Supporters of 
the regime and the state—and there are many Jordanians in this category—
often emphasize that Jordan is a case simply of survival, against great odds 
when one considers both the economic situation and the regional turmoil. 
Even supporters differ, however, on whether this survival is due to deft and 
far-sighted policy or simply to more reactive attempts to “muddle through” 
and survive the latest internal and external challenges.

In terms of the political science literature, Jordan often matches almost 
whatever middle case is offered. When scholars speak of “hybrid regimes” 
or “liberalizing autocracies,” these terms fit the Jordanian case.31 If there is 
a middle path, Jordan is likely to take it. It is a small state dependent on the 
good will of key allies to support its economic and security efforts, and it 
shifts domestic political coalitions and regional alliances in a never-ending 
effort to maintain its own regime security, while trying to maintain con-
sistent, long-term relations with more powerful global allies. Jordan has 
sustained itself through countless challenges, even when it appears to be, 
once again, “on the brink.”

Describing Jordan as a middle case means, among other things, that it 
is neither fully authoritarian nor fully democratic, although it is more the 
former than the latter. It is a hybrid regime, not just a liberalizing autoc-
racy but a perpetually liberalizing autocracy. And this is a key part of the 
case and a key argument of this book: there is considerable movement and 
seemingly constant change, yet much remains the same. This is a state strat-
egy. In many ways, Jordan shows how a state can be in continual move-
ment without moving from essentially the same spot. Jordan’s regime 
survival, despite the many pressures unleashed by the Arab uprisings, I 
argue, is based on a combination of state strategies (including recurrent 
reform efforts), divided opposition movements, and extensive international 
support related to its geopolitical importance to other, more powerful inter-
national actors.

It is also important to note, however, what this book does not do. It 
makes no argument about cultural, ethnic, or religious determinism or 
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exceptionalism. Nor do I subscribe to the notion that monarchies them-
selves are so exceptional as to be immune from the dramatic changes of 
Middle East regional politics. Political scientists have debated the issue of 
“monarchical exceptionalism” precisely because the eight Arab monarchies 
survived the Arab Spring while many of the authoritarian republics did 
not.32 But like Gregory Gause, I argue that each monarchy has a different 
story to tell and has survived largely owing to its own strategies, domestic 
support coalitions, and external supporters (and, in the case of the “oil mon-
archies,” its own resources).33 It is not monarchy itself as a regime type that 
is the key variable but actions, strategies, tactics, and allies—all of which 
are explored in this book.

Jordan itself has thus far mastered the fine art of muddling through, of 
just managing to survive and continue, despite a neighborhood awash in 
unrest, instability, and violence. Yet short of revolution, civil war, or regime 
collapse, a great deal happened in Jordan in the era of the Arab uprisings, as 
state, society, and old and new forms of opposition mobilized across Jorda-
nian politics. Political struggles raged over reform, opposition, elections, 
identity politics, social and economic justice, foreign policy, and national 
security. Mindful of the various literatures noted above, this book therefore 
looks closely at both state and society, at elite and grassroots politics, at 
internal and external politics and policies, for a more complete picture of 
Jordan during—and long after—the Arab uprisings. With these concerns in 
mind, the book does not focus on either an elite-level regime analysis or a 
grassroots-level analysis of opposition forces but rather examines both. 
Political outcomes emerge from the intersection of government and oppo-
sition efforts, even when they are pushing in opposite directions. This book 
examines precisely how these dynamics work and provides inside looks at 
both the government and the opposition, and at their strategies, tactics, 
goals, and interpretations of key events in the era of the Arab uprisings and 
well beyond.

This book examines how Jordan managed to weather the Arab upris-
ings, even as the region around it seemed to be in flames in every direc-
tion. The kingdom did not emerge unscathed. So how did both state and 
society manage to maneuver through these challenges? And is this a 
sustainable model for Jordan’s future, or, indeed, for other countries to per-
haps learn from? For both government and opposition, what changed and 
what did not? These are important questions, in no small part because the 
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forces that led to the Arab uprisings have not disappeared in Jordan or any-
where else in the region.

Most political science research on the Arab uprisings has, of course, 
noted how dramatic and important they have been for the entire region. 
Yet there has also been a corresponding tendency to overdramatize regional 
choices as stark sets of binaries—revolution or counterrevolution, stability 
or instability, democratization or authoritarian retrenchment. But some-
times regime survival is not about dramatic changes or radical challenges 
but about smaller levels of change. Jordan represents this kind of case—it 
is not situated at the polar endpoint of any of these binaries but rather 
somewhere in the middle. Throughout this book, I try to move beyond 
these binaries to investigate more subtle levels of change across Jordanian 
politics.

Road Map for the Book

Jordanian politics from the Arab Spring onward has shown notable changes 
and continuities, and these are discussed and analyzed in detail in the chap-
ters that follow. In most cases these changes amount to more than the 
regime wanted to give in on, and also considerably less than opposition 
forces were hoping for. But they are often enough to allow the regime, the 
opposition, and the country to muddle through, with some continuities 
but also with some notable changes. The chapters each examine, in turn, 
a key dynamic in Jordanian politics—deep-rooted and even “traditional” 
forms of opposition, newer forms of opposition and activism, struggles over 
identity politics, struggles over elections, struggles over reform, and the 
importance of regional and external constraints—each of which is vital to 
understanding Jordan overall. The chapters examine how these topics 
matter to the whole, and precisely what aspects remain the same and 
what aspects have changed in the era of the uprisings. For every chapter, 
and hence for every topic, the focus is on changes and continuities before, 
during, and beyond the Arab Spring: What amounts to politics as usual? 
What represents more of a rupture from past patterns?

Chapter 2 sets the stage for the rest of the book by examining what hap-
pened in Jordan’s version of the regional Arab Spring, with emphasis on 
opposition mobilization in the form of mass protests and how the state 
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responded. The chapter examines the extent to which these waves of pro-
tests represented a rupture from Jordanian politics as usual.

Chapters 3 and 4 turn to the nature of political opposition in the king-
dom. Chapter 3 examines the dynamics of unity and disunity in Jordan’s 
traditional political opposition, while chapter 4 looks at some of the newer 
forms of opposition and activism that emerged in Jordanian politics dur-
ing the Arab Spring era, including the Hirak popular movements and other 
forms of opposition activism. Successful opposition movements often draw 
from across the social spectrum and manage to mobilize despite state efforts 
to divide or demobilize them. For this reason, chapter 5 examines the con-
tentious issue of identity politics within the kingdom, since unity or divi-
sion along these lines can make or break prospects for opposition coalitions 
and for reform and change.

Chapters 6 and 7 look at the specific political struggles in Jordanian poli-
tics over various reform efforts. Chapter 6 examines the long-standing 
struggle between government and opposition over elections, electoral laws, 
and questions of representation. Chapter 7 focuses on Jordan’s recurrent 
reform struggles, from earlier “reformist” periods to the modern politics 
of the Arab Spring and post–Arab Spring eras. For all the struggles and all 
the politics, what, if anything has changed? These chapters provide spe-
cific answers.

Chapter 8 places Jordanian politics in its regional context, examining 
how Jordan’s international relations and external constraints affect its inter-
nal politics. The chapter analyzes specifically the impact of three major 
issues—the Syrian civil war, the rise of ISIS and other jihadist chal-
lenges, and the massive influx of Syrian refugees—on politics in the 
Hashemite Kingdom.

Finally, chapter 9 ties the preceding chapters together, looking at where 
Jordan has been as well as where it seems to be going. Overall, the book 
provides an analysis of Jordan’s domestic and regional politics, government 
and opposition dynamics, and changes and continuities in Jordanian polit-
ical life with a view to understanding and explaining Jordanian politics 
before, during, and long after the era of the Arab uprisings.



[ 19 ]

As the Arab uprisings spread across the Middle East in 2011 and 
2012, many wondered if Jordan would be next. Popular revolu-
tions ousted dictators in Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya and soon chal-

lenged longtime rulers in Bahrain, Yemen, and Syria. Yet even among 
these regional upheavals, Jordan appeared to be a virtual oasis of calm. 
Given the volatility of its immediate neighbors and neighborhood, that 
seemed nothing short of remarkable. But was Jordan an oasis of stability? 
Or was that merely a mirage? Neither characterization seemed really 
accurate.1

As noted in the previous chapter, Jordan has, since independence in 1946, 
forged a middle path whenever one is available. During the Arab Spring 
period, roughly 2011 to 2013, and in the years of regional unrest that fol-
lowed, it tried to do so once again. And in many ways this was true not only 
of the regime itself but also of many in the opposition who called most often 
for reform, not revolution. As this book makes clear, however, some of the 
general imagery regarding the Arab Spring is not entirely accurate. Media 
and other accounts often saw the uprisings as unprecedented, spontane-
ous, and rooted mainly among young, tech-savvy activists. While this 
is part of the story, it is only a part. Jordan actually has a long history of 
protests, and while there was a significant upsurge in youth activism and 
street protests, such activities ranged widely across different parts of Jorda-
nian society, including in labor movements.2 And whether oasis or mirage 

CHAPTER II

The Arab Spring Protests in Jordan
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or neither, in Jordan, as elsewhere across the region, protesters hit the streets 
to demand real change.3 This chapter examines Jordan’s unique experience 
with the Arab Spring, from protests and street demonstrations to the revolv-
ing door of numerous changing governments, as social forces and the state 
each attempted to harness the moment. While it is clear that Jordan expe-
rienced some version of the Arab Spring, it is also clear that Jordanians 
themselves had very different images of just what exactly “Arab Spring” 
meant when applied to the Hashemite Kingdom.

The Arab Spring in Jordan

“So,” said a prodemocracy activist, “are you like Jordanians, disillusioned 
that there will be any real change?” It was the summer of 2013, and we 
had just sat down to discuss the state of affairs in Jordan. Much had changed 
even since the protests of 2011 and 2012, and for many, after initial opti-
mism, pessimism was once again setting in. “Do you think Jordan will ever 
have an Arab Spring?” asked another activist. This conversation was in stark 
contrast to another one, a few days later, in which a conservative Jorda-
nian and self-proclaimed “loyalist” stated proudly that there was no Arab 
Spring in Jordan, nor should there be.4 For conservatives, the Arab Spring 
was not something that Jordanians should wistfully pine for but rather 
something they should be proud to have avoided or survived. Jordan was 
a stable and peaceful oasis in an otherwise volatile region, they argued. It 
had not succumbed, and it would not. But these two rather polarized 
views are not just in disagreement over the desirability of a Jordanian Arab 
Spring, they also reflect completely different senses of what that phrase even 
means.5

For the more liberal activist, Arab Spring meant a largely secular, prode-
mocracy movement that led to a genuine political opening in the king-
dom, with meaningful and lasting reform, and a real shift toward Jordanian 
democracy, even in the context of a constitutional monarchy. For her con-
servative counterpart, however, it meant social unrest, revolution, and civil 
war. It meant disorder, instability, and violence. With these polarized 
visions, some Jordanians pondered whether Jordan could ever arrive at an 
Arab Spring—meant as a noble and democratic goal to be achieved—while 
others were thankful that Jordan had survived what they saw as a regional 
onslaught of mayhem and instability. All viewed Jordan as the key exception 
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to an increasingly pervasive norm in Arab politics, in which change (for 
better or worse) rocked the region.

Jordan’s Hashemite monarchy had its own take on these questions, pre-
senting the Arab Spring as both a constraint and an opportunity. The neg-
ative version, the one associated with disorder and violence, was an Arab 
Spring that Jordan had survived, through careful security arrangements and 
its own reform process. The more positive version, the one associated with 
liberalization and change, in contrast, was not something that Jordan had 
survived or avoided. Rather, Jordan was modeling an alternative and decid-
edly Jordanian and homegrown version of the Arab Spring, one based on 
reform without revolution, change without chaos or instability. Along those 
lines, King Abdullah II argued that the Arab Spring was therefore a needed 
stimulus to reinvigorate earlier reform efforts, allowing these efforts to 
overcome institutional and ideological resistance even within the state itself. 
In one of my discussions with King Abdullah, he put it this way: “Quite 
honestly, at one point towards the end of the first ten years, I got frustrated 
of fighting against the system. I think we were about to become compla-
cent. But what saved us all was the Arab Spring. I think that was the root 
shock that I particularly needed again to move the process forward. So, in 
Jordan we saw that in the Arab Spring there was an opportunity to move 
the political process forward.”6

Jordan, the king argued, would indeed be an exception to the instability 
that had ensued elsewhere in the region during and after the Arab Spring, 
because Jordan was unique as a monarchy and a regime that was reforming 
itself. He continued: “This is also why Jordan’s political process, what we 
are trying to do in Jordan, is much bigger than Jordan. Because if we can 
show that a monarchy can go to political reform, consensually, do evolution 
instead of revolution, then where is the other story? So the way I look at it 
is if people say, ‘well is the King sincere or not?’ It is bigger than me, and it is 
bigger than Jordan.”7

Many Jordanians strongly support the king and share this viewpoint. 
These more conservative and royalist Jordanians generally describe them-
selves as loyalists, and some organized counterdemonstrations in response 
to those of reform and democracy activists. Their presence in social media 
is extensive and at times marked by key government slogans turned into 
Twitter hashtags, such as #God #Country #King.

But not all Jordanians share this optimistic view. Many, in fact, feel that 
their hopes were raised in 2011 and dashed soon thereafter. Regime critics 



[ 22 ] T H E  A R A B  S P R I N G  P ROT E S T S  I N  J O R DA N

see in the events of the Arab Spring echoes of earlier promising reform 
efforts that ultimately ran aground on the shoals of the Jordanian status quo. 
Yet at the very outset, at least, some saw Jordan as among the most likely 
states to follow in the path of Tunisia or Egypt. One analysis noted that 
“Jordan’s young and well-educated population seems ripe for the message 
of the Arab Spring. The country has serious economic troubles, endemic 
corruption, and a clear lack of political freedom. Thus it is not surprising 
that uprisings in Egypt and Tunisia quickly spread to Jordan.” Demonstra-
tions and protests had indeed spread, but not an uprising. The same analy-
sis concluded that the Jordanian version, while including protests and 
demonstrations across the country, nonetheless did not lead to actual rev-
olution but rather to little more than “Arab Spring Lite.”8

In three separate analyses, each approximately a year apart over the first 
three years of the Arab Spring, the Economist magazine continually shifted 
its assessment of Jordan’s prospects amid regional change. Even the head-
lines tell the tale of a regime that went from a defensive and embattled pos-
ture to one that seemed more comfortable and secure. But the emphasis in 
the previous sentence should, perhaps, be on the word “seemed,” not on the 
word “secure.” In 2011 the Economist wrote that Jordan and its king were 
“caught in the middle as usual.” In 2012 the title changed to “Jordan and Its 
King: As Beleaguered as Ever,” while in 2013 the editors changed their 
assessment once again to “Jordan: Surprisingly Stable for the Moment.”9 By 
2013, in short, the magazine’s assessment had changed dramatically and 
sounded much more optimistic about the regime’s prognosis. “With aplomb,” 
the editors noted, “the king is weathering storms at home and abroad.” 
Yet the Economist analysis was still careful to note that this was likely “not a 
turning point but merely a reprieve.”10

In some respects, the Jordanian regime had actually benefited, albeit par-
adoxically, from the tenacity of regional unrest, from the West Bank and 
Gaza to Syria and Iraq. Inside Jordan, many activists backed off in their 
demands on the state, especially after the first two years of protests, fear-
ing that Jordan too could tip toward the kind of violence and instability 
that so mired many of its neighbors. Activists had not dropped their 
demands, but many had toned them down, at least temporarily, while 
warily watching the violence across Jordan’s borders. Regional unrest hadn’t 
extinguished domestic Jordanian activism, but it had at least temporarily 
dampened the fires. Regime and opposition alike tread warily and with 
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unease, fearing the potential spillover of other conflicts into Jordan itself. 
And regional turmoil had, in fact, done just that.

The Syrian war in particular may have bought the regime some time in 
its relations with its opponents, but it also brought additional stresses on 
the kingdom, including the influx of hundreds of thousands of Syrian ref-
ugees. But even here, amid regional violence and a massive refugee crisis, 
Jordan suffered considerable strain in attempting to deal with the crisis, but 
it was also able to gain large increases in foreign aid to the kingdom, as 
Jordan’s allies attempted to shore up the kingdom against domestic and 
regional threats, both economic and political. Jordan’s many regional and 
global allies—from Saudi Arabia to the United States and the European 
Union—increased their aid contributions in an effort to stabilize the king-
dom and help it avoid joining the regional instability.

So was Jordan the Arab exception? And if so, in which sense of “Arab 
Spring”? Across countless topics and issues in regional politics, Jordan often 
seems to lie between various extremes. In the context of the Arab Spring, 
that chronic sense of muddling through seemed to apply, so far. Yet from 
2011 to 2017 Jordan was not at all silent. The protests had rocked Jordan 
too, but they hadn’t descended into civil war or exploded in a full-scale 
uprising against the regime. Regarding the state itself, Jordan had taken 
neither a fully democratic nor a fully authoritarian path as it maneuvered 
its way through domestic and regional pressures. But Jordan’s path and its 
general stability changed several times during the years of the regional Arab 
uprisings. The protests of 2011–2012 in many ways echoed an earlier period 
of unrest and social protest in Jordan—in April 1989—which remains a piv-
otal moment for government, opposition, and protest in Jordanian poli-
tics. Even many protesters themselves were particularly cognizant of the 
comparisons to the events of 1989, as these continue to serve as a bench-
mark against which both protest and reform are sometimes measured in 
Jordanian politics.

Precursors to the Arab Spring: Echoes of 1989

Some Jordanian activists still refer to the dramatic events of April 1989 as 
a Jordanian “Intifada”—pointedly using the term usually used to describe 
Palestinian uprisings against Israeli rule in the West Bank and Gaza. But 
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Jordan’s unrest in 1989 had very different origins and objectives. The dem-
onstrations had been triggered in large part by austerity measures imple-
mented for an International Monetary Fund (IMF) economic stabilization 
program. The demonstrations soon turned to riots. Activists are often quick 
to note that protests in both eras began with demonstrations in the south 
of the country. The demonstrations of 1989, like those of 2011, expanded 
quickly to include protests not only against austerity measures and diffi-
cult economic circumstances but also against widespread government cor-
ruption, while calling for greater and more genuine democratization.

What alarmed the Hashemite regime in both 1989 and 2011 was the 
large presence and even predominance of ethnic East Jordanian or Trans-
jordanian citizens in the demonstrations. Overall, the largest ethnic 
division within Jordanian politics is actually within its own majority Arab 
community—that is, between Palestinian Jordanians (those whose roots 
are west of the Jordan River, many of whom came to Jordan as refugees of 
the Arab-Israeli wars of 1948 and 1967) and East Jordanians, also known as 
Transjordanians or East Bankers, since they trace their roots to east of the 
Jordan River. In general, the Hashemite state, army, security services, and 
public sector have been dominated largely by East Jordanians, while Pal-
estinian Jordanians have come to play a very large role in the private sec-
tor. Some activists, especially in the South, argued that the regime’s own 
neoliberal economic reforms had shifted Jordan’s economy from the pub-
lic to the private sector, resulting in a dramatic change in the social and 
political balance of power within domestic politics. For some, at least, this 
also takes on ethnic dimensions.

This topic is complicated enough that is warrants its own chapter and 
hence is discussed in more detail in chapter 5. But for the moment it is 
important to note that the demonstrators in 2011 themselves could not be 
dismissed as the “usual suspects” of opposition in Jordan: leftist parties, 
Islamists, and/or Palestinian-Jordanian activists. Rather, the demonstrations 
ranged across the ideological spectrum and at times spanned ethnic, reli-
gious, and class divides as well. Yet most protesters seemed to come from 
tribal and East Jordanian backgrounds. In short, both the traditional sources 
of opposition and the bedrock constituencies of regime support seemed to 
be out on the streets facing that very regime. More important, and more 
alarming for the regime in both the 1989 and 2011 cases, the latter group 
seemed to outnumber the former.
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In 1989 King Hussein responded to the riots and protests by dismissing 
the extremely unpopular government of Prime Minister Zaid al-Rifa’i 
(whose government had lasted from 1985 to 1989). Hussein sacked the 
government and initiated a broad program of political and economic lib-
eralization. The 2011 demonstrations seemed to constitute a similar shock 
to Jordanian politics and society. In this instance, King Abdullah II also 
dismissed the government of an unpopular Prime Minister Rifa’i (in this 
case Samir al-Rifa’i, the son of Zaid al-Rifa’i). Like his father before him, 
King Abdullah pledged to restore the kingdom to the path of more gen-
uine political and economic reform.

King Abdullah II had ascended the throne in 1999, following the death 
of his father, King Hussein. Hussein may have started the economic liber-
alization process, in 1989, but his son pursued it even more vigorously, 
charting a neoliberal course for Jordanian development that would involve 
extensive privatization measures and emphasis on trade, investment, and 
development of communications and other infrastructure. By “neoliberal-
ism” in this context I am referring to policies aimed at economic rather 
than social or political liberalism—that is, policies emphasizing free mar-
ket capitalism, privatization, and fiscal austerity. The Jordanian regime’s 
commitment to these policy goals, and indeed to this development model, 
endeared it to many key Western powers such as the United States, and 
also to key global financial institutions such as the World Bank and the 
IMF. But the economic policies of neoliberalism, in Jordan and everywhere 
else, have real social and political implications and predictably trigger resis-
tance, particularly when free markets and privatization seem to come at 
the expense of social safety nets, welfare provisions, and subsistence-level 
incomes. As we shall see throughout the book, protests and opposition in 
Jordan have often demanded more political liberalization and less economic 
liberalization, at least in the sense of restoring social welfare and bolster-
ing incomes and access to basic services.

At the level of the state itself, however, economic development agendas 
had more often than not outweighed political reform efforts, with vari-
ous political reform initiatives rising and falling, but not necessarily mov-
ing forward. While many regime opponents blamed the regime for this 
lack of progress, many in the regime blamed an old-guard bureaucracy, 
entrenched conservative elites, and hardline institutions such as the General 
Intelligence Directorate (GID), or Mukhabarat. While the precise direction 
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of blame varied, the eruption of protests in 2010 and 2011 made clear that 
Jordanian patience had worn thin, as protesters took to the streets, demand-
ing real change.

Hitting the Streets: Jordan’s Arab Spring Protests

Jordan’s Arab Spring demonstrations actually predated—by a few weeks—
the larger mass movements that emerged in both Tunisia and Egypt. And 
even these were predated by an upsurge in labor activism and workers’ 
rights protests.11 So technically protests were actually under way in Novem-
ber and December 2010, but most of the drama, in Jordan and especially 
across the region, occurred in and after 2011. In the Jordanian case, how-
ever, demonstrations numbered in the hundreds and sometimes thousands 
(in a country of approximately seven million people). They thus never 
echoed the massive gatherings of millions in Egypt’s Tahrir Square and 
elsewhere across Egypt. And unlike their counterparts in Tunisia and 
Egypt, most Jordanian protesters were more likely to call for reform, not 
revolution.12

In November and December 2010, before the regional Arab Spring 
emerged, Jordan’s main Islamist party—the Islamic Action Front—along 
with the al-Wahda (Unity) Party, staged protests against the latest electoral 
law. They had boycotted the November 2010 elections over this issue, and 
while they were not calling for the fall of the regime, they were demand-
ing substantive change in the form of new and more inclusive electoral laws, 
and also the restoration of a more constitutional monarchy. But even these 
demonstrations were soon outpaced by regional events, as Tunisian and 
Egyptian demonstrators poured into the streets in their countries demand-
ing far more radical change, including the overthrow of their regimes.

Within Jordan, the year 2011 therefore began with street demonstrations 
in Amman and other cities across Jordan, inspired by the Tunisian and 
Egyptian revolutions and calling for reform but not necessarily regime 
change in the Hashemite Kingdom. The demonstrations actually began 
outside the capital, largely in East Bank and to some extent tribal Jordanian 
communities that had previously been thought of as bedrock supporters of 
the regime. Protests began in places like Dhiban, Tafilah, Ma’an, and Kerak. 
The anger and resentment that led to these demonstrations was palpable 
and had been growing for a very long time. They called for the ouster of the 
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prime minister and his government but not for the toppling of the king. 
Yet there was an intensity to the demonstrations, and the calls for reform 
and change were quite serious.13 Many even hoped that the king would 
lead the reform effort, and that their own grassroots efforts would “liberate” 
the king from an otherwise conservative old guard elite, giving him the 
space to lead efforts at genuine reform. Yet many conservative and antire-
form elites in the regime had similar, if opposite, hopes: that the king 
would thwart this latest round of reform efforts and grassroots activism. 
But the protests themselves were aimed as much against particular policies 
as they were against individuals. The vitriol against Prime Minister Samir 
al-Rifa’i was directed in large part against the overall neoliberal economic 
reform agenda. Demonstrators saw the prime minister as the latest in a line 
of neoliberal technocrats and identified him with unpopular programs for 
privatization that had undercut the social safety net in the kingdom, chang-
ing economic, social, and political dynamics.

Other protesters decried perceived corruption in state-led business 
transactions. This they blamed on the neoliberal economic reform pro-
cess but also, at times, on specific individuals. Here protesters tread on 
a very thin and even dangerous line. Insulting the dignity of the king or a 
member of the royal family is a crime in Jordan under lèse-majesté laws. 
Most protests, and most protesters, steered clear of personal attacks on the 
king or queen for that reason. But those who did not had already crossed 
a long-established red line in Jordanian politics. Having crossed the line, 
these more virulent protesters sometimes saw no reason for additional 
restraint. Reporting on the first year of protests, veteran journalist Nicolas 
Pelham noted that “by regional standards, the turnout of protesters has 
been puny. Few rallies attract more than five thousand demonstrators; 
many are attended by only a few score. It is possible to visit the capital and 
not hear their cries. East as well as West Bankers appear reluctant to join a 
movement whose slogans are openly seditious. But what they lack in num-
bers, they compensate for in tenacity and depth.”14

Most protests remained focused on reform within the prevailing sys-
tem, but others would push the limits and red lines further. In the words 
of Marwan Muasher, one of Jordan’s leading reform advocates: “Jordan has 
not seen large-scale demonstrations since the Arab uprisings began. But 
there are constant small ones. The occasions for protest have ranged from 
calls for a redistribution of power among the three branches of govern-
ment to demands for social equality, more attention for rural areas outside 
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the capital, and combatting corruption. Protests have focused on changes 
within the regime rather than on regime change.”15

Most protests followed a fairly well-established script, as Jillian Schwedler 
has noted.16 They remained relatively small in number; protesters gathered 
and marched in predictable routes, chanted for a matter of hours, and then 
dispersed, often to return the following week, after Friday prayers, to 
resume the protests. But in other parts of the Arab world, massive unrest 
in capitals had been predicated on longer-term protests, occupying central 
squares and encamping in the very center of busy capital cities. From Tah-
rir Square in Cairo to Pearl Roundabout in Manama, Bahrain, youth-led 
protest movements seemed intent on staying until change was secured. Such 
overnight occupy-style tactics have been rare in Jordan. But one exception 
to this began as perhaps the most promising prodemocracy demonstration 
of Jordan’s Arab Spring era: the March 24 protest movement.

Jordan’s March 24 (#Mar24) movement established itself in a central area 
of Amman: Gamal ‘Abd al-Nasser Square, better known in Jordan as Dawar 
al-Dakhiliyya, or Interior Circle, since it was near the Ministry of the Inte-
rior. As an intersection of multiple Amman neighborhoods, streets, and 
major overpasses, the site was chosen because it was located in an area 
central to daily life in Amman. Protesters were decidedly patriotic. Their 
chants were prodemocracy, proreform, and also pro-Jordan. The traditional 
red-and-white-checked keffiyahs (head scarves often worn by men), often 
seen as a symbol of Transjordanian identity, were ubiquitous in the crowd, 
as were patriotic songs. Even today, many democracy advocates, especially 
youth activists, see that as a high point in Jordan’s Arab Spring, soon to be 
followed by one of its lowest points.

The protesters were ultimately pelted with stones and then charged by 
pipe-wielding thugs, or bultajiyya, who, along with the police, dispersed 
the demonstrators. More than a hundred people were injured, and one pro-
tester died, apparently of heart failure. But the broader effect was chilling. 
For demonstrators who saw Jordan as the Arab exception, this seemed more 
like Egypt’s infamous “Battle of the Camel” (in February 2011) in which 
plainclothes secret police and thugs astride donkeys and camels charged 
youth demonstrators in Tahrir Square. For many young activists, the 
March 25 attack on the March 24 movement was deeply demoralizing.17 
And since most assumed the thugs had been sent deliberately by the state, 
many felt it was a turning point suggesting that the monarchy was not 
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with the reformers after all but had perhaps thrown its weight behind the 
more reactionary forces of the status quo.

Other demonstrations nonetheless followed. But many secular and lib-
eral protesters began to withdraw, leaving much of the protest field to 
largely tribal East Bank youth activists known as Hirak, who often crossed 
previously untested red lines. Other protests featured mainly Islamist dem-
onstrators affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood. These two types of 
groups at times attempted to coordinate in particular locations but also in 
ensuring that a particular day’s protests would take place not just in the 
capital but throughout the country. At other times they seemed to be at 
odds, in a complicated and delicate maneuvering of Jordan’s resurgent issues 
with identity politics. It was more often the Hirak who could or simply 
would test red lines and regime patience.

The Hirak activists associated with Amman’s Haya al-Tafilah neighbor-
hood (which in turn is associated with the sometimes restive and eco-
nomically marginalized town of Tafilah), were known in particular for 
their daring and perhaps recklessness in confronting the regime. Some 
activists from this group decried the king and his entourage as “Ali Baba 
and the forty thieves,” with assorted chants to that effect. They also posted 
online their displeasure with the regime, accusing it of being the main 
source of corruption in Jordan.18 Their challenges were at times direct and 
personal, crossing all previous red lines in more traditional government-
opposition relations. Any activists suggesting that the king abdicate, call-
ing for a republic, or who were deemed to have insulted the king or queen 
or royal family were arrested. In the town of Tafilah itself, protests were 
often similarly direct and confrontational. It was in Tafilah, for example, 
that protesters were rumored to have pelted the king’s motorcade with 
rocks and bottles, although accounts of this alleged incident vary widely. 
Some suggest that there was a clash between young activists and the Jor-
danian gendarmerie (known in Jordan as the Darak) but that the king was 
miles away from the scene. Either way, this didn’t fit the previous narra-
tive of “bedrock support for the Hashemite regime.”

When Hirak youth protests crossed these various red lines, they were 
in some ways echoing older generations that had themselves only recently 
done so. Even before the Arab uprisings, the National Committee for 
Retired Servicemen (NCRS) had issued a hard-hitting manifesto (bayan 
rasmi) to the regime that they had served, claiming it was antidemocratic, 
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myopic, corrupt, and in danger of turning Jordan into the de facto Pales-
tinian state or alternative homeland (al-watan al-badil). Similarly, a group 
of thirty-six tribal leaders issued their own manifesto (The Bayan of the 
36), making almost identical charges. Both groups crossed previous red lines 
by attacking the regime directly and even charging that Queen Rania and 
her relatives were a major part of the problem.19

But the manifesto of the retired military officers was perhaps the big-
gest rupture in terms of being the first major challenge to traditional red 
lines in protest against the state and its agenda. The officers called for change 
while condemning the regime’s policy priorities, while tribal leaders railed 
against the allegedly intrusive role of the queen, even going so far as to 
compare her to deposed first ladies Leila Tarabulsi of Tunisia and Suzanne 
Mubarak of Egypt.20 This was a particularly brazen challenge, and one that 
the king did not take lightly. But a key point is that public questioning, 
in this case in 2010, had begun before the Arab Spring protests, and many 
of these challenges would have been unthinkable in the era of King Hus-
sein. For King Abdullah II, as one Jordanian analyst noted, “all his choices 
are contested; his choice of prime minister, his choice of crown prince, 
his choice of wife. All are contested.”21 While the two monarchs and 
their respective eras are indeed different, there is also the notable social and 
political difference of politics in the era of the internet and social media.

Still, the challenges from heretofore loyal bastions of regime support 
were striking. The retired military officers, in effect, opened the door for 
other challenges, for other manifestos, and indeed for the rise of the Hirak—
often activists of similar backgrounds in terms of families, clans, and tribes 
but from different generations. Yet that, of course, is precisely why the 
retired officers’ challenge represented such a startling and dramatic rup-
ture from previous political norms in Jordanian politics: these challengers 
had spent their lives serving the state. They came from the most influential 
and historically loyal families and tribes. And their brazen critique of the 
regime was searing.22 No other group could have gotten away with such a 
blatant challenge to the regime. But the retired officers were then, and are 
now, one of the most influential pressure groups in Jordanian politics. At a 
time when Jordanians complained of increasingly localized politics and 
even of inter- and intratribal conflicts, the retired officers represented mili-
tary veterans and former security officials in a truly national sense, span-
ning the major tribes and the various regions of the country and, of course, 
with roots in Jordan’s powerful defense and security establishment. In a 
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sense, then, this challenge came from within the key pillars of regime 
strength—the military and the tribes—developed and nurtured by King 
Abdullah I (1946–1951) and by King Hussein (1952–1999).

In each of these cases of opposition to the regime or its policies—that 
is, the military veterans, the group of thirty-six sheikhs, and the Hirak—
the roots were in communities that felt increasingly betrayed by their own 
regime. Their previously unquestioned attachment to the regime was now 
clearly an open question. Each of these movements was rooted largely in 
Jordan’s East Bank tribal communities. They were secular and nationalis-
tic and generally distrustful of Islamist movements. But they also tended 
to see themselves as the builders of the Jordanian state. The bargain, for 
many of these activists, was that they, their families, and their communi-
ties all engaged in state service. They all served, and they expected the state 
to serve them as well, and at minimum to provide services and include them 
in decision making about those services. Some, especially among the older 
generations, couched their opposition in terms of identity politics, includ-
ing their criticisms of the queen and her family.

There is a fairly ugly nativist version of this narrative, in which ultrana-
tionalists see themselves as having built Jordan, whereas Palestinians, no 
matter how long they have been in the kingdom, are still from Palestine, 
not Jordan. These elements have been described as everything from Jorda-
nian Likud to a Jordanian “Tea Party movement” (comparing them to the 
ultraconservative U.S. movement of the same name). Jordan’s identity pol-
itics are discussed in some detail in chapter 5. But these more chauvinistic 
and right-wing elements did not represent most Hirak activism, as most 
Hirak groups seemed to avoid this level of rhetoric, saving their vitriol not 
for Palestinians but for the regime itself, or at least for its policies.

Among the many Hirak movements across Jordan, the number of partici-
pants varied greatly. The Hirak were, after all, new to the Jordanian political 
scene. They did not amount to a single movement but rather involved a host 
of different organizations, varying in size, level of organization, and even 
agenda. In contrast, when Jordan’s oldest opposition movement, the Muslim 
Brotherhood and its affiliated Islamist organizations, decided to display its 
numbers in protests, these could reach into the thousands rather than dozens 
or hundreds. In October 2012 the Islamist movement did just that, attemp-
ting to field the largest protest in modern Jordanian political history. 
Loyalists responded in kind, vowing to counter and even dwarf the 
Islamists in terms of turnout, on the same day and in the same location. 
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The demonstrations, led by the Muslim Brotherhood on the one hand and 
loyalists on the other, were to be competing shows of strength. Jordan’s 
Public Security Directorate (PSD), the main national police force, had 
feared violent clashes between the two. So PSD representatives met repeat-
edly with organizers of the loyalist counterprotest, eventually persuading 
them to postpone their demonstration.

The PSD had, for the most part, maintained its policy of “soft security” 
toward Arab Spring demonstrations. Unlike their counterparts in other 
Arab states, Jordanian protesters were not met with volleys of gunfire or 
cut down by rooftop snipers. The PSD was proud of its record on the whole. 
But it expected demonstrators, in turn, to stick to agreed upon scripts 
regarding what was acceptable. One of the key exceptions to the PSD’s 
record occurred on July 15, 2011, when police began beating protesters and 
activists and then turned on many of the journalists who were covering 
the event. While this was an exception to the more pervasive soft security 
approach preferred by the PSD, proreform activists routinely complained 
that every demonstration included a contingent of loyalists and sometimes 
bultajiyya. To make matters worse, they argued, these figures were often 
seen at demonstration after demonstration, conversing with police and 
security officials. Prodemocracy activists, in short, saw the two groups 
as working together and thus viewed the counterdemonstrations not as 
a mirror image of their own grassroots activism but rather as a carefully 
orchestrated part of the security state’s approach to public protest. One 
prodemocracy activist who attended scores of protests noted:

Some who go to counterprotest go as independent loyal Jordanians. 
But there is always a small loyalist group, marching ahead of the actual 
protest, and it is always the same people. They look like they are on 
parole. . . .  They then discuss and chat on the ground with the police. 
They always coordinate with each other. There was even a counter-
demonstration that chanted for raising gas prices. Some have also been 
seen carrying guns to the counterprotests, and the police don’t stop 
them at all. Again, they are linked to the police.23

Proreform activists sometimes gave credit to the PSD for exercising 
restraint, but they also complained about geographically uneven approaches 
to policing. An activist who attended protests in multiple cities across the 
country, for example, argued that “the policing issue is disturbing, and it 
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seems to reflect past regime development priorities: favoring Amman over 
other areas. So there is this over the top police presence in Amman. But in 
places like Kerak there is virtually none, because the police themselves are 
from the same families, clans, and tribes.”24 Jordanian security officials, for 
their part, reject this argument. Different levels of policing, they argue, are 
rooted in different-size populations. Hence Jordan’s largest city and capital 
sees the largest policy presence while provincial cities and towns see con-
siderably less.25

Still, protesters continued to gather, like clockwork, in proreform and 
anticorruption demonstrations every Friday in 2011 and 2012. But after 
months of smaller protests, usually numbering in the hundreds, Jordanians 
returned to the streets in much larger numbers for the Islamist-led rally to 
“Save the Nation” by turning to genuine reform before it was too late. 
The Muslim Brotherhood insisted that it would turn out fifty thousand 
people in the largest protest in Jordanian history, and that these would be 
drawn not just from the Islamist movement but from a variety of groups 
across the political spectrum. Before postponing their counterprotest, loy-
alist organizers had promised to field 200,000 people, in a competitive 
display of strength between the two movements. With the protest field to 
themselves, however, the Islamist-led demonstration produced perhaps 
fifteen thousand people. Loyalists jeered what they saw as a paltry turnout. 
But Islamists noted, correctly, that this was still a massive demonstration 
by Jordanian standards. It probably would have been seen as such if the 
Islamists themselves had not fixated on the specific number of fifty thou-
sand. This also made the numbers and turnout, rather than the substance 
of the events, the main focus of media coverage.

Many in Jordan’s state-linked media had also spent more than a week 
decrying the looming event as exclusively an Islamist affair, even though 
other groups and organizations participated. Still, the media onslaught, by 
reframing the event as Islamist-only, with a subtext that it was also per-
haps a Palestinian demonstration, had created the usual pervasive worry 
that participation would be read as disloyalty and as opposition to national 
unity. In this context, many activist groups dropped out at the last minute, 
including labor unions, many Hirak popular movements, and the National 
Front for Reform, led by former prime minister Ahmad ‘Ubaydat.26 None-
theless, the gathering of perhaps fifteen thousand people led Zaki Bani 
Irshayd, deputy secretary general of the Muslim Brotherhood, to declare 
that “the Jordanian spring has begun.” Despite multiple attempts to thwart 
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the protests or dilute their numbers, Bani Irshayd wrote, “the demon-
stration went ahead—the largest in the country’s history—putting Jor-
dan on the path of true reform. . . .  Many in Jordan now speak of this 
demonstration as the beginning of the Jordanian spring.”27

Irshayd, and the Islamist movement more broadly, rejected the regime’s 
reform efforts as little more than posturing. They vowed to boycott the 
elections in 2013 and promised instead to stay in the streets until real reform 
was achieved. Irshayd himself, seen as something of a firebrand among the 
Islamist leadership, was arrested by the regime two years later, in 2015, not 
for street activism but for online comments in a Facebook post. The Islamist 
leader had criticized not the Jordanian regime per se but rather a key Jor-
danian ally—the United Arab Emirates. For an aid-dependent Jordan in 
the midst of a severe economic crisis, criticism of the UAE was deemed 
more subversive than direct physical protests within Jordan itself.

Street activism and other protests did continue, especially on Fridays, 
not only in Amman but across the country. The most jarring of these, how-
ever, took place in November 2012. If the October 2012 protests were the 
largest in the country’s modern history, the November riots were the most 
direct challenge to the regime in the Arab Spring era. The trigger event, as 
in previous mass riots, such as those of 1989 and 1996, was economic auster-
ity associated with an IMF economic adjustment and austerity program. 
This time, acting in accordance with IMF expectations, the government 
cut fuel subsidies, leading to an immediate hike in fuel prices. This included 
gas for home furnaces and even for cooking, and the price hikes came just as 
temperatures were dropping with the onset of winter. Riots spread to many 
cities and towns across the country, with clashes between rioters and police.

One protester was killed in an exchange of fire with police, and dozens 
of people—police and protesters alike—were injured across the country. 
Economic austerity may have triggered the riots, but they were also decid-
edly political. Some turned extreme, calling for the ouster of the king and 
blaming the monarchy for Jordan’s chronically disastrous economic con-
ditions.28 Many Jordanians watched news reports on television, shocked at 
the level of rioting, with stones and Molotov cocktails flying in the air. 
Some were convinced that this was finally “it”—the Jordanian revolution 
had actually begun. Yet after several days of unrest, the protests dissipated, 
joining the legacy of the kingdom’s most intense economic and political 
riots in modern times but ultimately producing no Jordanian revolution.
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Many regime officials stress the economic aspects of unrest and anger in 
the country, but they often miss that Jordanians assign political blame as 
well. It is vital to get the depth of economic stress and insecurity that the 
great majority of Jordanians feel, but it would be a mistake to then see this 
as “just” about the economy. Every Jordanian protest decries corruption. 
Anticorruption was and is the single most pervasive and even unifying 
aspect of opposition in the kingdom, even more than antiausterity or prore-
form or prodemocracy sentiments. So the political question is whom the 
public associates with corruption. Whom do people blame for these condi-
tions, and for yet another round of belt-tightening and austerity? Almost 
all point to government officials. Some, more radically perhaps, blame the 
monarch and the monarchy. Some turn the issue into an identity politics 
matter, blaming neoliberal Palestinian-Jordanian technocrats. But some 
also come close to reversing that, insisting that the age-old East Jordanian 
tribal-based elite, including the vast intelligence and security services, are 
at the heart of the matter, by maintaining an outdated entitlement state for 
themselves.

The bottom line here is that ordinary Jordanians resent having to make 
severe economic sacrifices that they simply can’t afford, especially if they are 
convinced that the rich and powerful who dominate the state are making 
no such concessions themselves. As one Jordanian analyst put it, “Ramadan 
is coming. Some will fast for God. Some will fast with no choice and are 
just going hungry.” He continued: “We are going backward. The status quo 
is untenable. If we don’t introduce changes we will pay a price. They came 
to the conclusion that the Arab Spring stopped in Syria. They think the 
Arab Spring is through, and they think the reform movement here is 
small. . . .  So what to do? Reform. Concede some power. Don’t rig elec-
tions. People can handle even rough economic times, but not if they think 
it is the fault of the state.”29

Countless Jordanians would agree with that assessment. This is why, 
even with deep economic roots, Jordan’s crisis would ultimately postdate 
the Arab Spring and would continue to be marked by a lack of faith in the 
system itself and a fairly pervasive belief that inequality (not just in an eco-
nomic sense) as well as injustice and unfairness are unacceptable yet rou-
tine aspects of Jordanian public life. It takes just a small spark to set off that 
kind of depth of feeling and of despair regarding prospects for change. It is 
also for that reason that genuine reform is essential.
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Yet as the Arab Spring wore on, even with the violent uprising of 
November 2012, regime officials and regime loyalists seemed noticeably 
more comfortable, noticeably more certain that they had survived the 
unrest after all. Opposition groups too began to pull back. Even Jordan’s 
Muslim Brotherhood distanced itself from the November riots. They made 
clear repeatedly that they were for reform and a constitutional monarchy 
but not for the calls heard in some of these riots for regime change. Other 
opposition groups also seemed jolted by the vehemence on display in many 
of the riots, and they too backed off and tempered their use of language. 
Reform, not revolution, would be the watchword.

To the relief of many in the regime, after days of riots, the protests sub-
sided almost as quickly as they had started. Yet for many in Jordan’s oppo-
sition, and indeed many Jordanians across the political spectrum, including 
even many regime supporters, the fragility embodied in moments like the 
November 2012 riots suggested that the status quo had thus far survived 
but was not ultimately sustainable. To do more than just survive the next 
crisis, Jordan would have to engage in meaningful reform. To survive and 
even to prosper, in short, Jordan would have to change. Opposition forces 
called for large-scale changes in governance, representation, and policy, but 
many state responses were more short term and reactive to the dramatic 
events of the Arab Spring protests. Most noticeable among these state reac-
tions was the tumultuous turnover in governments, as prime ministers 
and cabinets rose and fell rapidly in the early years of the Arab Spring.

State Responses and a Revolving Door of Governments

Part of the “story” of Jordan and the Arab Spring is about grassroots activ-
ism and protest movements, to be sure. But it is also a story of top-down 
attempts at perhaps minimal reform, with sometimes profound differences 
even at the top echelons of the ruling elite regarding the depth of neces-
sary concessions. Should the regime resist pressures, including those from 
street demonstrators, for greater change, inclusion, and government 
accountability? Or should it heed King Abdullah’s own comments and 
grasp the Arab Spring as an opportunity finally to push through changes 
that had stalled or languished since the earlier round of reformism in the 
1989–1993 period? There are genuinely reform-minded people in Jordan’s 
government, palace, and bureaucracy, but there is also no shortage of 
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conservatives resisting reform, nor of absolute reactionaries. While reform 
elements looked to the king for signs that this time they could indeed pro-
ceed, reactionary elements argued for battening the hatches and girding 
Jordan for a political storm of hurricane-like proportions. As protests 
spread across Jordan in December 2010 and early 2011, many Jordanian 
officials assumed that minimal concessions would follow, but only after 
the protests had settled down. Yet the protests showed no sign of respite, 
and in February the king surprised even some in the ruling elite by mov-
ing quickly to dismiss the Rifa’i government that he had only recently 
appointed.

What followed was a succession of short-lived governments under a 
series of new prime ministers (see table 2.1). In repeatedly sacking prime 
ministers and governments, the monarchy was in many ways following a 
long-standing tradition in Jordanian politics, and one that many Jordani-
ans find decidedly unconvincing in terms of degrees of change. In a fairly 
scathing assessment of this practice, the Economist quoted a Western diplo-
mat, saying, “In Jordan prime ministers are there to be sacked.” Prime min-
isters, it notes, are often “ ‘a buffer, a shock absorber,’ between the people 
and the king. In the past half-century they have lasted barely a year.”30 Sim-
ilarly, the International Crisis Group has suggested that “heads of govern-
ment are a valuable buffer between the monarch and the public at times of 
discontent.”31 During the first nineteen months of the Arab Spring, Jordan 
saw five different governments and five different prime ministers. The 
Rifa’i government had just begun its second term in office when the Arab 
Spring arrived, and it barely lasted another two months. Its replacement, 
the government of Prime Minister Ma’rouf al-Bakhit, lasted only from Feb-
ruary to October 2011.

TA BLE 2 .1
Jordanian Prime Ministers and Governments During the Arab Spring

Prime Minister Term

Samir al-Rifa’i October 2010–February 2011
Ma’rouf al-Bakhit February 2011–October 2011
‘Awn al-Khasawneh October 2011–May 2012
Fayez Tarawneh May 2012–October 2012
Abdullah an-Nsour October 2012–June 2016
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Jordanian protestors had been calling for serious anticorruption efforts 
and for deeper levels of democratic reform. What they got, in Prime Min-
ister Bakhit, was a politician who was more of a throwback to an earlier 
Jordan. Bakhit was a conservative, East Jordanian political veteran—in 
more ways than one. He was a former army general and a member of the 
very influential Abbadi tribe. He had also been prime minister before, pre-
siding over one of the most disparaged elections in modern Jordanian his-
tory in 2007. From a corruption-laced casino deal to the embarrassingly 
failed elections of 2007, the earlier Bakhit government was almost the 
antithesis of what protesters were actually asking for. But he may also have 
been the exact kind of reassuring figure that more conservative East Jor-
danians were looking for.

Bakhit’s occasional reemergence at the top of the Jordanian political 
scene has tended to coincide with moments of extreme insecurity for the 
regime. His earlier tenure, for example, had come in the wake of the worst 
terrorist attack in Jordanian history. On November 9, 2005, terrorists 
affiliated with al-Qa’ida in Iraq carried out suicide bombings at three lux-
ury hotels in the Jordanian capital. The Amman bombings killed almost 
sixty people, injured hundreds, and traumatized the entire country. Enter 
Bakhit, from a strong tribal background and a long career in the military 
and intelligence services. When he took office after the bombings, many 
understood the signal of a military officer taking charge of government at 
a time of severe insecurity. But in 2011 the signal seemed almost tone deaf. 
From the military and intelligence background to the previous record in 
terms of corruption and hostility toward reform, the new prime minister 
certainly did not represent the reform and change that so many Jordanians 
were hoping for.

But as instability and varying degrees of unrest continued, so too did 
the revolving door of governments and prime ministers. In October 2011 
the king dismissed Bakhit and appointed a new prime minister—‘Awn al-
Khasawneh. Khasawneh came from a very different mold indeed. He was 
not actually a politician at all but rather a highly regarded and internation-
ally known judge on the International Court of Justice. A strong propo-
nent of democratic reform and the rule of law, Khasawneh seemed to be 
committed to wiping out corruption—which was, of course, one of the 
chief demands of all protesters, of all backgrounds and ideologies. In his 
letter of designation to the prime minister, the king charged him with 
the critical role of revising the kingdom’s problematic electoral laws and 
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overseeing a series of amendments to the constitution. Khasawneh’s gov-
ernment would also oversee the establishment, for the first time in Jordan, 
of an independent electoral commission charged with modernizing and 
cleaning up the registration and voting process in the country.

Khasawneh took his role very seriously, but he almost immediately riled 
many antireform hard-liners in the regime and soon found himself at odds 
with the king himself. He took his role so seriously, in fact, that he acted as 
a prime minister in the more traditional sense of a constitutional monarchy. 
That is, he acted independently of the monarch and pursued policy as if 
sovereign authority lay with the government. He had been appointed; the 
letter of designation was clear. Now he expected the palace to let him do his 
job without interference. More important, he expected to govern without 
the seemingly constant interference of the intelligence services. The enor-
mous and intrusive role of the Mukhabarat was, in fact, something that 
most Jordanians opposed—from street demonstrators, to reformers both 
within the regime and without, to the prime minister himself.32

Khasawneh emphasized that his government would be “reform- 
oriented,” and that “I will reform it myself with no interference from any 
party whatsoever.”33 Nonetheless, the struggle between state institutions 
began immediately. Khasawneh argued that the palace and GID were inter-
fering with daily governance and making his job nearly impossible. The 
king, for his part, argued that Khasawneh was dragging his feet on com-
pleting the reform process. Matters came to a head quickly. A mere six 
months after taking office, Khasawneh took the unprecedented move of 
resigning—in May 2012—while abroad on a state visit to Turkey. The 
abrupt fall of the Khasawneh government was deeply demoralizing for 
many democracy activists. One, still stung by the unexpected turn of 
events, felt it marked the end of Jordan’s Arab Spring. “We are lost,” he 
said, “Everyone here is lost. The opposition. The regime. Everyone.”34

Khasawneh’s short and tumultuous tenure had clearly inspired many 
democracy and reform activists by suggesting that they were being heard 
and that the state was finally responding to their concerns. Many of those 
who had been appalled at the appointment of Bakhit were genuinely excited 
at the prospect for the Khasawneh government. His appointment suggested 
that the palace had indeed heard the calls for reform and for a genuine 
departure from business as usual in Jordan. Yet the honeymoon period 
lasted barely six months. Like many of his predecessors, Khasawneh’s ten-
ure therefore proved short lived. The pendulum of Jordanian politics, in 
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fact, seemed to swing back in the opposite direction, as Prime Minister 
Khasawneh was immediately replaced by a conservative, veteran politician 
and former prime minister, Fayez Tarawneh.

Like Bakhit, Tarawneh had served as prime minister before and had also 
assumed key posts at critical times of transition in Jordanian politics. Spe-
cifically, Tarawneh had previously served as prime minister during another 
critical moment—the 1999 transition in the monarchy from King Hussein 
to King Abdullah. He was a longtime member of the Jordanian Senate and 
had held a host of key positions in the Jordanian government and foreign 
service. He had, for example, served as foreign minister, as Jordan’s ambas-
sador to the United States, and as chief of the Royal Hashemite Court. 
Tarawneh came from a powerful and influential family and tribe in Kerak 
and was regarded as a stalwart conservative. Just as many read the Kha-
sawneh appointment as a proreform signal from the monarchy, many 
accordingly read the Tarawneh appointment as precisely the opposite and 
a sign that the veteran or old-guard elite remained very much in power in 
the kingdom.

Yet Tarawneh’s second stint as prime minister also turned out to be 
brief, as the revolving door of government continued to spin. Tarawneh 
was dismissed as prime minister after five months but in many ways was 
elevated in power by becoming once again chief of the Royal Court. The 
Tarawneh government was replaced by a new one led by former minister 
and member of parliament Abdullah an-Nsour. Nsour was therefore the 
fifth prime minister of Jordan since the start of the regional Arab Spring. 
He was a veteran politician who had previously been elected twice to par-
liament, appointed twice to the Senate, and served in numerous cabinet 
posts including holding, at different times, the ministerial portfolios for 
foreign affairs, planning, media, trade, and investment.

As much of a veteran politician as he was, Nsour nonetheless also had a 
reputation as an independent thinker, with some significant credibility as an 
advocate for at least some level of democratic reform and as an outspoken 
critic of corruption in government. He was generally viewed as neither as 
liberal as Khasawneh nor as conservative as Tarawneh or Bakhit. Nsour’s 
appointment was greeted with cautious optimism in reform circles and even 
with some surprise, since many media outlets had reported for weeks that 
another regime veteran, the more conservative Faisal Fayez, would be 
the appointee. Nsour was one of the few reformist voices in the recently 
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dissolved parliament, and he had opposed the controversial electoral law 
that he was now charged with implementing.35

Continuity and Change

For Jordan, the early years of the Arab Spring seemed to suggest—at least 
initially—that profound levels of change might be on the way. Protesters’ 
demands had been extensive but mostly reformist rather than revolutionary. 
But they were also real, and at times they crossed previously established red 
lines and demanded radical changes in Jordanian politics and governance. 
The winds of change had not, therefore, swept past Jordan. Jordan hadn’t 
“missed” the Arab Spring. Rather, the Arab Spring had simply taken, at 
least for the moment, a more reformist turn. While protests certainly pre-
dated the Arab Spring, the level, intensity, and even diversity of protest 
movements across Jordan was significant and suggested the largest level of 
social and political mobilization that Jordan had seen since the days of the 
April 1989 “Jordanian Intifada.”

Jordan’s Arab Spring had from 2011 to 2013 featured routine levels of 
protest and demonstrations across the country, with the state responding 
with various reform initiatives (discussed in later chapters) and with a seem-
ing revolving door of governments. Prime ministers and governments 
rose and fell rapidly. Even by Jordanian standards, five prime ministers and 
five governments in two years was a rapid rate of turnover and served as 
an indication of the level of instability generated by widespread social mobi-
lization and political protest, as governments and the regime cast about for 
appropriate responses to public demands.

On the other hand, the overall pattern of relatively peaceful protests and 
government responses fit with the broader trajectory of Jordanian political 
history. By 2013 that pattern seemed to have settled down, as Prime Min-
ister Nsour stopped the revolving door and managed to serve a full four 
years in office. Nsour steered Jordan through another round of controver-
sial new electoral laws, constitutional amendments, and elections. But his 
government also seemed to mark the end of the earlier, more tumultuous 
era of the regional Arab Spring. By as early as 2013, in fact, the pace of 
change had slowed to a crawl, and many Jordanians, both for and against 
reform, were deeply concerned with the instability and violence of their 
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neighbors, and with the fear that these dynamics might spill over into 
Jordan.

Yet even years after the Arab Spring, Jordan continued to face the same 
questions that had led to the 2011 demonstrations in the first place. These 
included demands that the state engage in a more meaningful reform pro-
cess, dealing seriously with corruption, and increasing pluralism, inclusion, 
and civil liberties in the kingdom, while also addressing a more equitable 
and inclusive distribution of resources and economic opportunities. Even 
years after the protests of the Arab Spring, Jordan’s economy was, if any-
thing, in even worse condition and essentially in a state of continuous fis-
cal crisis.

Protests continued, albeit not at the same pace or scale that had charac-
terized 2011–2012. The list of reform demands was long, and at times even 
opposition forces seemed to pull in opposite directions, while state offi-
cials ranged from reformists to reactionaries. Like its politics of protests, 
Jordan’s struggles over reform were not brand new, but the stakes seemed 
to be particularly high in the era of the Arab uprisings, especially with 
regions ablaze all around the kingdom.

From the perspective of opposition forces, the key was not just influ-
encing the regime to adopt more significant change but also mobilizing 
grassroots support and creating a meaningful and effective opposition coali-
tion, one characterized by unity and not succumbing to its own fissures and 
divisions. The next two chapters examine these key opposition dynamics.
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The Arab uprisings underscored the varying levels of political oppo-
sition in every Arab country, as activists mobilized in protests and 
demonstrations. The Arab Spring gave rise to new forms of activ-

ism and political mobilization, but it also energized older and more “tra-
ditional” forms of opposition. Within Jordanian politics, opposition forces 
have historically organized as political parties, even when these were illegal. 
Some of these movements are almost as old as the Hashemite regime itself, 
dating to the early postindependence period or what many see as the heyday 
of opposition party politics in the 1950s. This chapter examines the tradi-
tional party-based opposition before, during, and after the Arab uprisings, 
and in particular the potential for opposition unity in efforts to press the 
regime for greater levels of reform and change.

The topics of political opposition and activism in Jordan are sufficiently 
large in scope, however, to warrant two chapters. In this one I will exam-
ine Jordan’s traditional opposition forces, especially in the form of the 
Islamist movement and leftist and Pan-Arab nationalist political parties, 
and in chapter 4 I will expand this analysis beyond the traditional oppo-
sition toward newer forms of grassroots opposition activism in Jordanian 
politics. In both cases, the emphasis is on continuity and change as a result 
of the Arab uprisings.

Opposition politics, activism, and protests in Jordan can in many respects 
be divided between those before and after 1989. From independence in 1946 

CHAPTER III

Political Parties and the “Traditional” Opposition
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to 1989, protest within the kingdom tended to be rooted in Palestinian 
nationalist movements, leftist and Pan-Arab nationalist parties (especially 
the communist, Nasserist, and Ba’thist movements), and the Muslim Bro-
therhood. While the leftist and Pan-Arab nationalist groups dominated 
opposition discourse in the 1950s and 1960s, the end of the Arab Cold War 
and the beginnings of an Islamist revival across the region affected Jordan 
too, leading to a relative decline of the left and the corresponding steady 
rise of the Muslim Brotherhood as a force in Jordanian politics.1

Each of these groups remains active today, and together they constitute 
the traditional opposition in the kingdom. While the leftist and nationalist 
forces have dwindled to ever smaller numbers, based in tiny and largely inef-
fective political parties, Jordan’s vast Islamist movement remains a force in 
the form of not one but two Muslim Brotherhoods, with enormous influ-
ence in the kingdom’s professional associations as well as in its own politi-
cal party, the Islamic Action Front (IAF). These leftist and Islamist groups 
are often rivals, but Jordan’s earlier round of unrest and reform (1989–
1993) saw moments of unity and alliance across ideological lines, so that 
Jordan’s opposition at such moments suddenly seemed to be a formidable 
and diverse force rather than a diffuse and divided set of rival opposition 
movements. In addition, Jordan has seen a steady rise in membership and 
activism by even more hardline Islamists in the form of the growing Salafi 
movement in the kingdom.2 This chapter will concentrate on reformist and 
democratic activism in Jordanian politics, but it is noteworthy that mili-
tant and jihadi forms of Salafi activism have also been on the rise, espe-
cially in the shadow of the Syrian civil war and the emergence in Syria 
and Iraq of the militant “Islamic State.”3

Jordanian politics has, in fact, seen decades of proreform and prodemo-
cracy political activism, but with little effective change on the Jordanian 
political system itself. As documented here and in chapter 2, there is no 
shortage of antireform resistance on the part of many elites within the 
regime and across society. Even reformers within the regime and across 
state institutions complain routinely about the reactionary politics of “old-
guard” forces or institutions such as the Mukhabarat. But lack of success 
in implementing reform and achieving progressive change cannot entirely 
be the fault of a government or regime. It is also a question of unified and 
effective opposition.

The ingredients for a broad-ranging and even unified reform coalition 
exist in Jordanian politics, and since 1989 we have seen numerous attempts 
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at creating such coalitions against authoritarian policies. Yet despite their 
efforts at unity and activism, opposition forces and proreform activists have 
had little success in achieving meaningful political change. The regime has 
long used structural and institutional means (especially through the ever-
changing laws regarding elections, parties, and parliamentary participation) 
to check and contain the power of opposition forces. It has also tended to 
use a divide-and-rule strategy, splitting opposition forces along the lines 
of the many fissures in Jordanian society—between Palestinians and Jor-
danians, leftists and Islamists, and even different tendencies within the 
Islamist movement itself—and thus rendering difficult, if not impossible, 
any effective opposition coordination. The opposition has also managed 
quite often to splinter and divide itself, even without state prodding.

In the sections below, I first examine the traditional opposition in the 
form of opposition political parties and consider the successes and failures of 
these forces in gaining political power and influence over the decision-
making process through the ballot box.4 It is in this context also that efforts 
by the country’s traditional opposition at forging cross-ideological/
cross-party cooperation will be explored. The chapter then turns to opposi-
tion in Jordan in the context of the Arab uprisings, and finally to what 
post–Arab Spring political opposition looks like in Jordan, and what this 
may suggest for the emergence of new forms of democratic opposition 
and potentially a new reform coalition in Jordanian politics.

Opposition Parties and Electoral Politics

Much of the traditional locus of opposition in Jordan has been the coun-
try’s legal political parties. Yet Jordan’s party system, aside from the Islamist 
movement, is notoriously weak. Political parties were illegal in the king-
dom for more than thirty years, until the Jordanian regime reestablished 
elections for parliament in 1989 after a long hiatus and legalized political 
parties in 1991.5 Many in the opposition welcomed the return of parties, 
elections, and more active parliamentary life as a return to the more vibrant 
politics of the 1950s.6 Many party activists also complain of the chronic 
weakness of Jordan’s modern political parties and party system, which they 
see as being in marked contrast to that earlier era. Yet as Ellen Lust has 
demonstrated, this historical image may not actually be true.7 Parties and 
party systems are indeed weak in Jordan, yet that was also the case in the 
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1950s. In short, parties and the party system were weak then, and they are 
even weaker now.

What has changed, however, is the reversal in fortunes across the ideo-
logical spectrum. Even if the parties themselves did not command large 
segments of voters, the earlier liberalization period saw weak Islamist par-
ties competing with then-ascendant leftist parties in the heyday of Pan-
Arabism, with Pan-Arab nationalist, Ba’thist, socialist, and communist 
parties all competing for votes. In the 1950s the secular left and Pan-Arabist 
parties competed not only with the then-small Islamist movement but 
also mostly with each other. In short, cross-ideological alliances between 
parties were rare. In the post-1989 period, the reverse is true. The Islamist 
movement—in the form of the Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood (MB) and 
its legal party the Islamic Action Front—has been the most popular and 
best organized of the opposition forces, while the parties of the left remain 
to some extent in the shadow of the Islamists, competing for far smaller 
segments of the electorate.

This shift in hegemony within the Jordanian party system—from the 
secular left to religious right—reflects broader trends across the Middle East 
from the 1950s to the present. As Jillian Schwedler and Janine Clark have 
noted, the entire region (especially from the 1970s onward) saw an ideo-
logical transformation featuring the rise not only of Islamist movements 
but also of moderation and accommodation between the secular left and 
religious right, in which parties and movements that once seemed diamet-
rically opposed found some elements of common ground, leading to pre-
viously unthinkable alliances and coalitions in Arab politics.8 Michaelle 
Browers has reached similar conclusions, arguing that “the relationship 
among competing ideologies of opposition in the contemporary Arab 
region is best characterized as accommodationist, with strategic alliances 
forming among more pragmatic and moderate wings of otherwise opposed 
ideological factions of marginalized groups.”9

In the Jordanian case, this transformation led leftist parties to work more 
often with, rather than against, the Islamist movement, and, just as impor-
tant, it led them to abandon many intraleft rivalries to work with one 
another. Some of the longest-standing leftist parties in Jordanian politics 
include the Jordanian Communist Party ( JCP), the People’s Democratic 
Party (PDP, better known as Hashed and linked to the Democratic Front 
for the Liberation of Palestine), the Popular Unity Party (PUP, linked to 
the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine), and two Jordanian Arab 
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Socialist Ba’ath parties (one historically with links to Syria and one to Iraq). 
Yet in the post-1989 era, perhaps because of their small size, these parties 
were far more likely to try to cooperate and ally with one another than 
was the case in the 1950s and 1960s, when domestic political parties often 
rivaled one another, in effect reproducing domestically the external ideo-
logical conflicts of inter-Arab regional politics and the “Arab Cold War.”10 
After the restoration of parliamentary elections in Jordan in 1989, how-
ever, these leftist and Pan-Arab nationalist parties—even combined—
tended to garner far less popular support (in terms of either membership 
or voters) than a Muslim Brotherhood–affiliated political party like the 
IAF.11

Jordan’s Muslim Brotherhood is actually as old as the Hashemite mon-
archy itself. Unlike its counterparts in Syria or Egypt (before the Arab 
uprisings of 2011), the Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood enjoyed a more 
cooperative relationship with the state as a loyal opposition organization 
that accepted the legitimacy of its Hashemite rulers. And unlike Hamas, 
the Jordanian MB has no militant wing and instead focuses on democratic 
activism, and on organizing through a civilian party (the IAF), member-
ship in professional associations, and extensive charity work.12 For most of 
its history, the Jordanian MB was a fairly broad movement that included 
different wings, usually seen as “hawkish” or “dovish” in their approaches 
to elections, participation, and cooperation with the regime itself. More 
militant Qutbist Islamists or ultraconservative (but historically avoiding 
participation entirely) Salafi strains of Islamism have, however, generally 
appeared outside the framework of the Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood.13

Given their long history of organization and activism, Jordan’s Islamists 
were well placed for electoral success once the liberalization process began 
in 1989. Since then, Jordan has held multiple rounds of national parliamen-
tary elections, with changes to the electoral law and hence to the rules of 
the game every time. In the first of these elections, in 1989, an assortment 
of leftist party candidates secured together a mere thirteen of the eighty 
seats in parliament, while the Muslim Brotherhood and independent 
Islamists garnered thirty-four seats.14 Together, however, these opposition 
parliamentarians constituted a majority and used their numbers to elect an 
Islamist leader, Dr. ‘Abd al-Latif al-‘Arabiyyat, speaker of parliament.

Surprised and dismayed at the success of the Islamists in particular, the 
regime quickly moved to change the parliamentary electoral rules from 
the “bloc vote” system, whereby voters have as many votes as there are 
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seats in a given district, to a “one-person, one-vote” system, hoping this 
would forestall similar opposition inroads in future elections. Indeed, it was 
assumed that, left with only one vote to cast, voters would place family 
and kinship ties above ideological considerations in their choice of candi-
dates, thus diminishing the electoral prospects of Islamist contestants.15 As 
intended by the regime, the revised electoral system produced a marked 
reversal of fortunes for Islamist and leftist parties in the 1993 election, reduc-
ing their representation, respectively, to twenty-two and seven out of 
eighty parliamentary seats.16 Following the electoral debacle in 1993, and 
in what would become a recurring theme, opposition parties decided to 
boycott the elections of 1997 entirely, demanding a change in the electoral 
law.17 The resultant 1997–2001 legislature was thus made up almost entirely 
of loyalist and conservative tribal elites, while opposition forces remained 
effectively unrepresented in parliament until the next elections in 2003.

Following the royal succession from King Hussein to King Abdullah II 
in 1999, parliament was dissolved, but new elections—expected in 2001—
were delayed for two full years to 2003, due mainly to the regime’s secu-
rity concerns amid regional turmoil. These regional conflicts included 
the Palestinian uprising against Israeli rule in the West Bank and Gaza in 
2000 and the U.S. invasions of Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003. But 
in 2003 the elections were finally held under yet another electoral law. 
The new law increased the number of parliamentary seats from 80 to 104, 
with the introduction of new (but still uneven) electoral districts, and added 
six more parliamentary seats in a specific quota for women’s representa-
tion. Held in June that year, the elections themselves returned some oppo-
sition representation to the Jordanian legislature, with seventeen seats going 
to the IAF, including one to Hayat al-Musayni, its first female candidate. 
Five independent Islamists were also elected.18

Despite the return of the opposition to parliament in 2003, struggles 
between the regime and opposition parties continued to center around elec-
toral reform, with the latter demanding the abolition of the one-person, 
one-vote system and the redrawing of electoral districts, all of which had 
been designed to curb the potential power of opposition parties. By 2007, 
however, the regime was even less inclined to respond to opposition 
demands and seemed in fact to be highly concerned with electoral suc-
cesses of Islamist movements elsewhere in the region, from Hamas in Pal-
estine to Hizbullah in Lebanon. With these security concerns in mind, the 
2007 elections, presided over by then–prime minister Ma’rouf al-Bakhit 
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(2005–2007), were perhaps the most egregiously rigged contests of the 
post-1989 period. The regime had been especially alarmed by the al-Qa’ida 
terrorist attacks in Amman in 2005 and by the electoral success of Hamas 
in the Palestinian territories in 2006 and seemed determined to prevent 
Islamist inroads at all costs.19 That strategy may have worked, with Islamist 
candidates winning a mere 6 out of 110 parliamentary seats, but it also 
undermined the legitimacy of the electoral process and of the resultant par-
liament itself. Even the monarchy seemed eventually to acknowledge this 
legitimacy deficit, as it later dismissed the entire parliament two years before 
the completion of its term.

With new elections scheduled for 2010, the regime yet again introduced 
minor amendments to the parliamentary electoral law, without, however, 
changing the actual voting system as demanded by the opposition.20 As in 
the past, the elections were conducted on a one-person, one-vote basis, 
prompting the IAF to boycott the poll. Most leftist parties, in contrast, 
chose to participate in the elections, but with almost no success. In fact, not 
a single opposition party candidate won a seat outright in the new parlia-
ment. The only exceptions were Abla Abu Elbeh, the secretary general of 
the leftist Hashed Party, who secured a seat as one of the twelve MPs elected 
on the women’s quota. Similarly, Wafa Bani Mustafa, who at the time was 
seen as moderately Islamist but who was perhaps better seen as simply an 
independent candidate, was elected after she defied the IAF boycott and 
won a women’s quota seat.21

As this discussion has illustrated, opposition parties have since 1989 had 
limited success in securing representation in the Jordanian parliament. Leftist 
parties have been particularly ineffective, leading one democracy activist 
to dismiss them as “somehow Left without being progressive. They are 
old Left. Just oppositionist as a career. They still act like they are an oppo-
sition in exile. They don’t know how to work inside the system, even when 
they are in it.”22 The Islamist movement, on the other hand, had a larger 
popular following, was better organized, and had greater success in past 
elections but still regarded the various electoral laws as specifically aimed 
at minimizing Islamist representation, power, and influence in the Jorda-
nian legislature.23 For more than two decades, regime and opposition par-
ties were at loggerheads over the rules of the electoral game, with the latter 
pressing for a return to a bloc vote system or (even better) a shift to a pro-
portional representation (PR) system based on party lists. Opposition par-
ties on the political left and right insisted that they remained weak precisely 
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because of Jordan’s various electoral laws, but they struggled to form an 
effective, unified, cross-ideological opposition coalition.

Opposition Parties and Cross-Ideological Cooperation

The literature on cross-ideological cooperation in the Middle East suggests 
that leftist-Islamist cooperation and alliances are indeed more likely in the 
contemporary period than at any time in the past; yet scholars differ on 
how viable, effective, or durable such alliances and coalitions can be in Arab 
politics. While Browers has argued for the importance of cross-ideological 
cooperation trends in the region, Cavatorta has challenged this, noting 
the difficulties in practice of actually achieving cooperation, especially in 
the cases of Morocco and Tunisia.24 The Jordanian case actually illustrates 
both trends: attempts at greater leftist-Islamist cooperation, for example, 
but also limitations to effective opposition coordination or unity.25

Within Jordan, despite differences in ideological and even religious ori-
entation, opposition parties of all shades actually agree on several key 
political issues, thereby providing a plausible basis for unified action and 
the formation of broad-based reform coalitions. Most have been sharply 
critical of the peace treaty with Israel, for example. They have demanded 
that the regime cease normalizing relations with Israel, and some even 
demand the abolition of the treaty itself.26 Within domestic politics and 
policy, the country’s opposition parties also insist that future prime minis-
ters and cabinets should be drawn from parliament in a truer model of a 
parliamentary system, rather than royally appointed, pending only the for-
mality of parliamentary approval, and, most crucially, they spent decades 
demanding major changes in the electoral laws.

Despite this unified set of opposition demands toward the Hashemite 
regime’s policies, and in contrast to regime-opposition dynamics elsewhere 
in the region, especially after 2011, opposition parties focused mainly on 
public policy and the direction of the state (including demands for demo-
cratic reform) and rarely challenged the state itself as a Hashemite monar-
chy. Yet Jordan’s various opposition parties and movements have often 
found themselves more likely to agree on foreign policy issues rather than 
on domestic ones, especially regarding the situation in the Palestinian ter-
ritories and Iraq.27 Anti-imperial and anti-Zionist themes have tended to 
pervade the discourse of secular and religious opposition parties alike, for 
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example. Indeed, regional political issues have on many occasions united 
not only the opposition but also many current or past regime elites them-
selves. The U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003, for example, was opposed by 
state and society in Jordan, regime and opposition alike, albeit to varying 
degrees. Ninety well-known Jordanian political figures even signed a 
public petition, presented to the king, condemning the U.S. war as aggres-
sion and in effect putting the monarchy itself on notice not to soften its 
opposition to the invasion, regardless of the depth of the U.S.-Jordanian 
alliance.28

These patterns among opposition parties changed radically during the 
Arab uprisings, however, as Jordan’s traditional opposition forces suddenly 
found themselves differing profoundly on foreign policy issues. They 
remained opposed to the peace treaty with Israel, and they remained harsh 
critics of the U.S.-Jordanian alliance, and of imperial powers in general. But 
they divided sharply over the Arab uprisings and specifically the civil war 
in Syria. While the Muslim Brotherhood and other Islamist movements 
opposed the Asad regime in that war, leftist and Pan-Arab nationalist parties 
were more likely to support the secular Asad regime especially against 
Islamist rebels and Salafi Jihadist movements. As the war worsened and 
dragged on for years, the gap between secular and Islamist opposition forces 
continued to widen. As one democracy activist, who, like many younger 
activists, was critical of both the traditional left and Islamists, put it:

There is also a certain sense of waiting for what will happen in Syria. 
It divided the opposition. Some of the Jordanian opposition backed 
Bishar, because he and they take an anti-U.S., anti-Israel, and anti-
capitalist stance. This includes the old socialist Ba’athists or Arab left. 
Their main focus isn’t necessarily prodemocracy but antiprivatization 
and Jordanian foreign policy. . . .  The Secularists are sometimes so 
terrified that they end up supporting an authoritarian regime, while 
the Islamist discourse links secularism and liberalism, as though Ben 
Ali and Mubarak were liberal.29

Still, this was a major departure from past stances among opposition par-
ties, when they were more likely to agree on foreign rather than domestic 
policy.

Besides general agreement on foreign policy issues that they have almost 
no hope of affecting, and some convergence on domestic reform demands, 
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could opposition parties agree on key issues and perhaps work together as a 
broader reform coalition in pressuring the regime into liberalizing reforms? 
The record for political opposition in Jordan shows that opposition parties 
and independent activists have at times splintered and at times worked 
together. In her analyses of political activism in Jordan and elsewhere in the 
Arab world, Ellen Lust has emphasized the importance of context and struc-
tures between government and opposition. We can expect opposition to 
increase during economic crises, for example, but will this opposition work 
together or in competition? Lust argues that the answer depends on whether 
the regime itself has excluded all opposition or divided its opponents 
between loyalist and radical camps. In the former case, opposition parties 
should be expected to coalesce against the state, whereas in the latter, the 
divide-and-rule regime stratagem should be expected to work.

Prior to the 1989 liberalization process in Jordan, all political parties were 
illegal, and hence all were excluded from the system, even though the 
regime had a decades-long understanding with the Muslim Brotherhood 
so that the latter operated as essentially a loyal opposition. But as the eco-
nomic crisis of 1989 hit, opposition forces from the secular left and the reli-
gious right were able to mobilize together to push the regime toward 
greater reform.30 Elites from these and other opposition elements, along 
with conservative royalist forces, participated in the 1989 elections that fol-
lowed, and later in the 1991 crafting of the National Charter (al-Mithaq 
al-Watani). The charter attempted to clarify the relationship between 
regime and opposition, allowing for legal opposition activism and greater 
pluralism in public life, in return for loyalty to the Hashemite monarchy. 
The National Charter was not so much a legal code as a general set of 
guidelines, however, as it did not have the force of law. It is therefore bet-
ter seen as a framing document intended to establish new norms and param-
eters for loyalty and opposition in Jordanian politics.

But the shift in electoral rules prior to the 1993 election undercut oppo-
sition strength in parliament, paving the way for the regime to make peace 
with Israel, without an opposition majority in parliament blocking ratifi-
cation of the accords. The regime’s move to curb parliamentary opposi-
tion, however, only led to greater opposition coordination both inside and 
outside parliament itself.

A first step toward cooperation in the new multiparty era was taken in 
1993, when leftist and Islamist parties held a joint press conference to protest 
the latest electoral law in the kingdom.31 Cross-ideological cooperation 
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among opposition groups increased in 1995, when the IAF and seven left-
ist parties formed the Anti-Normalization Committee. While the opposi-
tion had failed to block the signing of a peace treaty with Israel, this 
committee was determined to prevent any normalization of relations 
between various sectors of the two societies.32 In addition, the committee 
called for greater political liberalization and domestic reform. The regime’s 
response, however, was quite the opposite, as it moved to repress dissent and 
counter the opposition bloc.

Regime hostility seemed to help further unite the opposition coalition, 
which expanded later in 1995 to include thirteen opposition parties through 
the Higher Committee for the Coordination of National Opposition 
Parties (HCCNOP). The committee was intended, then and now, to be a 
forum bringing together all opposition parties in an effort to coordinate 
and pool their efforts for reform and democratization. As will become 
apparent below, while the HCCNOP remained the most prominent party-
driven reform coalition in the country, numerous additional groups, orga-
nizations, and coalitions—often with overlapping membership—had 
emerged on the Jordanian political scene since the 1990s. Although vary-
ing in number and composition, these additional forces should not neces-
sarily be seen as rival or replacement organizations to the HCCNOP but 
rather as multiple and mutually reinforcing efforts at opposition coordina-
tion in the kingdom.

In 1996 yet another economic crisis—and another IMF austerity 
program—led the HCCNOP to call for a rejection of the IMF measures, 
especially the lifting of subsidies on bread and other staple foods. In the 
bread riots that followed, the opposition coalition maintained its pressure on 
the regime to shift away from its faith in neoliberal market reforms, arguing 
that privatization and austerity measures were helping some in the wealthy 
elite while harming average Jordanians.33 In 1997 the HCCNOP called for 
major changes in the electoral law, including equal population districts and 
the abrogation of the one-person, one-vote system in favor of the previous 
bloc vote system. When these demands remained unmet, the opposition 
called for a national boycott of the 1997 elections, yielding—as mentioned 
above—a new parliament with few opposition voices (including only a 
handful of independent Islamist activists and leftist figures that had broken 
ranks with the boycott coalition).

In 1998 opposition parties sought to further institutionalize and broaden 
their coalition by forming the Conference on National Reform (CNF), 
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drawing together leftist parties, the Islamist movement, and independent 
opposition figures. In short, the newly formed conference was intended to 
broaden opposition coordination beyond the forces hitherto represented 
within the HCCNOP, to include nonparty opposition activists as well as 
the traditional parties.34 For many years, opposition parties and activists 
have met continually to discuss their interests, goals, strategies, and tac-
tics, sometimes within the framework of the HCCNOP and sometimes 
through the broader CNF. But the Arab uprisings and especially the Syr-
ian civil war brought much of this coordination to a standstill.

Despite these organized efforts to unite the country’s political opposition 
and even institutionalize it in a reform coalition, there were still significant 
areas of difference between and within opposition forces that rendered such 
cooperation difficult to sustain, even without the intervening events of the 
Arab Spring. The Islamist movement played an important leadership role 
within the HCCNOP, for example, but it was also more than willing to 
break ranks from the opposition coalition, depending on the issue. As Janine 
Clark has shown, this often turned on gender issues and questions about 
reforming laws that especially affected women, such as personal status laws, 
divorce laws, and laws regarding violence against women in the name of 
“honor crimes.” In general, the Islamists proved to be both moderate and 
reactionary. The Muslim Brotherhood and IAF remained moderate in the 
sense of believing in reform and greater democracy, but they were by no 
means moderate in terms of policy and legislation.35 So for instance, the 
movement opposed progressive attempts to change all the above laws, find-
ing itself therefore in opposition to the monarchy itself but allied with secu-
lar royalist and conservative political parties.

The leftist parties were themselves divided on these issues, but in gen-
eral a broader pattern emerges: on democracy and liberalization, the oppo-
sition reform coalition often seemed to be more progressive than the 
monarchy, but on social legislation, often the monarchy was more progres-
sive than the opposition parties. Similarly, most opposition parties opposed 
the Hashemite regime’s introduction of a quota in 2003 to guarantee wom-
en’s representation in parliament, but the Islamists soon had to reverse 
field, when the first woman elected under the quota was herself an Islamist. 
Since then, opposition parties have attempted to use the quota to their 
advantage by putting forward candidates they hope will then secure a seat.

In 2010 a broad range of opposition parties and nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs) together called yet again for major changes in the 
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electoral law, preceding the 2010 elections. Facilitated in part by the 
National Center for Human Rights (NCHR), which was led by former 
prime minister Ahmad ‘Ubaydat, the reform-oriented parties and NGOs 
called for a one-person two-vote, or mixed electoral system, in which 
citizens could vote for an individual district representative and also for a 
party list at the national level. While this was seen as an opposition demand, 
it actually echoed the unimplemented designs of the royally established 
National Agenda Committee. Still, together the political opposition 
parties and movements formed an ad hoc umbrella group: the National 
Coalition for Reform (NCR).36 Informal and little institutionalized, the 
newly formed group included the previous groups and coalitions noted 
above (including most members of the HCCNOP) while expanding to 
also include independent activists and representatives of prodemocracy 
NGOs. Although Ahmad ‘Ubaydat formally “led” this particular coali-
tion, its members viewed him as effectively the main coordinator of 
the movement, but not as in any way in charge of the elements within the 
coalition itself.37

Bringing together a broad range of opposition groups and activists, the 
ingredients seemed to have come together once again for a fairly unified 
and comprehensive reform coalition, with clear policy proposals for elec-
toral change and the potential to pressure the regime toward meaningful 
reform. Yet the regime, to quote one opposition activist, “is really skilled at 
killing momentum.”38 Despite months of opposition activism, reform pro-
posals, and extensive discussions across the Jordanian public sphere, the state 
issued the new electoral law, with the same gerrymandered districts, and no 
party lists or proportional representation whatsoever.39 Thus, although the 
opposition was unified and well organized and presented viable policy alter-
natives, it remained yet again largely ineffective in actually achieving its 
desired reform objectives.

One of the reasons Jordan’s opposition has been so ineffective in pres-
suring the regime for democratic change may lie in the fact that, aside from 
the Islamists, most political parties carry little support in society. Indeed, 
while some democracy activists are active party members, most are not, and 
many Jordanians see the parties as weak and perhaps even as an obsolete 
form of opposition.40 “We have fifty political parties,” noted one Jorda-
nian analyst, “but ask any Jordanian and most can’t name even one.”41 The 
parties are generally viewed as ineffective, and it is that very weakness 
of the parties and the party system that has led many nonparty reform 
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activists to be openly scornful of the parties. As one such activist writer 
suggested, “The Islamists and leftists, they are covered in dust.”42 Others, 
such as writer and activist Hisham Bustani, have argued that the problem 
with the opposition is even more endemic. Bustani asserts that the tradi-
tional opposition parties amount to an “official” opposition that had far 
too many links to the regime itself.

The time therefore appeared to be ripe for an alternative opposition, 
beyond that of the traditional parties, which—again aside from the 
Islamists—would be able to mobilize widespread popular support and thus 
more effectively challenge the authoritarian state. Bustani argued that ele-
ments of an alternative opposition did emerge in the Arab Spring era in 
the form of groups such as the Jordanian Campaign for Change, better 
known as Jayeen—a mainly nonparty-based reform coalition—although 
he argues that even this group might be problematic owing to regime con-
nections for at least some “opposition” elites, and limited in its mass appeal 
because of its emphasis on a unitary (and seemingly East Jordanian) national 
identity. For Bustani, even these newer coalitions were inherently limit-
ing owing to their own (in his words) “isolationist vision.” He explains 
the alternative opposition as follows:

What are the constituents of this “alternative opposition”? Its main 
elements include the Jordanian Social Left Movement, the Jordanian 
National Initiative, the National Progressive Current, the National 
Committee of Military Veterans, the Jordanian Writers Association, 
the Nationalist Progressive Current, in addition to very small groups 
such as the Democratic Youth Union, the Philosophy Society, the 
Socialist Thought Forum, the Assembly of Circassean Youth, and the 
Association Against Zionism and Racism. All the above-mentioned 
groups (with the exception of the National Progressive Current, the 
National Committee of Military Veterans, and the Nationalist Pro-
gressive Current) form the so-called “Movement of the Jordanian 
People.” And all those groups (without exception) form “The Jorda-
nian Campaign for Change—Jayeen,” and are closely allied at both 
the politics and logistical levels.43

While many activists in both the “official” and “alternative” opposition 
are dedicated to genuine democratic reform, others seem to be using the 
movements as ways to counter other elites and to get themselves back in 
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office. Worse, Bustani argues, is the tendency for opposition coalitions like 
the Jordan Campaign for Change to adopt the regime’s own Jordanian 
nationalist rhetoric and to emphasize a Jordanian national movement that 
is distinct from a Palestinian movement, thereby alienating much of the 
Jordanian population.44

In the Arab Spring era, Jordan therefore had not one but several reform 
coalitions with overlapping memberships and objectives, including party-
led movements (such as the HCCNOP), nonparty-led reform movements 
(such as Jayeen), and combinations of both (such as ‘Ubaydat’s National 
Coalition for Reform).45 While they all agreed that democratic change was 
essential, the question remained whether they were talking about the same 
reforms. I turn to this question below. For as the Arab uprisings continued 
to shake the Middle East to its foundations, all the parties, organizations, 
and coalitions mentioned above took to the streets in an attempt to turn 
their organizational and institutional opposition groups into a kind of de 
facto national “street coalition” for change.

The Arab Uprisings and the Traditional Opposition 
in Jordan

As noted above, the 2010 electoral law and parliamentary elections were 
disappointing for those concerned with real reform and liberalization, but 
they did yield for the Hashemite regime the type of parliament it seemed to 
prefer: with a clear majority of members of parliament not from opposition 
parties but rather “independents,” whose backgrounds were loyalist, royal-
ist, often tribal, and mostly Transjordanian. Yet the new government of 
Prime Minister Samir Rifa’i, appointed for a second time by the king in 
December 2010, barely had time to exhale before the Tunisian and Egyp-
tian revolutions toppled long-standing dictators. In Jordan, as noted in 
chapters 1 and 2, the ripple effects and demonstrated efficacy of people in 
street activism in Tunis and Cairo led to marches and demonstrations that 
brought thousands into the streets in Amman and other Jordanian cities 
and towns. Like the demonstrations across the Arab world, Jordanians too 
marked theirs with heavy loads of patriotic symbolism while demanding 
democratic change.

Jordan’s mass protests for democratic reform echoed calls that oppo-
sition parties and civil society groups had been making for years. A 
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Jordanian journalist covering the protests, and supportive of democratic 
reform efforts, summarized the emerging opposition consensus: “What 
needs to change? We need to bring back checks and balances, and to 
respect the original constitution. It envisioned that the parliament would 
do two main things: legislate and hold government accountable. But 
over time, it really does neither, and power shifted almost entirely to the 
monarchy.”46

After years of struggles over the nature of elections and election laws, 
opposition demands thus shifted to the nature of parliament itself. As 
noted previously, many Jordanians viewed parliament as merely a pro-
Hashemite tribal assembly. All democracy activists, regardless of ideo-
logical, ethnic, or religious background, seemed to agree that in addition 
to electoral reform, parliament too needed to change and become a more 
genuine legislative body, which, in turn, implied changes regarding the 
nature of government, of governance, and of the balance of power in the 
state itself.

This suggests, in other words, that in addition to diverse grievances, 
there were also coherent and consistent sets of demands that most opposi-
tion forces (and even many regime reformers themselves) agreed on. This 
chapter has examined the roots and organization of traditional opposition 
in Jordan and has emphasized obstacles to opposition unity, but for all the 
diversity of the coalitions, parties, and groups noted above, both old and 
new coalitions and activists agreed on at least the following set of reform 
demands:

 1. Parliament should be a body that actually legislates rather than simply 
implementing cabinet initiatives or royal decrees.

 2. Government should be drawn from the elected representatives of 
the people; that is, it should be a more truly parliamentary system rather 
than a royally appointed government separate from parliament.

 3. Major changes were needed in the electoral system, especially to 
empower the opposition and build national political parties.

 4. There should be fewer restrictions on media, press, and publications, 
including a shift away from timid and often self-censored reporting, and 
an end to Mukhabarat interference in the media and in public life in 
general.

 5. There should be an end to corruption and the establishment of a more 
independent judiciary to hold the corrupt accountable for their actions.
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 6. Electoral districts should be equal in size rather than gerryman-
dered (although this remains controversial and not a point of complete 
consensus among democracy activists).

Jordan’s electoral districts have historically been gerrymandered to be 
unevenly representative, designed to increase rural representation (and 
hence usually conservative, proregime, East Jordanian communities), while 
limiting urban representation, since the largest cities, such as Amman, Irbid, 
and Zarqa, have large Palestinian populations. Given Jordan’s complicated 
identity politics (discussed in more detail in chapter 5), the ethnic implica-
tions of redistricting have significant power implications. This particular 
reform question therefore remains problematic for at least some opposition 
groups, and even more problematic for more conservative forces in the state 
itself. Elites within the regime that feel threatened by significant change, 
especially those in the state security apparatus, will sometimes exploit oppo-
sition differences by stoking these fears, for example, of a shift from East 
Jordanian to Palestinian empowerment, in an effort to prevent the emer-
gence of single, unified, and truly national coalition for change in Jordan.

In my own personal observations of Jordanian politics over more than 
thirty years, I would argue that the pattern is for antireform officials, state-
backed media, and self-described loyalists to insist that prodemocracy 
activists are an ethnic or religious threat to the identity of Jordan. In short, 
antireformers try to create disunity by exploiting social divisions and 
fears, and then (ironically) accuse their opponents of threatening “national 
unity.” Indeed, there is no more pervasive phrase in the antireform lexicon 
than invoking national unity against opponents, putting them instantly 
on the defensive, and effectively challenging their loyalty and patriotism.

While the reform demands listed above all suggest political changes, it 
is worth underscoring that in Jordan and across the Arab world, part of 
the revolt against the status quo seemed to be not just a revolt against par-
ticular governing systems but also a rejection of neoliberal economic poli-
cies. These are associated in the minds of many across society with enriching 
the already wealthy while removing the previous social safety nets of large 
public sectors with greater guarantees of employment and social welfare. 
In the Jordanian context, these economic policies have also had profound 
ethnic implications—given the traditional predominance of Palestinians in 
the private sector and East Jordanians in the public sector. While leftist and 
Islamist parties have for years regarded neoliberal reform with suspicion 
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and even overt hostility, in more recent years even traditionally proregime 
conservatives have joined the chorus against this particular type of eco-
nomic reform. Conservative East Jordanian nationalists have increasingly 
charged their own regime with corruption and selling off Jordan’s national 
assets in the name of short-term profits.

Indeed, economic grievances were a large part of the motivation for the 
“southern movement” in particular; that is, largely nonparty-based activ-
ism outside of the capital, Amman, and located in towns such as Kerak, 
Ma’an, Tafilah, and Dhiban. The activities of what was originally seen as 
a “southern movement” (and thereafter known as the Hirak, discussed in 
detail in the next chapter) overlapped with the “alternative opposition” 
alluded to by Bustani above but included largely independent youth orga-
nizations established as local opposition movements, such as the Kerak Pop-
ular Youth Movement, the Free Tafilah Movement, and the Ma’an Popular 
Movement for Change and Reform.47 Each of these groups expressed par-
ticular pride in the role of the (largely East Bank Jordanian) South in cre-
ating the political reform revivals of both 1989 and 2011, and each focused 
in particular on the problems of privatization, Amman-centric investment 
and development, and especially government corruption related to all the 
above.48

Opposition to economic liberalization thus certainly carried the poten-
tial to unite otherwise disparate ideological forces, such as leftists, Islamists, 
and secular nationalists. But paradoxically, it is also just as likely to create 
deeper fissures in Jordan’s already-established political fault lines, such as 
Palestinian and East Jordanian identity politics. As Nicolas Pelham has 
noted, this has led to a kind of reversal, in which some conservative East 
Jordanian nationalists became harshly critical of the regime, while Pales-
tinians in Jordan’s business community found themselves in the role of 
defenders of the monarchy.49 In short, anti-neoliberalism has at times 
brought together a very broad group of activists, for reform away from 
privatization and toward a revitalization of the social welfare role of the 
state. Yet the ethnic politics inherent in the same controversial issue carry 
the potential to tear that very coalition apart.

Ultimately, whether reformers and democracy activists in Jordan can 
unite effectively or not, the Arab Spring protests suggested that widespread 
discontent spanned almost all sectors of Jordanian society, implying that 
much needed to change in terms of both political and economic reform in 
the kingdom, for the security and well-being of both state and society. Yet 
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as this chapter has shown, Jordan’s wide-ranging political opposition has 
had a long history of organization and activism but with little effect on 
government policy. The state, in turn, has long practiced a politics of inclu-
sion and cooptation of some opposition while allowing others to vent 
some level of frustration and actively attempting to divide still other 
groups.50 But many of these mechanisms—from cooptation to division to 
coercion—are now all too familiar to opposition forces. And given the large 
presence of increasingly politicized and active youth in public demonstra-
tions in Jordan from 2011 onward—youth who very often identified with 
neither the state nor its traditional opposition forces—it was also clear that 
older methods were no longer enough to contain opposition. “The palace 
also seems to always see challenges even when they are actually opportu-
nities,” noted one Jordanian journalist. “They could embrace and even lead 
reform efforts. But they do not. The times have changed, and the tools of 
rule need to change with them.”51

Also emphasizing change, a veteran reform and democracy activist noted 
the importance of generational change in the expanding Jordanian reform 
movement, and the extensive use of social media—especially Facebook, 
Twitter, and blogging—to organize demonstrations and activism. This was 
a problem, she noted, not only for the regime but also for opposition 
parties:

The parties are not near people’s hearts and minds. That’s why they 
have these Facebook groups. That’s their political parties. It is like 
an election, people signing up and “liking” and agreeing to support 
a figure or group or demonstration. Social media is their device to 
convert and share their aspirations. But the Mukhabarat are also now 
trying to infiltrate social media groups. But people just aren’t afraid 
anymore. Measures that used to scare people just don’t now. They 
are sure that they are smarter than the regime. They are just not 
afraid.52

At the height of the Arab Spring, Jordan’s youth movements continued to 
expand to include virtually every town and city in the country. In addi-
tion to the southern movements, therefore, youth movements also emerged 
in northern towns like Irbid, Jerash, Mafraq, and Zarqa. Yet while each 
movement saw itself as independent, many also overlapped in member-
ship with the youth wings of various political parties. So there was some 
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connection between youth movements and the political parties of the 
“traditional opposition,” but there was also considerable independence. 
Still, as journalist Taylor Luck pointed out, “many of the popular move-
ments are caught in a love-hate relationship of dependence with tradi-
tional opposition parties and professional associations.”53 Many youth 
movements drew on the organization and logistical experience of orga-
nized parties in order to generate public support for their demonstrations, 
even as they remained independent organizations.54

Continuity and Change

Jordan’s traditional political opposition, rooted in leftist, Pan-Arab nation-
alist, and Islamist political parties, predates the Arab uprisings by decades. 
So the movements and parties themselves were clearly not new. But some 
of the political dynamics that emerged within the opposition were indeed 
new and different.

Opposition forces have historically struggled to assemble a meaningful 
and united front for change, especially when differing often profoundly 
on domestic social issues, but they have often agreed on foreign policy 
issues—especially in their opposition to Israel, U.S. policy, and Western 
imperialism more generally. Unfortunately for these movements, these are 
exactly the types of “high politics” issues they are least likely to influence. 
Opposition parties increased their attempts at unity at the outset of the Arab 
Spring, sensing the opportunity that had finally arrived. But the Arab upris-
ings, and especially the devastation of the Syrian civil war, soon created 
sharp fissures within Jordan’s traditional opposition parties. Many in Jor-
dan’s opposition parties had spent years hoping and waiting for a moment 
exactly like the Arab Spring—a moment of genuine grassroots popular 
mobilization, of people in the streets, of protests and demonstrations aimed 
at real reform and change. But now, when it should have been “their 
moment,” opposition groups struggled to unify, as they had so often in the 
past. Yet the nature of the split was the opposite of the usual pattern: this 
time they were more united on domestic reform demands but divided on 
regional and foreign policy. They were more energized and more active 
than at any time since the 1989–1993 reform era, yet opposition parties 
oscillated between moments of unity and coalition building, on the one 
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hand, and moments of rupture and disunity, on the other, especially when 
they split over the question of the Asad regime and the Syrian civil war.

Still, opposition party activists from across the ideological spectrum 
marched in the various demonstrations of the early Arab Spring years and 
succeeded in their attempts to pressure the regime to unseat its own recently 
appointed government. As noted in chapter 2, in response to the 2011 
unrest, the monarchy attempted to respond to the opposition by dismiss-
ing the government, but it then put in its place one that was even more 
conservative—shifting from Prime Minister Samir al-Rifa’i to Prime Min-
ister Ma’rouf al-Bakhit. The appointment of Bakhit was profoundly disap-
pointing to democratic activists who had hoped for a reformer. In typical 
Hashemite politics, however, the king also appointed a more progressive 
veteran political leader (and one of the most influential Palestinian Jorda-
nians in the kingdom), Senate Speaker Taher al-Masri, to head the National 
Dialogue Committee on reform. Masri urged the regime to engage oppo-
sition forces directly.

Both the new prime minister and the king met with leaders of the IAF 
and Muslim Brotherhood in an effort to cool domestic tensions and also 
discuss the possibility of Islamist figures taking government cabinet posts 
and joining the National Dialogue Committee (the Islamists refused on 
both counts). The regime was in full crisis mode, attempting to mollify 
both traditional bases of support and traditional sources of opposition. But 
the time-honored techniques of reshuffling cabinets, blaming previous gov-
ernments (rather than the monarchy) for failure to implement reform, and 
issuing royal calls for more reform would ring hollow unless followed by 
real reform.55 Indeed, in 2011, with Arab Spring demonstrations in full 
swing, the National Center for Human Rights issued a statement stressing 
that the lack of real reform in the kingdom amounted to “the gravest dan-
ger to the safety and security of society and to national unity.”56

In May 2011 yet another opposition coalition emerged in Jordanian pol-
itics, but one that had the potential to bridge many of the parties, groups, 
and movements discussed in this analysis. The National Front for Reform, 
led by former prime minister Ahmad ‘Ubaydat, brought together the 
Islamic Action Front, all the leftist parties discussed above, and the Jorda-
nian Women’s Union and intended to bring under its umbrella the various 
youth movements as well. “They [the youth movements] can be closer to 
the street than people our age and at the level of our political experiences,” 
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‘Ubaydat argued, “but they also need us and we need them.”57 The youth 
movements represented a new form of political opposition and activism in 
Jordanian politics, and indeed still other movements emerged, many draw-
ing on Jordan’s vast youth population. Chapter 4 turns to these newer 
forms, as activists found alternative ways to mobilize and to add entirely 
new dimensions to Jordanian politics.
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As protests swept the country in 2011–2012, new forms of activism 
emerged in Jordan, including the largely youth-led protest groups 
collectively known as the Jordanian Popular Movement (al-Hirak 

al-Sha’bi al-Urduni) or the Jordanian Youth Movement (al-Hirak al-
Shababi al-Urduni) but usually referred to simply as the Hirak. The former 
refers to all the grassroots activism that emerged across Jordan, starting 
especially with labor movements, while the latter is subsumed within this 
but refers more specifically to the proliferation of youth-based local and 
regional protest movements. The rise of the Hirak phenomenon is perhaps 
the most unique feature of Jordan’s Arab Spring experience. As shown in 
chapter 3, more long-standing forms of opposition—in leftist parties and 
in the Islamist movement—were also active in Jordan’s protests and in polit-
ical activism. But these were also the traditional focal points of political 
activism in the kingdom. This chapter turns to newer forms of activism, 
including the rise of the Hirak and grassroots opposition movements beyond 
that of the traditional political parties in the Hashemite Kingdom.

Despite the general public image of Jordan being “quiet” during the 
Arab Spring era, the kingdom actually saw extensive activism, especially on 
the part of a younger, mobilized generation that had a great deal to say. 
These protests ranged from fierce opposition to neoliberal economic 
restructuring to protests against economic austerity measures. They 
included a resurgent workers’ rights movement and labor activism that, as 

CHAPTER IV

The Hirak and Changes in Political Activism
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Fida Adely has shown, in many ways served as a precursor to all of Jordan’s 
grassroots mobilization during and after the Arab Spring.1 They also 
included issue-oriented movements, such as the campaign against a Jorda-
nian gas deal with Israel, environmental activism including efforts to save 
Berqesh forest from state-led development, and a campaign against state 
plans to develop nuclear power plants in the kingdom.2 Jordan’s Arab Spring 
experience may not have involved revolution or civil war, but it was by no 
means “quiet” or docile. This chapter first turns to the rise of the Hirak, 
then to dramatic changes and splits within the Islamist movement, and 
finally to alternate approaches to activism, including single-issue move-
ments and the question of effective grassroots activism in the kingdom.

The Challenge of the Hirak

As many Hirak activists are quick to note, Jordan’s Arab Spring protests in 
2011 began not in the capital, Amman, but in southern Jordan, much like 
the protests of 1989.3 Southern activists in both eras prided themselves on 
rising up to save a Jordan that they believed had lost its way. Hirak pro-
testers seemed to be mainly of East Jordanian origin, with Palestinian Jor-
danians eventually joining in as well, but never in proportion to their 
overall numbers in Jordanian society. Some Jordanians use the term Hirak 
to refer specifically to the youth movements, but others use it more broadly 
to describe all these forms of organization—youth movements, labor orga-
nization and strikes, and new leftist and progressive activism.4 This is, of 
course, entirely valid. In this section, however, I will focus mainly on the 
youth-led movements from the governorates as the main examples of the 
Hirak.

As noted in chapter 2, Jordan’s Hirak protests began in the South—in 
Dhiban, Tafilah, Kerak, and Ma’an—but soon spread across the country 
to northern sites like Irbid, Ajlun, Jerash, and Mafraq. At its high point in 
2012, it almost seemed as if every town, village, and city had its own ver-
sion of the Hirak. The protests expanded not just geographically but also 
ideologically, as the traditional opposition of leftists and Pan-Arab nation-
alist parties joined in, as well as the Muslim Brotherhood and Islamic Action 
Front. When all these movements were present, the protests were diverse 
indeed and numbered in the thousands. But often, activists argue, the 
Mukhabarat—Jordan’s intelligence service—would find ways to divide the 
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movements, thwarting a larger and more potent coalition, usually by 
attempting to get specific Hirak groups to pull out of a protest, citing 
Islamist or Palestinian influence. Sometimes these divide-and-defuse tac-
tics worked; sometimes they did not. And sometimes divisions occurred 
not because of Mukhabarat machinations but because opposition groups 
divided themselves.

The fact that the regime took so much trouble to focus on the Hirak 
suggests just how troubling they found the movements to be. The tradi-
tional leftist and Islamist opposition they felt comfortable handling—that 
was the kind of regime-opposition maneuvering and sparring that they 
were used to. But this was different. Hirak activists and security forces sent 
to contain them were often from the same backgrounds, families, clans, 
and tribes. As the previous chapter made clear, Jordan’s traditional politi-
cal opposition spans the political spectrum from left to right, religious to 
secular. But it was the Hirak that was the new addition and in many ways 
the force most troubling to many in the Hashemite regime.5

The story of the rise of the Hirak, however, is partially one based on 
the political economy of social change in the Hashemite Kingdom. As 
noted in chapter 2, in 1989 Jordan had experienced a severe economic cri-
sis after years of descending ever further into debt. The regime turned to 
the International Monetary Fund for emergency financial support. The aus-
terity programs that followed required the government to lift subsidies 
and led almost immediately to riots as Jordanians protested the sudden dra-
matic rise in prices for basic foods and commodities. But this was also part 
of a much larger picture in which a decades-long economic, social, and 
political structure seemed to be coming to an end. Since the 1950s, and 
especially in the aftermath of the Jordanian civil war of 1970–1971, King 
Hussein had established Hashemite regime security on the basis of exten-
sive state support for key East Bank tribal communities. Jordanian citizens 
from these communities, in turn, came to make up the overwhelming 
majority of officials in the government bureaucracy and also in the police, 
army, and intelligence services. As the public sector became ever more 
extensively East Jordanian over the years, the private sector became cor-
respondingly more and more the domain of Palestinian Jordanians.

This “ethnic division of labor” was neither official nor absolute, but at 
least in general terms it did characterize much of Jordan’s political econ-
omy and social structure for decades. The events of 1989 challenged this, 
and in many ways Jordan continues its transition—economically but 
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therefore also politically and socially—to increasing neoliberalism and 
privatization, from 1989 to the present. King Hussein started this transi-
tion in 1989, reluctantly and essentially under duress. He simply saw no 
other way to keep the kingdom afloat financially. So the difficult economic 
medicine of structural adjustment would be taken, but it would challenge 
the social and political bases of Hashemite rule itself. This therefore 
amounted to a major structural shift in Jordan as a state, society, and econ-
omy, and it immediately affected the politics of protests. This matters even 
today, because while King Hussein reluctantly pursued a neoliberal agenda, 
his son and heir, King Abdullah II, has done so enthusiastically. King 
Abdullah sees economic development, privatization, free trade, foreign 
investment, and an active tourism economy all as vital to the moderniza-
tion of Jordan and as the keys to its long-term prosperity. In both cases, 
the economic agenda has had social and political consequences, which have 
in turn had transformative effects on political opposition in the kingdom.

Hirak groups emerged in every city and almost every town across the 
kingdom, seeing themselves as Sha’bi (popular or people’s movements) as 
well as Shababi (youth).6 They emerged in specific cities and towns and also 
in the heartlands even of the most influential tribes and tribal confedera-
tions, including the Bani Hasan and Bani Khalid in the North, the Bani 
Sakhr in central Jordan, and the Bani Hamida and Huwaytat in the South.7 
The activists were mainly young people in their twenties who—like their 
counterparts across the Arab world—used social media platforms like Face-
book and Twitter as well as SMS phone messaging to organize and com-
municate with one another. They were tech-savvy youth who therefore 
could not be dismissed as old-guard “dinosaurs” blocking state reform 
efforts. Although some in Jordan did just that, dismissing the Hirak as sim-
ply delinquents who specialized only in burning tires and blocking roads 
in the South. But the Hirak also had defenders among older people, includ-
ing some in the media, in older opposition movements (including some 
leftist party activists), and even in government and the security services.

Even the name used to describe these organizations is telling: al-Hirak 
(the movement, implying active mobility or mobilization) as opposed to 
simply Hirakat (movements). The groups were locally organized and hence 
emerged as grassroots movements, but they also saw themselves as part of 
a broader national and even regional phenomenon. They were inspired 
by the democratic impulses of the original Arab Spring. But the roots of 
Jordanian activism, and even of the Hirak, predate the regional protest 
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movements of 2011 and can be seen in the earlier levels of resurgent tribal 
and East Jordanian activism throughout the reign of King Abdullah II, such 
as the labor activism and strikes within Jordan’s phosphate industry, the 
port of Aqaba, and the successful attempts to establish a national teacher’s 
union.8 Hirak groups and many of these other forms of activism pushed 
back against neoliberal economic policies that shifted major state indus-
tries to private investors, changing the working conditions, opportunities, 
and livelihoods of local communities.9

While Hirak is usually used to refer to mainly East Jordanian youth 
activist movements, the Hirak are nonetheless sometimes still hard to 
describe ideologically, and they don’t fit a standard left-right continuum. 
In terms of economic populism and prodemocracy activism the movements 
sounded leftist, but when some of them turned to identity politics (many 
but not all avoided this trap) they sounded more right-wing and even ultra-
nationalist. They sometimes associated with leftist and nationalist parties 
but usually in the sense of temporary organization for particular events. 
Even when a particular Hirak group identified or organized with one of 
Jordan’s “left” parties, this still didn’t necessarily provide ideological clar-
ity, since many leftist parties and figures in Jordan—such as the late col-
umnist and activist Nahed Hattar—were quite right-wing regarding 
identity issues.

Hirak members seemed to be mainly secular, East Bank, tribal activists. 
But to be clear, none of the more than thirty Hirak groups represented 
only a particular tribe. Many members had a tribal affiliation and identity, 
but the groups tended to be organized for a particular town, city, or region 
rather than for a specific tribe. Other movements, like the Jordanian Social 
Left Movement, had a more national focus and had emerged as early as 
2007, several years before the Arab Spring protests began.

The activism of Hirak youth, and indeed that of their elders, is often 
dismissed as “only” economically based. But it would be a mistake to see 
it as motivated solely by economic self-interest. Some in the regime and in 
the Jordanian political and economic elite dismiss the Hirak as little more 
than hooligans or unemployed and directionless youth protesting largely 
for the sake of protesting. But the Hirak comprised more than three dozen 
different organizations, some large, some small, some very active, some 
short-lived and ineffective. Those that were more organized and engaged 
in multiple protests were part of deeper levels of anger and anxiety within 
Jordanian society. They were in effect a new generation of activists tapping 
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into grievances similar to those of their 1989 predecessors. But as in 1989, 
their complaints were about political as well as economic issues.

Both generations of protesters—in 1989 and 2011 onward—were harshly 
critical of the kingdom’s neoliberal agenda. That economic agenda had pro-
found social and political consequences, including rising unemployment 
among the very communities that had previously been assumed to have 
unassailable loyalty to the Hashemite state. This was an oversimplification 
and overassumption in any case, but in the context of the neoliberal impact 
especially on South Jordan (and the corresponding development emphasis 
on the capital, especially West Amman), it was even more questionable. 
Their detractors tend to assume that they can easily be bought off with 
government jobs or privileges, but Hirak activists emphasized that they 
were not just looking for economic handouts or even a restoration of the 
social safety net in the kingdom.10

Most important, the Hirak were more diverse than they might appear 
to be, representing multiple movements rather than a single movement. The 
Kerak Popular Youth Movement, the Free Tafilah Movement, the Ma’an 
Popular Movement for Change and Reform, the Popular Movement in the 
North, and many others were very different and continually changing. 
Numbers of participants rose and fell frequently, and organization remained 
deliberately loose. Hirak groups tended to prize their openness and flexi-
bility, but this also meant that linking up and organizing at a truly national, 
rather than local, level were quite daunting. The strengths of the Hirak 
movements themselves were therefore also their weaknesses. They remained 
local rather than national organizations, and most were inclusive in terms of 
decision making. So while they were truly grassroots activist organiza-
tions with democratic impulses, this could be used to divide them and 
prevent a broader national opposition coalition of the Hirak from form-
ing, much less a cross-ideological or cross-organizational coalition that 
might have included Hirak, leftist parties, Islamists, and other activist 
organizations such as the retired military officers or Jordan’s growing labor 
movement.

Many Hirak activists seemed uninspired by the various traditional forms 
of opposition discussed in the preceding chapter and were particularly wary 
of being implicated in or linked to Islamist movements. This really was a 
new generation of activists.11 Still, many youth remained uninterested in 
the older, established opposition groups, from leftist parties to the Islamists, 
seeing them as largely failed attempts at opposition and change. Similarly, 
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many parties themselves might have revived their own flagging fortunes if 
they had tapped the emerging strength of Hirak youth. Yet many party 
activists shunned the Hirak, while many youth activists felt that the older 
parties had had their day. In such cases, each tended to view the other as 
potentially infiltrated by, or serving the whims of, the Mukhabarat. On 
the occasions when Hirak activists and Islamist activists attempted to coor-
dinate for particular protests or demonstrations, Hirak youth often com-
plained that the Islamists didn’t share their inclusive approach to decision 
making, with Islamist organizational structures decidedly more hierarchi-
cal than horizontal. In that context, Hirak activists often argued that 
Islamists simply wanted to borrow Hirak numbers and nationalist creden-
tials while hijacking the protests and attempting to bring other groups in—
not as allies but rather as subject to Islamist directives.

While Hirak activists were mainly East Jordanian, many with tribal 
roots, some Palestinian Jordanians were involved as well.12 The latter group 
appeared to be greatly outnumbered by Transjordanian activists, and while 
they shared motivations, they were often careful to minimize their own 
apparent roles in order to avoid the traditional regime tactic of deriding 
protest movements as “ just Palestinian.” Even as Palestinian Jordanians 
sometimes tried to lay low amid their Transjordanian counterparts, Hirak 
movements in general tended to opt for overt displays of patriotism. These 
were not just symbolic. While activists did want to prevent the regime from 
questioning their patriotism (another time-honored tactic of regimes coun-
tering protesters), they were also quite authentic in their patriotic attach-
ment to Jordan. Their motivation, in fact, was improving the country.

As they engaged in protests, the Hirak tended to mix extensive patriotic 
symbols—flags, nationalist songs, and even the dabke national dance—with 
overt challenges to the monarchy itself. And here they crossed red lines that 
older generations of protesters and activists would not have challenged. 
Hirak activists tended to be quite clear regarding their own Jordanian cre-
dentials, but some questioned those of the monarchy. While most called for 
reform (chanting ash-sha’b yurid islah al-nizam—“the people want reform of 
the system”), some were more directly challenging (chanting, as in other 
Arab states, ash-sha’b yurid isqat al-nizam—“the people want the overthrow 
of the regime”). Some even chanted malik rather than nizam, meaning the 
king rather than the system. Others called explicitly for the monarchy to 
stay but for the king to abdicate the throne.13 Those who took this rather 
daring line of opposition also challenged the line of succession. Some 
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preferred (and chanted to that effect) that King Abdullah abdicate in favor 
of his half-brother Hamzah (the son of former Queen Noor), rather than in 
favor of the current line of succession from the king to his eldest son, Crown 
Prince Hussein (the son of current Queen Rania). This was, of course, dan-
gerous ground for any opposition movement to dare to tread. Many Hirak 
groups and protests steered clear of this level of direct challenge to the 
regime and focused instead on issues of economic and social justice.

While Hirak activists remained sharply critical of the kingdom’s neo-
liberal development agenda, they were even more focused on the issue of 
corruption. The Hirak were therefore more than just angry East Jordani-
ans who felt economically and politically disenfranchised. This is part of 
the puzzle, to be sure, but only a part. Many of the movements began by 
talking about economic rights as part of a sustained critique of neoliberal-
ism and privatization and regime economic development priorities. Most 
also emphasized political rights, inclusion, and democratization. But the 
movements also broadened these themes to talk in terms of al-‘Adalah al-
Ijtima’iyya, or social justice. Their main focus and main complaint was, and 
remains, corruption in public life. And in this, at least, they mirrored the 
views of most Jordanians.

Complaints about corruption pervade Jordanian political discourse. 
Almost all Jordanians complain about it. While leftist, nationalist, and 
Islamist opposition forces decried corruption but tended to do so obliquely, 
some Hirak groups turned their anger on the regime itself and, more spe-
cifically, the monarchy. Some accused the royal family of directly profiting 
for years from the sale of state enterprises in the name of privatization. They 
called out the king, the queen, and regime elites in general for profiting at 
the expense of the Jordanian people and for selling the country’s limited 
assets to the highest foreign bidders. As noted in chapter 2, it was in this 
context that some Hirak protests turned quite personal, chanting, dancing, 
and denouncing “Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves”—a clearly disparaging 
reference to the king, his family, and the royal entourage.

While these direct and personal challenges to the king and the queen 
were jarring in the context of previous norms or even “scripts” regarding 
acceptable opposition in Jordan, they also echoed those of older genera-
tions of critics who had crossed similar red lines as recently as 2010 and 
2011. These direct personal insults, in short, could not be dismissed as sim-
ply those of overzealous and politically clueless youth, since similar charges 
had come from powerful and influential military veterans and tribal sheikhs. 
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As noted in chapter 2, retired military officers and tribal sheikhs had issued 
manifestos criticizing the regime and demanding changes. Hirak activism 
therefore followed other significant challenges to the regime from the 
regime’s own traditional support base, including tribal sheikhs and mili-
tary veterans, and also came in the context of rising labor activism in the 
kingdom as well as region-wide prodemocracy youth activism.

The Hirak therefore drew on all these lines of activism while also 
emphatically maintaining their independence from previous forms of oppo-
sition and even from one another. Even as press reports tended to follow 
the rise and fall of levels of protest in the capital, Hirak activists frequently 
held local demonstrations throughout the country, coordinating with other 
Hirak groups to make sure that the protests were on the same days and at 
the same time, but otherwise acting independently of one another. In gen-
eral, as the Arab Spring wore on, demonstrations in Irbid and Zarqa were 
often led by Islamists, those in Amman by Islamists at times allied with 
leftist and nationalist parties, and those in Dhiban, Kerak, Tafilah, Ma’an, 
and elsewhere often by the Hirak.

While Hirak activists were critical of the regime’s economic agenda and 
accused it of corruption, they also echoed their youthful counterparts across 
the Arab world in calling for democratization. The Hirak joined other 
opposition movements, including the traditional opposition, in calling for 
liberalization and democratization and demanding real rather than cosmetic 
change. Many activists in the Jordanian Hirak concluded that Jordan had 
ultimately opted for the latter. The regime maintains that its top-down 
reforms are extensive, and that these include a number of landmark reforms 
such as new laws on parties, elections, municipalities, and decentralization, 
an independent electoral commission, amending the constitution, and cre-
ating a constitutional court. But critics in the Hirak and elsewhere across 
Jordan’s opposition spectrum maintained that these were surface-level 
changes only, and that power in the system remained tightly controlled by 
the monarchy. On this point, at least, groups as varied as the Hirak and even 
Jordan’s oldest opposition movement, the Muslim Brotherhood, agreed.

Dividing the Islamist Movement

By 2013 a Jordanian regime that seemed confident (perhaps even overcon-
fident) that it had survived the Arab Spring seemed to turn its attention 
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away from grassroots activist movements like the Hirak, refocusing on more 
traditional forms of opposition, such as the Brotherhood, but with a view 
to weaken and divide the movement. In doing so, the Hashemite regime 
was by no means as draconian as many of its Arab allies, particularly Egypt, 
Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates. Each of these allied states had 
been deeply alarmed at the rise of Islamist movements, mainly through 
elections in places like Egypt and Tunisia, in the early period of the regional 
Arab Spring. Following the coup d’état in Egypt in July 2013, each of 
these three Jordanian allies banned the Muslim Brotherhood entirely, with 
Egypt engaging in violent repression against the movement. Despite allied 
pressure to follow the same course, the Jordanian regime chose a less directly 
confrontational path, encouraging an emerging split within the movement. 
Jordan’s Islamists had long been divided between what are known as hawk-
ish and dovish strains, the former following a harder line toward the regime 
while the latter was more reformist and interested in dialogue with the 
regime.

This division was also rooted, in part, in identity politics, with the hawk-
ish wing more heavily Palestinian and insisting on maintaining ties to 
Hamas, while the dovish wing was more heavily East Jordanian and pre-
ferred a national rather than regional approach, with an Islamism rooted 
in Jordan itself and not in the broader question of Palestine. The ideologi-
cal split within the Islamist movement therefore predates the Arab Spring 
by many years. But during the Arab Spring era, the split took a more dra-
matic turn and became more solidly institutionalized. Even just prior to 
the regional uprisings, the intra-Islamist rift had been challenged several 
times by the usual question of elections and participation or boycotting. In 
April 2008 the dovish wing had lost internal elections for secretary-
general of the Muslim Brotherhood by a single vote. Moderate figure Salim 
Falahat lost to more hardline leader Hammam Sa’id. This followed a failed 
national electoral campaign in which the Islamic Action Front had con-
tested the parliamentary elections of 2007 with little to show for it. The 
controversial decision to participate, and its failed outcome, only led to 
more fighting within the movement over leadership and direction.14 The 
divided movement, led then mainly by hard-liners, opted to boycott elec-
tions in both 2010 and 2013. But in the interim, the reformist Zamzam 
movement had emerged. Its leaders, including prominent figures such as 
Ruhayl al-Gharaibeh, were ousted from the Muslim Brotherhood but soon 
pursued their own movement, leaving the original Brotherhood behind.
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By 2015 the dovish wing of the Brotherhood had built on its already 
established Zamzam reform initiative by leaving the older and official 
movement, cutting ties with the regional Brotherhood, and establishing a 
new Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood Society that soon gained licensing 
approval from the state as a legal national group. This also meant that the 
older, larger, original version of the Muslim Brotherhood was suddenly a 
group without legal standing in Jordan. So while other Arab states such as 
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE eliminated the Brotherhood entirely 
from legal activism in public life, Jordan shifted from one version of the 
Brotherhood to two. The state seemed to actively encourage the split, and 
indeed activists in the original movement remain convinced that the entire 
episode was engineered by the Mukhabarat.15

Both movements thereafter struggled with each other over recognition, 
finances, and membership—and even over connections to the still-legal 
political party, the IAF, whose members were from both versions of the 
Brotherhood. By 2016 the state crackdown became more extensive. In 
March the regime informed the unlicensed version of the Muslim Broth-
erhood that it would not be permitted to hold internal elections for its own 
leadership posts. Weeks later, in April, security forces began closing down 
Brotherhood offices, first the Amman headquarters and later regional offices 
in Mafraq, Madaba, and other cities. One of the movement’s prominent 
hardline leaders, Zaki Bani Irshayd, was at that time already in prison for 
online comments criticizing Jordan’s ally the United Arab Emirates for its 
own crackdown on the Muslim Brotherhood.

The regime accurately emphasizes that Jordan does indeed still main-
tain a legal version of the Muslim Brotherhood; it is just the unlicensed 
version that is subject to the crackdown. But Jillian Schwedler noted even 
regarding the 2010 version of this cold war between the Islamists and 
state that “the regime has almost systematically alienated the Muslim 
Brotherhood and the IAF at a time when it should be striving to encour-
age moderate Islam, not because it can necessarily turn those moderates 
into full-fledged liberal democrats, but because supporting moderate 
Islamists can deny radical Islamists the constituency support-base that 
they need to flourish.”16 That advice seemed even more urgent in the 
latter years of the Arab Spring. However, with the downfall of the Mus-
lim Brotherhood in Egypt and elsewhere and the rise of militant jihadi 
movements just across Jordan’s borders, the regime seemed inclined to 
continue still farther down the path of confrontation with an Islamist 
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movement that some in the palace regarded as outdated at best and sub-
versive at worst.

But the various versions of the Muslim Brotherhood remain just one of 
several lines of division across Islamist movements in the kingdom. Other 
Islamists, for example, had long ago shifted from the Brotherhood toward 
a more Salafi Islamist trend. This trend, in turn, was divided between “qui-
etist” factions that eschewed political participation and violently activist 
versions that saw hundreds and perhaps thousands of Jordanian Salafi jihad-
ists cross the border into Syria to join the Syrian civil war by fighting with 
either Jabhat al-Nusra (an affiliate of al-Qa’ida) or the “Islamic State” (also 
known as ISIS, ISIL, or Da’esh). Still other Islamists—almost the opposite 
of the jihadis—turned in a more reformist direction, engaging the state 
(with strong state backing) and following the wasatiyya trend of Islamist cen-
trism, leaving the Brotherhood behind and participating in parliamentary 
elections, even in 2013 when the Brotherhood was still boycotting the polls.

Yet despite being divided into two different versions of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, all of Jordan’s major Islamist movements (aside from the 
Salafis) returned to the ballot box in 2016, contesting the polls and forming 
lists in multiple districts. The IAF competed in twenty out of twenty-three 
districts, winning seats in all five districts in the capital, for a total of ten 
seats overall, and an additional five for “allies” on its Islah (reform) lists. The 
other Islamist movements managed to gain five seats each, so even divided 
into three movements, all were represented under the dome of parliament. 
In contrast, only one member of parliament in the 2016 election came from 
a leftist political party, and none came from any of the Hirak movements, 
since the age of eligibility for parliamentary office remained thirty, in a 
country in which more than half the population is under twenty-five.

The Decline of the Arab Spring Protests

In some respects, the renewed focus of the regime on thwarting the vari-
ous levels and types of Islamist opposition was also a measure of the decline 
of the Hirak. Even as early as 2013, many in Jordan felt that the Hirak was 
over. Activists in the Hirak had been co-opted or arrested or had simply 
faded away, they argued, but in any case it was over. That may be far too 
optimistic an assessment on the part of those who dismissed Hirak activ-
ists as country rubes who could easily be intimidated or even bought. Hirak 
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is, after all, a collective term for disparate groups that weren’t actually a 
collective. They had national motivations in terms of prodemocracy, anti-
corruption, and antineoliberal activism, but they never organized at a 
national level or as a singular national organization. But despite the decline 
in their levels of activism over the years, that local focus could easily reig-
nite, especially in response to economic austerity (as in the riots and pro-
tests of November 2012). “The Hirak isn’t over,” noted one Jordanian 
analyst, “it’s sleeping. And it could come back.”17

While the levels of protests among Hirak, Islamists, leftist parties, and 
others clearly declined from 2013 onward, this didn’t amount to an endorse-
ment of the regime’s position regarding the depth of reform in the king-
dom. To the contrary, Jordan’s diverse array of opposition forces may differ 
on many things, but almost all rejected the “reform drive” as superficial 
rather than meaningful. For some, the decline in activism is not acquies-
cence but simply disillusionment. Others are holding their activism in abey-
ance, seeing Jordan in a particularly vulnerable situation, especially amid 
regional wars, the massive influx of refugees, and the threat of terrorism 
from ISIS and other jihadist groups.

Yet these activists did not accept the status quo. Rather, they were self-
consciously holding back, arguing that now is not the time to push the 
regime or the system too much. The question, of course, is this: when is 
the time? Should Jordan manage to weather its many regional storms, these 
activists hope to revive their protest movements and to push the regime 
for further political change—for greater democratization, for genuine 
efforts to combat corruption, and for a shift in economic priorities that 
includes more support for those across society who seem to be left behind 
even as development projects press forward.

Part of the decline in protest activism on the part of the Hirak and other 
groups was based on these types of assessments of the lay of the land. Some 
became disillusioned and moved to less political pursuits. Some held back, 
waiting for the return of greater levels of activism and opportunities for 
change. A few may have joined the state itself, muting their previous criti-
cisms. But coercion also played a role. As noted previously, the regime has, 
for the most part, prided itself on its “soft security” approach to protests 
and demonstrations. But security forces acted swiftly when Hirak activists 
were deemed to have crossed acceptable lines. Activists who denounced 
the king, burned or tore up his picture, or who too publicly and too per-
sonally challenged the king, queen, or royal family were arrested. Some 
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were tried in the State Security Court rather than in the civilian court sys-
tem for allegedly undermining the regime itself.18 This combination of 
factors served to dampen the activism of the various Hirak groups. But the 
crackdown, arrests, and trials of Hirak members also led to international 
criticism, including from organizations such as Human Rights Watch.19

But the Hirak were also influenced by regional politics and by some of 
the same factors that were splitting the opposition across the country. In 
addition to co-optation, coercion, and even disillusionment, opposition 
forces also declined in effectiveness when they split over the conflict in 
Syria. As noted in chapter 3, leftist and nationalist political parties supported 
the Asad regime and thought the Hashemite regime should have too. 
Islamists in the Muslim Brotherhood and Islamic Action Front, in con-
trast, called for the ouster of the Asad regime and for support for Islamist 
rebels. Many in these traditional opposition parties hoped that their more 
youthful counterparts would follow their lead. But Hirak activists had no 
single unified position on these issues, and as the many fissures across Jor-
dan’s various traditional opposition movements steadily deepened, so too 
did those in the newer grassroots and Hirak movements, presumably much 
to the pleasure of the regime’s own domestic security apparatus. To quote 
one high-ranking figure in the Hashemite regime, referring explicitly (and 
somewhat sarcastically) to the many splits and sources of division, “Thank 
God for the opposition.”20

Before the decline and fracturing of these movements, the various oppo-
sition forces had indeed attempted to form a national coalition, more than 
once. But each attempt failed, and regional events only made their disagree-
ments worse, leaving the opposition factionalized and deeply divided. 
They split over the Syria crisis and then split again over the issue of whether 
to participate in or boycott the 2013 national parliamentary elections. One 
activist summarized the opposition activist dilemma in this way:

There is no common agenda whatsoever. The political parties repre-
sent very few. Some want an electoral law based on population, while 
others want to preserve East Jordanian districts. Even on just the basic 
electoral law, there is no agreement. So groups rarely define “reform” 
to keep it ambiguous and get larger numbers at the demonstrations. 
And “large” here is in the thousands, not the tens of thousands. So 
you have demonstrations, but no unified agenda, while we have 
clashes over Jordanian identity itself.21
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In 2011–2012 the regime seemed mainly concerned with reining in Hirak 
activism, while from 2013 onward the emphasis changed to a more tradi-
tional anti-Islamist stance, ranging almost across the board, from efforts at 
undermining the Muslim Brotherhood to thwarting more severe security 
threats such as those from al-Qa’ida and ISIS. Yet aside from the very real 
fears regarding Salafi jihadist terrorism, the regime had tended to focus on 
traditional forms of opposition in the form of leftist, Pan-Arab nationalist, 
and Islamist parties and movements.

The weakness of the traditional opposition, however, in addition to their 
own ideological differences and organizational disunity, is their own elite 
makeup. The traditional opposition parties and organizations are mainly 
elite based, and while they spar with the regime, they often struggle to 
gain the most mundane connection to Jordanian society. The entire strug-
gle, at times, appears to be between regime elites and opposition elites. 
Yet for the all the faults or weaknesses of the youth movements, labor move-
ments, and other newer forms of activism in Jordan, these were all more 
organically rooted in Jordanian society. None were as deeply elite-based 
as the traditional opposition of either the secular left or the religious right. 
And as such, they still retain the potential for more genuine grassroots 
mobilization. They may need only a spark to do so.

Still, Jordan’s opposition tends to remain divided in terms of goals, pri-
orities, and forms of organization. But the clear organizational disunity may 
mask the fact that even these disparate groups agree on at least a few impor-
tant factors. The grievance list here will sound similar to the complaints 
enumerated toward the end of the previous chapter on traditional opposi-
tion. Even here, with the more alternative and grassroots opposition move-
ments, there is consensus that corruption is the main problem affecting 
Jordanian politics and society and that this needs to be dealt with seriously. 
Most activists believe there should be more checks and balances between 
political institutions, with a strengthening of the role of parliament, but 
also one that is itself transformed by more fair and representative electoral 
laws, though there is little agreement regarding how that is to be achieved. 
Most continue to view parliament itself with disdain, so they are thinking 
here of an altogether transformed institution—one that has yet to emerge. 
Activists also tend to agree that the judiciary should be more independent 
and that political dissent should not be curtailed or subject to intervention 
by the Mukhabarat or the State Security Court. They all call for a return 
to a more free and open media, again without state interference. And many 
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call for a more constitutional monarchy. They are also united in their per-
vasive lack of trust in the regime and the ruling elite. Many feel that 2011–
2012 should have been the moment for real and lasting change to match 
the regime’s own rhetoric about its reform program. But that moment, they 
argue, has passed. The question is, what is to come next?

Beyond the Arab Spring: Prospects for Political 
Activism in Jordan

Some of Jordan’s strongest democracy advocates pursue their activism in 
ways that do not include parties, elections, street demonstrations, or other 
protests. Jordan has, for example, also seen extensive online activism, com-
munity organization, and single-issue activism.22 The Arab Spring era saw 
a rise in online activism and citizen journalism across the Arab world, and 
Jordan was no exception. These were consummately democratic forms of 
activism and participation in public debate. Even when the streets are silent, 
in the sense of no protests, there is often much more going on in online 
dialogues and forums. Even at the height of Jordan’s Arab Spring protests, 
as is true of most societies, most people were not actually out protesting. I 
am not, however, suggesting here that this large segment of Jordanian soci-
ety amounts to a “silent majority.” Majority yes, but not in any way silent, 
especially if one simply examines Jordanian social media. Jordan’s political 
dialogues take place not just in the streets, in cafes, in state institutions, or 
in editorial pages but also and especially in social media forums. During 
the Arab Spring era, these included extensive Jordanian presence on Face-
book, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, and Whatsapp, to name just a few. Jor-
dan’s Arab Spring saw the rise of extensive levels of youth activism, both 
in the streets and in cyberspace, from blogs to Twitter to Facebook groups. 
This included expanding public-sphere discussions on virtually all topics, 
in cyberspace, in print, and in person. Activists organized countless events 
that were then tweeted, posted, and live-streamed. From the king himself 
to the most ardent grassroots activists, Jordanians are a tech-savvy lot, and 
especially in the Arab Spring era they were not shy in making their voices 
heard.

Like other Arab countries, Jordan saw a rise in citizen journalism. 
Jordan’s innovative 7iber project, for example, engages in multimedia 
online journalism. 7iber (or Hiber, the Arabic word for ink) was actually 
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established in 2007, before the Arab Spring. The group has, from the outset, 
remained deeply committed to internet freedom and digital media. During 
the Arab Spring era, 7iber activists also launched what they called the 
“hashtag debates”—gatherings of citizens for open democratic discussions 
of controversial and important issues. These included public discussions on 
reform, social media, the constitution, and even such controversial topics 
as the role of the Mukhabarat in Jordanian life. The activists tweeted their 
reactions during the debates while also receiving questions, via Twitter, 
from those who could not participate in person. Debates were live-streamed 
to maximize the audience, including a session in which activists engaged 
in a wide-ranging discussion with Jordan’s former head of the National 
Agenda for Reform, Marwan Muasher.23

Youth interested in engaging in serious political discourse established 
Maqha Amman al-Siyasi (the Amman political coffee house)—a coffee 
house style of informal meetings for political discussions, also known as 
Le Café Politique. Like the hashtag debates, Café Politique sessions used 
social media to draw in virtual participants and live-stream events. The 
group’s Facebook page provided a forum that often led to rigorous and 
politically diverse online discussions about political and social topics. “The 
purpose of this forum,” the group wrote, “is to provide a virtual Salon of 
thought-provoking dialogue. Focusing on the Jordanian and Arab narra-
tive, our aim is to include a diverse spectrum of political ideologies.”24 
Hirak and other activists sometimes criticized liberal Amman-based 
activism as elitist and Amman-centric—and even more specifically, West 
Amman-centric, referring to the wealthier side of the capital city. But many 
in each of these groups were rigorous in their attempts to maintain inclu-
sive and pluralist networks that crossed ethnic, religious, and sometimes 
class lines.

Groups like Taqaddam (Progress) sought to create a liberal, democratic, 
and progressive current in Jordanian society and, very importantly, to cre-
ate a political space for secular political discourse in Jordan. With a base 
especially in the Amman liberal business and professional communities, 
Taqaddam worked to carefully and methodically build a program. It 
intended to move beyond discussion, to play an active and progressive role 
in Jordanian public life, but was not in a rush to form a political party or 
to field candidates in elections. At least not yet. One activist noted that the 
goal was to create a meaningful and effective liberal current, but liberal 
in the social and political, rather than economic, sense. The latter version, 
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in the form of neoliberalism, had earned a bad name in much of Jordanian 
society and represented much of what people were actually protesting 
about. So the group would emphasize its progressive orientation, liberal in 
all but name. It would be based on “social and political liberalism, on indi-
vidual rights and liberties,” noted one activist. “There are so many peo-
ple who feel this way, but each of us feels alone.”25 Taqaddam aimed to 
bring progressives together but to remain progressive in a broadly con-
ceived sense, rather than being more narrowly ideological. The group 
met frequently, working on multiple tracks for a broader platform that cov-
ered politics, the economy, culture, education, environmentalism, media 
and information technology, and social issues. Activists hoped to expand 
their membership, including geographically, and slowly but surely create 
a space in Jordanian politics for secular, progressive, and reform-oriented 
Jordanians.26

Still other activists turned away from broader forms of organization 
toward specific issues, seeing these as perhaps more achievable. Some of 
these campaigns were relatively small and focused, such as the active grass-
roots campaigns against nuclear power (near Mafraq) or to save the Ber-
qesh forest (near Ajlun). But others, such as the national campaign against 
gas from Israel, seemed to reactivate the street protest movement, assem-
bling broad-based coalitions of supporters. The campaign against Israeli gas, 
in fact, seemed to reenergize a fairly diverse cross-section of Jordanian 
political activists, bringing protesters back to the streets in the largest-scale 
demonstrations since the Arab Spring.

In September 2014 Jordan’s National Electric Power Company 
(NEPCO), in accordance with the wishes of the Jordanian government, 
signed a letter of intent with Noble Energy, a U.S. energy company based 
in Houston, Texas. The agreement called for Jordan to import natural gas 
from the Leviathan oil field in the eastern Mediterranean—an oil field con-
trolled by Israel, but one that many Jordanians view as being rightfully 
Palestinian. The deal was designed to account for at least 40 percent of 
Jordan’s liquefied natural gas needs, guaranteeing a steady supply of gas 
from Israel.

Jordan remains not only an aid-dependent country but also an energy-
dependent state, so Jordan’s government hoped that the deal would shore 
up the kingdom’s energy needs. The deal was intended to replace the king-
dom’s previous reliance on sources such as Egypt and its frequently sabo-
taged pipeline across Sinai. The deal faced multiple obstacles, including 
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Israel’s own antitrust authorities concerned over growing energy monop-
olies. Economic circumstances also changed when Jordan opened its own 
liquefied natural gas (LNG) terminal in Aqaba, thereby opening the king-
dom to any number of possible suppliers. But within Jordan, aside from 
the economic motivations behind the deal, what was striking was the depth 
of resistance to the deal itself, and the reemergence of a broad and demo-
cratic opposition coalition for the first time since the early days of the Arab 
Spring.

On March 6, 2015, at least a thousand protesters marched in Jordan 
against a proposed deal in which the kingdom would purchase most its gas 
from Israel.27 The Jordanian government had made initial moves to pur-
chase large amounts of gas from Israel, leading to outrage among many in 
Jordanian society, especially as the announcement came shortly after the 
end of the Israeli-Hamas conflict in 2014, which had involved the Israeli 
bombardment of Gaza. Activists argued that Jordan would effectively be 
subsidizing the occupation of Palestinians in Gaza by purchasing Israeli 
gas. This ultimately led to the slogan of the emerging protest movement: 
“The gas of the enemy is occupation.” Activists argued that the slogan has a 
dual meaning, implying that by buying Israeli gas, Jordan is subsidizing 
Palestinian occupation, but also implying that Jordan itself is being “occu-
pied” by giving Israel so much control over the kingdom’s energy sources.

The movement was well organized and drew together liberals, leftists, 
nationalists, and Islamists. It wasn’t a movement that immediately hit the 
streets, however. Instead, grassroots activists gathered for a meeting to plan 
a response. Rather than protest, they focused first on research. The gov-
ernment hadn’t been particularly forthcoming with information, so data 
and details were needed. A coordination committee worked with Platform, 
a London-based think tank, to get the details of the deal itself, including 
how Jordanian taxes would effectively go to Israel via the gas purchases. 
The coordination committee presented its findings in a press conference, 
setting the stage for the committee to become a movement.

On December 28, 2014, the campaign held the first of several national 
conferences against the deal. Individual activists and civil society groups 
were joined by professional associations, leftist and Pan-Arab nationalist 
political parties, labor organizations and trade unions, women’s rights orga-
nizations, Hirak youth activist organizations, and the influential organiza-
tion for retired military veterans. The coalition also included the Jordanian 
version of the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) movement, but 
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this was also just one of more than thirty organizations represented.28 The 
coalition thus ranged from progressive, leftist, and liberal forces to Islamists, 
and even centrist and nationalist political parties. These included the Islamic 
Action Front, both of Jordan’s two Ba’thist parties, as well the Stronger 
Jordan Party and many others. While Islamists have been part of the move-
ment, they have been a relatively small part. Top Muslim Brotherhood lead-
ers came to some marches, for example, but did not mobilize their entire 
rank-and-file membership. This in turn, gave many leftist and progressive 
movements confidence in their own efforts, since they were succeeding in 
turning out significant numbers even without the Islamists. “This is the 
first ‘unified’ campaign since the Arab Spring broke up the ranks of uni-
fied work on major issues like normalization,” said organizer Hisham 
Bustani.29 Another activist put it this way: “Things are picking up. . . .  I 
think there is a small opening within the public sphere, for the traditional 
opposition amongst leftist parties and professional unions, and their tradi-
tional causes to create some sort of dynamic, in partnership with various 
Hiraks around the country.”30

The campaign had quickly become, in fact, one of the most diverse 
movements within Jordan since the start of the regional Arab Spring. Both 
traditional forms of opposition and newer forms such as the Hirak have 
tended to be overwhelmingly male in leadership and in terms of overall 
membership or participation. The campaign against buying gas from Israel, 
in contrast, included many women as demonstrators and as key leaders. It 
also brought together Arabs and Circassians, Muslims and Christians, sec-
ular and religious activists, and Jordanians of multiple different social and 
economic backgrounds. By bringing activists back to the streets, the cam-
paign even influenced members of parliament to take up and debate the 
measure publicly, with many activists attending in the galleries of the par-
liament. MPs ultimately voted 107 to 13 against the deal in a nonbinding 
resolution. Since parliament remains a weak institution in Jordan, it didn’t 
have the authority to change Jordanian national policy, but the demon-
strations and the vote seemed to be enough to shelve the issue at least 
momentarily.

“We also tried to redefine the relationship between the citizen and the 
state,” said Bustani. “We talk about the taxpayer, about the taxpayer’s money, 
about our money and how it is being used.” These goals were underscored 
not only by the specific protest actions of the movement but also by its 
emphasis on research, on facts and data, and on getting this information to 
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the general public. “The idea is to respect the audience,” Bustani said, “to 
empower them, and to get them the information they need.”31

In September 2015 the coalition moved beyond marches and protests to 
stage a unique event: a public tribunal that put the gas deal itself on trial. 
Working with members of the bar association and with many prominent 
lawyers, activists held a trial, complete with prosecution, defense, judges, 
and jury.32 While these actions drew much attention to the campaign, other 
measures also gathered support across society, including from many Jorda-
nians who were not otherwise involved in the movement at all. The most 
popular of these was the move to turn off lights (and hence tie the gas deal 
to the generation of electricity in Jordan) simultaneously across the coun-
try for one hour each week. This took place for several weeks in succes-
sion and garnered the participation even of people who considered 
themselves nonpolitical. The selective “blackouts” generated a public-
sphere discussion and some level of popular engagement with the cam-
paign, far beyond the activists themselves.33

Government officials and critics of Jordan’s assorted opposition move-
ments often argue, with some accuracy, that many movements are strong 
on criticism but weak on presenting viable policy alternatives. The move-
ment against Israeli gas was therefore also unique among many activist 
groups in presenting the government with a host of alternatives, including 
specific alternative suppliers. This is especially worth noting because Jor-
dan’s own development strategies have called for diversifying its sources of 
energy, from the development of wind and solar power to investment proj-
ects (with Russia) for nuclear power plants. The latter choice is itself con-
troversial and has generated its own activist movement in an attempt to 
thwart Jordan’s pursuit of nuclear power.34 But both campaigns—against 
Israeli gas and against nuclear power—represent alternative forms of activ-
ism within modern Jordanian politics.

Despite feeling that they had achieved real success, pushing the state to 
look into alternative energy suppliers, many activists and citizens across 
Jordan were stunned in September 2016 when Israel and Jordan announced 
they had signed the gas deal after all.35 The move came immediately after 
the 2016 elections but before the new parliament convened. Predictably, the 
movement revived once again, bringing activists to the streets to protest 
the new deal, arguing that Jordan was not only subsidizing occupation but 
also making itself vulnerable to the whims of the Israeli government. 
The state, in turn, may have weighed the risks of raising energy prices 
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(and triggering riots like those of November 2012) against what it viewed 
as the more manageable risk of bringing protesters back out into the streets. 
The protests weren’t just about energy policy, however, but also about 
Jordanian sovereignty, Palestinian rights, the regime’s priorities, and the 
question of having a public voice in an important matter of public policy. 
Very importantly, the anger over the issue also extended well beyond that 
of the protesters gathered in any particular demonstration.36

Naseem Tarawneh, a well-known Jordanian writer and blogger (the 
Black Iris of Jordan), questioned, however, whether the movement was itself 
falling for the usual pattern of rising and falling activism in Jordan, one 
that may be quite acceptable to the state. “There’s a cyclical nature in which 
social protests unfold in Jordan that isn’t just vexing, it has a dizzying déjà 
vu effect,” he wrote. There is a danger, he argued, that external catalysts 
like Israel can provide a false sense of unity, and divert activism away from 
perhaps more pressing problems within Jordan itself. He continued:

When you throw Israel into the mix of any unfolding national con-
versation, what you usually get is noise. It’s like throwing a blinding 
spotlight on to the madding crowd; the emotional sentiment and 
reaction is understandable, but also knee-jerk, automatic, and there-
fore predictable. Raising questions even runs the risk of being seen 
as digressing from the default setting of being anti-Israeli. And therein 
lies our problem: Israel is the easiest and safest distraction for the 
masses. It quickly mobilizes people into a state of frenzy, and once 
that’s initiated, the countdown begins until its final demise; until it’s 
a distant memory. The clock is reset, and the process is repeated when 
necessary. The gas deal is simply a case that exemplifies the problem 
like nothing else has in Jordan since the Arab Spring began.37

Perhaps a broader test, then, would be if opposition activism were able to 
mobilize in similar ways but on distinctly different issues.

Still, the goals of the movement against Israeli gas included not only 
affecting Jordan’s development trajectory and energy policies but also reviv-
ing a public-sphere space for still broader citizen activism and effective 
democratic participation in Jordanian political life. “The campaign against 
the gas deal is a new kind of Jordanian protest movement,” noted a key 
participant. “The activists in the movement have moved beyond slogan-
eering, conducting serious research on the deal and entering into informed 
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policy debates about energy security and the development of the national 
energy sector.” The same activist noted that the movement specifically tried 
to move beyond the “mobilization repertoires” used by activists in the past. 
In doing so, they attempted not only to influence a specific policy choice 
but also to transform political activism and even political participation more 
broadly conceived. “We want people to rethink government and citizen-
ship,” noted one activist.38

Previous attempts at unified and democratic opposition have often been 
rooted in deals between aged opposition elites, but this was a grassroots 
movement that was both deeper and wider than many of its predecessors, 
drawing on people from different ages, classes, religions (Muslims and 
Christians), and ethnic backgrounds (including Transjordanians and Pal-
estinians, tribal and non-tribal Jordanians, Circassians and Chechens). The 
movement, in short, bridged the many identity divisions across Jordanian 
society.

Continuity and Change

There is no shortage of activism (or of anger) in Jordan. Overall, for all the 
diversity and indeed division among forms of activism in Jordan, one thing 
that most activists share is frustration. Reform, however defined, has not 
proceeded as they had hoped. Most activists see Jordan continuing to pur-
sue its standard neoliberal economic development agenda, most see cor-
ruption as a persistent and unresolved issue, and most see political reform 
as barely more than cosmetic change. So despite all the reasons noted above 
for the decline in protests, demonstrations, and public activism, this remains 
a key overall point: none of the issues that originally brought people to the 
streets in 2011 has been clearly resolved. Protest and demonstrations may 
have declined after 2012, but Jordan’s political debates, policy struggles, and 
indeed even its economic, social, and political crises have all continued.

Chapters 3 and 4 have shown extensive levels of proreform and prode-
mocracy activism in Jordanian politics but with little success in achieving 
reform. In addition to an ever-expanding number of NGOs, civil society 
groups, trade unions, and professional associations, Jordanian politics has 
seen decades of opposition activism and coordination involving established 
left-wing and Pan-Arab nationalist parties as well as the larger and more 
popular Jordanian Islamist movement (including Jordan’s two Muslim 



[ 88 ] T H E  H I R A K  A N D  C H A N G E S  I N  AC T I V I S M

Brotherhoods, the Islamic Action Front, and independent Islamists). In 
addition, newer reform movements emerged, from coalitions such as the 
Jordanian Campaign for Change to the many Hirak groups as well as 
increasingly pervasive youth and social media activism. But for all their 
presence, activism, and attempts at coordination, Jordan’s reformers and 
democracy activists are more pluralist than a single reform coalition and 
to date have had limited effectiveness in achieving reform and change.

Yet in some ways, observing Jordanian reform struggles is like watch-
ing two coalitions maneuver and spar with one another. One is a tighter, 
narrower, conservative, antireform coalition embedded in key institutions 
in the state itself. The other is a set of movements for reform and hence is 
a broader, more diverse, and highly pluralistic set of groups that constitute 
a coalition in only the loosest possible sense. These include the traditional 
opposition rooted in Islamist, leftist, and nationalist parties, as well as the 
series of youth movements and forms of activism discussed in this chapter. 
This general image, however—of two sparring sets of coalitions—would 
seem to suggest a distinct advantage for the antireform coalition so deeply 
imbedded in the regime itself. But what is also most noticeable in the spar-
ring between these two large sets of forces is that they sometimes appear 
to belong to two different eras.

The king’s own former leader of regime reform efforts, Marwan 
Muasher, emphasized in his report for the Carnegie Foundation that the 
problem is not unique to Jordan but can be found throughout the region. 
Entrenched elites oppose reform, he argues, because they occupy “a privi-
leged position that would be compromised by merit-based systems, rather 
than ones based on clientelism and patronage.” In the specific case of Jor-
dan, he adds, the ruling elite, and especially antireform elites, need to real-
ize that they are deluding themselves but no one else: “The political elite 
must recognize that the only way they can retain power is by sharing it, 
and governments will have to acknowledge that substituting serious imple-
mentation with reform rhetoric fools no one.”39

Meanwhile, the layer of fear does seem to have been lifted in Jordan 
and across the Arab world, and in some ways it is represented by the con-
trast between tweeting, blogging, and Facebooking activists, on the one 
hand, and the crude physical and brutal methods of the bultajiyya (thugs), 
on the other. The image of that contrast should serve to remind outside 
observers also that most Jordanians are under thirty. Most have been hear-
ing about reform promises and campaigns all their lives. Many, but not all, 
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are tapped into broader regional and global networks, are well educated 
and literate, and are not shy about voicing their political views. The future, 
they feel, is clearly theirs, and many hope that it will be a future of reform 
and democracy in Jordan. That does not mean, however, that they are par-
ticularly optimistic. And they certainly aren’t naïve.

Yet many activists, especially the youth who were so inspired in 2011, 
became disillusioned over the years that followed, and they had little to no 
confidence in the reform process or the rhetoric or intentions of the state. 
Some of the king’s own advisors are themselves dedicated reformers, while 
others seem to come from precisely the opposite camp. But the reformers 
remain emphatic that the king is still with them and has simply been 
thwarted at seemingly every turn by an old elite inherited from his late 
father and a newly entrenched elite that is, ironically, largely of his own 
making. The two largest parts of the regime’s ruling political elite might 
therefore also be seen to include more specifically an old-guard, largely 
East Jordanian elite rooted in the bureaucracy, security services, and armed 
forces, and a newer elite (which arose with King Abdullah’s accession to 
the throne) of more business-oriented technocrats, including both East Jor-
danians and Palestinians.40 Among more grassroots reform activists, in 
contrast, there is considerably less faith that the monarchy is really with 
them. For most, their instincts remain reformist rather than revolutionary, 
but they retain little hope that meaningful change is coming soon.
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Many discussions of Jordanian politics, almost regardless of the 
specific topic, eventually arrive at identity politics.1 Many note, 
for example, the importance of identity politics within Jordan, 

especially noticeable in the form of a private sector that is largely Palestinian 
and a public sector or state institutions that are dominated by Jordanians of 
East Bank origins. As economic liberalization and privatization continued in 
Jordan, shrinking the public sector and empowering the private sector, many 
historically bedrock proregime communities felt increasingly left out of the 
kingdom’s development plans. Tribal East Jordanians have long been seen as 
the core supporters of the Hashemite regime, but as Jordan experiences often 
dramatic economic, social, and political changes, such expectations regard-
ing loyalty or regime support can no longer be assumed.

As previous chapters have shown, the regime has come under consider-
able criticism from East Bank tribal leaders, veteran military officers, and 
largely East Jordanian youth movements in the form of the Hirak, in addi-
tion to criticism from Islamists, leftists, and liberal democracy activists. 
When uprisings rocked the Arab world in 2011, Jordan’s youth-based Hirak 
movements emerged throughout the kingdom, but most often in tribal East 
Jordanian communities.2 Many protesters felt that Jordan’s neoliberal reform 
process had gone too far, and that it had undermined the social safety net 
as well as their own prospects for jobs and livelihoods.3 To some extent, 
the Arab Spring protests in general seemed to echo the earlier 1989 era of 

CHAPTER V

Identity Politics, Real and Imagined
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protest, when most (but certainly not all) of those hitting the streets seemed 
to be Transjordanians, and hence were read by some in the regime as far 
more alarming than the “usual suspects” of Palestinian- or Islamist-based 
protests.

As noted in chapter 4, identity politics did reemerge as at least part of 
the debate surrounding the challenge of the Hirak. Yet struggles over 
national identity, rights, loyalty, and citizenship have been part of Jorda-
nian politics since the foundation of the state. So the key issue for this 
chapter is not that identity politics itself is in any way new but rather pre-
cisely how and to what extent it matters for understanding Jordanian poli-
tics during and long after the Arab Spring. One of the conclusions of this 
chapter is that Jordanian politics cannot be reduced to the simple binary of 
Jordanian-Palestinian divisions; yet this fault line—for all its artificiality—
is nonetheless often activated and even manipulated especially by reaction-
ary elements in Jordanian politics in their efforts to thwart reform and 
change. Despite its artificial nature, in short, identity politics—and espe-
cially the abuse of identity politics—remains the Achilles’ heel of Jorda-
nian politics.

This chapter attempts to explain how and why the resurgence in identity 
politics in Jordan was well under way long before the Arab Spring began, 
and also how it has affected, and been affected by, the protests, demonstra-
tions, and political changes during and after the Arab Spring. I will first turn 
to the very idea of identity politics: what does identity even mean in the 
Jordanian context, or, who, really, are the Jordanians? This may sound like a 
rather basic question. But it is actually a complicated one, and many debates 
on other topics in Jordan seem to continually return to this issue, with some 
Jordanians having a broad, diverse, and inclusive answer to the question 
“who is Jordanian?” while others have narrow visions and hence fear for the 
survival of a Jordan they feel may be slipping away.

Jordanians, Palestinians, and National Identity

Jordan as a country was drawn on the map by British imperial officials and 
named after the Jordan River. Many decades later, the Jordan River remains 
in many ways the political symbol of the main ethnic dividing line within 
Jordanian politics: between those whose origins are traced to the West Bank 
of the river, namely, Palestinians, and those whose origins lie in the East 
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Bank of the river. The latter group is alternatively referred to as East 
Bankers, Transjordanians, or East Jordanians. Whether Palestinians are 
a minority or majority in Jordan remains a highly contentious issue. In the 
absence of clear statistics, most analysts assume that Palestinian Jordanians 
constitute either half the Jordanian population or perhaps a majority.4

There is general agreement in the literature on identity politics in the 
kingdom that this line between Palestinians and East Jordanians can be one 
of the deepest fissures in Jordanian politics but that it is also but one of 
many levels of identity within the kingdom.5 Jordan is mostly Arab but 
includes also Circassian and Chechen minorities; it is mostly Sunni Mus-
lim but includes also Christian and even Druze minorities. In addition, 
tribal politics continue to matter profoundly, and many studies of identity 
in Jordan focus extensively on the tribal aspects of the formation and 
maintenance of national identity within the East Jordanian community.6 
Indeed, while there are at times tensions between East Jordanians and Pal-
estinians, there are also many fissures within the East Jordanian commu-
nity itself, especially between and within clans and tribes, as these too 
reassert their separate identities.7 Tribal politics has, for example, seen a rise 
in intergenerational conflict, as youth movements have increasingly sought 
to find their own path, without routine deference to tribal leaders.8 There 
are also vast differences regionally between tribes, whose economic for-
tunes and political influence vary considerably. It is therefore important to 
bear in mind that East Jordanian or Transjordanian is not actually a uni-
tary category. It is, rather, an artificial social construct whose salience var-
ies. Finally, Transjordanian does not necessarily equate to tribal, which in 
turn does not necessarily equate to bedouin.

In her study of identity politics, Luisa Gandolfo emphasizes multiple 
identities rather than a single Jordanian identity: “The identities of Jordan 
bind individuals to their history and origin, fracturing the monolithic ‘Jor-
danian’ identity into a kaleidoscope of major and minor ethnies. Incorpo-
rating Palestinian-Jordanians, Palestinians, ethnic Jordanians and bedouin 
tribal Jordanians, in addition to the Chechen and Circassian communities, 
identity is augmented by faith. In turn, the Christian and Islamic identi-
ties distill into denominations and sects.”9

Jordan is, in short, more diverse than it sometimes appears, and “national 
identity” in the Hashemite Kingdom includes various levels of ethnic, reli-
gious, geographic, or regional identity. Modern Jordanian and Palestinian 
national identities both emerged only in the twentieth century.10 Both refer 
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to predominantly Arab peoples, with Sunni Muslim majorities and signifi-
cant Christian minorities. Even among the artificial constructs of national 
identities, this remains an artificial “ethnic” distinction. As Hisham Bustani 
argues, this insistence on separate identities limits both peoples’ options and 
futures, hindering a united reform movement and playing into the hands 
of antireform regime elites.11

Yet, like so many artificial constructs, these identities are vividly real 
and very meaningful to many actual Palestinians and Jordanians and are 
even reinforced in the educational system.12 While Palestinian national 
identity has been deeply affected by the struggle with Israel, Jordanian 
national identity has been more deeply intertwined with the creation of 
the state itself as a Hashemite Kingdom. As part of the League of Nations 
Mandate System, Britain created the Emirate of Transjordan in 1922, which 
in 1946 became the independent Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan.

The Hashemites themselves hailed originally from neither west nor east 
of the Jordan River but from the Hijaz in what is now western Saudi Ara-
bia. The Hashemite family had ruled Mecca and its environs but were 
defeated and expelled by the rival al-Sa’ud family as it consolidated its con-
trol over much of Arabia after World War I (leading to the creation of 
Saudi Arabia in 1932). As allies of Britain in the war, the Hashemites, hav-
ing lost their original seat of power in Mecca, were rewarded with the 
newly established monarchies in both Transjordan and Iraq. The latter 
monarchy was overthrown in a bloody military coup in Baghdad in 1958, 
but the Hashemite family retained and strengthened its rule in Jordan, in 
large part due to the loyalty of the Jordanian army, and also due to strate-
gic alliances with key tribes.

With the monarchy and armed forces as the foundational institutions of 
the state, Jordanian national identity has been deeply affected by the Hash-
emite alliance with the tribes of Jordan in creating the kingdom, and by 
royalist sentiment and service in the state security forces.13 Yet within Jor-
dan, this has always been problematized by the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 
since Jordan absorbed waves of Palestinian refugees in the wars of 1948 and 
1967 and in the years between. Unlike most Arab countries, Jordan in 1950 
extended citizenship to Palestinian refugees. The Hashemite Kingdom 
of Jordan as it has developed since independence in 1946 is therefore a 
combined legacy of British imperial designs (establishing Jordan in the 
first place), regional wars, repeated refugee flows, and, of course, Hash-
emite rule.
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The tensions following the Arab-Israeli war of 1967 led to perhaps the 
lowest point in Jordanian history: the civil war of 1970–1971. That con-
flict, better known as Black September, saw the defeat of Palestine Libera-
tion Organization (PLO) guerrillas at the hands of King Hussein’s Jordanian 
army. For Jordanians who recall that disastrous moment in the country’s 
history, some bitterness remains, with dramatically polarized perceptions. 
Hence many in Jordan remember the event either for Hashemite brutality 
in suppressing the PLO and the refugee camps or for Palestinian disloyalty 
and subversion against a country that had given them sanctuary. But even 
five decades later, there is little middle ground on the issue.14

Today, despite a troubled history, both Palestinian Jordanians and Tran-
sjordanians can be found among the country’s ruling elite. Jordan is a 
kingdom of both East Bankers or Transjordanians as well as West Bankers 
or Palestinian Jordanians. Yet these are not entirely separate communities, 
as intermarriage is common, so many families have roots east and west of 
the Jordan River. In addition, neither community is in any way unitary. 
While some Palestinians continue to live in destitute camps attached to 
major urban areas, for example, others live in plush villas in upscale neigh-
borhoods such as Abdun in West Amman. Similarly, East Bank Jordanians 
range in fortunes and circumstances from poor villages in the South to the 
height of wealth and power in the kingdom. Some have bedouin roots, 
but most do not. Still, even the many East Jordanians whose roots were in 
sedentary towns, villages, and agricultural communities at the time of the 
state’s founding in 1946 maintain tribal—if not necessarily bedouin—links. 
Tribe and tribalism continue to matter in Jordanian politics, as many Jor-
danians take very seriously the support network of family, clan, and tribe.15

East Jordanians have historically dominated the civilian and military 
aspects of the public sector—the police, the armed forces, the government 
bureaucracy, and the intelligence services (Mukhabarat). From the founding 
of the state to the present, the security forces have been recruited heavily 
from among the tribes, East Jordanian villages and urban communities, and 
Circassian and Chechen minorities. Indeed, many in the security forces 
(both military and civilian) see their role as defending the country not only 
from outside threats but also from internal threats, and protecting Jordanian 
nationalism itself. “The security sector in Jordan perceives itself as the 
guardian, protector, and stronghold of Jordanian nationalism in the face of 
a demographic or political Palestinian takeover of Jordan,” writes Nawaf 
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Tell. “The roots of this perception go back to the Jordanian-Palestinian 
confrontation of 1970–1971.”16 With the demographic balance in mind, 
the kingdom even abandoned national military conscription in 1992, 
maintaining thereafter a volunteer professional army—and one that is 
overwhelmingly East Jordanian.

In contrast, Palestinian Jordanians correspondingly constitute much (but 
by no means all) of the private sector.17 There are, of course, exceptions, as 
more young East Jordanians forgo military or civilian government service 
to go into business themselves, especially in the current climate of eco-
nomic privatization. More and more sons and daughters of the govern-
ment, military, and intelligence elite can be found in private business and 
the professions, mirroring socially the shift in the Jordanian economy itself. 
But historically, Jordanian politics featured this de facto ethnic division of 
labor. Correspondingly, nationalists from both communities can and often 
do claim that their group built the country, and each is partially right. One 
is referring to national military and civilian service and governing institu-
tions, while the other is referring to developing the economy through pri-
vate enterprise and entrepreneurship.

In his study of identity politics, Adnan Abu Odeh writes: “The de-
Palestinianization of the security apparatus has triggered a self-perpetuating 
divisiveness. Transjordanians look on Palestinian-Jordanians as disloyal or, 
perhaps, as permanent subjects, and thus see no reason why they should be 
part of officialdom. . . .  Since the authority of the state in Jordan is felt most 
strongly through the Transjordanian-dominated security apparatus, the 
Palestinian grassroots feel that the state is not theirs.” He argues further 
that there are also material aspects that underpin real and perceived divi-
sions, which sometimes vary dramatically between social classes.

The exclusion of Palestinian-Jordanians from the public sector means 
not only reducing their employment opportunities but also depriving 
them and their families of the fringe benefits that go with government 
jobs, such as health insurance and subsidized goods (food, clothing, 
and appliances) to which the army, security personnel, and civil 
servants are entitled. This fact arouses the resentment of Palestinian-
Jordanian lower-middle-class families, just as the ration given by 
UNRWA to Palestinian refugees arouses the resentment of Transjor-
danian lower-middle-class families.18
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Abu Odeh’s views remain controversial in Jordan. Many scholars see them 
as too deterministic, too binary, in what may better be understood as a 
complicated mosaic. But some in the regime were angry that he aired his 
views at all, especially in a book published in the United States. Abu Odeh 
was expelled from the Jordanian Senate after the publication of his book.

Still, the economic dimensions of identity politics remain vitally impor-
tant, and they underscore the cross-cutting issue of social class. As another 
Jordanian analyst noted: “The division here is not just Palestinian- 
Jordanian. Mainly the issue is rich-poor: the haves and have nots. Jordanians 
and Palestinians are on the inside, in the top elite, and on the outside too.”19 
Despite the fact that each community has its rich and its poor, there remains 
a tendency for each to see the other group as the wealthy one. One Jorda-
nian analyst argued that “Jordanian identity has a class conflict within it, 
especially among those who resent rich Palestinians and want them out, so 
that the wealth will be Jordanian. They even think that Palestinians living 
in camps are somehow hoarding wealth.”20 Such conservative East Jorda-
nian nationalists therefore resent what they see as Palestinian inroads in 
the state itself. Correspondingly, many Palestinians—regardless of income 
and class—see themselves as less empowered politically. “Palestinians com-
plain about being underrepresented in the public sector or in high posi-
tions in government. They want wasta and don’t have it,” noted one 
commentator, adding, “but they don’t want to change the regime or the 
state, they want to be in it. Jordanians want to get into the private sector 
for more money and wealth, but Palestinians want to get into the public 
sector for more influence.”21

National Unity or Divide and Rule?

The Hashemite monarchy has insisted for decades that it has had enough 
of this emphasis on two distinct communities within one state. Historically, 
the regime has demonstrated no tolerance for displays of Palestinian nation-
alism, usually seen as at the expense of Jordanian nationalism. The latter, on 
the other hand, is strongly encouraged but tends to be wrapped in royalist 
symbols that make Jordanian nationalism difficult to separate from Hashem-
ite identity. Yet the regime has also shown little patience for ultraconserva-
tive nativist Jordanian trends that tend to be overtly hostile to Palestinians.
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It is worth remembering here that the Hashemites aren’t originally from 
the territory that is now Jordan either. But many, including in the Jorda-
nian state, see that as more of an asset than a liability because even with 
the tribal emphasis within state institutions, it would be more divisive if 
the Hashemites represented one of Jordan’s many tribes or other groups in 
society. Instead, the monarchy has always presented itself as the unifying 
force bringing together multiple communities—Palestinians and East Jor-
danians, urbanites and bedouins, Muslims and Christians, secularists and 
Islamists, and Arabs as well as Circassian and Chechen minorities—and of 
course as the force uniting the tribes themselves into something larger: a 
state and a nation.

Like his father before him, King Abdullah II refers to Jordanian society 
as a family (with the king as head, of course) and frequently calls for national 
unity in the face of numerous challenges. The regime also emphasizes its 
Islamic credentials as Al al-Bayt—that is, that the Hashemites are of the 
house of the Prophet Muhammad and are direct descendants. They may 
have lost Mecca long ago to the rising power of the Saudis, but they main-
tain ties to Jerusalem’s Muslim and Christian Holy places and see them-
selves as custodians of these sites, including the sacred Islamic sites: the 
al-Aqsa Mosque and the Dome of the Rock. In nationalist terms, they also 
emphasize their role as leaders of the Great Arab Revolt against the Otto-
man Turkish Empire. On June 2, 2016, the Hashemite monarchy sponsored 
a series of lavish celebrations of the hundredth anniversary of the revolt, 
underscoring it as a consummately Hashemite and Jordanian event. And 
indeed, in terms of the state, nation, and loyalty, these two concepts—
Hashemite and Jordanian—are often closely intertwined in everything 
from state holidays to postage stamps to the various denominations of the 
national currency (the dinar). The regime has in the past tied itself to this 
key event but has emphasized it still more over time, including even devel-
oping a tourist spectacle in which visitors can see reenactments of bedouin 
cavalry attacking Ottoman Turkish positions (and a train) as part of a 
tourism event in Wadi Rum.

It is worth quoting the Royal Hashemite Court’s press release from the 
2016 celebrations since it conveys the state vision of how the Arab revolt 
underpins both Jordan’s regional importance and also Jordanian national 
identity itself. It also gives a clear sense of the sheer scope of the event. 
According to the Royal Court:
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His Majesty King Abdullah II, the Supreme Commander of the Jor-
dan Armed Forces—Arab Army ( JAF), on Thursday, attended a 
grand military parade in which 1,000 military personnel participated 
at the newly-built Al Rayah parade ground, located at the Royal 
Hashemite Court. The parade, which was the culmination of the 
Kingdom’s celebrations of the Great Arab Revolt Centennial and the 
Arab Awakening anniversary, was held in the presence of Her Maj-
esty Queen Rania Al Abdullah, His Royal Highness Crown Prince 
Al Hussein bin Abdullah II, Royal Family members, senior offi-
cials and 5,000 guests. Among the audience were families of some 
of those who participated in the Great Arab Revolt and families of 
JAF martyrs. The parade coincides with the anniversary of the pass-
ing away of the Great Arab Revolt leader, Sharif Hussein bin Ali, 
who fired its first shot on 10 June 1916. The Revolt not only ended 
four centuries of regression, it also ushered in a restoration of the 
Arab Nation’s spirit, identity and sovereignty.

Events like this underscore the importance of the royal and state connec-
tions to the armed forces, which in turn are also part of the national iden-
tity and image of Jordan itself that the state wishes to project.

In terms of internal identity issues, however, from the perspective of 
many elites within the regime, the Hashemite strategy is not a matter of 
divide and rule but rather a deft royal policy of pluralism and inclusion. 
This can be seen in the appointment of prime ministers and cabinets, in 
which Palestinians will be included; however, East Jordanian majorities will 
usually be maintained. Royal cabinet appointments are also mindful of 
geographic differences and tend to carefully include figures from different 
regions of the country and from various influential tribes. Similarly, Jor-
dan’s elections in 1989, 1993, 1997, 2003, 2007, 2010, 2013, and 2016 were 
designed to yield loyalist proregime parliaments with East Banker majori-
ties, based on gerrymandered districts created to maintain a power imbal-
ance that did not match the demographics of the Palestinian-Transjordanian 
balance, and certainly not of an oft-alleged Palestinian majority.

Many conservative Transjordanian nationalists agree strongly with this 
strategy. Their insistence on maintaining a Transjordanian majority is based 
in part on their fear that Israel will attempt to “solve” the Palestinian prob-
lem by making Jordan the “alternative homeland” (al-watan al-badil). As 
one nationalist put it: “There is a danger of Palestinian empowerment in 
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Jordan making the Israeli ‘Jordan is Palestine’ argument real. Of making it 
viable. Even having more Palestinian government ministers does this too. 
We can’t let this get past or even to 50 percent representation—we lose 
Jordanian identity at that very moment.”22

While the monarchy sees itself as the bridge linking Palestinian Jordani-
ans and Transjordanians, many critics suggest that the opposite is often true. 
Opposition activists, for example, argue that the regime offers intermittent 
cosmetic reforms simply to buy time, but, in the words of one activist, that 
it is really engaged in “an agenda of permanent conflict resolutions, with 
the regime as facilitator.” The same activist added, “In Bahrain, the regime 
is forming its identity against an ‘other’; in Jordan, the regime is the bar-
rier between identities.”23 In contrast, the monarchy itself would strongly 
dispute this characterization and in fact make the opposite argument. The 
regime does indeed talk at length (complete with extensive marketing and 
billboard campaigns) about national unity, including such campaigns as 
the “Jordan First” (al-Urdun Awalan) program or the “We Are All Jordan” 
(Kullina al-Urdun) campaign. These are but two examples of the recurring 
emphasis on branding for both the regime and the country. The state, in 
short, has repeatedly launched marketing campaigns toward its own citi-
zens, often emphasizing unity amid diversity, and a national identity that 
is tied together by Hashemite rule. Critics, however, nonetheless argue 
that divide-and-rule strategies also remain part of the state’s tactics and 
strategies, especially when it is challenged. As even one Jordanian official 
suggested, “The regime talks unity but opens fissures in response to any 
opposition.”24

But if so many Jordanians reject ethnic identity politics as divisive and 
out-of-date, why do we so often see upsurges in identity politics, in which 
many Jordanians actually identify with ever smaller units—not Jordan but 
East Jordanian or Palestinian, or even smaller units such as region, tribe, 
or clan? The roots may lie considerably earlier, as the Jordanian public 
sphere practically erupted into debates about identity, nation, and nation-
hood in response to a series of key policy and regional changes. Specifi-
cally, when King Hussein in 1988 officially “disengaged” from the West 
Bank, relinquishing Jordanian claims on the territory (lost to Israeli forces 
in the war of 1967), this was truly a game-changer in the Arab-Israeli con-
flict and peace process. But it was also a game-changer within Jordanian 
domestic politics since it led to raging debates about who, exactly, was Jor-
danian as opposed to Palestinian. Were these inherently separate identities? 
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Or inherently linked? The initial debates also coincided with Jordan’s ear-
lier political opening and liberalization process, including a more open 
and pluralist media, which made the Jordanian public sphere that much 
more vibrant at the time.25 The debates, in turn, grew still more extensive 
with each new move and change in Jordanian-Palestinian-Israeli relations, 
especially the Oslo Accords of 1993 between Israel and the PLO, the land-
mark Jordanian-Israeli Peace Treaty of 1994, and the Declaration of Prin-
ciples of 1995 (for solving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict), signed by the 
Israeli government and the PLO.26

The more recent upsurge in identity debates has also been influenced 
by external events as they affected Jordan’s domestic scene, as well as by 
the communications revolution triggered by the internet and the rise of 
online media in the kingdom. Jordan, it should be noted, has such an exten-
sive online presence that there is more Arabic content from Jordan on the 
global internet than there is from almost any other country. The new 
identity debates were therefore triggered once again by regional events 
and facilitated by new media.

Several events in particular had a deep impact on Jordan’s domestic poli-
tics, including the collapse of the Arab-Israeli peace process and rising fears 
in Jordan that Israel would attempt to turn Jordan into the alternative Pales-
tinian state. Identity politics were also heightened by yet another surge of 
refugees and migrants into Jordan, this time Iraqis fleeing the U.S. invasion 
of Iraq in 2003 and the political chaos and violence that followed. Conser-
vative nationalists, already worried over Palestinian inroads into Jordanian 
politics and society, feared that the Iraqis would become a new perma-
nent refugee community—in effect, the new Palestinians—perhaps fur-
ther diluting the position of East Jordanians in the Hashemite Kingdom. 
All these fears were amplified by the increasingly pervasive nature of elec-
tronic media, creating a kind of cyber public sphere in Jordan that defied 
past state controls in place for print media, radio, and television.

Many democracy activists argue that the electoral laws themselves had 
an enormous impact on identity politics within the kingdom, contradict-
ing state unity campaigns by encouraging people to think in ever smaller 
units, including tribes. As author and activist Hisham Bustani argues:

Whereas the notorious 1993 one-man-one-vote elections law . . .  
tremendously strengthened the tribes and turned them from social 
units into political ones, the continuous detribalization at the top of 
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the regime’s bureaucracy was doubtless placing the regime on a col-
lision course with the tribes. By detribalization here, I do not mean 
“Palestinianization.” Many of the new guards are of eastern Jorda-
nian descent, but they lack tribal connections and influence.27

This new elite is especially associated with the transition to King Abdul-
lah II, even though the transition began earlier, and they are sometimes 
referred to within Jordan as “the digitals.”

Even as external events and new technologies changed Jordan’s politics, 
the kingdom’s own neoliberal policies of privatization and structural adjust-
ment also led to dramatic social (and hence political) disruptions in the 
Jordanian body politic. As privatization proceeded, state industries were 
sold, and the possibility and reliability of government employment corre-
spondingly declined. With limited economic opportunities, more and more 
Jordanians were feeling physically and geographically displaced, especially 
those that migrated from the more rural South to urban centers in the 
North. A member of the Jordanian Senate noted the social tensions emerg-
ing from these changes: “Palestinians dominate the cities, and the higher 
levels of Palestinian wealth are very clear. As East Jordanians migrate from 
villages to the cities, they see this, but then live in poorer neighborhoods 
and even slums, and it only adds to their grudge.”28

While many Jordanians do not hold these binary views regarding the 
two communities, nationalists often do, disagreeing even on how Jordan 
got to this point. Consider, for example, the following two interpretations 
of Jordan’s development, each from an influential opinion maker in the 
kingdom. The first is from an interview with a prominent Palestinian Jor-
danian official.

The West Bank and East Bank united in 1950 and became one state, 
and Jordanian citizenship was given to Palestinians as well as Jordani-
ans. They became an integral part of the kingdom. They had higher 
levels of income, education, and sophistication. East Jordan was under-
developed and underpopulated. Together, the two groups built and 
developed the country. The 1967 war led to many new refugees. . . .  
In 1973 was the beginning of the oil revolution at the same time as the 
rising hardships of occupation in the West Bank, and also the weak-
ness of the Jordanian economy. Many Palestinians migrated to the 
Gulf for jobs and they were well qualified. They were educated and 
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enlightened, and they worked not as laborers but as managers and 
engineers, while Transjordanians were working in the public sec-
tor in Jordan, in the military, and in government. Palestinians sent 
money home and helped to develop Jordan and make it flourish. 
And Arab leaders poured millions into Jordan because of the Palestin-
ians. And this country became as you see it now. . . .  But the tribal 
parts of society are not used to private enterprise and even to labor. 
Many see it as beneath them. Unlike tribal culture, which limits what 
people are willing to do, Palestinians invested capital, developed 
banks and businesses and companies. The Jordanians remained run-
ning the state.

In contrast, this second viewpoint is from an interview with a promi-
nent East Jordanian figure.

We are not opposed to Palestinians. We live with them. They are 
our friends and neighbors. We are married to them. We grew up with 
them. But we don’t want to be a minority here. The big fear is of 
course that Israel tries to make Jordan the Palestinian state. But in 
some ways it already happened, not by Israelis but by Jordan. This is 
another version of the alternative Palestinian state. Palestinians dom-
inate the economy. Now they dominate the government too. There 
are foreign pressures to increase their representation. Not just from 
Israel. From the U.S. and from international NGOs. But we built 
everything. It’s not fair. We are marginalized in our own country. . . .  
We have no chance in the private sector. Most East Jordanian fami-
lies entirely rely on the public sector. Most work there. So speaking 
out can destroy your family’s livelihood. It’s confusing. We aren’t used 
to being in the opposition. But everything has changed overnight. 
Overnight it’s all different.

East Jordanian nationalists, such as the one quoted above, argue that they 
are losing not only economically but also politically. The de facto monop-
oly on state employment no longer seems secure; hence they wish to pre-
vent what they perceive as further Palestinian inroads on the state itself. In 
short, in the view of conservative East Jordanian nationalists, the private 
sector is already lost, and the state is all they have left to protect:
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In our community, we all do national service. We serve in the army, 
the police, the intelligence services. We have always been willing to 
sacrifice our lives—and we have—for the state and for the regime. 
And now? Fight for who? Are they fighting for us? We can’t even 
trust the big East Jordanian government men to fight for us. They 
will lose. The Palestinians are now getting peacefully what they tried 
to get in the civil war in 1970. They failed then, but they are win-
ning now.

In a discussion with several Jordanian nationalists, one argued that “the 
Palestinians play the victimization card, and it pays. But it is important not 
to tip the demographic balance here.” Another agreed, adding, “This is 
our country, not theirs. Theirs is Palestine.” One of the nationalists in this 
discussion thought about his own comments for a moment and then con-
tinued: “But we are still here. We won’t be silent forever. Especially as more 
and more of us become poor and marginalized. Not forever.” Some of the 
more conservative nationalists I met with invoked a specific comparison, 
seeing their plight as similar to that of Sunnis in post-Saddam Iraq, a once-
dominant group now marginalized in their own state.

Yet because of these extreme views, it is too often forgotten that East 
Jordanians as a whole are not synonymous with conservative or ultracon-
servative East Jordanian nationalists. And in 2011 and 2012 East Jordanians 
appeared to constitute the majority of prodemocracy and proreform dem-
onstrators. Some even complained of the absence of Palestinians demonstra-
tors (aside from those in the traditional opposition such as the Islamist 
movement and many leftist parties). It is perhaps ironic that Palestinians, 
so long reviled for being too active and too likely to take to the streets, 
were now being accused of being too docile.29

Despite all the economic, social, and political dislocations that have led 
to the current climate of heightened ethnic identity politics and have rein-
vigorated old debates about what it means to be an “authentic” Jordanian, 
it is important to note that most Palestinians and East Jordanians do not 
match the polarized and stereotypical images of their detractors, nor do 
they support this kind of bigotry. There are, to be sure, those with extreme 
views in each community. “We have a Jordanian Likud here,” noted one 
activist, “but we have a Palestinian Likud too.”30 Unlike most Jordanians, 
hard-liners tend to enforce old binaries and reinforce stereotypes of 
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whichever group they see as the “other” in Jordanian politics. Some Pales-
tinians, for example, are disdainful of East Jordanians, seeing them as less 
educated, tribalistic, backward, and chauvinistic. Similarly, some East Jor-
danian nationalists view Palestinians as one of two social class stereotypes: 
either poor, ungrateful, disloyal, and perpetually complaining refugees 
draining state resources, or rich business moguls with an eye on profit but 
never on the national good. The latter set ironically mirrors old anti-Semitic 
stereotypes from Europe, in which Jews were so often victims of both ends 
of the class divide.

Yet contrary to these stereotypes, Jordanians of all backgrounds tend to 
be well educated and literate, and it is extremely important to note that 
most Jordanians would find such stereotypes insulting and offensive (as 
they of course are). Still, these ethnic rifts and sometimes polarized views 
matter because they can be manipulated by cynical and even unscrupu-
lous reactionary elites—especially if they wish to break up protests, dem-
onstrations, activist movements, and even state-led reform efforts in order 
to prevent change.

Identity Politics and the Arab Spring Demonstrations

Despite the ethnic and identity dynamics enumerated above, most dem-
onstrators in 2010 and 2011 seemed to take to the streets without identity 
politics as their prime motivator. But many shabab (youth) movements that 
marched in West Amman were quite diverse and included Transjordani-
ans and Palestinians, Muslims and Christians, Arabs and Circassians, men 
and women. Demonstrations arranged by the Islamist movement and other 
opposition parties often started downtown, near the al-Hussein Mosque, 
and included many Palestinians of various social classes, in addition to East 
Jordanians. For that reason, some state officials saw the first type of dem-
onstration as nonpartisan and national in focus, while the second was often 
seen as ideological and Palestinian rather than Jordanian.31

As the demonstrations grew and the numbers swelled, however, there 
were de facto mergers of all the groups. And in that broader and more 
inclusive capacity, they gathered numbers, strength, and momentum and 
certainly caught the attention of the regime. Outside the capital, the makeup 
of protests and demonstrations varied considerably by location. Not 
surprisingly, East Jordanians made up the great majority of protesters in 
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southern towns like Tafilah, Kerak, Ma’an, and Dhiban and saw their move-
ment initially as a southern revival, much like the movement in 1989 that 
led to the political liberalization process in the first place. In the North, in 
cities with large Palestinian populations like Irbid and Zarqa, Palestinians 
were more likely to join East Jordanians in the demonstrations.

Rifa’i or Rifa’i?

In chapter 2 I noted the discussions in Jordan comparing the events of 2011–
2012 to those of 1989. It is a comparison worth pursuing a bit further since 
in April 1989 most Palestinians and East Jordanians I spoke to routinely 
described then–prime minister Zayd al-Rifa’i as the consummate regime 
insider. Many saw him as an antireform, antidemocratic, Jordanian nation-
alist, notoriously hostile to demands for greater Palestinian empowerment. 
If identity politics came up at all regarding the prime minister, it was to 
emphasize his family connections across the northern border to Syria and 
what most viewed as his anti-Palestinian politics. In the 1989 episode, as 
antiausterity and antigovernment riots spread across southern Jordanian 
towns and cities, crowds chanted for the fall of the Rifa’i government. They 
got their wish and more, as Jordan embarked on a liberalization process.

Many years later, in 2011, as demonstrations spread across the same south-
ern towns and the capital, protesters once again called for the ouster of the 
Rifa’i government. Only this time it was a different prime minister from 
the same family. In 2011 Jordan’s prime minister was Samir Rifa’i, son of 
Zayd, scion of a powerful proregime family and fourth in the family line to 
serve the Hashemites as prime minister. This time, however, he seemed to 
be viewed as the archetype of what many East Jordanians were complaining 
about: government ministers who were actually neoliberal and technocratic 
Palestinian businessmen. When the king complied with protesters’ demands, 
firing the entire cabinet, he replaced them with an East Jordanian former 
career military officer from the influential Abbadi tribe, Ma’rouf al-Bakhit. 
Ministerial portfolios changed, but little else did. Complaints about the 
nature of governance itself, in other words, were not addressed by the gov-
ernment shift. “The reshuffle of the Rifa’i government did neutralize some 
people for a short time,” argued one democracy activist, “especially the 
generals and some of the tribal leaders. They wanted a government of tribal 
East Jordanians. They got them. But now? There is no real difference.”32
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Still, the change in government was emblematic of several broader prob-
lems: First, identity politics tends to be allowed to obscure more mean-
ingful discussions of reform and change. Second, identity itself is fluid. Had 
the Rifa’i family changed ethnicity between 1989 and 2011? Many people 
I spoke with in 1989 emphasized the roots of the family in northern Jordan 
near the Syrian border and spoke with suspicion of the family’s Syrian con-
nections. In 2010 and 2011, in contrast, many noted accurately that the fam-
ily had roots west of the Jordan River as well. Both Zayd and Samir al-Rifa’i 
see themselves as patriotic Jordanians with a long history of loyal service 
to the state. Yet comparing these episodes illustrates the tendency in politics 
for detractors to use identity issues seemingly to “change” an opponent’s 
ethnicity to undermine that opponent’s legitimacy in Jordanian public life. 
In 2010 and 2011, for example, many of his hardline detractors saw Samir 
Rifa’i as the embodiment of Palestinian inroads into the levers of power 
within the government itself.

This is in contrast, of course, to the allegedly purer roots of many East 
Jordanian families, especially those who proudly uphold their tribal back-
grounds. And here we get to the real heart of the matter. Put simply, ultra-
nationalist Transjordanians view themselves as pure Jordanians, often 
adding mi’a bil-mi’a (100 percent), and hence see themselves as more patri-
otic, and more Jordanian, than much of the rest of the country, which includes 
refugees, immigrants, and other “guests”—all of whom are seen as less 
authentic and merely as temporary denizens of the kingdom.

Yet these tribal and clan lineages predate the Hashemite Kingdom itself, 
and most families therefore have roots both within Jordan and across its 
various borders. This includes most obviously, and perhaps ironically, the 
Hashemites themselves, who migrated after World War I from Hijaz (in 
what is now Saudi Arabia) to Jordan before assuming control there and 
establishing the British-backed monarchy. For that reason, while the regime 
has historically stressed the importance of the tribes in creating and build-
ing the state, the Hashemite kings have nonetheless simultaneously rejected 
the kinds of nativist, exclusivist, and inherently narrow visions of Jorda-
nian nationalism associated with figures such as Ahmad ‘Uwaydi al-
‘Abbadi.33 Yet similar arguments over identity can be found on the left in 
Jordan as well, including among some who marched in the Arab Spring 
demonstrations. “Just a few years ago, talking identity was blasphemous in 
progressive circles. Now it’s valid,” noted one prominent leftist activist and 
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analyst. “But these are all fabrications. Jordan was a fabrication. All fami-
lies have roots across borders.”34

Manifestos and the Monarchy

If some East Jordanians were feeling more and more displaced within their 
own country, a key political question is, of course, who do they blame for 
this turn of events? Some conservative nationalists blame the Palestinians 
and what they see as a new Palestinian business elite taking over not only 
the private sector but also the state. Some blame the regime, while others 
see the two as increasingly indistinguishable, arguing that part of the prob-
lem was the excessive influence of what they viewed as the (Palestinian) 
Queen Rania on the (East Jordanian) King Abdullah. This was clear in the 
various manifestos in the early months of the Arab Spring, in which tribal 
leaders and retired military officers—all Transjordanians—criticized the 
monarchy and especially the queen directly. Queen Rania had, by that 
point, become a kind of lightning rod of controversy for many East Bank 
nationalists. Some tribal leaders—the Bayan of the 36—even publicly 
denounced what they saw as her too active role in Jordanian politics and 
policy. In doing so, they crossed all previously established red lines in Jor-
danian politics. The retired military officers (while not attacking the queen 
directly) went on record warning the monarchy against selling the state 
off to allegedly corrupt Palestinian business people.35 A high-ranking 
Palestinian Jordanian government official stressed the urgency of the rising 
tensions: “I told His Majesty the King, they are angry. They are your army. 
They are your security. You have to do something about it.”36

Perhaps oddly, the anger at the queen actually crossed various identity 
and even ideological fault lines, as the Islamist movement joined the pub-
lic critiques.37 While all detractors insisted that their critiques had nothing 
to do with the fact that Queen Rania is a well-educated, charismatic, mul-
tilingual, Palestinian-Jordanian woman, they each seemed to find in her a 
fault emblematic of national-level problems.38 This is in sharp contrast to 
Queen Rania’s international reputation, where she is better known for her 
YouTube, Twitter, and Instagram presence, and for her efforts in support 
of children and in eradicating global stereotypes against Arabs and Mus-
lims. But Queen Rania also has many supporters within Jordan itself, who 
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view these various complaints as little more than sexism, veiled in false 
patriotism or self-righteous but ultimately fake religiosity.

It is difficult to separate the lines of tension here since the complaints 
draw on ethnic, class, and gender divisions. It is likely that all play key roles, 
and that the queen presents simply an easier target for regime critics than 
directly attacking King Abdullah himself, and therefore this mirrors in 
some respects the region-wide trend of male leaders’ wives under ever closer 
public scrutiny in the era of the Arab Spring and beyond.39 For ultracon-
servative East Jordanian nationalists, however, their main complaint is the 
issue of alleged Palestinian political influence in the palace itself.

Most Palestinian Jordanians would of course find the argument about 
excessive Palestinian influence in Jordanian governance to be utterly 
laughable. Rather, they see themselves as routinely disenfranchised, under-
represented in government and even more underrepresented in the mili-
tary, security, and intelligence services, and yet continually discriminated 
against in everyday life as they interact with the governing East Jordanian 
bureaucracy and these same institutional power centers on a daily basis. 
Despite this, many Palestinian Jordanians have experienced a kind of role 
reversal, in which they sometimes find themselves defending the monar-
chy against hardline East Jordanian nationalist critiques.

In April 2013, when King Abdullah returned to Jordan from Washing-
ton, D.C., again having worked to shore up U.S. support for Jordan in an 
increasingly volatile regional environment, he was met by yet another oppo-
sition manifesto, this time signed by a thousand opposition figures.40 Previ-
ous manifestos (discussed in chapter 2) from tribal leaders and retired army 
officers had harshly criticized the regime’s domestic economic and political 
agenda. The new manifesto, whose signatories included leftists, nationalists, 
Hirak representatives, and trade unionists, as well as tribal leaders and retired 
army officers, decried plots to undermine Jordanian sovereignty, condemned 
the neoliberal economic policies of the state, and once again rejected either 
confederation between an independent Palestine and Jordan or, even more 
emphatically, allowing Israel to exercise a “Jordan option” in solving 
the Palestinian issue at Jordanian expense.41 The latest manifesto, in short, 
took a fairly strident tone regarding identity politics.

On many of these issues, left- and right-wing opponents within Jordan 
were sounding increasingly similar. Both sides used increasingly nativist 
or “isolationist” terminology in their critiques of Jordanian policy and 
identity politics. In the manifesto of 2013, the opposition statement launched 



I D E N T I T Y  P O L I T I C S, R E A L  A N D  I M AG I N E D  [ 109 ]

into familiar critiques of the kingdom’s foreign policy but also harshly crit-
icized the regime’s policies more broadly. The statement warned omi-
nously about “plots” and “conspiracies” to undermine Jordan’s sovereignty 
and identity as a state. The authors accused the regime of failing in its 
internal and external policies, resulting in “despair and frustration” for Jor-
danian citizens and “leading to increased levels of poverty and unemploy-
ment, deteriorating basic services, education, health and social welfare.”42 
This scathing assessment of the kingdom’s neoliberal economic develop-
ment policies included a denunciation of the roles of the IMF and World 
Bank and condemned corruption in governance and especially in the pro-
cess of economic privatization.

In many ways, the new statement echoed earlier manifestos, one from 
tribal leaders and another from retired military officers who had questioned 
the regime’s path and priorities. Even as attempts emerged regionally to 
revive the long-moribund Arab-Israeli peace process, the “Manifesto of 
1,000” pointedly rejected two feared outcomes: confederation between an 
independent Palestine and Jordan (as part of a future settlement of the Pales-
tinian question) and, even more emphatically, any hint of Jordan becoming 
an “alternative homeland” for the Palestinian people. To be clear, however, 
while some on the far right of Israeli politics do indeed speak of a “Jordan 
option,” there is no part of Jordanian society, government, or the monarchy 
that desires to make Jordan the alleged alternative homeland. Senate Presi-
dent Taher al-Masri, in an interview with al-Hayat in 2013, reiterated the 
view of most Jordanian government officials (whether of Palestinian or East 
Jordanian origin), stating: “The idea of an alternative homeland is com-
pletely unfounded in reality. Jordan is Jordan and Palestine is Palestine.”43

Al-Shabab versus al-Bultajiyya

As I have argued in preceding chapters, Jordan’s demonstrations and demon-
strators especially during the Arab Spring were many and diverse. Perhaps 
the most inspiring proreform, prodemocracy, and pronational unity moment 
came in the form of the 24 March Shabab Movement, only to be broken up 
with violence by what are known throughout the region as bultajiyya, or 
proregime thugs. Like their counterparts in Tunisia and Egypt, Jordanian 
youth activists organized extensively through social media, including a 
March 25 Shabab Facebook group.44 Through Facebook, Twitter, instant 



[ 110 ] I D E N T I T Y  P O L I T I C S, R E A L  A N D  I M AG I N E D

messaging, texting, phone calls, and direct discussions, they attempted to 
harness the momentum of weekly Friday protests to create a larger and 
broader exercise in direct democracy. The March 24 Shabab Movement 
was diverse, inclusive, pluralist, and decidedly democratic.

On March 24, 2011, youth and other activists established a sit-in at the 
Ministry of Interior Circle and successfully brought together Jordanians 
who spanned ethnic, class, gender, and religious divisions. The protest was 
part prodemocracy demonstration and part patriotic rally. As in Tunisia and 
Egypt, the demonstrators—most of whom happened to be East Jordanians—
carried national flags, wore flag face paint, played nationalist and patri-
otic songs, and made clear in every possible way that they were calling for 
real reform, not regime change. Many wore on their heads or draped over 
their shoulders the red-and-white-checked keffiyeh that is so deeply associ-
ated with Jordanian identity. For Jordanian democracy activists, as great a 
day as March 24, 2011, was, March 25 was a nightmare. On that day groups 
of bultajiyya began taunting and insulting the proreform activists and soon 
turned to pelting them with stones, before charging the demonstrations and 
breaking them up altogether. In the mayhem that followed, one man died 
reportedly of a heart attack, while scores were injured.

But why? Many reform activists believed that these antireform youths 
were mobilized from rural tribal areas and brought to Amman.45 Despite 
the clear Jordanian and Hashemite nationalist symbolism, the bultajiyya 
viewed the demonstrators as subversives, as revolutionaries, and as Pales-
tinians. In that moment, in short, the issue of Palestinian versus East Jorda-
nian turned not on ethnicity or background but rather on perceived loyalty 
versus disloyalty. To protest or demonstrate at all seemed to be read by the 
bultajiyya (and by whatever antireform part of the state apparatus that had 
presumably sent them) as a sign of disloyalty to Jordan.

Ironically perhaps, but very importantly, in this and many other events, 
it was the prodemocracy demonstrators who reject the binaries and divi-
siveness of identity politics, while many of their opponents, from bultajiyya 
to antireform government officials, often saw the divisions as all too real, 
despite the fact that it was their own actions that made them so. As one 
veteran democracy activist noted: “The March 25 incident was shocking. 
It was a dangerous response. They opened the door to a more dangerous 
threat by remobilizing from the regime itself the Jordanian-Palestinian 
issue.”46 Another Jordanian analyst, however, cautioned that one should 
not read too much into the episode. While decrying the brutality of the 
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incident, she also compared the levels of coercion to those of other Arab 
countries: “Still, we don’t have killings here. It’s not like Syria, or Yemen, 
or Libya. We don’t have snipers.”47

As brief as it was, the March 24 idea in many ways created in real life the 
kinds of unifying slogans that the regime has been using for years—such as 
“We Are All Jordan” and “Jordan First.” On that day in the Ministry of 
Interior Circle, Jordanian youth and others made those slogans momentarily 
real, until proregime thugs destroyed them. As this analysis has shown, the 
pervasive power of the politics of identity, ethnicity, and nationalism can be 
used—and on many occasions in Jordanian history has been used—to 
divide and rule, or even to bludgeon the democratic opposition into sub-
mission. Yet the prodemocracy movement remains and even continues to 
expand. Fortunately for the regime, the proreform (rather than revolution-
ary) sentiments of March 24 remain as well, at least for many activists.

Continuity and Change

Jordanian-Palestinian relations are a feature of Jordanian politics, but they 
are not the defining feature. This chapter has examined them in depth pre-
cisely to avoid overly simplistic or essentialist understandings regarding eth-
nicities, identities, and political life in the Hashemite Kingdom. Jordan is a 
country with East and West Bank roots, and a state that is home to Arabs, 
Circassians, and Chechens, as well as (religiously) home to Muslims, Chris-
tians, and even a small Druze community. While Jordan is therefore more 
diverse than it is sometimes credited for, this chapter has focused mainly on 
the East Jordanian and Palestinian Jordanian aspects of identity politics in 
the kingdom before, during, and after the Arab uprisings.

The regional Arab Spring came at a time of resurgent political activism 
in Jordan, ranging from elite-level government and opposition struggles 
over elections and electoral laws to grassroots activism, starting with labor 
movements and later including youth movements like the Hirak. But Jor-
dan’s protests also came at a time of resurgent identity politics within the 
kingdom, including, at least for some Jordanians, rising tensions between 
Palestinians and East Jordanians, and even between and within tribes in 
Transjordanian communities.

To be clear, however, Jordanian politics is not simply a contest between 
powerful East Jordanian elites and poor, disenfranchised Palestinians 
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living in urban refugee camps—or as one Jordanian analyst put it, “This is 
not a country just of Palestinian refugees and Transjordanian bigots.”48 Nor 
is it the reverse: a struggle between rich Palestinian business elites and poor, 
disenfranchised tribal East Jordanians. One can find all the previous dimen-
sions within Jordan, but these are also cross-cutting social cleavages. They 
are, in short, intersectional.

Jordanians of both Palestinian and East Bank origins can be found among 
the country’s poorest citizens, and also among its richest. Sometimes the 
dividing lines in Jordanian politics are between ethnic identities, but 
sometimes they are between tribes, sometimes between ideologies, and 
sometimes between regions, religions, or genders. Yet often a deeper divid-
ing line is economic: between rich and poor. Still, there is an instrumental 
utility to invoking and even engaging ethnic identity divisions, at least for 
those opposed to reform and change. The cynical invocation of identity 
politics nonetheless has a long history of success in terms of dividing 
potential opposition coalitions for greater economic or political change.

Many Jordanians choose not to reinforce these old binaries. But some, 
especially in corridors of power and even more especially those who 
oppose reform and change, do precisely the opposite. So despite the per-
haps more enlightened attempts to craft a new national narrative and move 
beyond old ethnic fault lines, these lines are nonetheless continually reintro-
duced for political purposes and are often successful in thwarting change. 
Specifically, identity politics has been used so often in the past as a divide-
and-rule tactic, especially by some in the intelligence services, that some 
Jordanian democracy activists try to downplay identity politics and even 
their own roots, fearing that legitimate democratic activism will be manip-
ulated by hardline, antireform elements in the regime.

Reactionaries in the state have a long history of attempting to label any 
mass activism as “really” Palestinian, or Islamist, or both. And in each case, 
the identity labels are used to question the national loyalty and patriotism of 
the participants. This is, in many ways, an old tactic, but in a twist from its 
usual usage, even East Jordanian activists sometimes find themselves 
facing something similar: with their activism at times derided as not 
really national but simply local, or ethnic, or tribal. It’s not that there are 
no local, tribal, or interethnic tensions or troubles. Rather, what this sug-
gests is that truly national attempts to organize are often met with counter-
attempts to demobilize such efforts by opening various identity fissures and 
by reducing any national effort to something smaller—something that can 
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then be accused of harming national unity, and of being less than fully 
Jordanian.

Identity politics is also, therefore, something of a minefield, so reform 
and democracy activists sometimes take great care to avoid it. Aside from 
the Islamists, most of Jordan’s Arab Spring era protesters, for example, saw 
themselves as nonpartisan and nonsectarian, in either the religious or ethnic 
identity senses of that word. They focused not on the perennial electoral 
representation questions (especially since they tended to hold parliament 
in low regard anyway) but rather on a more general return to democratiza-
tion and against perceived endemic corruption in government. Even more 
than representation, they wanted good governance, and especially clean 
and noncorrupt government.

Yet for all its artificiality, identity politics remains the Achilles’ heel of 
Jordanian politics. It emerges across countless topics—from refugee rights, 
to debates over the rights of children of Jordanian women married to for-
eigners (discussed in chapter 7), to even the soccer pitch, at least when pop-
ular sides like Faisali and Wahdat play each other.49 Even struggles over 
electoral laws (examined in chapter 6) turn in part on identity politics. In 
the various protests over elections and getting greater levels of public voice 
in political life, many in the opposition called for major changes in Jordan’s 
highly gerrymandered electoral districts, precisely because these districts 
included urban areas that underrepresented Palestinian majorities and rural 
districts that seemed to overrepresent Transjordanians. These demands were 
fairly transparent in their take on identity politics: they simply wanted a 
more equitable distribution of seats, access, and, potentially, power, or at 
least greater levels of influence in Jordanian public life.

Most Jordanian democracy activists remain supportive of varying degrees 
of liberalization and democratization, and while they are willing to march 
side by side with the Hashemite monarchy, they want the monarchy to side 
with them too. For that to happen, however, proreform elements in both 
the regime and the opposition—and therefore in both state and society—
need to be careful not to fall into the traps of identity politics (and the cyni-
cal manipulation thereof ) that have so long derailed prospects for greater 
liberalization, reform, and change in the kingdom.
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While part of the Jordanian public-sphere debate focuses on pol-
icies and reforms, much of the focus—and much of the con-
flict between government and opposition—has for years 

centered on the nature of the electoral process itself. That is, even before 
wrangling over policy outcomes, political forces within the kingdom have 
argued over issues of representation in parliament, and hence over elec-
tions and electoral laws. So in one sense, this struggle over elections and 
electoral laws is a perennial feature of regime-opposition interaction and 
therefore warrants close examination for that reason alone. But as constant 
as the conflict appears to be, it also features recurrent changes in a differ-
ent sense: same struggle, new rules.

Given the overwhelming power of the monarchy in the Jordanian polit-
ical system, and the corresponding weakness of parliament and, for that 
matter, of political parties, it is perhaps ironic that so much government-
opposition energy is used up in battles over electoral rules and elections 
themselves. But that is also part of the point. Elections aren’t just about 
representation, and parliament is not just about legislation or policy. The 
struggles themselves are a state strategy, absorbing considerable opposition 
energy and effort. Changing the electoral rules so often serves to amplify 
these effects.

From the start of the earlier liberalization process in April 1989 through 
the years of the Arab Spring, Jordan has seen a new temporary electoral 

CHAPTER VI

Struggles Over Elections and Electoral Systems



S T RU G G L E S  OV E R  E L E C T I O N S, E L E C TO R A L  S Y S T E M S  [ 115 ]

law for every single election: 1989, 1993, 1997, 2003, 2007, 2010, 2013, and 
2016. Each time, government and opposition have squared off over issues 
of inclusiveness and representation, even before getting around to policy 
disagreements and debates over institutional reform, including question-
ing whether parliament was an effective institution in the first place. Since 
most Jordanians (regime supporters and opponents alike) would tend to 
answer an emphatic “no” to the latter question, both sides have empha-
sized getting the electoral laws right first, then attending to making par-
liament a more meaningful institution. But the question of who exactly 
would be represented in parliament remained a key issue. Fights over elec-
toral laws, in short, have often proven more extensive than the electoral 
contests themselves.

In November 2010, just weeks before the outbreak of the regional Arab 
Spring, Jordan held its sixth round of national parliamentary elections 
since the start of the liberalization process in 1989.1 The response to those 
elections, however, served as an indicator of how far things had fallen 
since their promising start in 1989. Before the elections even began, they 
were immersed in controversy, as they were held under a new, temporary 
electoral law that failed to address opposition demands for greater reform. 
Not surprisingly, many leftist activists joined with Islamists in calling for 
an electoral boycott. The elections of 2010 certainly represented no hall-
mark for reform or liberalization in Jordanian history, but they remain 
important because they are the immediate backdrop to the onset of the 
Arab Spring protests in Jordan. The elections took place in November, 
and within weeks Jordanian street protests would mobilize against the 
government, even—as noted in chapter 1—before their counterparts in 
Tunisia and Egypt.

So as elections and election debates unfolded in Jordan, what was new 
and what was perhaps all too familiar? This chapter examines Jordan’s 
struggles over electoral laws, the electoral process, and electoral outcomes, 
especially regarding three specific elections: 2010, 2013, and 2016. These 
elections occurred just before, during, and after what is regarded as the Arab 
Spring. As with the other chapters and key dynamics examined in this 
book, the analytical emphasis in each case is on what aspects represented 
continuity and what aspects suggested change in Jordanian politics. The 
analysis in this chapter starts, then, in 2010 because it is precisely the fail-
ure of the elections that year that set the stage for the protests that would 
soon erupt and sweep across the country.
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Backdrop to the Arab Spring: The 2010 Elections

The elections in 2010 seemed poised to fail from the start and in many ways 
echoed the 1997 campaign: both featured a regime-opposition standoff in 
terms of the actual electoral law, both were affected by an opposition boy-
cott, and both resulted ultimately in an unrepresentative and ineffective 
parliament. This was a far cry from the 1989 elections, at the start of the 
liberalization era, the only election that opposition forces tended to point 
to with any level of approval or acceptance.

As noted in chapter 3, in the first round of elections that started the 1989 
liberalization era, opposition forces scored impressive victories and secured 
more than half of the eighty seats in parliament, including thirty-four seats 
for the Islamist movement. Alarmed by the electoral successes of both the 
secular left and religious right (and especially of the Muslim Brotherhood), 
the regime changed the electoral laws for the next polls, held in 1993. These 
changes had the desired effect, limiting opposition representation and spe-
cifically ensuring a decline in the number of Islamist members of parlia-
ment. The two different electoral systems, in short, led to two very different 
sets of results.

In 1989 Jordan allowed voters multiple votes for multiple-member elec-
toral districts. Voters in Irbid, for example, had nine representatives, and they 
could then cast nine votes. In 1993 Jordan shifted to a single non-transferable 
vote (SNTV) system. That is, it shifted to a one-person, one-vote system—
better known in Jordan as sawt wahid, one voice or one vote—in which 
voters cast a single vote yet within multimember districts. SNTV is itself 
not necessarily problematic, but it does seem to be best suited to a system of 
single-member districts. This electoral system had two pronounced effects. 
First, it undercut political parties and hence reduced opposition representa-
tion in parliament, and second, it led most voters to revert back to very 
personalized and even clientelistic voting patterns. With only one vote, 
voters tended to back candidates based on family, clan, or tribe rather than 
ideology, qualifications, or policy platform.2

Raging debates between government and opposition from that moment 
onward continually returned to the changes in 1993, with the opposition 
demanding an end to the one-person, one-vote system, to be replaced with 
something like the 1989 multiple-vote system or perhaps proportional rep-
resentation (which opposition parties argued would strengthen the power 
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and roles of political parties). But as early as 1997, twenty-four years before 
the Arab Spring, government and opposition had already reached such an 
impasse over the electoral laws that the opposition arranged a boycott. This 
boycott included not only leftist parties and Islamists but also prominent 
political figures such as former prime ministers Ahmad ‘Ubaydat and Taher 
al-Masri. The resulting parliament, naturally, had few opposition voices and 
indeed appeared to be little more than a tribal assembly of sorts, one that 
could not be seen as representative of Jordanian society as a whole. In each 
successive election up to that point, therefore—1989, 1993, 1997—parliament 
saw less opposition representation, but it also became less representative of 
society in general, and certainly less effective.

Many Jordanians complain that electoral campaigns often lack substan-
tive policy debates, with candidates instead producing fairly innocuous slo-
gans, or sometimes skipping even those and simply plastering districts 
with their pictures and names. Candidates are often expected to establish 
large meeting tents, where those who can afford to do so dish out ample 
amounts of Jordan’s signature national dish, mansaf, and meet and greet 
potential voters. Not surprisingly, candidates in this context are often well-
connected tribal figures, financially well-off business people, or both.

After the accession of King Abdullah II to the throne in 1999, opposition 
forces returned to mainstream participatory and electoral politics, starting 
with local municipal elections that year. Leftist, Pan-Arab nationalist, and 
Islamist forces also returned to participate in the next two rounds of national 
parliamentary elections—in 2003 and 2007. Yet each of these elections was 
marred by widespread allegations of vote rigging, with the 2007 polls 
seeming to be particularly egregious. So by 2010, just before the Arab 
Spring, opposition forces were boycotting again and citing a now-familiar 
litany of complaints: electoral districts were gerrymandered to be uneven 
and unrepresentative, the nature of the voting system kept political parties 
weak and marginalized, and even after elections, governments were not 
drawn from parliament itself but instead appointed by the palace. Jordan 
therefore had a parliament but not a parliamentary political system.

The electoral law of 2010 addressed none of these opposition concerns. 
But it did double the quota for women’s representation from six to twelve 
seats. It also added several seats in mainly urban districts (Amman, Irbid, 
and Zarqa), essentially to increase Palestinian Jordanian representation. 
Predictably, reactionary nationalists felt that the changes had gone too far 
in empowering Palestinians within Jordanian politics, while opposition 
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activists felt that the changes were minor, barely significant, and failed to 
address their main complaints.3

For all its other issues, however, the 2010 electoral law was also perhaps 
the most confusing in Jordanian history. It introduced the concept of mul-
tiple “subdistricts” within each of Jordan’s multimember electoral districts. 
To make matters more confusing, these were to be “virtual districts” exist-
ing within the actual geographic districts. Candidates had to select one sub-
district to run in, while voters could cast their votes in any of the subdistricts 
within their designated home districts. The law wasn’t just confusing, it also 
seemed to create an even more localized politics than usual, instigating ever 
harsher levels of competition within these micro constituencies. The elec-
tion-day dynamics were themselves unsettling, with violence erupting in 
various locations around the country, including Ajlun, Irbid, Jerash, Ma’an, 
Mafraq, and Zarqa. These were not pro- and antiregime clashes, however, 
since the opposition had boycotted the polls. The violent incidents did not 
stem from Palestinian, leftist, or Islamist opposition but rather from within 
ethnic Transjordanian or East Jordanian communities. Many of the skir-
mishes seemed to be loyalist-on-loyalist—or royalist-on-royalist—violence, 
and in most cases they seemed to be rooted in other inter- and intratribal 
tensions.

As in previous rounds of elections, voters in 2010 tended to use their 
sole vote in support of a relative or member of their clan or tribe. For most 
voters, this was based not on some sense of primordial loyalty but rather 
was quite instrumental. With only one vote to cast, voters favored candi-
dates they knew and who they felt they could approach for services. This 
utilitarian dynamic, however, reinforced the public sense that the parlia-
ment was a glorified tribal assembly, and for that matter, that wasta (or mak-
ing use of personal connections) was essential in public policy. For these 
reasons, opposition forces, and especially opposition parties, continued to 
argue in favor of multiple votes in multimember constituencies. This type 
of system, they argued, would still allow voters to cast more personalized 
votes but would also encourage them to use additional votes in different 
ways, including for parties, policies, and specific platforms.

In 2010, with the introduction of subdistricts, candidates were forced 
to compete for even smaller slices of the electorate. In some cases, district 
races in effect pitted rival tribes against one another. In other cases, they 
provoked intratribe tensions, often along generational lines. But many 
tribes organize themselves as voting blocs prior to elections. Many hold 
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intratribal meetings to decide what candidates to field or to support. These 
are, in effect, tribal primaries. But with all this pre-election organization, 
and tribes often attempting to organize as voting blocs, each voting group 
goes into an election assuming its vast bloc of voters will assure it of vic-
tory. Yet other tribal voting blocs do exactly the same thing, with some-
one bound to lose. In that type if instance, it is not just a matter of a single 
candidate losing but rather an entire tribe or clan possibly feeling suddenly 
marginalized and excluded. For these reasons, most acts of violence over 
the polls emerged not during the elections but after, as the results were 
being posted, with supporters of losing candidates claiming fraud and in 
some cases even attacking rivals, committing acts of arson, or clashing with 
the police.

Prime Minister Samir Rifa’i (whose father was prime minister during 
the April 1989 riots) seemed mindful of the potential for unrest. He there-
fore tried to thwart it by allowing for greater transparency than in previ-
ous elections in Jordan. The 2010 polls, for example, allowed for participation 
by Jordan’s own Civil Coalition for Monitoring the 2010 Jordanian Par-
liamentary Elections, which deployed more than 1,600 election observ-
ers around the country. For the first time, the kingdom also permitted 
international election observers as well, including the National Demo-
cratic Institute (NDI) and the International Republican Institute (IRI), 
among many others. Following the outbursts of violence, the Ministry of 
Interior tried to dampen rampant rumors of fraud by posting full elections 
results (rather than just the names of the winning candidates), so that the 
full tallies—and margins of victory or defeat—were clearly visible for 
every district and subdistrict.

With the opposition boycott still in place, however, the general outcome 
was clear from the start and not at all surprising. As expected, most mem-
bers of parliament (MPs) could have been described as loyalist, tribal, and 
Transjordanian. There were changes in terms of specific MPs, however, 
and at least two-thirds of incoming members were newcomers. In effect, 
even some old loyalists lost to new loyalists. As has been true across Jor-
dan’s modern elections, most winning candidates did not represent a polit-
ical party. As noted in chapter 3, party identification remains low in 
Jordan, and political parties themselves tend to be small and largely inef-
fective. Whether parties represent known proregime figures or opposition 
activists, they are often small and organized around particular persona-
lities, with various platform statements about Israel and Palestine, Arab 
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solidarity, national unity, the importance of Islam in public life, and so 
on—but few have real platforms based on actual domestic policies or pol-
icy stances.

In 2010 no political party candidate won outside of a special quota seat. 
Leftist MP Abla Abu Elbeh, secretary general of the Hashed Party (Hizb 
al-Sha’ab al-Dimuqrati, or the People’s Democratic Party), secured a seat 
as one of the twelve MPs elected on the women’s quota. That quota also 
saw the election of the first woman from a bedouin district, Myassar al-
Sardiyyah of the northern Badia. Salma al-Rabadi also won on the women’s 
quota, adding an extra seat for Christian representation in parliament. Inde-
pendent candidate Wafa Bani Mustafa defied the Islamist boycott and won 
a seat in her home district of Jerash. And Reem Badran, daughter of for-
mer prime minister Mudar Badran, became the first woman in Jordanian 
history to win a seat outright; that is, without any quota. Badran’s election 
meant that the new parliament had thirteen rather than twelve women rep-
resentatives. The numbers were still small, a mere 13 out of 120 members 
of parliament, but the female MPs did comprise a very diverse group, rep-
resenting very different backgrounds and ideological positions. This may 
have been the only bright spot of an otherwise dreary election.

Having boycotted the polls, Jordan’s large Islamist movement remained 
unrepresented under the dome of the Jordanian parliament. As was the case 
following previous rounds of electoral boycotts, the lack of Islamist parlia-
mentary representation forced Islamist activism in other directions, par-
ticularly in street activism and also within Jordan’s many professional 
associations (for example, for medical doctors, pharmacists, and engineers). 
Islamists tended to do very well in internal elections within these associa-
tions. The Muslim Brotherhood and the Islamic Action Front nonetheless 
argued that their boycott worked, and they claimed to have kept voter 
turnout low. The government suggested that overall turnout was around 
53 percent. But turnout in Jordan also tends to vary greatly by location. 
In 2010 the disparities were particularly glaring. Turnout was posted at 
73 percent in largely East Jordanian communities like Kerak and averaged 
around 80 percent in the northern, central, and southern Badia (bedouin) 
districts. Either the boycott or low feelings of efficacy and interest kept 
turnout down to a mere 33 percent in Zarqa and 34 in Amman itself, both 
urban areas with large Palestinian populations.

While government officials insisted that the Islamist movement had only 
hurt itself by boycotting, many within the movement, both moderates and 
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hard-liners alike, maintained that it had been the right decision. This 
underscored just how illegitimate and discriminatory they felt the 2007 
and 2010 polls to be, and how ineffectual they believed the parliament to 
be. This is a key point not just for the Islamist movement but also for 
democratic opposition across the ideological spectrum and throughout 
the kingdom: it is not just the electoral system that is at issue but also the 
weakness of the legislative system.

As noted above, critics often dismiss the Jordanian parliament as little 
more than a tribal assembly. If Jordan’s elections produced representatives 
who truly represented all of Jordan, then the parliament should include 
tribal figures but should in no way be dominated by them. Yet many Jor-
danians see the House of Representatives as a bastion of tribal loyalists com-
peting not for policy but for patronage. This is not just a function of 
public disaffection with the electoral rules; it is also a function of the role 
of parliament as an institution. Jordan’s royally appointed governments ini-
tiate legislation, which they then expect parliament to debate and pass. In 
a sense, it is the executive that legislates, and the legislature is then expected 
to execute those decisions.

For all their many faults, the 2010 elections provided the immediate 
backdrop to what would become the Jordanian version of the Arab Spring. 
And the elections were contested in several ways—before the polls in the 
form of the Islamist and opposition boycott, during the polls by higher than 
usual levels of violence and clashes, and after the polls as dissatisfied Jorda-
nians within weeks mobilized in protests to demand the resignation of the 
new postelection government. In short, political activism actually increased 
in the postelection period, as many Jordanians pushed for more substantial 
reform. In lieu of effective elections or parliament, activists instead took 
to the streets.

The state had focused on refining the act of voting itself, by modern-
izing and computerizing the process, attempting to cut back on electoral 
fraud (such as forged voter cards), and posting results online. But many in 
the opposition pressed for reforms of a different kind. They called for a 
parliament that was a meaningful assembly, with genuine legislative pow-
ers and elected governments drawn from parliament itself. Many called for 
electoral districts that were equal rather than gerrymandered, and many 
also demanded the end of the one-person, one-vote electoral system. In 
making these demands, elements of Jordan’s opposition were echoing 
reforms that had already been put forward in the regime’s own “National 
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Agenda” for reform (to be discussed in chapter 7). But that ambitious agenda 
had quickly been shelved, leaving all these matters undecided and deeply 
contested within Jordanian politics.

In my own assessment of the 2010 elections and their outcomes, I wrote 
this at the time:

In the aftermath of the 2010 elections, calls for greater change will 
grow stronger, not weaker, and will include ever larger numbers 
of people previously considered loyalist, royalist, and even “tribal” 
Transjordanians, who have already demonstrated their own disaf-
fection with the electoral process and results. Meanwhile, the 
regime should at least have the parliament it seemed to want: loy-
alist, royalist, tribal, and mostly Transjordanian. That also means, 
however, especially in the context of severe economic hardship in 
the Kingdom, that it will now be expected to deliver. The patterns 
of violence on election day and the extent of the boycott suggest 
that time is of the essence.4

Weeks later, Jordanian protesters had hit the streets, demanding the down-
fall of the Rifa’i government and the implementation of a host of political 
reforms. In the immediate aftermath of the 2010 elections, Jordan’s ver-
sion of the Arab Spring had begun.

The Arab Spring and the Revival of Jordan’s  
Perennial Electoral Law Debates

With the quick toppling of the Rifa’i government, opposition activists felt 
they had achieved a significant victory. Rather than sit back and exhale 
from these efforts, activists vowed to keep the pressure on the regime to 
proceed with more meaningful change. With the appointment of a new 
government, the regime promised that a series of changes were on their 
way, including new elections. And new elections in Jordan, of course, meant 
yet another electoral law. This led at least some elements of the opposition 
to return to familiar territory: struggling with the regime over electoral 
laws and eventually elections. The debates, as always, turned on questions 
of representation, fairness, and inclusiveness—or lack thereof—in Jordan’s 
parliament. But as noted above, activists also wanted parliament to become 
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a more meaningful and effective institution, yet if the institution were going 
to perform the rare magic trick of reforming itself, then the question of 
who was represented “under the dome” of the Jordanian parliament car-
ried some level of urgency. So once again, government and opposition 
found themselves sparring over the design of the electoral system itself.

Little progress was made regarding electoral reform in the next short-
lived government, that of Prime Minister Ma’rouf al-Bakhit (February 
2011–October 2011). Prime Minister Bakhit, after all, had overseen the 
disaster of the elections in 2007, so his government had no real credibility 
to address the issue at all. In fact, Bakhit’s appointment seemed designed 
in particular to reassure some conservative East Bank Jordanians that reform 
would not leave them behind, and that it would not empower Palestinian 
Jordanians at their expense. Similarly, many proreform activists (regard-
less of background) read the appointment of the Bakhit government as a 
sign that the state would not willingly open the system in line with the 
populist demands of the Arab Spring.5

It was in the next government, that of reformist prime minister ‘Awn 
al-Khasawneh (October 2011–May 2012), that the new electoral law would 
finally emerge. Indeed, it may have been the struggle over that law that 
ultimately brought the government down. The prime minister had been 
charged by the king with shepherding the new laws through parliament, 
and he did so, but he appeared to be opposed to the very law he was to 
implement. Khasawneh and his many supporters felt that the electoral law 
debate had an unwelcome visitor: the General Intelligence Directorate 
(GID), or Mukhabarat. Activists and reformers across the Jordanian political 
spectrum decried the interference of the Mukhabarat in the policy process, 
and indeed many even routinely referred to the new law as the Mukhabarat 
version, which was more conservative than the one that had been recom-
mended by the royally appointed National Dialogue Committee.6

As noted above, opposition activists had for years called for revoking 
the one-person, one-vote system and replacing it either with the earlier 
multiple-vote system or proportional representation (PR) based on party 
lists, or perhaps a combination of both. The new law did not meet the 
opposition party demands, but it did, perhaps surprisingly, abandon the 
one-person, one-vote system while also eliminating the bizarre “virtual 
districts” utilized in the 2010 elections. It also called, for the first time, for 
an independent electoral commission to oversee the electoral process, which 
had been especially problematic in both the 2007 and 2010 elections. The 
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new law provided for a mixed electoral system, in which voters would have 
three votes—two for representatives in their multimember electoral districts 
and a third that would go to a party list at the national level. The parlia-
ment would expand from 120 to 138 representatives, including 15 seats to 
be allotted as part of the “women’s quota” to ensure women’s representa-
tion in parliament. This was an increase from the previous 12 quota seats.7 
Fifteen seats out of the overall 138 would be drawn from the results of the 
party list part of the election.

This idea of a combination electoral system, including party lists, was 
new in modern Jordanian politics, and indeed opposition parties had for 
years been demanding party lists and some form of proportional representa-
tion to replace the one-person, one-vote system. They didn’t quite get their 
wish, however, because opposition parties had called for either a straight PR 
system based on party lists or a mixed system in which half the seats came 
from PR and parties while the other half came from multiple-member dis-
trict voting (in effect restoring, for at least half the parliament, the rules 
from 1989 that had led to opposition electoral successes). Instead, the gov-
ernment was offering a mere fifteen seats, and even adding a five-seat limit 
for any one political party. The Islamic Action Front, naturally, assumed 
that this was a deliberate dig at them, and a means to thwart their electoral 
chances.

Nonetheless, opposition parties, and indeed the overwhelming major-
ity of activists who were not members of any party, saw the stakes this time 
as particularly high. With new temporary electoral laws preceding every 
election, these perennial debates were naturally somewhat stale. But this 
time, if regime promises were fulfilled, future governments would be par-
liamentary governments, raising the stakes for getting the electoral law 
right this time, and for that matter, for participation in the elections them-
selves. But almost immediately after the release of the government’s pro-
posed electoral law, tensions between the prime minister and the palace 
came to a head. Decrying both palace and GID interference in government, 
including the electoral law itself, Prime Minister Khasawneh resigned, 
bringing an abrupt end to his reformist government, and with it another 
electoral law.

The new and much more conservative government of Prime Minister 
Fayez Tarawneh (May 2012–October 2012) now found itself with the very 
same charge: issue an electoral law to set the stage for the next national 
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elections even as economic pressures mounted and new (and very unpopu-
lar) economic austerity measures pinched Jordanian family budgets, making 
it harder and harder for Jordanians to make ends meet. This time, however, 
the new electoral law was issued by a government led by a consummate 
regime insider. The lower house of parliament quickly approved the bill, 
while the royally appointed upper house soon seconded the law with no 
revisions whatsoever.

This seemingly rare intragovernmental efficiency may have proceeded 
quietly enough within halls of power, but in the Jordanian street the 
response was anything but quiet. Jordan’s street protests seemed to have 
been wavering or losing steam at that point—indeed, Jordan’s political 
opposition had been quite hopeful about the reformist potential of the Kha-
sawneh government—but the economic austerity program, combined 
with the new electoral law, served to unintentionally reinvigorate the pro-
test movement. Protesters took to the streets immediately after the gov-
ernment issued its second electoral law in a mere two-month period, under 
its fourth prime minister in seventeen months.8

King Abdullah then surprised observers by calling for a special session of 
parliament, sending an earlier draft of the legislation back to be amended, 
and even making the same suggestion as the opposition: adding seats for 
political parties and national lists. The result was a law that increased parlia-
ment from 120 to 140 seats. Now voters would have two votes: one would be 
for a district representative, while the other would be for national-level lists 
that would include—but were not limited to—political parties. The new 
law reserved 15 seats to guarantee women’s representation, an increase from 
the previous 12-seat women’s quota. Of the 140 seats overall, 108 were to 
come from the previous district voting format (in effect, the one-person, 
one-vote system) while 17 would be drawn from the winning national lists, 
and 15 from the women’s quota. Still, this seemed far short of what oppo-
sition parties and activists had been asking for, and even short of the prob-
lematic law that had been unveiled merely a month earlier.

The palace, in contrast, insisted that the new electoral law was not only 
important but in fact the next key change in Jordan’s overall reform pro-
cess. In a meeting and discussion one month earlier, King Abdullah had 
been passionate about his reform vision and about getting the process 
right. The electoral law, he argued, was in many respects the final piece 
in the overall political reform puzzle. The kingdom had already unveiled 
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multiple constitutional amendments, a constitutional court, a new law on 
political parties, and an independent electoral commission. The elections, he 
asserted, were essential to engage the citizenry in the reform project and 
launch Jordan into an entirely new era.9

The National Dialogue Committee—a royally appointed committee 
formed after the start of the regional Arab uprisings—had in part responded 
to Jordanian opposition demands by recommending a mixed electoral 
system. Prime Minister Tarawneh, in turn, argued that his government 
produced exactly the kind of mixed electoral system that the opposition 
had been demanding for almost twenty years. The opposition, however, 
regarded the new law as little more than the old, much-despised one-
person, one-vote system, with a mere handful of additional seats tacked on 
for parties and national blocs. After all the talk of reform, they contended, 
the new law looked like the old law with a few vague references to parties 
attached to it. They rejected the new law, reiterated their demands regard-
ing what an acceptable law would look like, and threatened to boycott the 
elections to follow—potentially robbing the regime of the legitimacy it 
sought by having the opposition return to the electoral process.

The task at hand, however, actually consisted of three parts in succes-
sion. The electoral law was the first of these, and it hadn’t passed the test 
of the opposition by any means. But the next two steps were just as vital 
for the overall reform process to be genuine. In addition to improving—
and in effect democratizing—the electoral law, the next task was one of 
process: making the elections themselves more free and fair, and cleaning 
up the many irregularities that had marred the previous several rounds of 
polls. Third, and finally, all this was designed to lead to parliamentary rep-
resentation. But parliament itself was weak, ineffectual, not truly repre-
sentative of Jordan, and generally the object of ridicule on the part of many 
Jordanians. This issue wasn’t so much about the palace or the regime but 
rather about members of parliament, and especially their behavior. Some 
MPs had, for example, made themselves the objects of public scorn by doing 
everything from routinely skipping sessions, to falling asleep midsession, 
to even—in one instance—chasing another MP across the building with a 
firearm in hand. In the era of instant online news and social media, almost 
every Jordanian knew about these incidents.

But if a more inclusive electoral law could produce not only a more 
diverse and inclusive parliament but also a higher quality of public servant, 
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then it would be just as important to make parliament relevant again. That 
would require empowering it and creating more checks and balances 
between governing bodies, and hence a decline in monarchical power rela-
tive to elected institutions. The first task was a matter of the electoral law 
itself. The second would fall to the new Independent Electoral Commission 
(IEC), which had the difficult task of making sure that the electoral process 
itself would be fair, accurate, and free from the rigging that had at times 
marred electoral results, especially in the recent past. The third task, making 
parliament an effective institution and creating the foundation for parlia-
mentary governments, was in some ways entirely new to Jordan. Many 
would maintain that Jordan in the 1950s had stronger parliaments and 
greater checks and balances between prime minister, parliament, and pal-
ace. But for the overwhelming majority of Jordanians, that period was 
long before they were born. So at least in the lifetimes of most Jordanians, 
this project was something yet to be achieved. Before any such change 
could take place, however, the electoral process itself needed to change, 
and change greatly.

These tasks, however, would fall to yet another government in Jordan. 
In October 2012 King Abdullah appointed his fifth prime minister since 
the start of the regional Arab Spring. Veteran politician Abdullah an-Nsour 
was appointed to replace Prime Minister Tarawneh. Nsour (October 2012–
June 2016) was the tenth prime minister since King Abdullah’s accession 
to the throne in 1999. The new prime minister was expected to serve in a 
transitional role by overseeing upcoming parliamentary elections, after 
which another prime minister was to emerge in consultation with the new 
parliament itself.

As noted in chapter 2, Jordanian prime ministers don’t tend to stay in 
office for very long, but even by Jordanian standards, the pace of govern-
ment turnover in 2011 and 2012 was very rapid indeed. For some Jordani-
ans, this amounted to a fairly weak and all-too-familiar tactic for the 
monarchy to create the semblance of change without actually having any. 
But others argued that something different was afoot, that there was a logic 
to the specific succession of governments, as each was charged with a dif-
ferent task, building from one stage of reform to the next. And in Nsour’s 
case, the next stage would be the elections of 2013 and their aftermath.10 
Having an already-controversial electoral law in hand, however, the next 
issue on the agenda was cleaning up the electoral process.
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Attempting to Reform the Electoral Process

Establishing the Independent Electoral Commission had been a key part 
of the package of reforms. The question now was who would lead it. The 
regime had initially looked to engage an opposition figure for this task, 
figuring that this would demonstrate that the reform process was real. 
But Ahmad ‘Ubaydat, leader of a coalition of opposition parties and 
organizations—the National Front for Reform—declined the request. 
Instead of turning from one opposition figure to another, the regime 
moved toward a more nonpartisan presence in ‘Abd al-Ilah al-Khatib 
and enlisted him as head of the IEC. Khatib was a veteran official, but in 
a country whose main complaint was endemic corruption, he had a rep-
utation for honesty and integrity. He had previously served twice as 
Jordan’s foreign minister and had also most recently served as the U.N. 
envoy attempting to mediate a peaceful solution to the conflict in Libya. 
Khatib took the matter very seriously. He knew his reputation was on 
the line with what many regarded as a tremendously difficult task, and 
he had very little time in which to do it. “Time matters,” he noted, “but 
we won’t cut corners, because credibility and transparency matter more 
than a particular date.”11 The commission turned to international exper-
tise to determine “international best practices” for everything from bal-
lots to ballot boxes to polling centers. Khatib knew that the task at hand 
was a large one:

People need to be able to vote freely, without anyone stealing their 
votes. I will try to put in place checks and controls to prevent viola-
tion of the law. How? By applying international standards and get-
ting international help for technical support. For example, for 
registration cards, we can apply international standards. Violations of 
elections come not just from the state but from candidates buying 
votes, voters selling votes, traders in the voting marketplace, acting 
like horse sellers. Fraud can come from all directions. So we need 
safeguards, steps, measures to prevent all this.12

Despite Jordan’s many previous elections, the IEC was in many respects 
starting from scratch. It embarked on a process of reregistering voters across 
the country and issuing new voter identification cards.
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Since the new system called for two votes, replacing the earlier SNTV or 
one-person, one-vote system, the IEC created two ballots: one for a district 
representative and one for a national list of candidates. The new system and 
process, however, also required some explanation. So the IEC embarked on 
a national campaign, including with online media and instructional videos, 
showing Jordanian citizens how the new system would work, with two 
transparent ballot boxes at each polling station—marked gray for district 
representative ballots and green for national list ballots. Poll workers 
were trained, and thousands of domestic and international observers were 
invited to watch every stage of the process from the opening of polling sta-
tions through the counting and tabulation of votes. Leading clerics even 
backed the IEC’s efforts by issuing Fatwas against vote buying and selling.

Despite the many misgivings regarding the system, the stakes in the elec-
tions seemed to be high, since the king’s own statements suggested that 
the new parliament would participate in the selection of government itself, 
or at least of the prime minister. Going into the elections, the implication 
seemed to be that the revolving carousel of governments would finally be 
over in Jordan. The king had indicated that, ideally, a new government 
would serve a full four-year term, matching that of parliament. Still, crit-
ics contended that the election law retained the old problems of gerryman-
dered and unequal electoral districts designed to overrepresent rural areas 
and underrepresent urban areas that were more heavily Palestinian and that 
also included deeper bases of Islamist support. Opposition groups argued 
further that parliament remained weak, much like the country’s party sys-
tem, and that the issues of institutional checks, balances, and greater sepa-
ration of powers remain largely unaddressed, despite the extensive efforts 
of the IEC.

The elections in 2013 would be the first in the Arab Spring era. As noted 
earlier, the previous two rounds of elections—in 2007 and 2010—had been 
marred by extensive charges of vote rigging, and each had produced a lack-
luster parliament that was disbanded long before its term was up. Faith and 
confidence in the system, in short, remained very low. So the IEC and the 
regime had a tall order simply in generating interest and even participation 
in the polls, which took place while Jordan remained mired in economic 
crisis. The elections occurred barely two months after the November 2012 
antiausterity riots had rocked the country. Those riots (discussed in chap-
ter 2) had been in response to cuts in gas subsidies and hence dramatic price 
increases on cooking and heating gas just as winter was setting in.
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Many Jordanians continued to complain of economic injustices, corrup-
tion in government (especially in terms of business deals connected to 
privatization), and an electoral and governing system that seemed designed 
to maintain the status quo. Thus many felt that, regardless of changes to 
either the system or the process, the elections ultimately wouldn’t matter.13 
But the Hashemite regime remained emphatic that these elections were 
different, that Jordan was different. King Abdullah consistently maintained, 
including in personal interviews, that Jordan was carving a unique path 
through the regional Arab Spring: that it was a case of a regime reforming 
itself. The regime emphasized that Jordan was at a key turning point, 
including a shift toward a truer parliamentary system of governance, and 
that the elections were a key part of this process.

In an effort to engage public debate and encourage voter participation, 
the king had published a series of brief political treatises (discussed further in 
the next chapter) that he described as “Discussion Papers.” Just before the 
elections, the fourth of these discussed a “roadmap for democratic transfor-
mation,” including a gradual shift toward parliamentary governments. “After 
the upcoming elections, we will start piloting a parliamentary government 
system, including how our prime ministers and cabinets are selected,” the 
king wrote. “International experience suggests this will require several 
parliamentary cycles to develop and mature. The key driver of the timeline 
for this transition is our success in developing national political parties.”14 
Ideally, a prime minister and government would be drawn from the party 
or parties winning the largest share of seats in parliament. But as chapter 3 
made clear, aside from the Islamic Action Front, parties remain small and 
weak in Jordan, and most Jordanians belonged to no party whatsoever. And 
in any case, the IAF also chose to boycott the elections. But a transition to 
a more parliamentary government, the king asserted, would be predicated 
on the development of national political parties.

In various interviews and commentaries, the king referred to essentially 
three main parties—“left, right, and center”—that needed to have plat-
forms and stances on actual issues of social and economic policy.15 That 
process would take time, so for the immediate future the next prime min-
ister might not actually come from parliament itself but would emerge 
based on consultations with the largest blocs that coalesced within parlia-
ment after the election. If there were no majority bloc or coalition of blocs 
after the election, then the palace would consult with all blocs before select-
ing a prime minister.
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Even after the elections, however, the king (in his fifth discussion paper) 
emphasized the responsibility of the parties themselves to reform. They 
needed to be representative at a national level and have coherent policy 
platforms in order to be prepared not just for participation in parliament 
but also for the eventual transition to parliamentary governments.

Political parties must continue to develop their internal systems and 
capabilities so that they evolve into well-functioning, professional, 
platform-based national parties, capable of winning a majority of 
votes. They must also focus on producing competent leaders who can 
assume positions in government so as to enable an advanced form of 
parliamentary government. In parallel, efforts should continue to 
enhance the performance of parliamentary blocs in the House of 
Representatives because they can provide impetus towards platform-
based national parties.16

A key difference, between palace and political parties, remained where 
exactly the main responsibility was for reform and change. While the 
regime listed multiple reform achievements, it insisted that parties also 
reform themselves. The parties, meanwhile, emphasized that it is the elec-
toral system that ultimately decides the party system. So for parties to truly 
be strengthened—and indeed, they needed to be, otherwise the entire dis-
cussion of eventual parliamentary and party-led governments was mean-
ingless—then the laws had to be designed specifically to empower political 
parties.

Yet at least since the 1950s, political parties have been weak and ineffec-
tive features in Jordanian politics. This is in part because of the kingdom’s 
modern political history, in which the regime banned parties for decades, 
when it thwarted an attempted coup in 1957 and thereafter established mar-
tial law. It was only in the 1990s that parties reemerged legally, following 
the promulgation of the National Charter in 1991. In the 1950s, in contrast, 
parliamentary life and party activism had been stronger, but decades of 
martial law and the absence of both parties and elections had hampered 
the growth of political parties. But in any country, party strength tends to 
be correlated to the nature of the electoral system, and Jordan’s various sys-
tems had thus far served to dampen the strength of parties, even after 1991 
when they were relegalized in the system. This is one of the reasons that 
opposition parties remained emphatic that party lists and proportional 
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representation needed to be at least significant parts of Jordan’s electoral 
system. Otherwise, they argued, parties would never get back off the ground 
in Jordan.

While the king’s papers and speeches refer to the need to develop stron-
ger parties, envisioning eventually party-based parliamentary govern-
ments and loyal opposition parties forming shadow cabinets, the electoral 
system had yet to meet these key opposition demands. Only the 1989 sys-
tem seemed to empower opposition forces (and even then, still short of 
demands for party lists or PR systems), and calls for its revival have been 
part of the opposition party lexicon since the early 1990s. Still, the regime 
argued that Jordan remained on a slow path toward parliamentary govern-
ments and that these would be but the latest step in a series of reforms over 
a two-year period that included amendments to the constitution, new laws 
on political parties, new laws on elections, the creation of a constitutional 
court, and the creation of the Independent Electoral Commission. The 
regime even marketed the 2013 elections as a “national democratic wed-
ding” that would mark a key turning point in Jordanian history and 
politics.

The Elections of 2013

On election day at one polling station in the city of Jerash, an older woman 
sarcastically asked poll workers if they hadn’t just done this a few years ago. 
Jordan had elections as recently as 2010, but this was a new and cleaned up 
system, they assured her, handing her two ballots. This then led to exag-
gerated and mock horror that she had two ballots in hand. “How do I do 
this?” She asked. The poll worker politely and with great patience explained 
the new electoral system once again, raising his voice so that voters waiting 
in line would also hear the explanation. “I vote one time?” she asked. Yes, 
he replied. “But I have two ballots.” Yes, vote once on each ballot. “You 
just said to vote once. Now you are saying twice. Which is it?” she asked 
again with mock outrage, to the general amusement of poll workers, 
voters, and at least one foreign election observer. To his credit, the pre-
cinct captain also laughed and with great patience showed the two bal-
lots, the two ballot boxes, and how—with identification cards checked 
multiple times and a finger of each voter dipped in indelible ink to prevent 
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recurrent voting or other fraud—the process would be decidedly cleaner 
than in 2007 or 2010.17

The IEC was charged with improving the electoral process but had no 
control whatsoever regarding the electoral system. It did achieve real suc-
cesses in the former, while the latter would remain a key point of conten-
tion.18 But the electoral system remained the province of lawmakers. So 
while debates continued about the fairness of the actual electoral system in 
Jordan, the IEC’s efforts greatly improved the election day process. More 
than 1,500 candidates contested the 150 parliamentary seats, but the elec-
toral law itself remained controversial and met few of the demands of Jor-
dan’s opposition. It included 108 seats to be decided on the district-based 
one-person, one-vote system—the same system that had led to the last sev-
eral rather unimpressive parliaments.

The new electoral law maintained the now long-established practice of 
reserving seats to guarantee representation for particular minority groups. 
Specifically, this included nine seats for Christians and three for members 
of Jordan’s Circassian and Chechen communities. In these ways, the new 
system resembled many of its predecessors. The differences this time were 
that the quota to guarantee women’s representation had been increased 
from twelve to fifteen seats, and that national lists (and proportional rep-
resentation voting) would decide the remaining twenty-seven. More than 
sixty national lists competed for those seats, but they therefore split the vote 
to such an extent that they almost guaranteed that no list would get more 
than one or two seats.

The Muslim Brotherhood was not among the lists put forward. As has 
had happened several times in the past, the IAF (the political party affili-
ated with the Muslim Brotherhood) boycotted the elections. Many leftist 
parties and youth-led Hirak movements also boycotted. “We are against 
the elections because they are a theatrical gimmick meant to maintain the 
government’s strong grip on power,” IAF leader Hamza Mansour told the 
media. “We call on all Jordanians to boycott the polls.”19 While many in 
the opposition did heed the call and join the boycott, others did not. The 
opposition, in short, was divided. Some Islamists defied their own move-
ment’s ban, leaving the Muslim Brotherhood to contest the polls under the 
heading of the wasatiyya or Islamic centrist movement.

Several leftist and Pan-Arab nationalist parties, following a personal 
meeting with the king, agreed to contest the elections by forming a joint 
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list. This was a far cry from the party politics of the 1950s, when leftist and 
Pan-Arabist parties (e.g., communists, Ba’athists, Nasserists) tended to com-
pete as arch enemies, while the Islamist movement remained small and 
largely peripheral. As chapter 3 showed, in the modern period, and cer-
tainly from 1989 onward at the very least, the Islamist movement has been 
the largest opposition force, while leftist parties declined steadily. In 2013 
leftist and Pan-Arab nationalist parties joined forces in an attempt to get at 
least one seat between them in a parliament of 150.

Even with much of the Islamist opposition boycotting the polls, the 
Jordanian urban landscape was soon covered with posters and banners 
featuring candidates’ faces, names, and sometimes even a fairly innocu-
ous slogan. Democracy activists and even some proreform elements in 
the palace itself complained about the lack of serious platforms. Plati-
tudes, many argued, outnumbered policy stances by a hefty margin. But 
there was therefore also a danger rooted in the system rather than the pro-
cess: that is, that all the announced reforms, and all the extensive IEC 
efforts, might seem to amount to nothing if the ultimate result was a par-
liament that looked strikingly like its predecessors. Many reform and 
democracy activists chose not to run, and many not even to vote, yielding 
the field to the usual candidates who tend to dominate Jordanian elections. 
In most Jordanian elections, most candidates are well-to-do men who run 
as independents (but generally range ideologically from centrist to con-
servative), often with extensive tribal ties. Even with the changes to the 
electoral system, it remained predisposed to produce essentially this out-
come, and of course it did just that.

On January 23, 2013, Jordan held elections for its seventeenth parlia-
ment. Despite all the changes in process, the results were as expected. Still, 
while most MPs were conservatives, a few genuine progressives were also 
elected. Eighteen women won seats, which was a record high for Jordan. 
In addition to the fifteen female MPs elected via the women’s quota, three 
other women won seats (one by leading a national list and two by winning 
their districts outright).

Because parties are so weak and ineffective, most MPs after any elec-
tion are independents rather than members of parties. Parliamentary blocs 
therefore form after elections, not before, and they tend to be fluid and 
change, so they do not approximate political parties. Since most MPs have 
no party and no real platform, even the blocs that form in parliament after 
elections tend to be temporary alliances based on personal connections. 
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With no bloc, party, or faction with a clear majority, the palace asked blocs 
to nominate candidates (not necessarily from within their own bloc) to be 
prime minister. This was new to Jordanian politics. While some blocs and 
MPs nominated Nsour, then the current prime minister, many others 
avoided naming a specific candidate at all. Many blocs and individual MPs 
seemed to prefer avoiding responsibility for naming a prime ministerial 
candidate, leaving the initiative back where it had always been: with the 
palace.

Even the symbolism of the consultations themselves was striking: blocs 
met with the chief of the Royal Hashemite Court, Fayez Tarawneh (who 
had been prime minister a matter of a few months earlier), but in doing so, 
the blocs went to the palace rather than having the palace representative 
visit parliament. Despite all the campaign efforts and complaints, however, 
MPs either named no candidate or rallied around the same one, leaving 
the current prime minister as essentially a compromise candidate. It was 
not exactly a rousing endorsement, but many blocs credited Nsour—as a 
former MP and cabinet minister himself—with a real understanding of par-
liamentary life, and with a certain reputation for at least minimal support 
for reform. For conservative MPs, at least Nsour was not in any way radi-
cal. For reformers, he seemed the best available alternative, at least at that 
moment, and his appointment would spare them from having to deal with 
a more reactionary figure.

In many ways, the election began and ended with Abdullah an-Nsour. 
He had been appointed prime minister in October 2012, barely three 
months before the new elections. Many had expected him to simply over-
see the elections as a transitional figure, soon to step down in favor of a 
new prime minister. Nsour was already Jordan’s fifth prime minister in two 
years, and in a way he was also the sixth, since it was he who was ulti-
mately tapped to head a new government following the elections.20 Unlike 
its several predecessors, however, Nsour’s new government paralleled the 
life of parliament itself, serving a full four-year term.

Nsour’s reappointment turned out to be one of many signs of continu-
ity amid all the discussions of reform and change. Immediately after the 
elections, the new parliament elected Saad Hayel Srour to be its Speaker. 
Srour had served in the post several times before. Along similar lines, for-
mer prime minister Tarawneh was appointed chief of the Royal Hashem-
ite Court. Both men were conservative veteran officials. Similarly, the 
reselection of Nsour as prime minister didn’t exactly cry out “change” 
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either. Nonetheless, the regime argued that many parts of the Jordanian 
political process were actually new and different. Jordanian prime minis-
ters have always been royal appointees, for example, but this time, palace 
officials argued, marked a major departure from Jordan’s past because the 
new prime minister and government emerged following extensive consul-
tations between the palace and the newly elected parliament. For many in 
the regime, the elections of January 2013 represented another milestone in 
reform and in the political development of the kingdom, and even a cau-
tious step toward more parliamentary government.21

In his first (three-month) term as prime minister, Nsour had been 
charged with implementing a series of difficult and unpopular economic 
austerity measures, including removing fuel subsidies and allowing energy 
prices to rise in the middle of winter. These had, of course, triggered the 
November 2012 riots. But some even in the opposition credited Nsour with 
at least appearing on national television to explain why the measures were 
essential, and why he was not backing down from them. For many Jorda-
nians, having a prime minister bother to explain and defend his position 
to the nation was at least something new. Immediately after the riots, 
Nsour’s government was tasked with carrying the country through the next 
elections, based on an electoral law that he himself had voted against when 
he was a member of parliament. Now, with a new term as prime minister, 
Nsour was expected to revisit the electoral law yet again, to eventually pres-
ent a revised version in addition to deepening the overall reform process.

New Era, New Electoral Law

By the end of the summer of 2015, Jordan’s government had announced a 
new electoral law for the kingdom that sounded strikingly like an old one. 
In September 2015 parliament had extensive debates over the new law, 
questioning provisions about districts in particular, but by February 2016 
it passed the law with no revisions. The government argued that the new 
law had much in common with the long lost 1989 version. As noted above, 
many democracy activists in Jordan, and many opposition parties, had been 
consistently calling for the return of the 1989 law for the previous twenty-
six years. That law, they argued, was more democratic and inclusive than 
the many that had been passed since. On unveiling the new law, Prime 
Minister Abdullah an-Nsour alluded to this, saying that the new law was 
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“historic” but also that it was “more or less the same as the always-praised 
1989 law.” Even opposition movements such as the Muslim Brotherhood 
suggested that the law was a “step in the right direction.”22 While the new 
law was indeed different from others that had preceded it—there was, after 
all, a new law for every election—it was not actually a carbon copy of its 
1989 predecessor.

Still, Prime Minister Nsour’s government contended that the newest law 
was but the latest piece in the broader set of reforms that marked Jordan’s 
response to the Arab Spring. The government argued that the law met key 
opposition demands to drop the SNTV system for the first time in twenty-
six years, and that it was “more or less” a revival of the 1989 system. Like 
that system, under the new law voters would have multiple votes, voting 
for as many representatives as are allotted to their districts (as in 1989) but 
also casting a vote for a list of candidates. The 2013 system had introduced 
candidate lists at the national level, whereas these lists were to be within 
districts for the 2016 elections. So the 2013 experiment with national lists, 
which most had assumed would increase proportionally with each elec-
tion, was instead abandoned after only one election. The new law also 
included the provision that while voters would vote for candidate lists 
within their district, the individual candidates they voted on thereafter 
would also have to be drawn from that same list.

While the government argued that it had met opposition demands by 
reviving something like the 1989 law, opposition parties rejected this as an 
altogether different system, and they maintained the call for national (not 
district-level) lists. Critics of the new law argued that previously heavily 
gerrymandered districts had simply been replaced by similarly uneven rep-
resentation based in part on the governorates. The law did provide for 
increased representation for Jordan’s largest cities (28 seats for Amman, 19 
for Irbid, 12 for Zarqa), but it retained the tradition of overrepresenting 
rural areas and underrepresenting urban areas. It reduced the overall num-
ber of parliamentarians from 150 to 130, while retaining quotas to guaran-
tee minority representation (9 seats for Christians, 3 for Circassians and 
Chechens). It also maintained a quota to guarantee women’s representa-
tion. Activists for women’s rights in the kingdom were disappointed that 
their demand for a quota of 20 seats for women had not been met. But 
Prime Minister Nsour insisted that keeping the quota at a minimum of 15 
seats, with a parliament reduced from 150 to 130 seats, would be at least a 
marginal increase proportionally if not in absolute terms.23
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Even after the elections bill passed in parliament, activists continued to 
challenge it, hoping to trigger changes before it officially became law. MP 
Wafa Bani Mustafa, part of the reform-oriented Mubadara (Initiative) bloc 
in parliament, joined many activists in calling for a quota of one seat for 
women in each of the twenty-three districts, rather than one in each of 
the fifteen governorates. Other activists pushed the issue further, includ-
ing Salma Nims, head of the Jordanian National Commission for Women 
( JNCW). Nims argued that the issues went beyond quotas and included 
the effectiveness and relevance of the parliament itself. Speaking to al-
Jazeera, she said: “Historically we have never seen women from a citizen-
ship approach. Women are seen as a minority, as a marginalised group and 
an add-on to society,” rather than as the majority that they actually are. 
Nims suggested that even a twenty-three-seat quota was really too few: 
“I think the draft law is actually below our ambitions. We should reach 
50/50. We should look at a law that, for example, has women on the lists, 
that 50, 30 percent of the lists should be women. But the law itself did not 
provide for that.”24

Nims and the JNCW emphasized, as did many reform activists, that a 
larger quota for women’s representation would be an improvement, but that 
the very nature of parliament and parliamentary life also needed to change. 
But this would require an electoral law that helped strengthen program-
based parties. “There’s no form of programmatic or political party represen-
tation in parliament—it became a service-oriented parliament,” Nims said. 
“You call your MP to get a job, or to have a street paved in your town. . . .  
If you look at voters who are in their 20s and 30s, they are disillusioned. 
As a whole, they don’t believe in the parliament as having a real role in 
reform.”25

The Elections of 2016

Jordanians returned to the polls on September 20, 2016, to elect a new par-
liament. Or at least some of them did. The election received little attention 
in international media, and even Jordanians seemed to be less than enthu-
siastic, with pre-election polls suggesting participation by fewer than 40 
percent of eligible voters.26 The 2016 elections took place via the new and 
untested electoral system based on proportional representation. Unlike the 
previous several rounds of elections, however, the polls in 2016 saw the 
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return of the entire democratic opposition, including the Islamist move-
ment. For the first time in nine years, there would be no Islamist or oppo-
sition boycott.

Yet even electoral officials were worried about the lack of public enthu-
siasm and hence feared that a markedly low turnout would cast doubt on 
the polls themselves.27 “I’m afraid that there is a real problem of trust among 
voters,” noted Jordanian analyst Osama al-Sharif before the polls. “If there 
is low turnout, it will send a clear message to the regime. People are fed up 
with the rhetoric of reform, with rhetoric about parliamentary govern-
ments, and with new slogans.”28 Many officials, candidates, and activists 
alike were predicting 40 percent turnout or less. “No parties are boycot-
ting,” said one activist, “But the people are boycotting.”29

Jordan’s Independent Electoral Commission, however, disputed these 
pessimistic assessments and worked to double the turnout prediction of their 
critics. The IEC put its efforts into a voter turnout and information cam-
paign, explaining the new system and precisely how one votes.30 This was 
needed because many Jordanians found the new system to be confusing. 
With a new electoral law for every national parliamentary election since 
the political liberalization process began in 1989, explaining each new 
system was definitely warranted, and the IEC made extensive use of social 
media and videos to demonstrate precisely how it worked.31 Civil society 
organizations and research centers, such as al-Hayat Center and its associated 
five-thousand-strong teams of observers in the Rased organization, actively 
monitored the elections, providing additional analysis of the process, the 
candidates, the lists, and ultimately the outcomes.32

With the new system, the government acceded to a long-standing oppo-
sition demand by finally abandoning the single non-transferable vote, or 
one-person, one-vote system for individual district representatives. The 
new law did away with SNTV, restored multiple votes for multimember 
districts, and required candidates to be part of district (not national) lists. 
Voters voted first for a list and then for multiple candidates within that list. 
The government argued that the law would help foster political parties, as 
a step toward eventual parliamentary governments. However, while the 
new system did require candidate lists, these were based within districts, 
not the country at large. So they were not likely to become the building 
blocks of national political parties. Instead, many opposition groups found 
themselves competing against one another within smaller district-level 
contests.
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Many activists were surprised that the new law did not build on its pre-
decessor. The 2013 elections had, after all, introduced a two-vote system: 
one ballot for a district candidate and one for a national list (with 27 seats 
out of 150 drawn from these lists). Many expected the new law to use pro-
portional representation for national lists but expanding over time from 
twenty-seven seats to half of parliament. That might have eventually helped 
build national parties, but shifting back to district-level contests was more 
likely to have the reverse effect. Activist and analyst Hisham Bustani has 
argued that the new law, like its predecessors, was not about enhancing 
pluralism or democratization but about sustaining power and the status 
quo.33

Even if many voters remained uninspired, candidates were very active, 
with more than 1,200 candidates on 226 lists competing for 130 parliamen-
tary seats. Some 255 women contested the polls, a record in Jordan, includ-
ing two all-female electoral lists.34 Many lists followed the familiar electoral 
path of putting candidate names and pictures on large billboards, sometimes 
with a slogan, sometimes not, but rarely with any actual platform. There 
were several exceptions to this more generic trend, however. The Ma’an 
(Together) list in Amman, for example, billed itself explicitly as a “Civil 
State” (al-dawla al-madaniyya) list, arguing for a secular politics and the sepa-
ration of religion from government. Running on the slogan “Citizenship, 
Justice, and Security,” the Civil State list also produced a program of prin-
ciples and priorities.35

In contrast to secular lists like Civil State, however, Islamists returned 
to the polls, but in the form of at least three different movements. In 2013 
the Islamic Action Front and Muslim Brotherhood had boycotted (again), 
leaving the field to an alternative Islamist movement—the Islamic centrist 
or Wasat Party, which many see as in effect state-allied Islamism. But this 
time Wasat had to compete against the much larger, well-organized Mus-
lim Brotherhood. Yet as noted in chapter 4, Jordan’s MB had split into two 
movements.36 The newer, government-approved Muslim Brotherhood 
Society formed several lists, related to the Zamzam reform movement, 
which in turn had recast itself as the National Congress Party. But by far 
the largest of Jordan’s several Islamist movements was the one rooted in 
the original, unlicensed version of the Muslim Brotherhood and its related 
political party, the IAF. They formed the National Coalition for Reform 
(Islah) and fielded lists of candidates in twenty out of twenty-three dis-
tricts. The various Islamist lists downplayed Islamist rhetoric and slogans 
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and made sure to include tribal, Christian, and other non-Islamist candi-
dates on their lists in an attempt to maximize their appeal.37 Jordanian elec-
tions have often seen tribal-backed candidates sparring with Islamist 
opponents, but the new law seemed to have triggered multiple tribal-
Islamist alliances, at least for election day.

There were some surprise ousters of MPs in the 2016 elections—
including of multiple reform advocates. These included reformers as diverse 
as MPs Rula Hroub, Hind al-Fayez, and Mustafa Hamarneh. Hamarneh, 
elected to parliament in a Christian seat for Madaba in the 2013 elections, 
was the main organizer of the Mubadara bloc in parliament that gathered 
a set of MPs backing greater reform and change. Unlike most parliamentary 
blocs, Mubadara worked on specific policy papers and legislative propos-
als. They took their roles as MPs quite seriously, in other words, whereas 
most blocs had no consistent policy positions whatsoever. Hroub was also 
known as an outspoken reform advocate and had been particularly vocal 
as a critic of the regime’s gas deal with Israel. Fayez was so well known for 
her outspoken views—from Pan-Arab nationalist causes to domestic reform 
efforts—that an incident within parliament in December 2014 went viral 
both on video and in terms of countless memes, often with the Arabic 
hashtag for “sit down Hind.” In it Fayez was interrupted repeatedly dur-
ing a parliamentary debate, which culminated in neighboring ultracon-
servative MP Yahya Saud attempting to shout her down and to bluster 
“sit down Hind” as he railed against the women’s quota. Before the 2016 
elections, Fayez had also spoken out against the gas deal with Israel and 
against regime plans to develop nuclear power in the kingdom. In one of 
the most bizarre incidents from the 2016 elections, ballot boxes from her 
home district in the Badia vanished, only to be returned later, leading to 
considerable speculation about rigging of the results. As different as these 
three MPs were, all three were nonetheless associated strongly with 
reform causes, and all three lost their seats in 2016, causing at least some 
activists to question the results. Some saw these outcomes as legitimate 
electoral results, some as the result of yet another problematic electoral 
law, while others worried that the Mukhabarat had interfered with the 
results, preventing outspoken reformers from returning to parliament. 
There was no way to definitively confirm or deny any of these interpre-
tations, but the fact that they were fairly open and common points of 
conversation does at least suggest that faith in the process was, once again, 
problematic.
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While some Jordanians argued over the electoral results, many others 
ignored the process entirely. Overall, in fact, perhaps the most glaring issue 
in 2016 was the low participation rate, suggesting that many Jordanians 
were not interested in the fine points of electoral law or of the elections 
themselves and in a sense made a statement by not voting at all. Ultimately, 
pre-election polls turned out to be correct, with roughly 37 percent of 
voters casting ballots. “By not participating,” noted one Jordanian ana-
lyst, “Jordanians are participating, but in a negative way, sending a message 
that we are not on the right track.”38 Still, the return of the opposition—
including multiple streams of Islamism—to Jordanian elections was per-
haps the most important aspect of the elections. Postelection tallies showed 
the IAF winning ten seats, with its list allies gaining an additional five. 
This was a small proportion of parliament’s total seats (130), but the IAF 
had gained more seats than any other party or list. The Zamzam- and 
Wasat-led lists gained five seats each. Twenty women gained seats, more 
than in any other Jordanian election—fifteen through the quota, and five 
outright. Several of these were affiliated with the IAF, however, leading 
many women’s rights activists to worry that this may not have been a land-
mark victory, if several MPs ultimately worked against an agenda for 
women’s rights.

Continuity and Change

As the debates over Jordan’s many electoral laws show, the electoral system 
and the system of governance have often proven to be key points of con-
testation in Jordanian politics, at least between government and opposi-
tion elites. These struggles therefore suggested both changes and continuities 
in Jordanian politics. On the one hand, electoral struggles, electoral laws, 
boycotts, weak parties, and questions of uneven representation and for that 
matter limited parliamentary power are all perennial aspects of govern-
ment-opposition struggles in Jordan. On the other hand, every new elec-
tion generates a new law, a new system, and a new conflict over the changed 
rules of the game. This chapter has shown that much of the debate between 
regime and opposition before, during, and after the Arab Spring has been 
over the nature of these changes.

Yet even a freer and fairer electoral process, and a parliament more repre-
sentative of all of Jordanian society, would be changes of limited impact if 
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power remains concentrated almost entirely in the monarchy. Many Jorda-
nians support the monarchy, but they also reject cosmetic reform and strongly 
support greater pluralism and democratization in the kingdom. Shifting 
some real power from the monarchy to parliament, the prime minister, and 
the cabinet would move reform beyond simply cleaner elections. This would 
also create conditions for greater accountability in governance via a more 
genuine separation of powers between branches of government.

Outcomes in Jordanian elections depend on the nature of the electoral 
law itself, the cleanliness of the electoral process, and, very important, 
whether the opposition chooses to participate in the process or to boycott 
the polls. Islamists and many leftist parties had boycotted the elections often 
over the past several decades. For both government and opposition, debates 
will continue regarding the electoral system and the electoral process, but 
also about the role of parliament in public life. Both the regime and the 
opposition have talked of eventually forming genuine parliamentary gov-
ernments, although they clearly have very different timetables for this. For 
the regime, this is to be a lengthy process that will take years but without 
a precise endpoint. Opposition parties, in contrast, were hoping that the 
answer would have been after the 2013 election. But since it did not hap-
pen then, or even after 2016, they therefore see this as long overdue.

Regime emphasis, in contrast, tends to be on the need for developing 
modern political parties, but in doing so the monarchy in effect puts the 
burden of reform on the opposition itself. If they can manage to reform 
themselves and assemble genuine nationally representative parties with clear 
platforms and stances on a host of policy issues, then the process can finally 
proceed toward parliamentary and more representative government. But 
opposition parties from the secular left to the religious right continue to 
argue that it is the electoral system that needs to change first, creating the 
conditions for strengthening political parties in Jordan, with the same stated 
goal in mind: real parliamentary governments and greater separation of 
powers between palace and parliament. Whether the opposition chooses 
to participate in future elections, or to remain reformist rather than take a 
more revolutionary turn, depends in part on these structural factors: the 
electoral system, the electoral process, and, most important, governance 
itself and whether Jordan shifts (even if slowly) toward genuinely parlia-
mentary governments.

As much debate as the various electoral laws have triggered among 
Jordan’s many proreform constituencies, however, political opposition 



[ 144 ] S T RU G G L E S  OV E R  E L E C T I O N S, E L E C TO R A L  S Y S T E M S

during and after the Arab Spring era took a major turn by moving beyond 
the perennial electoral law debates. The electoral laws matter, to be sure, 
since they determine who has a real chance of representation and who 
does not. But as the preceding chapters have suggested, opposition forces 
have also rallied over a diverse set of demands that may seem disparate or 
even muddled to less democratically minded forces in the kingdom but in 
actuality represent a fairly clear program. In terms of institutional reform, 
prodemocracy and proreform activists call for a shift in power from the 
palace to elected representatives and to representative parliamentary gov-
ernments, for checks and balances between the legislature and executive 
authority, and for a more independent judiciary. Activists across the politi-
cal spectrum also call for a reduced role for the Mukhabarat in daily life 
and an end to corruption in government and business, especially in the 
context of the country’s long-standing economic privatization program.

As Jordan’s usually low voter turnout percentages suggest, many Jorda-
nians are much more concerned with the broader political and economic 
reform process than they are with elections. Even as people in government 
and the opposition reengage one another over each cycle of new electoral 
laws and new elections, numerous Jordanians couldn’t be less interested. 
Many see those struggles not as the core elements of politics but almost as 
theater, and as a recurring sideshow diverting attention away from more 
meaningful questions about deeper issues of reform and change. The next 
chapter turns to the broader question of reform in the Hashemite King-
dom, beyond struggles over electoral laws and elections, to examine the 
more comprehensive question of reform before, during, and after the Arab 
uprisings.
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State-led reform initiatives, and indeed state and societal struggles over 
the depth and breadth of reform in Jordan, did not begin with the 
2011 Arab uprisings or the regional Arab Spring. Jordan has seen var-

ious reformist eras, so the term islah—reform—is one that has dominated 
Jordanian political debates for decades. But that is also precisely why the 
term has lost meaning over time for many Jordanians. Is it, after all, just a 
word? Or are there real and meaningful changes to point to? These ques-
tions turn on broader social and political perceptions regarding the social 
and economic status quo, the regime itself, and ultimately, of course, the 
state of reform in the kingdom. Regarding reform, many Jordanians ask 
quite bluntly: is it real? Does the latest reform campaign (whatever and 
whenever it is) represent actual change, or is it all-too-familiar reformist 
rhetoric masking nothing more than continuity or politics as usual?

For Jordan’s Hashemite regime and its many supporters, reform is a slow 
but clear and steady process, one that can list myriad accomplishments. The 
Jordanian state, in fact, tends to refer to Jordan’s “reform march” as a set of 
actions, each building on its predecessors. But many proreform activists see 
more continuity than change. They are quite familiar with reformist rhet-
oric and terminology but tend to see reform initiatives as repetitive—as 
similar to prior initiatives, simply adorned in new slogans. Numerous advo-
cates of greater change in the kingdom see not a steady reform march but 
rather “déjà vu all over again.” Questions of the depth or lack of depth of 

CHAPTER VII

Rebooting Reform
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reform lie at the heart of Jordanian political debates, and indeed at the heart 
of any analysis of Jordan’s past, present, and future. For these reasons, 
this chapter takes a deeper look at these questions, to examine Jordan’s 
struggles over reform and change before, during, and beyond the Arab 
uprisings.

Patterns of Reform and Reaction Before the Arab Spring

Of Jordan’s many previous eras of reform, perhaps the most important was 
the political and economic liberalization process that followed widespread 
popular unrest in the kingdom in April 1989. King Hussein’s motivations 
may indeed have been defensive at the time, but the results were signifi-
cant. The regime initiated a liberalization process that included the revival 
of elections and parliamentary life in Jordan.1 From roughly 1989 to 1993, 
Jordan’s liberalization looked to be the most promising and the most exten-
sive reform process in the entire Arab world. The process expanded in 
that period to include the lifting of martial law (which had remained in 
place for decades), legalization of political parties, loosening of restrictions 
on the media, and—from 1989 onward—multiple rounds of national par-
liamentary elections.2 That reform period was for many a turning point in 
Jordanian political history, and one that is still regarded as almost a golden 
age of reform within the kingdom.3

In 2011 and after, reform activists attempted to revive the spirit and effec-
tiveness of that earlier reform era. Many Jordanians continued to differ, 
however, on the real meaning of the 1989–1993 reforms. For some, the 
period was the high water mark of Jordanian reform efforts that had since 
gone astray or at least stagnated. These Jordanians felt that reform efforts 
had fallen into a more than two-decade slumber, with 2011 providing a 
wake-up call for both regime and opposition as well as the impetus for 
reviving the reform movement. But others also wondered if the earlier era 
was itself a kind of historical anomaly and hence the exception rather than 
the rule in terms of reform and government-opposition relations in the 
kingdom. For this more skeptical outlook, revival of reform was a much 
taller order, and perhaps even a fool’s errand doomed to the same outcome 
as its predecessor.

Each of Jordan’s earlier rounds of reform was preceded by some level 
of economic crisis. The jolt of 1989 had, after all, been prompted by the 
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stringent demands of an IMF economic austerity program. The harsh 
economic medicine of the austerity measures triggered riots that quickly 
turned political as well. The protests and riots of April 1989 shook the 
foundations of the Jordanian state. Some activists, then and now, still refer 
to that moment as a “Jordanian Intifada.” King Hussein responded by 
sacking the prime minister and cabinet and promising the wave of politi-
cal reforms noted above. In the years afterward, the political reforms may 
have wavered, but the economic liberalization process proceeded apace, 
remaining every bit as controversial as it was in 1989.

Still, despite these controversies, economic liberalization in Jordan has 
remained regime policy, with its associated implications for both foreign 
policy and domestic politics. Political reform, in contrast, has often faltered, 
stalled, stagnated, and at times regressed. There is a pattern, in short, of 
rising and falling reform efforts that suggests continuity even amid appar-
ent change. Over the past several decades, for example, Jordan has experi-
enced both liberalization and deliberalization in its political life, as the state 
has at times retreated from earlier reforms.

This was especially clear in the aftermath of Jordan’s peace treaty with 
Israel in 1994.4 King Hussein had presided over the 1989–1993 political 
opening, but by 1994 Jordan was on the verge of a breakthrough peace 
agreement with Israel. Like the earlier Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty in 1979, 
this one would be a bilateral peace treaty between two states but would 
leave the question of Palestinian sovereignty, independence, or statehood 
unresolved. For these reasons it was and is controversial in both Jordanian 
and regional politics. For King Hussein, the peace treaty would be a final 
grand foreign policy achievement in his long career. By that time, the king 
was suffering from cancer, and quiet and discreet discussions regarding a 
future succession had already begun. Having ruled Jordan for more than 
forty years, King Hussein could secure a peace treaty with Israel against 
any potential domestic or regional opposition. But the king’s successor 
would likely not be in a similar position. In a sense, the king was already 
paving the way for a succession by trying to stabilize the single most dif-
ficult aspect of Jordan’s foreign relations: its relations with Israel. Jordanian-
Israeli peace also carried profound implications for Jordan’s most important 
foreign relationship: with the United States.

The peace treaty earned Jordan a top spot among U.S. foreign aid 
recipients, with the United States increasing economic and military aid 
to the Hashemite Kingdom, following a brief but difficult rupture in 
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U.S.-Jordanian relations over the Gulf War in 1991. In the Gulf conflict, 
Jordan had angered the United States and many of its Gulf allies as well 
when it refused to join a U.S.-led coalition against Saddam Hussein’s regime 
in Iraq. Jordan had attempted to straddle the fence between its own bel-
ligerent allies—the United States and Iraq especially. But that strategy 
instead led to ruptures in Jordanian ties with key allies like the United 
States and Saudi Arabia, and accordingly temporary losses of foreign aid 
and oil at concessionary prices. It even led to the expulsion of thousands of 
Jordanian citizens from Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. For Jordan, the peace 
treaty with Israel wasn’t just about peace with Israel but was also intended 
to bring Jordan back in from the cold, and especially to reestablish its for-
merly firm alliance with the United States and the military, political, and 
economic support that went with it.5 With all these considerations in mind, 
King Hussein showed little to no patience for opposition to the Jordanian-
Israeli peace treaty, and thus Jordan’s much-heralded “political opening” 
of 1989–1993 began to close.6

In 1999, however, when the succession did occur—from King Hussein 
to King Abdullah II—it appeared that the door of reform might be open-
ing once again.7 King Abdullah II took office at a moment when both 
Jordan’s domestic and regional politics seemed to be remarkably stable. 
Keeping with the broader political liberalization program, the new king 
allowed municipal elections to take place as scheduled in July 1999. It 
seemed that for the first time in years the kingdom might finally be able to 
move beyond its difficult geography and its various security concerns to 
renew, consolidate, and even expand the reform process at home. The 
period of internal and external stability turned out to be even briefer than 
expected, however, and since 1999, regional and domestic security con-
cerns have more often than not outweighed attempts at greater domestic 
political reform.

In September 2000 in the West Bank and Gaza, the perceived calm was 
shattered by the second Palestinian Intifada or uprising against Israeli occu-
pation. The Jordanian government worried about the impact of the Inti-
fada, and the Israeli military crackdown, on Jordan’s own domestic stability 
and security. This included fears that Israel might expel thousands and per-
haps even millions of Palestinians to Jordan. Similar fears have recurred 
over the years, accompanying every renewal of Palestinian resistance and 
Israeli military response.
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A year later, on September 11, 2001, with the Intifada still raging, al-
Qa’ida terrorists attacked the United States, killing almost three thousand 
people and leading to a massive U.S. military intervention in Afghanistan, 
a state then led by the militant Islamist Taliban movement, which had 
hosted al-Qa’ida on Afghan soil. The Jordanian regime joined most of the 
world in condemning the 9/11 attacks, but it also supported the U.S. inva-
sion of Afghanistan (to topple the Taliban regime and expel or destroy 
al-Qa’ida). Most Jordanians shared the regime’s revulsion at the 9/11 attacks. 
But the U.S. military intervention in Afghanistan, and Jordan’s support for 
it, was far more controversial and served to widen the gap between gov-
ernment and opposition. That gap grew still wider when, in 2003, U.S. 
President George W. Bush ordered an even more massive U.S. invasion, 
this time of Jordan’s eastern neighbor, Iraq.

Jordan’s regime had warned the United States repeatedly of the folly of 
such an operation—that it would destabilize the region, including many 
U.S. allies, and ultimately lead to more terrorism and a boon to jihadi 
movements. These warnings, of course, turned out to be accurate, but the 
Bush administration heeded none of them. Within Jordan, however, the 
government-opposition divide expanded, as Jordan (while opposed to 
the war) continued to stand by the U.S. as a key ally and benefactor. Wedged 
between the Intifada to the west and the U.S. war in Iraq to the east, Jor-
dan found itself essentially in security mode, with reform no longer a top 
priority. Not only was the kingdom caught between escalating conflicts, 
but it also had to absorb waves of hundreds of thousands of Iraqi refugees 
fleeing the U.S. invasion and the widespread unrest, insurgency, and terror-
ism that followed.

This suggests a recurring pattern, in which a key change in domestic 
politics leads to renewed reform efforts and renewed hopes—in 1989, in 
1999, and in 2011—but then regional turmoil around the kingdom serves to 
dampen domestic reform initiatives, either by postponing reform measures 
or by serving as a convenient excuse for the efforts of antireform elites. 
Security concerns have consistently served to derail the opposition goal of 
greater democratization in Jordan. Yet economic liberalization—especially 
in the form of privatization—has tended to continue regardless of regional 
instability or insecurity. As noted above, these economic priorities have had 
profound social and political impacts. As the state sector declines in size, so 
does the social welfare component of previously reliable state employment.
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Jordanians complain consistently, and with good reason, about rising 
food and housing prices, unemployment, underemployment, and poverty, 
while also complaining about the issue of corruption among business and 
government elites. In 2011, as had happened before, these economic frus-
trations fueled social unrest and motivated many Jordanians to mobilize 
politically and press the state to return to its long-promised political liber-
alization and reform program.8 Yet antireform hard-liners, especially in the 
Mukhabarat, have for decades used security concerns as their main argu-
ment against opening the political system to greater public participation.

Proreform activists, however, argue that this type of security-oriented 
antireform message relies on a kind of reverse logic. Reform advocate and 
later parliamentarian Mustafa Hamarneh, for example, speaking two years 
before the Arab uprisings, noted: “To say if we open up, we sow instability 
is a statement I flatly reject. I believe it’s the other way around; the lack of 
opening up sows the seeds of instability.”9 Regime obsessions with security 
concerns, in short, often (and ironically) actually undermine security. 
As suggested in chapter 1, within the field of comparative politics, then, 
this mirrors the international relations theory concept of the “security 
dilemma,” in which states in the international arena unwittingly under-
mine their own security even as they try to enhance it. Authoritarian and 
semiauthoritarian regimes often do much the same thing in state-society 
relations, building their security apparatus and even fortress-like regimes 
but thereby also undermining their domestic legitimacy and ultimately 
their security vis-à-vis their own societies.10

In an analysis of stalled reform in Jordan written as early as 2003—
eight years before the Arab uprisings—the International Crisis Group 
(ICG) suggested that Jordan was suffering a “deficit of democratic repre-
sentation” and that this might provide the spark for real conflict in the 
kingdom. But the same report also remarked on the weakness of Jordan’s 
political opposition, arguing that “too often, opposition parties and civil 
society have contented themselves with vacuous slogans and unrealistic 
proposals that do not resonate with the people and further undermine the 
credibility of political action.” Analyzing rising tensions and unrest in 
the kingdom, the ICG noted that governmental reform efforts seemed to 
focus mainly on procedural democracy—that is, the act of elections—
without providing meaningful channels for genuine participation, trans-
parency, and accountability.11
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Almost a decade before the Arab Spring, while investigating recurring 
unrest and violence in the southern town of Ma’an, the ICG argued: “Nev-
ertheless, the regime’s Achilles’ heel is the feeble bond of trust between 
most citizens and the state. Meaningful relationships are based primarily 
on family or tribal loyalties, with religion also an important social glue. 
The state, however, is largely absent from these relations, being broadly 
perceived as non-transparent, unresponsive and unaccountable.”12 The 
report also cited King Abdullah himself, who was quoted in an American 
newspaper as early as 2002 stating that “the leadership of the Middle East 
don’t understand that 50 percent of the population is under eighteen, and 
if they don’t get going to create some means for real participation for these 
young people, they are going to have serious problems.”13 That was good 
advice then and now for both Jordan and other countries. But it remained 
an open question even many years after the Arab Spring. Indeed, ques-
tions of participation, opportunity, and empowerment have dominated Jor-
danian politics for decades, and they continue to do so.

Rebooting Reform or Much Ado About Nothing?

In an attempt to revive the reform process, as early as 2004 King Abdullah 
appointed the kingdom’s former foreign minister and prominent reformer, 
Marwan Muasher, to the post of deputy prime minister for reform. In that 
capacity, Muasher was tasked to lead a broad-based committee of Jordani-
ans (drawn from government and across society) in creating what was 
called the “National Agenda” for reform. That effort resulted in calls for 
broader political reform within the kingdom, including the rights of 
women, and a deepening of Jordan’s nascent civil society specifically. As 
Muasher noted at the time, even the concept of civil society has some-
times been reduced to include only charitable NGOs and not also political 
parties, professional associations, and trade unions, effectively depoliticiz-
ing the concept. Consequentially he called for a broader conceptualization 
of civil society, to include all of these types of organizations, independent 
of the state itself—with goals ranging from social to economic to political. 
In this way, he surmised, political liberalization in Jordan and elsewhere 
could finally move forward, but only with a strengthened civil society as 
its base.14
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Unveiled in 2005, the National Agenda was met with overt hostility by 
many antireform hard-liners within the regime, and with considerable 
indifference on the part of a Jordanian public that seemed to have grown 
tired of the recurring pattern of new top-down initiatives and slogans ema-
nating from the regime itself. The problem in this case wasn’t necessarily 
the National Agenda itself but rather with reactions to it, which ranged 
from jaded to wholly reactionary. Muasher and other participants in the 
National Agenda for Reform were quite serious and committed to real 
reform and change, but many in society has such low expectations that they 
reacted with stony silence, while reform opponents made their opposition 
known at maximum volume.

In the words of one Jordanian writer and activist, “We have many regime 
slogans: think big, act big; Jordan first; political development; the National 
Agenda—these are Western-style marketing slogans. They work more for 
marketing outside the country, but not inside the country.”15 Similarly, 
another activist argued:

This is the problem, the contradiction between speeches and imple-
mentation. We have now had Jordan First, Political Development and 
the new ministry for it, and now the National Agenda. Continually 
new programs are launched, but still with little effect. Little actual 
involvement. The quota for women, for example, or the National 
Center for Human Rights, these are both okay but very small steps. 
The National Center for Human Rights, for instance, is not actually 
fully independent of the government. These are advances in relatively 
small details. . . .  We don’t suffer like the people of Syria or Saudi Ara-
bia, but we don’t need to compare ourselves to them. We are stable 
and have a better economic situation. But why do we have to pay a 
political price for this? This should simply be the norm. We have a 
mature and educated population. Few listen to the real extremists 
here. Palestinians for example may have real grievances, but we don’t 
see mobs in the street. We all try to solve things with soft pressure.16

It may be, however, that faith in “soft pressure” had faded by 2010 and 2011, 
as many Jordanians did indeed take to the streets—not as “mobs” but as 
organized protests—demanding real reform.

While these problems trigger recurrent grassroots responses, they none-
theless remain problems largely within the elite itself. Even when there are 
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proreform constituencies within the regime, within government, and 
within the palace, they are countered by fierce opposition from conserva-
tive and even reactionary elements in the same institutions. In his own 
assessment, Muasher has argued that Jordan essentially has an elite prob-
lem: “The problem is that the political system doesn’t want it (reform)—
the political elite, the intelligence services, and the status quo in Jordan 
and the Arab world in general. Opening the system to them boils down to 
reducing their privileges. The excuses are endless. But the bottom line is 
that they don’t want their privileges to go.”17

In the years immediately following the accession of King Abdullah in 
1999, both conservative and reform constituencies seemed to think that a 
young and active king was on their side. Yet more than a decade later, in 
the Arab Spring era, it was more common to hear both sides say that they 
had been abandoned—and that the king was on the other side.

Reform activists from civil society organizations and political parties 
argued that the monarchy by 2011 had retrenched and become more author-
itarian than it had been in 1999. Right-wing “old-guard” elites, in con-
trast, seemed to feel that the regime had gone too far, selling the country 
out in its quest for neoliberal economic development. As noted in chapter 2, 
this debate has also taken on a steadily more nationalist tone, as ethnic 
identity politics has risen sharply in response to domestic and regional crises. 
Conservative East Jordanian nationalists, for example, increasingly question 
“reform” at all and often argue that it is not about liberalization or democ-
ratization but is too often mistaken for being synonymous solely with Pales-
tinian empowerment, which they see coming at the expense of the status 
quo, and perhaps at the expense of Jordan’s very identity as a nation and 
state.18 Many Jordanians—both for and against reform—wondered aloud 
which side the king really was on regarding the issue of reform.

There seemed to be an opposition consensus at least on the issues of seri-
ously tackling corruption, providing more inclusion in the political sys-
tem, and establishing more responsible governance in the kingdom. But 
even opposition activists differed on the details. During multiple visits to 
Jordan during this newer era of reform debates—in 2011 and after—what 
was most striking was the frequent use of the word appeasement by almost 
all parties in their assessment of assorted reform proposals. Jordanian 
nationalists argued that the reforms were merely appeasing Palestinians 
and Western foreign aid donors. Conversely, many Palestinian Jorda-
nian activists felt that the whole system was centered on a core policy of 
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appeasement of tribal East Jordanians. Proreform activists feared that the 
regime would also engage in appeasement of its more conservative and 
authoritarian Gulf allies by pulling the plug on nascent reform efforts. As 
Jordan grew ever closer to Saudi Arabia in the Arab Spring era, these fears 
only increased.

Meanwhile, antireform elements, who felt that the system should stay 
as it is, complained that various reform efforts were simply misguided 
attempts at appeasement—of women, of liberals, of Islamists, of Palestin-
ians, and so on. But their Jordan was a tribal, East Jordanian nationalist 
and Hashemite state. To them, that was and is the real Jordan. In their view, 
the other elements threatened to dilute that Jordan, or worse, threatened 
to overrun it while masked in the guise of reform. As noted in chapter 2, 
even in the streets, especially in 2011 and after, regime “loyalists” responded 
to critics and proreform demonstrators with increasing demonstrations of 
their own. Proreform demonstrations were therefore often accompanied, 
or perhaps shadowed, by loyalist counterdemonstrations. Jordan’s reform 
struggles, in short, were carried out not only within the halls of governing 
institutions but also, at times, in the streets.

Even before the region-wide uprisings, a set of Jordanian holidays com-
memorating the armed forces, the anniversary of the king’s coronation, 
and Jordanian independence all combined for several days of parades and 
often highly orchestrated pageantry. In the post–Arab Spring period, Jor-
dan has seen a heightened emphasis on nationalist, patriotic, and Hash-
emite symbolism. During national celebrations, Jordanian flags and 
red-and-white-checked keffiyehs abound (while the black-and-white ver-
sions associated with Palestinian identity seem to momentarily vanish). The 
displays range from military bands and parades to individuals creating 
parades of their own—such as those who pound on car horns, blare nation-
alist music, tote Jordanian flags from their vehicles, or rev the engines of 
their flag-draped Harley-Davidson motorcycles, slowly maneuvering their 
way down Amman’s posh Rainbow Street or in other West Amman 
neighborhoods.

But many Jordanians found these displays to be over the top and alto-
gether too fawning or perhaps too contrived. Countless Jordanians, in fact, 
who are loyal and patriotic citizens, are as uncomfortable with these displays 
as they are with opposition groups like the Muslim Brotherhood. They often 
see these polarized positions as equally tone deaf and counterproductive to 



R E B O OT I N G  R E F O R M  [ 155 ]

Jordan’s future. These Jordanians see themselves as both proregime and pro-
reform. This is not a contradiction. They do not want to see regime change 
or any kind of explosion of violence or unrest in Jordan, but they do favor 
reformist change and greater inclusion in the Jordanian system. They too 
feel that corruption is extensive and needs to be fought, but they do not 
identify either with the opposition, in the sense of political parties, Hirak 
movements, and street demonstrators, or with the more virulent loyalist or 
reactionary elements either.

Following a day of nationalist and royalist pageantry, several Jordanians 
who see themselves in this more middle position noted that they were 
distinctly uncomfortable with the events. In multiple different meetings, 
and in every case without prompting, they used the same term to describe 
their discomfort even with the patriotic displays. One, leaning forward to 
whisper her concern, summarized a view shared by many—that it didn’t 
seem Jordanian; rather, she said, it seemed Ba’athist, like something one 
would see in that type of authoritarian system or ideological regime. That 
categorization would be decidedly jarring and even offensive to most 
regime officials in a country that sees itself as almost the polar opposite of 
its neighbor to the north, Syria. Yet in my own discussions with Jordanians, 
the term kept coming up. Two Jordanians, coming to the same conclusion 
at the same time, used the same term “Ba’athi” and then shook their heads in 
disapproval.19 These were fiercely patriotic people, and none was arguing 
that the regime or the state was itself remotely Ba’athist, to be clear, but rather 
that the ostentatious and state-organized displays seemed like something 
one would find in one of several other Arab countries, not in Jordan.

Still, these same Jordanian citizens also wanted the regime to be more 
vocal—not just more vocal than the opposition, but also more vocal than 
self-described “loyalist” supporters, whose demonstrations so often seemed 
to include bultajiyya or thuggish elements, and hence seemed to carry an 
aura not of a positive patriotic message but rather of a barely veiled and 
negative message that suggested danger to any who dared dissent. These 
more moderate or centrist Jordanians wanted the king to speak out to the 
nation and to clarify where he was on the issues of reform and change. Gov-
ernment efforts were inconsistent and often incoherent, leaving the field 
open to wild speculation in the press and social media regarding just what 
exactly was going on. As one former government official complained, “All 
our spokespeople are mute. It’s like Charlie Chaplin TV.”20
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The Arab Spring and Rebooting Reform . . . Again

During the Arab Spring, with dramatic regime change occurring in other 
Arab states, Jordan’s opposition grew larger and more coordinated in its 
attempts to push the regime back toward the reform process. As noted in 
the preceding chapters, most activists still called for reform, not revolu-
tion. But opposition activists did call for the curbing of monarchical pow-
ers, a shift toward greater democratization, and ultimately more of a 
constitutional monarchy in Jordan. Jordan’s constitution of 1952 provided 
for a strong executive authority vested in the king, a bicameral legislature, 
and an independent judiciary. Reformers of almost all stripes tended to 
argue, however, that since the 1950s the balance of power in state institu-
tions had shifted steadily and ultimately almost entirely toward the 
monarchy.

Reformers argued for a more balanced system, with a clearer separation 
of powers, checks and balances between institutions, elected governments, 
and legislatures with genuine powers. Many called for a restoration of the 
constitution of 1952, associating the 1950s with multiparty politics, and 
more of a role for parliament and government in policy making, rather than 
a monarchical monopoly on power. The constitution from 1952 actually 
remains in place, however, so what some activists really mean is the origi-
nal version of the constitution, without the host of amendments and assorted 
temporary laws that had clogged the Jordanian system in the decades 
thereafter.21

While many reform activists call for a constitutional monarchy, many 
conservative proregime elites regard this as already accomplished. The 
Jordanian system includes a monarchy, a parliament, a prime minister and 
cabinet, and a constitution. This, they argue, marks Jordan as a constitu-
tional monarchy. So Jordanians for and against reform and liberalization 
argue in terms of constitutional monarchy but with markedly different 
visions regarding what this actually means. To be clear, a constitutional 
monarchy is not just the presence of the above institutions but rather a polit-
ical system in which the powers of the monarchy are more limited, the 
elected parliament is stronger, the judiciary is truly independent, the gov-
ernment is democratically elected, and branches of government check and 
balance one another. In the constitutional monarchies of Europe—for 
example, in the United Kingdom, Denmark, or Spain—power is vested in 
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elected representatives in parliament, not in the monarchy. In that sense, 
Jordan is not yet a constitutional monarchy as the term is usually under-
stood internationally. Power is concentrated in the palace, with very 
limited roles for parliament, or for that matter for the prime minister 
and cabinet ministers.

To what extent this would change, and whether power would devolve 
to these other institutions, was a central question in the Jordanian version 
of the Arab Spring, and indeed in reform debates both before and after that 
period.

While the Jordanian debate over economic reform has centered on the 
pros and cons of the continuing neoliberal policy agenda, and hence try-
ing to bring issues of fairness and equality to an agenda that is largely about 
efficiency and growth, the political reform debate is centered most often 
on issues of institutions, power, and participation in public life. Since the 
“reform era” of 1989 to 1993, Jordan in many ways appeared to be stuck at 
a crossroads between more liberalization and democratization, on the one 
hand, and a more authoritarian path, on the other. While Jordan has oscil-
lated between these two extremes, it has never fully embraced either. Even 
in its most authoritarian moments, Jordan didn’t develop into the full-blown 
police state that characterized so many other countries in the region; but 
neither has it allowed full liberalization and democratization, despite the 
very promising start in 1989, and despite considerable rhetoric over the years 
regarding liberalization and democratization. Instead, the Jordanian state 
has alternated between periods of openness and repression over the years, 
with the intelligence services—the GID, or Mukhabarat—playing a very 
large role in public life.

The role of the GID in Jordanian politics might be described as “behind 
the scenes” but barely so. Many Jordanian journalists and political activists 
alike are familiar with the GID phone call to visit the intelligence head-
quarters “for a cup of coffee.” This is a far cry for the overt repression asso-
ciated with many other Middle East states but is regarded by many in the 
Jordanian opposition as “soft repression,” the upshot of which is a tendency 
toward a climate of self-censorship. Many Jordanian dissidents, of course, 
would not regard GID actions as “soft” at all. But the GID’s role is so exten-
sive, at times, that even government officials and highly placed regime 
elites also complain about it. Some even within the regime, in other words, 
see the GID as being essentially its own unaccountable fiefdom. One offi-
cial, for example, was quite blunt in his assessment, arguing that “they 
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should be servants, not masters. This country is ruled by the intelligence 
services.”22 Another official, also in the upper echelons of the state, argued 
that the Mukhabarat was the major obstacle to reform in the kingdom and 
that its antireform efforts were beyond any constitutional or legal role. 
“Nothing happens,” he added, “without their knowledge, or consent, or 
both.”23

In the early years of the Arab Spring era, the GID role remained exten-
sive in public life, but the old norms among citizens regarding caution and 
self-censorship seemed to fade, or at least were significantly challenged. 
Jordanians were more likely to speak out, in public, in demonstrations, or 
online, and on far more topics than ever before. So in some respects politi-
cally active elements in society were far ahead of the intelligence services, 
with activists operating in an entirely new milieu, while the intelligence 
agencies had some catching up to do. As the Arab uprisings expanded, how-
ever, and civil wars and insurgencies deepened across Jordan’s borders, so 
too did the state’s emphasis on security over political openness or domestic 
reform.

As noted in chapter 1, Jordan has remained a kind of middle case that is 
neither fully authoritarian nor fully democratic; the kingdom might there-
fore be best described as a hybrid regime or liberalizing autocracy, in 
which the regime has allowed moderate levels of political reform, with the 
aim of preserving rather than transforming the system.24 In contrast, and 
just as consistently, political opposition in Jordan has for decades called on 
the regime to choose the path of greater democratization, and to move 
beyond mere cosmetic reforms toward a genuine transformation. Many Jor-
danians, both those for reform and those who are more conservative and 
cautious, complain that the security and intelligence services play far too 
large a role in public life, dampening or even smothering attempts at 
greater reform, openness, and change. In 2011 and after, the Arab Spring 
reinvigorated these debates and struggles over the meaning and depth of 
political reform in the kingdom.

From the protests of 2011 onward, the regime was under considerable 
pressure, and not all in the same direction. Some pushed for a return to 
reform and more change, some for less change and for the regime to hold 
the line against what they viewed as mobs and nothing more. With ten-
sions mounting and street demonstrations showing no sign of abating, the 
palace did respond, by unveiling a top-down set of reform initiatives that 
it argued would transform politics in the Hashemite Kingdom. In June 2011 
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King Abdullah delivered a rare televised address to the nation, announc-
ing a wide range of planned political reforms. Most important, he announced 
that Jordan was moving toward actual parliamentary governments, rather 
than the norm of governments serving as royal appointees. He called for 
reforms regarding elections, parliament, and the strengthening of political 
parties. In short, he touched on many of the key demands emanating from 
Jordan’s varied opposition movements. But the king also tempered expec-
tations by suggesting that chaos and disorder would prevent matters from 
moving too quickly. Jordan would proceed along a path to reform but 
slowly, carefully, and with caution.25

In making his speech, the king was responding not only to the exten-
sive levels of street activism but also to demands for reform from almost 
every direction. He decried disunity and fitna—pointedly using an explic-
itly religious and Islamic term referring to the grave sin of creating social 
chaos or disorder. He further criticized what he deemed to be irresponsi-
ble media reporting. But the king also reiterated his call for strengthening 
the party system and shifting from royally appointed governments to those 
drawn from the majority bloc in a democratically elected parliament. This 
would amount to dramatic change in Jordan’s modern politics, echoing not 
even the reform era of 1989–1993 but rather the 1950s, when the monar-
chy still held tremendous power but elected parliamentary governments 
also had some level of real influence on political life.

The king seemed to be going further even than many opposition par-
ties and movements. Yet the public response was decidedly underwhelm-
ing. If the king had made this exact speech several years earlier, the response 
might even have been enthusiastic. It might have been seen as pathbreak-
ing. But the muffled response suggested even more pessimism than usual 
in Jordanian politics. There seemed to be a pervasive lack of faith that rhet-
oric would be met with actual implementation. Even immediately after 
the speech, every Jordanian I met with expected to be disappointed. This 
was true even among those who strongly supported each of the king’s 
points. Many had a conditional response to the king’s suggestion of demo-
cratically elected governments. As one activist put it, summarizing the view 
of many, “It’s a good idea . . .  if it happens.”26 Many reformers credited the 
king with good ideas but also immediately noted that the speech omitted 
any timetable for the various reforms.27

In the Arab Spring era, the state initiated a new series of reforms, essen-
tially unveiling a “reform from above” campaign in response to pressures 
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from below. At first these measures seemed to echo the 1989–1993 reform 
period. In 1990 King Hussein had gathered a broad cross-section of the 
political elite to craft a new National Charter, allowing for greater politi-
cal freedoms but within the framework of loyalty to Jordan as a Hashem-
ite Kingdom. In 2011 King Abdullah similarly established a National 
Dialogue Committee (technically appointed by the government of Prime 
Minister Ma’rouf al-Bakhit). The fifty-two-member task force represented 
key leaders from the Islamist movement (at least initially), leftist political 
parties, professional associations, civil society organizations, as well as mem-
bers of the business community.

Perhaps from the perspective of some in government, this was quite a 
diverse cross-section of Jordanians, led by a prominent senator and former 
prime minister (and one known for his support for reform), Taher al-Masri. 
But the committee included no members of Jordan’s many youth move-
ments, in a country where the clear majority of citizens are under the age 
of twenty, and it included merely four women. While Islamist representa-
tives were initially included, the Muslim Brotherhood ultimately decided 
to boycott the proceedings, arguing that it would amount to much ado 
about nothing, and that the opposition had already made quite clear what 
its reform demands were. Despite questions about the representative nature 
of the committee, it was charged with examining comprehensive reforms, 
from the electoral system to the laws on political parties, public assembly, 
and media.

In April 2011 the king also appointed a Royal Committee to Review the 
Constitution. The committee examined the entire constitution, proposing 
a series of amendments that were later approved by parliament. These 
included revisions that limited the ability of the king to dissolve parliament 
indefinitely or to rule by decree in its place. The constitutional amend-
ments also established a constitutional court and the Independent Elec-
toral Commission (discussed in chapter 6). Marwan Muasher, Jordan’s 
former chief official in charge of reform, wrote at the time that the consti-
tutional amendments were “a first step in the right direction.” Yet while 
the set of amendments represented a needed update and revision of the con-
stitution, they essentially left most monarchical power in place. It was a 
start, however, and as Muasher wrote, collectively the amendments meant 
that “the constitution will witness its first major en masse overhaul since 
it was adopted in 1952.”28 The amended constitution, however, led to 
the usual divergence of views in Jordan regarding continuity and change. 
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Conservatives often cite this amendment process as complete and as proof 
of significant and even sweeping change. They note that the king himself 
urged the committee not to review a few key amendments but to review 
the entire document. Liberals, progressives, and reformists, however, tend 
to see more continuity than change. They may see it as a key first step but 
feel that far more extensive change is needed, especially regarding the con-
centration of power within the monarchy.

The monarchy itself, meanwhile, continued to emphasize the rhetoric 
of reform and change, with new committees, new commissions, and new 
initiatives. In December 2012 the regime established a National Integrity 
Commission as a first step toward increasing transparency in politics and 
toward reining in corruption. Even with the revolving door of prime min-
isters and governments (noted in chapter 2), new reform measures pro-
ceeded one after another, as part of a larger package of reforms in governance 
and political life. Following his June 2011 address to the nation, as noted 
in chapter 6, King Abdullah continued what he viewed as a national con-
versation by issuing a series of “Discussion Papers” outlining a succession 
of reforms.29 The first of these was issued on December 29, 2012, and was 
written with the forthcoming January 2013 elections in mind.

The discussion paper cited a new electoral law, soon to produce a new 
parliament, whose members would be consulted for their input in naming 
the next prime minister. By September 2014 the king had presented five 
different discussion papers, arguing that these were to initiate constructive 
political dialogue across the country regarding comprehensive political 
reform. Officials at the Royal Hashemite Court also emphasized that no 
other Arab leader, whether king or president, was engaging the public in 
such a direct way. The king’s discussion papers addressed changes in gov-
ernment and governance and also staked out a vision for engaged citizen-
ship, with emphasis on responsive government but also emphasizing 
responsibilities of citizens as well as effective political participation, activ-
ism, journalism, and media.

In the fifth paper the king listed a series of achievements as well as goals in 
the reform process as essential “Pillars for Deepening Our Democratic Tran-
sition.” He cited a revised constitution, new laws on political parties, 
elections, and public assembly, the creation of the Independent Electoral 
Commission, and changes to the State Security Court (SSC) laws that 
would restrict SSC jurisdiction to cases of “treason, espionage, terrorism, 
drugs and currency counterfeiting.”30 Hereafter, civilians were to stand trial 
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only before a civilian, not a military, court. In actual practice, this last mea-
sure has been particularly problematic, as even online political commen-
tary that is deemed subversive has at times led to arrest and conviction under 
the SSC, despite the changes in the law itself.

In addition to reforms regarding government, political parties, and elec-
tions, other reform initiatives were aimed at civil society. The Dimuqrati 
(Democratic) program, for example, was aimed at Jordan’s youth, who 
could apply within a “Youth Empowerment Window” for grants to support 
various grassroots or local citizenship initiatives. The Dimuqrati initiative 
was led by a highly regarded reform advocate, Dr. Omar Razzaz, who saw 
it as part of a much larger process. As a de facto but unique form of rentier 
state—that is, one that had been built on an implied social contract regarding 
public-sector jobs and privileges yet without extensive natural resources to 
back this up—Jordan’s “reform” process would have to include far more than 
institutional or policy change. It would have to be more comprehensive—
political and economic, to be sure, but also social and cultural. Dimuqrati 
was intended to help develop democratic values and processes at a very 
local level. “We’ve tapped into something that the youth have in them, 
but haven’t been able to do,” Razzaz noted.31 A key problem, he added, was 
not the youth or students but a national educational system that emphasized 
a conformist structure and rote learning rather than critical thinking. A 
strong supporter of educational reform, Razzaz later became Jordan’s min-
ister of education, tasked with the urgent but also rather overwhelming 
job of reforming the national educational system.

Just a few years before, Razzaz had also been tapped for another state-
driven reform initiative. In 2013 the regime appointed a commission of 
leading economists to investigate every instance of privatization since 1989. 
Corruption in the context of the state’s neoliberal privatization agenda was, 
after all, a major complaint across the Jordanian political spectrum, not just 
from street protestors but even in the top echelons of the elite itself. The 
privatization commission, led by Razzaz, was charged with examining 
every privatization deal in an effort to uncover any corruption but also to 
make the entire process more transparent. The committee was also tasked 
with evaluating the pros and cons of privatization itself.32

King Abdullah II, however, was even more committed to neoliberal 
economic reforms than his late father, King Hussein, had been. In keeping 
with the economic reform process, Jordan moved steadily toward a neo-
liberal model of development, with emphasis on privatizing state-owned 
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industries, lowering barriers to trade, and encouraging extensive foreign 
investment. Upon ascending the throne in 1999, King Abdullah II pur-
sued these measures with even more energy and enthusiasm. Since Jordan 
is not blessed with sufficient oil, gas, or even water to be economically 
influential in the region, or even to supply its own population, the king-
dom remains dependent on foreign aid and economic deals with regional 
and global allies. The king seemed convinced that this development model 
was Jordan’s only viable path, and that it required constant recruiting of 
foreign investors and frequent pitches in foreign capitals to both public offi-
cials and private-sector business people, for investment, aid, and trade. This 
economic emphasis, in turn, has implications for Jordan’s foreign relations, 
as it requires ensuring that the kingdom always has multiple economically 
generous allies. And that, in turn, necessitates moderation in foreign pol-
icy. Jordan cannot afford, in other words, to alienate any allies, donors, or 
investors.

But Jordan’s neoliberal policies also have domestic political consequences. 
As privatization has continued, the public-sector enterprises and social 
safety net have both shrunk. As noted in chapter 5, constituencies that pre-
viously relied on work in the public sector, and on generous government 
payoffs, have found themselves in ever more dire circumstances, even as 
Jordan’s economy remains deeply in debt, dependent on foreign aid, and 
mired in high rates of unemployment and underemployment. It is for these 
reasons, then, that traditional bases of regime support—from the April 1989 
riots onward—have increasingly questioned the regime’s commitment to 
them as communities. All Jordanians, regardless of region, ethnicity, or 
other background, had to deal with a rapidly rising cost of living, espe-
cially in terms of food and housing. In Jordan, as in other Arab countries 
in this era, protests challenged these conditions and also challenged previ-
ously established “red lines” regarding what topics were acceptable even 
for protest. Jordanian protests and opposition forces accordingly began to 
focus not just on institutions, parties, and electoral laws but also on regime 
priorities and specific concerns with growing corruption in the political 
and economic systems alike.

Concerns such as these have led to debates about what types of reforms 
to prioritize. They have also aggravated issues within Jordanian identity 
politics, not just between communities but also over whether reforms them-
selves had a genesis that was itself Jordanian, or foreign. As a Transjorda-
nian nationalist put it:



[ 164 ] R E B O OT I N G  R E F O R M

Reform is too often about identity politics, but from outside of Jor-
dan. It is mainly the views of NGOs and civil society organizations 
about giving Palestinians more rights. Too often “reform” is really a 
foreign agenda. What is equality though? Rights? What about dis-
tribution? The Palestinians are empowered now, to the point that 
they are getting everything. We should ask first, who or what is Jor-
dan? Jordanian? Then move on to political reform.33

Economic reforms, begun long before the Arab Spring, had already resulted 
in significant political and social changes, even changing the nature of state-
society arrangements. As Anne Marie Baylouny has noted, “Economic 
liberalization led to a radical change in the regime’s base of support, mar-
ginalizing the previous regime backers—the East Bank population—and 
replacing them with a strengthened military, formerly only part of the 
regime’s support.” The military and other security services, as noted pre-
viously, are mainly drawn from the East Bank population, but the key point 
is that neoliberal economic changes have had a profound political impact, 
rearranging the social and political structure while also increasing the size 
and power, even in domestic political life, of the armed forces. Baylouny 
has referred to this phenomenon as “militarized liberalization” or “milita-
rizing welfare.”34 For those who feel that they have lost out in this transi-
tion, dissent is therefore rooted in anger over economic as well as political 
changes.

Many regime loyalists and policy makers have also noted the importance 
of economic change and dissent but have drawn very different lessons—not 
drawing back from neoliberalism but rather pushing it further. For many 
in the Hashemite regime, economic factors were the key drivers of the 
Arab Spring, and economic factors would also be the solutions. Jordan 
would survive the onslaught of the Arab Spring by dealing with economic 
discontent. This, some officials argued, would help temper social and 
political demands as well. Jordan needed aid, investment, and job oppor-
tunities, and it needed to erase the enormous gap between rich and poor 
by creating a genuine middle class. On his numerous visits to the United 
States, for example, King Abdullah met with the U.S. president, power-
ful members of Congress, and key cabinet and military officials, but he 
also routinely met with chambers of commerce and private-sector busi-
ness elites, essentially making the same pitch: Jordan is a loyal ally to the 
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United States, but it needs help; so commit to the kingdom politically, mili-
tarily, and economically.

This was especially important in the Arab Spring era, but even before 
the era of uprisings and protests the Jordanian regime had long been wor-
ried about Jordan’s economic vulnerability. Fayez Tarawneh, a former 
prime minister and later chief of the Royal Hashemite Court for much of 
the Arab Spring era, noted—referring to Jordan’s difficult neighbors—that 
“our geographic proximity and demographic nature puts us on the hot seat. 
Looking inward, King Abdullah is convinced that the Jordanian economy 
is very vulnerable to these regional problems.”35 This has long been the 
case for the kingdom, given its regional setting, but it seemed especially 
difficult during the Arab Spring, with conflict across most of Jordan’s bor-
ders at a time when its economy was already in crisis.

While the king maintained an extensive international travel schedule, 
including making the economic pitches noted above, domestic opposition 
also began to criticize that too—arguing that the king spent too much time 
outside of Jordan. “He is too comfortable at home, and too weak abroad,” 
noted one critic dismissively.36 But the king also hosted a continual stream 
of foreign visitors to Jordan itself, including kings, presidents, prime min-
isters, business leaders, and investors. And he on many occasions made sure 
that Jordan would host international meetings of wealthy investors and 
powerful political and economic elites, via the World Economic Forum 
(WEF). In May 2015, Jordan hosted for the ninth time the Middle East 
conference of the WEF, underscoring the esteem with which the country 
is held in some of the wealthiest circles of private business capital and also 
in some of the most powerful regional and global states.

At the 2015 meeting of the World Economic Forum, Jordanian offi-
cials, including the king himself, pulled out all the stops in terms of selling 
their audience of movers and shakers on the viability of investment in Jor-
dan. In some respects, the regime was trying to turn a set of negatives from 
the Arab uprisings—regional chaos, disruption, and turmoil—into a posi-
tive for Jordan. The region had descended into turmoil as the original Arab 
Spring took a darker and more violent turn into civil wars, unrest, and ter-
rorism. But comparatively speaking, the Hashemite Kingdom appeared to 
be an oasis of stability in an otherwise volatile neighborhood. The eco-
nomic message was clear: that Jordan remained open for business. The 
meeting at Jordan’s Dead Sea resort included slick multimedia presentations 
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on economic opportunities in the kingdom, such as direct foreign invest-
ment and especially public-private partnerships in transportation, inter-
net and communications technology, energy, infrastructure, and urban 
development.

But these policy preferences suggested pursuing even more vigorously 
a neoliberal economic agenda, whereas many Jordanian political protests—
not just since 2011 but since 1989—condemned that very process. As noted 
in previous chapters, protesters especially from traditionally proregime, 
tribal, and East Jordanian communities tended to decry the loss of the social 
safety net, of government employment and financial guarantees, and hence 
often called for a restoration of a larger public sector, turning away from 
privatization and its economic hardships, and also turning away from the 
many corruption opportunities that tend to emerge precisely in major eco-
nomic shifts such as privatization.

Jordanian analyst Osama al-Sharif argued, however, that much of the 
political reform agenda was essentially “on hold” as early as the summer of 
2012, under severe pressure from the kingdom’s own economic crises as 
well as the worsening situation next door in Syria. There were multiple 
warning signs, but perhaps the strongest indicator was at the head of 
government itself, when proreform prime minister ‘Awn al-Khasawneh 
resigned and was replaced by stalwart conservative Fayez Tarawneh. This 
handover of power in some respects marked the return of “old-guard” ele-
ments to the top echelons of the regime, alongside more technocratic and 
neoliberal elites. “Years of economic policies had sidelined the old guard,” 
Sharif wrote, “but they also failed to produce the economic miracle that 
Jordanians were promised. Many neoliberals—the so-called ‘digital’ offi-
cials, whom Abdullah had adopted—were tainted by corruption charges.”37 
The Jordanian public, meanwhile, seemed increasingly alarmed by devel-
opments across the border as the Syrian war worsened, and by basic and 
everyday economic survival issues. Even as the cost of living remained tre-
mendously difficult for most Jordanians, thousands of refugees continued 
to arrive, and the state’s fiscal crisis worsened.

Within government, other political appointments seemed to reinforce 
the sense of a shift from reformist to antireformist officials. In October 2014 
King Abdullah appointed a new Senate, pointedly ousting its former pres-
ident, proreform former prime minister Taher al-Masri and replacing him 
with a hard-core conservative and former prime minister, ‘Abd al-Ra’uf 
al-Rawabdah. The royally appointed Senate tends to include former prime 
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ministers and other top officials, but the new Senate left out the most prom-
inent reformers among former prime ministers: Masri, Khasawneh, and 
‘Abd al-Karim al-Kabariti.38 For many Jordanians, these events were not 
particularly meaningful, marking simply the latest reshuffling of the Sen-
ate, cabinet, or other institution. But for Jordanians who had grasped the 
Arab Spring as having special promise, these measures seemed to mark the 
turning point from an almost frantic pace of street protests and state reform 
measures toward something more like business as usual. Many wondered 
aloud if Jordan had taken two steps forward, only to take two steps back.

Similarly, many activists argue that women’s rights have lagged far behind 
other issues even within reform debates. Aside from long-standing debates 
over electoral quotas (discussed in chapter 6), for example, activists com-
plained that the committees and commissions associated with various state-
driven reform initiatives had scant representation for women.39 As noted 
above, the committee to revise the constitution included only four women 
among its fifty-two members. Women in Jordan received the right to vote 
and hold elected office in 1974, yet activists often note that reform and 
representation continue to lag behind. When the constitution was revised 
amid the Arab Spring, Jordan’s long-standing women’s rights movement 
campaigned to change article 6 of the Jordanian constitution to ban dis-
crimination based on gender. Despite extensive debate, the amended 
article ultimately banned discrimination based on race, language, or reli-
gion but not gender.40 Low levels of female representation in government 
and in the various reform committees have hindered the efforts of women’s 
rights activists but have not reduced their commitment to activism. Yet 
women’s representation is low not just in politics and government but also 
within the economy. In a country where more women graduate from col-
leges and universities than men (usually 55 percent of graduates), women 
remain underemployed in both the public and private sectors.41

Women’s rights activism within the kingdom, while concerned with the 
massive gender gap in representation in government and the official (and 
paid) parts of the economy, have also focused on more specific issue cam-
paigns. The Arab Spring period, for example, gave renewed energy to a 
long-standing campaign over citizenship rights. Activists sought to reform 
laws that prevented children of women who married non-Jordanian men 
from having Jordanian citizenship. After the 2013 elections the reform-
oriented Mubadara (Inititative) bloc of members of parliament seemed 
finally to have secured a government commitment to support changing 
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these laws, allowing the offspring of Jordanian mothers and non-Jordanian 
fathers to have full citizenship rights in what was, after all, their own coun-
try. Yet the effort stalled, in part amid the usual reactionary efforts that 
emerge in Jordan regarding any initiative that might affect identity politics 
in any way. With new elections and a new parliament after 2016, and the 
electoral loss of leading Mubadara reform MPs such as Mustafa Hamarneh, 
the measure seemed to have slid backward yet again.

Another long-standing reform campaign, however, secured a major vic-
tory in August 2017 when parliament voted to repeal article 308 of the 
Jordanian penal code, which had allowed rapists to avoid prosecution and 
punishment if they married their victims. Activists had argued for years 
that this was an unconscionable practice, and they finally managed to get 
government and parliamentary support for abolishing the article, drawing 
on support from Jordanian civil society and women’s rights organizations, 
and also that of activist MPs such as Wafa Bani Mustafa, a deputy from 
Jerash.42 Overall, as is true of many issue areas, women’s rights has seen 
some change but perhaps far too much continuity in Jordan.

Debates about media, in contrast, did not so much fall into the conti-
nuity versus change dichotomy but rather turned on questions of whole-
sale regression. Starting in 2012 and 2013, Jordan’s media freedoms took 
several steps backward. Even before the regional Arab Spring, Jordan had 
a fairly vibrant online media culture. Its print newspapers, in contrast, 
remained quite conventional, and many were tainted by widespread belief 
across Jordanian society of GID influence over reporters and editors. But 
Jordan was far ahead of most Arab countries in online media since it had 
embraced the possibilities of the internet almost at the outset. In 2011, with 
the regional Arab uprisings in full swing, Jordan’s online media was primed 
to expand almost overnight. And it did exactly that. But many state offi-
cials preferred a more pliant parastatal print media and distrusted the flurry 
of online activity. This soon became a key point of debate in both reform 
and antireform circles.

In August 2012 the Jordanian government made its first moves to restrict 
internet news sites.43 The idea was to rein in tabloid-style journalism that 
critics argued was shoddy at best and amounted to chronic character assas-
sination, libel, and outright disinformation at worst. Almost a year later, in 
June 2013, a new government and a new parliament took further measures 
to regulate online news sites, shutting down those that did not comply. The 
new law required all news websites to register with the government and to 
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have an editor that was a certified member of the Jordan Press Association 
( JPA). But the entire membership of the JPA had been limited to print 
media journalists, and many websites objected to registering with the state 
as a matter of democratic principle.44 The measures had immediate effects, 
as the government blocked more than three hundred Jordanian news 
websites.

Many reform activists and journalists assumed, at the time, that the king 
would overturn the decisions of parliament and the government, but he 
did not. A year later, many assumed that the government would not really 
implement what they saw as a fairly draconian, and rather un-Jordanian, 
approach to online media. Jordan at that time, after all, had a reputation as 
one of the most open and most advanced countries in the entire Arab world 
when it came to information technology, the internet, and social media. 
Much of the Arabic-language content on the internet came from Jordan. 
And the king himself had strongly supported this. Openness to online 
media seemed to go hand in hand with the regime’s emphasis on economic 
development via privatization, encouraging businesses, and especially 
encouraging international investment in the kingdom.

Shutting down hundreds of news sites, and indeed restricting the inter-
net at all, seemed to run counter to this image of a Jordan that was mod-
ern, high tech, and open for business. “Is this what was meant by democratic 
empowerment?” asked an editor of the news website JO24  .net at a protest 
rally.45 Similarly, Daoud Kuttab, editor of the popular Ammannet, noted, 
“They didn’t stop us from working, they stopped Jordanians from seeing 
our work”—at least temporarily.46 Even Jordan’s superb 7iber site (discussed 
in chapter 4) found itself blocked repeatedly. Each of these eventually 
received state authorization to proceed, but only after registering and com-
plying with the various bureaucratic and financial requirements of the 
new government measures. Hundreds of other sites, however, were blocked 
seemingly in perpetuity. Even at the height of the website-blocking con-
troversy, however, many sites continued to post articles via Twitter and 
Facebook and included instructions on how to get around the blocking 
by using proxy servers. This was a skill known to many in Libya, Tuni-
sia, and Syria, as citizens found ways to navigate around state-run media 
under the regimes of Qaddafi, Ben Ali, and Asad, but it was new to 
many Jordanians.

Some journalists and activists wondered whether it was a more deliber-
ate effort to put existing sites on notice, and hence to encourage Jordan’s 
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already problematic media culture of self-censorship, and simply to silence 
others outright. “They are after the chilling effect,” suggested one editor.47 
Others cited a very real set of internal and external crises—from the Syrian 
civil war to unrest in Ma’an (an often restive and in many respects economi-
cally marginalized city in the South of Jordan)—suggesting a state desire to 
tone down coverage of these volatile issues. Still others suggested that the 
motivation may have been rooted in concerns over sensationalist news cov-
erage and web-based viral videos. Some Jordanians were sympathetic to the 
blocking of sites they deemed irresponsible in their reporting, but many in 
the media were deeply concerned that the restrictive regulations were the 
very opposite of reform and worried that it represented a major retreat in 
media and internet freedoms in the kingdom.48

In 2017, even as debates continued about freedom of speech and free-
dom of the press, Jordan added another layer to its state-led reform efforts 
by holding local and municipal elections. The local elections were part 
of the kingdom’s decentralization plan, based on new municipalities and 
decentralization laws passed by parliament in 2015. As was true in many 
national elections, the local polls showed a very low voter turnout—roughly 
32 percent—ranging from a high of 60 percent in Ajlun to a low of 15 per-
cent in Zarqa. Islamists returned to the polls and scored multiple victories, 
including a prominent Muslim Brotherhood figure, Ali Abu Sakr, becoming 
the new mayor of Zarqa. An overwhelming majority of seats went to vari-
ous tribal-based candidates, while the only organized list to do well was 
the National Coalition for Reform—an Islamist-led front that also 
included many tribal candidates.49 As has been true in elections at the 
national level, regime supporters argued that this was yet another clear 
reform step, while many critics pointed to the low turnout and overall 
lack of public enthusiasm as signs of lack of faith in the reform process 
more generally.

Overall, regime supporters, and indeed the regime itself, tend to argue 
that Jordan’s reform process has had successes and failures but that Jordan 
nonetheless had charted a unique path through the Arab uprisings, opting 
neither for revolution nor for outright repression. One Jordanian analyst 
credited the regime with a slow and careful approach to reform but also 
noted that reform remained a work in progress. “There is still much to do,” 
he said. “We need a new political parties law and a new elections law. But 
not just any laws. We need good ones. And then we can finally move to 
parliamentary government.” He cited initial changes in laws on elections 
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and parties, as well as decentralization efforts, shifting more governance 
to municipalities themselves, as key reforms. “But the real question is sim-
ply good governance, not just parliamentary or nonparliamentary govern-
ment. Democracy is not just elections, but a package, right down to 
education, and creating the culture for these institutional changes.”50 A 
Western diplomat, following the various reforms closely, had a more pithy 
assessment of reform in Jordan from 2011 onward: “It’s not nothing,” he 
said.51

Regime officials therefore rattle off a long list of changes—amending 
the constitution, the Constitutional Court, the Independent Electoral 
Commission, new laws on parties and elections, the various royal com-
missions, decentralization efforts, and so on. But many reform activists 
remained skeptical, arguing that Jordan was rearranging deck chairs and 
making considerable movement without necessarily going forward. One 
progressive activist put it this way:

I don’t think Jordan is ready for a serious shift. There is not enough 
political will for a breakthrough. The ruling elite is not under really 
serious pressure for change. So we are going in slow motion, with 
one step forward, one step backward. The outcome of the National 
Dialogue Committee for example is a small step. This can’t compare 
to Egypt or to other Arab events. Given that the constitutional com-
mittee recommendations may improve parliamentary life and politi-
cal life, but they do not tackle the power sharing question here. These 
are just shifts in smaller rules for the speakership, dissolving parlia-
ment, and so on; all small steps. I don’t expect the king will be asked 
to select the prime minister from the biggest bloc or party in parlia-
ment. There are only 15 seats out of 130 for national party lists [for 
the 2013 elections]. So we still have a weak party system. These are 
just changes at the margins, not serious changes.52

A government official working specifically on reform issues took a very 
different view, addressing in particular the question of where the king him-
self really stood on these matters:

Is the will there? Yes. He (the king) has a deep understanding of the 
necessity of the transition. Even as a person, he is not a patronage 
person. He is more comfortable with a meritocracy. . . .  He wants his 



[ 172 ] R E B O OT I N G  R E F O R M

son to inherit a clean slate, with an orderly process toward a consti-
tutional democracy. But there is no button to push to say “there shall 
be democracy.” But the state is not a single man. There are barriers 
and agencies, each with their own interests. Reform, by its nature, 
has winners and losers.53

As this chapter has made clear, Jordan saw multiple reform initiatives dur-
ing and long after the Arab Spring. Changes and reforms from above con-
tinued, but so too did the debates about whether each of them was 
meaningful or merely cosmetic.

There is an old joke some Jordanians tell that seems particularly perti-
nent here. Two Jordanian friends go together to see a movie. As they leave 
the theater, one appears disappointed.

“Didn’t you like the movie?” his friend asks.
“No,” the companion replies, “Just like last time.”
“What? You already saw the movie? If you didn’t like it, why did you 

go again?”
“I was hoping for a different ending this time.”
With Jordan’s reform process too, activists and reformers hoped for a 

different outcome this time, but many of them feel that their general pes-
simism has been well-earned. Regime officials often find this to be pro-
foundly frustrating, just as reformers are frustrated with what they see as 
the limits of palace and government reform initiatives. The latter group 
generally argues that reforms are too little or even merely cosmetic and not 
meaningful at all. Members of the former group—that is, policy makers 
within the regime—argue that they get no credit no matter what they do.

Continuity and Change

Government and palace officials are often noticeably frustrated that the 
regime is not being credited with what they see as a long list of successful 
reforms. But opposition and democracy activists are similarly frustrated 
with what they see as considerable movement and noise but with little actual 
advancement or meaningful change. Regime officials speak in terms of 
change, while many in the opposition see far too much continuity.

One of many debating points between the two groups is the issue of con-
stitutional monarchy. For the regime, this is all part of a process, lasting 
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many years, of a constitutional monarchy reforming itself. As noted above, 
many in the Jordanian opposition also speak in terms of a constitutional 
monarchy, but they see it as something that Jordan has yet to achieve, and 
as an end goal in a reform process that actually started long ago, but which 
they argue has yielded few results.

The level of pessimism was striking. But as noted at the beginning of 
this chapter, Jordan’s liberalization process began in 1989, not in 2011. For 
many prodemocracy activists and reform advocates in Jordan, what is miss-
ing is faith in the regime itself. Indeed, they seemed to have very little faith 
that the regime was really embarking on a path toward more meaningful 
change. Since 1989, then, Jordanians have seen myriad initiatives but also 
many retreats from reform, and they are used to seeing new royal commit-
tees, new cabinet reshuffles, and new slogans and marketing campaigns. 
Half of Jordan’s population, in fact, was born after 1989, so for them, they 
have literally been waiting their entire lives for more meaningful change. 
As one opposition activist put it, at the height of the regional Arab Spring, 
“the whole region is moving at high speed like a BMW while we are rid-
ing donkeys: . . .  donkeys, not even horses.”54

There is a constituency for real reform in Jordan, and it cuts across gen-
erational, class, ethnic, and gender divides. But it also seems to be con-
tinually thwarted by entrenched antireform elites. As former government 
reform leader Marwan Muasher noted in a Carnegie Endowment report 
in 2011, in the midst of the Arab Spring: “In view of the recent uprisings 
in the Arab world, the political elite must recognize that the only way they 
can retain power is by sharing it, and governments will have to acknowl-
edge that substituting serious implementation with reform rhetoric fools 
no one.”55 Jordan has one of the most literate and well-educated popula-
tions in the entire Arab world, so if old authoritarian tactics seem to work 
less and less well in other countries across the region, it seems reasonable 
to expect that they would be even more useless in Jordan. Jordanians, in 
short, have heard many reform promises. They have heard so many reform 
slogans over the years that the whole country seems to have slogan fatigue. 
Many still hoped for something real. Something meaningful.

All these measures came up against other concerns and pressures, how-
ever, including Jordan’s regional insecurity and the ever-increasing strains 
on its economy, especially as refugees continued to flow over the border, 
fleeing the civil war in Syria, and hence arriving in Jordan at a particularly 
delicate time socially, economically, and politically. Within domestic 
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politics, government and opposition continued to square off over issues 
of political and economic reform. But these debates were increasingly 
overshadowed by Jordan’s rising security challenges amid the steadily 
worsening regional political climate. The next chapter turns to the impact 
of regional insecurity on Jordan’s already contentious domestic politics.
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The preceding chapters have examined multiple aspects of Jorda-
nian domestic politics, but the kingdom remains deeply affected 
by external factors as well, and particularly by the politics of its 

neighbors and of the broader region. The international setting, in short, 
matters, even for domestic political outcomes. In 2011, the first full year of 
the Arab Spring, most of Jordan’s raging political debates centered on 
domestic politics and on the kingdom’s many internal challenges. Given 
Jordan’s rather difficult neighborhood, however, it didn’t take long before 
regional events began to overshadow the domestic sphere.

In every year of the regional Arab uprisings, external factors seemed to 
play an ever larger role. Even in 2011, when most of the focus remained on 
Jordan’s own internal politics, protest movements, and demands for greater 
domestic change, there was already growing concern regarding spillover 
from the deepening civil war in Syria and the very real issue of refugees 
already crossing the border into Jordan. Indeed, of the many conflicts that 
emerged throughout the years of the Arab uprisings, the Syrian civil war 
had the most profound impact on Jordan, in many ways regionalizing its 
domestic politics. As one Jordanian activist noted, “It would be impossible 
to overemphasize the impact of Syria on Jordanian politics.”1

Jordanian domestic politics is never exclusively domestic. As a small 
country with a weak economy and volatile neighbors, the kingdom is at 

CHAPTER VIII

War, Refugees, and Regional Insecurity
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all times vulnerable to external crises and security threats. And there are 
always external crises and security threats. Always. In a sense, that chronic 
regional vulnerability represents an unfortunate continuity for Jordan. But 
the degree of regional insecurity and instability also represented signifi-
cant changes—changes that would have profound impacts on Jordan and 
its politics. As noted at the very beginning of this book, even for Jordan—
a country that has managed to survive countless regional crises in its more 
than seventy-year history—the era that followed the Arab uprisings seemed 
especially dire.

For these reasons, there is really no way to write coherently about Jor-
dan’s Arab Spring experience, or its politics afterward, without also writing 
about its external setting. And during the era of the Arab uprisings, that 
setting included regional wars and their concomitant refugee flows, as 
people fled the violence in search of safety. The story of Jordan’s modern 
politics is therefore partly a story of reform and resistance to reform, of 
liberalization and deliberalization, and of struggles over reform, elections, 
and even national identity. But it is also a story of a country deeply affected 
by external events, by a region in turmoil, and by the influx of yet another 
wave of refugees, joining many waves before them. The Syrian civil war 
in particular had an enormous impact on Jordanian domestic politics, as 
did the increasing threat of militant jihadist movements—such as ISIS—in 
both Syria and Iraq. This chapter examines the impact on Jordanian poli-
tics of key external events, each of which had deep domestic impacts: the 
Syrian civil war, the massive influx of Syrian refugees to Jordan, and the 
rise of ISIS and jihadist threats across the region.

A Region Ablaze

After the Arab uprisings began, the Jordanian regime was deeply concerned 
when a popular protest movement brought down a key ally—President 
Husni Mubarak in Egypt—and worse, led to the (temporary) rise to power 
of the Muslim Brotherhood in Cairo. But it was the revolution in Syria 
that would affect Jordan and its politics even more. Even as Jordan remained 
concerned with politics across its other borders, attention was now focused 
northward as well, as the Syrian revolution turned into an endemic civil 
war, while ever larger flows of refugees streamed south across the Syrian 
border into the Hashemite Kingdom. Jordan’s domestic political debates 
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and struggles about reform and change, in short, also took place in this 
broader regional setting that was anything but secure.

As the Syrian civil war worsened in 2012 and 2013, Jordanian forces 
reinforced and fortified the northern border of Jordan, at that time worry-
ing over the Bishar al-Asad regime’s own forces and especially its stockpile 
of chemical weapons. But the external and regional environment contin-
ued to change rapidly as the Arab uprisings unfolded, forcing the Jordanian 
state to react and, just as continually, to adjust its policies and priorities. By 
2013 the Hashemite regime was looking with alarm at Islamist move-
ments on the rise across the region and new Islamist regimes (Egypt, 
Tunisia) joining already-established Islamist governments such as that of 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan in Turkey. Jordan had problematic rela-
tions with all these and correspondingly eyed its own large Muslim Broth-
erhood movement with some trepidation. But by midsummer 2013 even 
that fear had changed dramatically. The Muslim Brotherhood was over-
thrown in a coup d’état in Egypt, while the Syrian civil war raged to the 
north of Jordan, and to the northeast Iraq remained mired in insurgency 
and (at least since 2003) seemingly endemic terrorism.

But 2014 also saw the rise of a militant Jihadist movement with preten-
tions to statehood—the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS), sometimes 
known simply as the “Islamic State.” Within Jordan, however, the group 
was better known by its Arabic acronym as “Da’esh.” ISIS established itself 
in parts of both Syria and Iraq, but it had Jordan in its sights too. Jordan 
increased its military forces on both the Syrian and Iraqi borders, in response 
not only to the rising levels of conflict in Syria and Iraq but also to the 
competing declarations of Salafi jihadist “states”—as ISIS declared itself to 
be a new “caliphate,” while its rival, Jabhat al-Nusra (a division of an older 
enemy of the Jordanian state, al-Qa’ida), declared the caliphate null and 
void, instead announcing its own “emirate.” These calls resonated with 
some Salafi militants within Jordan itself, and over time as many as two 
thousand Jordanian jihadists crossed the border to fight in Syria, some with 
ISIS, some with Jabhat al-Nusra. As Jordan fortified its Syrian and Iraqi 
borders, it also made clear that Jordanians who joined jihadist movements 
were unwelcome to return. Those who attempted to do so were met with 
gunfire at the border.

The year 2014 was a turning point for the region and therefore affected 
Jordanian domestic politics as well, specifically by underscoring the decid-
edly old-school politics of securitization outweighing domestic reform. 
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The same year saw the territorial expansion of ISIS, shaking the very region 
around it, but also a resurgence of violence to the west of Jordan, between 
Israel and Hamas over Gaza. Israel’s bombing campaign this time, as in pre-
vious wars against Hamas or for that matter Hizbullah in southern Leba-
non, had a large civilian death toll. Jordanians may have been divided over 
the Syrian war, and they were indeed also deeply divided over Hamas, but 
the bombings of Gaza were an altogether different matter. The Syrian civil 
war remained a divisive force in Jordan’s opposition, while Israel’s policies 
provided an unintended unifying point.

The Israeli bombing campaign against Gaza in 2014 even helped revive 
a then-moribund street protest movement, as Jordanians of all backgrounds 
followed the events in Gaza, and in the West Bank as well, closely and with 
empathy. Government, regime, and opposition all decried the use of “col-
lective punishment” and massive bombardments of Gaza by Israeli forces. 
While Israel argued that it was simply striking back at Hamas’s terrorism, 
and particularly against waves of Hamas rocket attacks, most Jordanians 
emphasized the fundamental structural inequality of the conflict and intense 
level of human suffering. Their main concern, to be clear, was certainly 
not about Hamas but rather about Gaza and its people—and Jordanians 
were not as likely to conflate the two as many in the West tended to do. 
Most Jordanians were focused simply on the loss of civilian lives. And this 
was true whether they themselves had roots in historic Palestine or in East 
Bank tribes or, for that matter, whether they were Muslim or Christian, 
Arab or Circassian. Ironically, the 2014 bombings of Gaza also marked the 
twentieth anniversary of the Israeli-Jordanian peace treaty. Decades after 
its signing, the treaty remained in force, but it also remained a cold peace—
that is, one between states and regimes but not necessarily between peo-
ples. In 2014, at least, the latest war in Israel and Palestine temporarily 
unified Jordan’s opposition and also diverted attention from the other seri-
ous security issues across Jordan’s borders.

By the summer of 2014, however, ISIS had surprised Iraq, Jordan, and 
much of the world by overrunning and capturing the city of Mosul and 
declaring its new caliphate. For a Jordanian regime already prioritizing 
regional and domestic security issues, this only galvanized the kingdom’s 
security focus. For Jordan’s national security establishment—its armed 
forces, police, gendarmerie, and intelligence services—mobilizing over 
regional security threats was a clearer mission, and one that they were more 
used to. It wasn’t as nebulous as domestic concerns over protests and 
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demonstrations. At least for many in the Jordanian security services, there 
was almost a comfort level in mobilizing in full security mode, and more 
of a familiar mission in engaging in counterterrorism rather than counter-
ing demonstrators in domestic politics. While many in the Hashemite 
regime regarded the Muslim Brotherhood as a familiar and manageable 
domestic opponent, ISIS and other Salafi jihadists appeared to be a newer 
and decidedly more deadly threat. And even as these various regional 
security threats increased, refugees continued to flow over Jordan’s bor-
ders, adding another challenge for the Jordanian state, for Jordanian soci-
ety, and for the Jordanian economy.

Jordan has, without question, been deeply affected by external events 
and regional insecurity, in its domestic politics, in resurgent identity poli-
tics across society, and also in one of its weakest points: its economy. As 
the destabilization of the region continued, with civil war in Syria and 
insurgency and terrorism abounding in Iraq, Jordan’s already weak and 
dependent economy was constrained still further by the stifling of its main 
trade routes. In 2014 and 2015 Jordan’s border with Iraq closed often, once 
ISIS had taken control of much of western Iraq and had even seized the 
border posts. Similarly, to the north, Jordan’s borders with Syria were fre-
quently closed, as the Asad regime, rebels, and jihadists struggled to con-
trol the border posts on the Syrian side. This also brought much of the 
violence of the Syrian civil war to Jordan’s northern border. During the 
various times when the border posts to both Syria and Iraq were closed, 
this effectively strangled much of Jordan’s regional trade.

Jordan’s borders seemed to be ablaze in three out of four directions, cre-
ating a host of new threats to the Hashemite Kingdom. But of these, the 
war in Syria, the massive influx of refugees, and the rise of ISIS and mili-
tant Jihadism in Syria and Iraq were now the dominant concerns.2 All oth-
ers seemed to fade in comparison, as did many prospects for deeper reform 
or for democratization. The next sections examine each of these three top-
ics in turn.

Jordan and the Syrian Civil War

The Syrian uprising began with peaceful protests, but these were met with 
violent state responses, and the uprising soon descended into years of 
brutal and bloody civil war.3 The Jordanians tried to urge a negotiated 
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settlement, suggesting that Asad should leave power and that a gradual 
negotiated transition would be best for Syrians and their neighbors. A 
lengthy civil war, they warned, risked turning Syria into another Afghan-
istan, or Iraq, or even Somalia—with years of unrest, instability, and ter-
rorism following war. The entire situation was a cause of intense worry in 
Jordan, since Damascus was so close to the Jordanian capital, Amman, and 
thousands of Syrian refugees poured across the Jordanian border to flee 
the violence in their home country, especially from 2011 to 2015.

Jordan’s relations with Syria had shifted many times over the years, but 
much of the history of Jordanian-Syrian relations was characterized by 
mutual hostility. Under their previous regimes (that is, King Hussein in 
Jordan and President Hafiz al-Asad in Syria), Jordan and Syria had engaged 
in a decades-long “cold war.” That period came to an end after the passing 
of both leaders. King Abdullah ascended the Jordanian throne in 1999, 
while Bishar al-Asad—somewhat surprisingly—succeeded his father in 
2000, in a “radical” authoritarian republic that had previously been overtly 
scornful of hereditary succession. After the regime change in Damascus in 
2000, King Abdullah led an attempt to achieve rapprochement with Syria 
and perhaps even more than that. But while the Jordanian-Syrian cold war 
was successfully brought to an end, no alliance followed, and the two coun-
tries once again pursued very different directions in their regional and 
domestic policies.4

But even in the period of warming relations, some aspects of old cold 
war politics persisted. U.S. ambassador to Jordan (2001–2004) Edward 
Gnehm noted how this cast a shadow over Jordan’s approach even to the 
Syrian civil war many years later.

Even in the early years after Assad became President, cross border 
infiltration into Jordan continued. The Jordanians apprehended per-
sons they identified as Syrian intelligence agents carrying arms and 
cash. Exchanges of gunfire resulting in deaths and injuries, though 
never admitted publicly, were all too common. The assassins of a top 
U.S. diplomat in 2002 came from Syria, and Jordanian-born al-Qaeda 
leader Abu Musab al-Zarqawi and his group were known to have 
contacts with Syrian intelligence.5

Retribution, in short, remained a real fear for Jordanian policy makers even 
years later, when confronted with the Syrian civil war, and they had no 
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doubts about the sheer ruthlessness of the Syrian regime. They were wor-
ried about what Asad’s regime would do (and later, what various jihadist 
groups fighting in Syria would do), but they were also especially concerned 
with what would happen in Syria if or when the Asad regime did fall. What 
would follow? And might it be even worse for Jordan, in terms of both the 
kingdom’s security and another surge in refugees to Jordan?

The regime worried specifically about some form of Islamist ascendancy 
in Damascus after the war, even suggesting in 2012 that an Islamist axis 
might be emerging, stretching from Tunisia to Libya to Egypt, including 
even Turkey, and threatening to emerge in Syria as well. The same regime 
that had earlier spoken of a Shi’a axis (referring to Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, 
and Iran) was now seeing potentially a Sunni Islamist axis that seemed to 
threaten the domestic regime security of Jordan and its Gulf allies alike. 
Until the overthrow of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt in 2013, Islamists 
did seem to have risen to power in Tunisia and Egypt, appeared to be on 
the rise in Libya, and were already in power (in the form of the ruling Jus-
tice and Development Party, or AKP) in Turkey. Jordanian officials were 
already concerned Shi’a Islamists ruled in Iran and held too much power in 
the otherwise weak governments in Iraq and Lebanon. So even aside from 
the rising sectarian tensions in the region, the Hashemite regime mainly 
wanted to avoid yet another Islamist regime—of whatever stripe—in a 
post-Asad Syria.6

But Islamism in Syria was also alarming in a different way. As armed 
Islamist movements expanded across Syria, the Jordanians feared the return 
of Jordanian Salafi jihadists once the war was over. The Jordanian regime 
worried that unrest would in effect be imported into the kingdom either 
via Islamist militancy or via Ba’athist sleeper agents, activated by a Damas-
cus regime angered at Jordan’s alleged support for the rebel forces. They 
feared, in short, terrorism coming to Jordan from Syria, as it had from Iraq.7 
As the jihadist presence grew in Syria, so too did this fear regarding what 
it might ultimately mean for Jordan.

Journalist Tony Karon suggested that Jordan was “living dangerously as 
Syria burns.” He wrote that “security officials in Amman fear that the return 
home of this cohort of battle-hardened and radicalized Islamists will result 
in a recurrence of the domestic security nightmare faced by Arab regimes 
when volunteers who’d fought the Soviets in Afghanistan in the 1980s 
returned home a decade later.” Or, if the war dragged on and on, as indeed 
it did, it would turn Syria into a “long-term jihadi breeding ground right 
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on Jordan’s border.”8 And unlike even the terrorism that had arrived in 
Jordan from turmoil in Iraq, the distances were markedly different. Syria 
and Iraq both border Jordan, but conflict in Iraq tended to be hundreds of 
miles from the border, whereas part of the Syrian civil war involved bat-
tles between the Syrian army and rebels or even jihadists over the border 
posts themselves, as well as endemic clashes in the city of Dera’a, just north 
of its Jordanian counterpart, Ramtha.

Every possible scenario for Syria seemed horrid for Jordan—the survival 
of a vengeful and brutal dictatorship? A new Islamist regime? The expan-
sion of a jihadist “state” like that of ISIS? Or even simply continued war 
and turmoil? These scenarios varied only by degree. But the kingdom had 
little choice but to engage in its usual foreign policy and alliances tight-
rope walk, between a vengeful Syria and its own allies, knowing that ulti-
mately it could do little to affect the outcome. As former U.S. ambassador 
Gnehm put it, “Jordan has very little influence on events in Syria, but enor-
mous stakes in its outcome.” Jordanian foreign policy would therefore 
seek “to avoid antagonizing the Syrian regime and provoking retribution,” 
while simultaneously, Jordan’s King Abdullah would have to “continue to 
monitor the positions of the U.S. and regional states, especially Saudi Ara-
bia, in order to maintain the relationships that he has worked so hard to 
cultivate.”9

Even if their Syria policies failed miserably, which seemed likely, Jor-
dan’s Western and Gulf allies all had this in common: none of them shared 
a border with Syria. But Jordan did. Jordan’s massive refugee population 
was a clear reminder of this, as if one was needed. But Jordanian officials 
therefore remained careful to strike neutral notes, even as they were pulled 
in a more interventionist direction. Official Jordanian policy oscillated, as 
Yezid Sayigh has noted, between periods of neutrality and “positive engage-
ment,” including Jordanian offers to mediate between the regime and 
opposition, in order to bring the war to an end.10

Jordan retained diplomatic ties with Syria, even after it ousted a par-
ticularly undiplomatic Syrian diplomat. The Syrian ambassador was sent 
home, in short, but the embassy and relations remained open.11 This was 
true even when high-level Syrian regime defectors fled to Amman. Jorda-
nian officials tended to draw sharp lines between secular and Islamist oppo-
nents of Asad. The regime in Damascus made no such distinction. For 
Asad’s regime, all rebels were terrorists, and the Jordanian regime was 
therefore backing terrorists, including al-Qa’ida (in the form of the Nusra 
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Front) and Da’esh or ISIS. Individual Jordanians had indeed joined these 
organizations, but despite Syrian regime accusations, the Jordanian state 
was adamantly against them and even joined the coalitions against ISIS, 
led by the United States and Saudi Arabia.

Even as the Jordanian government insisted that it remained neutral in 
the Syrian civil war, media reports surfaced suggesting that Gulf Coop-
eration Council countries—especially Saudi Arabia and Qatar—were 
purchasing arms for the Syrian rebels and funneling them into Syria via 
both Turkey and Jordan.12 Media reports in the West continually discussed 
CIA training in Jordan of Syrian rebel fighters, and Jordanian government 
spokespeople just as routinely denied that any such training was occurring 
within Jordan’s borders.13 Syrian president Asad commented that Jordan was 
meddling in Syrian affairs, and that this risked bringing the fire soon to 
burn Jordan too. The comment followed joint military exercises conducted 
in Jordan, near the border with Syria, that included Jordanian troops and 
the armed forces of eighteen other countries, including the United States. 
Jordan noted, correctly, that these were the third annual “Eager Lion” exer-
cises, and that they were planned before Syria’s war. Yet they nonetheless 
drew notice, and anger, in Damascus.

When the 2013 exercises ended, however, the United States pointedly 
left behind Patriot Missile Defense batteries and F-16 Jet fighters to bolster 
the Jordanian-Syrian border. It left several hundred troops as well, nom-
inally to maintain the missile batteries and jet fighters. These were sensi-
tive matters within Jordanian domestic politics, however, and both 
proregime and opposition figures condemned any continued U.S. or other 
foreign deployment on Jordanian soil. And indeed, the Jordanian regime 
found itself continually denying that Jordan would serve as the “launchpad” 
for any U.S. or Western attack on Syria. This cycle of charges and counter-
charges repeated itself in successive years, as the annual Eager Lion exercises 
brought not only the Jordanian and U.S. militaries close to the Syrian bor-
der but also forces from dozens of other countries participating in the annual 
military maneuvers. For Jordan, however, the political risk of provoking the 
Syrian regime was heavily outweighed by improving its own military 
readiness and, just as important, signaling to Asad and indeed to any other 
potential adversary that Jordan had many allies, and their mere presence in 
the kingdom further signaled their support for Jordanian security.

The Syrian war, and the regional destabilization that it had triggered, 
remained Jordan’s most urgent fear, specifically concerning “spillover” from 
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Syria to Jordan, undermining Jordanian security and stability. As fighting 
raged in and near Dera’a, just across the Jordanian border with Syrian, Syr-
ian missiles and artillery shells hit the Jordanian side of the border several 
times. Yet Jordan’s defensive moves, intended to shore up that border, also 
increased the kingdom’s external security dilemma: how to increase Jor-
danian defenses without unintentionally provoking Syria? Similarly, 
Jordan’s military buildup also exacerbated the regime’s internal security 
dilemma: how to protect its security without raising the ire of domestic 
political opposition?14

As shown in chapter 5, conservative nationalists were sensitive to any 
slights against Jordanian sovereignty and national identity and were increas-
ingly concerned over the kingdom’s fragile demographics. They were 
already obsessively concerned with preventing Israel from turning Jordan 
into the “alternative homeland” for the Palestinian people. They had also 
worried that Iraqi refugees (after the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003) might 
become the new Palestinians, or that Syrian refugees might become the 
new Iraqis—in short, that Jordan was becoming less Jordanian by the day.15 
So even the presence of foreign allies within Jordan to bolster its border 
defenses turned out to be a politically sensitive subject. Many left-wing and 
pan-Arab nationalist activists were just as critical of the regime’s policy 
choices and argued especially that Jordan’s alliance choices had carried it 
too close to Western imperial powers, to reactionary and authoritarian Arab 
states, and especially to Israel.16

As it tried to deal with the internal and external pressures generated 
in part by the Syrian civil war and the Arab uprisings, the Jordanian 
regime therefore attempted, as usual, simply to weather the storm. But 
the regime faced intense pressure from Assad to stay out, and from its 
own allies (especially Saudi Arabia and the United States) to do more. 
But even here, regional and global powers alike were at times unclear 
regarding which fight they were focused on—versus the Asad regime or 
versus ISIS? Especially since the rapid expansion of ISIS in 2014, the 
Asad regime had pitched itself as the only alternative to jihadist chaos, 
even though the regime was itself one of the leading causes of that chaos. 
Jordan supported the anti-ISIS coalition and maintained its alliances with 
the United States, Saudi Arabia, and other key powers, but the regime and 
indeed its various security institutions remained deeply worried not only 
about the Syrian civil war and the rise of terrorist movements but also about 
whether even worse security threats would follow.
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The regime seemed frustrated, in fact, that its allies were not more 
effective. In 2013, when the United States threatened military action 
against the Asad regime after the latter used chemical weapons on its own 
people, the Jordanians appeared to brace themselves for war. But the 
Barack Obama administration in the United States then agreed to a negoti-
ated deal that would remove most of Asad’s chemical weapons arsenal from 
Syria, to avoid U.S. military strikes. The war thereafter only intensified, 
with Russia launching a more decisive military intervention to back up the 
Asad regime, not only against ISIS and the Nusra Front but especially against 
rebel forces of the Free Syrian Army.

By saving the Asad regime at perhaps its most precarious moment, the 
Russian intervention didn’t bring an end to the fighting but instead initi-
ated a whole new war and a whole new stalemate, but endemic violence 
nonetheless. Some Jordanian officials questioned whether Jordan was on 
the wrong side, and whether the Russians had the right idea all along.17 
Perhaps oddly, Jordan tried to maintain a working relationship with Rus-
sia regarding Syria, even as the U.S. military presence in Jordan steadily 
rose. U.S.-Jordanian military connections have been strong for decades. 
But now, Jordan was acting as a forward staging area for the U.S.-led mili-
tary coalition. More and more U.S. advisors and military personnel flowed 
into the Hashemite Kingdom, focusing mainly on the threat of ISIS, not 
the threat of Asad. Military transport planes flew low and slow across the 
airspace of the capital, even as the regime kept the details and extent of 
these security and military relations as vague as possible within domestic 
politics. But privately, at least, many foreign policy figures seemed to feel 
that Jordan’s best bet was total opposition to ISIS and the Nusra Front, while 
also quietly hoping that the Asad regime survived, or at least that some 
sort of non-Islamist post-Asad regime emerged. Hoping for an Asad vic-
tory was contrary to official policy, but many seemed to feel that this might 
be the most stable possible outcome, out of a range of terrible options.

Jordan, meanwhile, continued to be dependent on the good will of its 
key regional and global allies in ensuring its own security but also risked 
being torn in multiple directions by these same allies. In many ways, the 
Saudi-Jordanian relationship was at once vital (in the eyes of the regime) 
and also perhaps the most delicate of Jordan’s alliances. Jordan had thrown 
its lot in with both Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) 
as they grew more activist in their own foreign policies, especially in 
2013 when it seemed that the Asad regime was sure to fall. At that time, 
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“Jordan aligned its foreign policy with that of Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates, thus joining what the Jordanian officials who support the 
move called a frank ‘coalition’ rather than remaining an implicit ‘axis,’ ” 
wrote Yezid Sayigh. “They think that Assad’s departure is inevitable, and 
therefore Jordan will gain if it joins the team that is devoting its resources 
to reach that objective.”18 But Asad held on, and Russian intervention 
propped up his regime still more. If Jordan had been hoping for more deci-
sive or at least effective policies from its U.S. or Saudi allies, it was disap-
pointed on both counts.

The United States, at least, seemed to share the view of King Abdul-
lah and his regime that the main war was against ISIS, not Asad. Yet 
Jordan was determined to maintain its alliance with Saudi Arabia and even 
expected massive infusions of Saudi aid and investment money. The 
Saudis, however, had cut off another small and aid-dependent country— 
Lebanon—when it didn’t tow the Saudi line. So while the Jordanians 
attempted to avoid a similar fate from their sometimes vengeful ally (they 
had not, after all, forgotten the disastrous impact on Jordan of the 1991 
Gulf war), they nonetheless found themselves with divergent priorities.

Jordan’s focus was and remained the Syrian war. Within that conflict, 
the regime was concerned mainly with ISIS as the number one threat, with 
Asad a distant second. By this point, in fact, they were as worried about 
Asad falling as they were about Asad staying. In fact it was not even Asad 
but his local allies who appeared to be the greatest worry. The Jordanians 
were deeply concerned that Hizbullah fighters and forces from Iran’s 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) were operating too close to 
Jordanian borders. They could perhaps live with Asad, but not with Iranian 
or Hizbullah forces near their borders. The multiple appearances of Iran’s 
General Qassem Solemani, head of the Quds Force, in Syria itself only 
added to these concerns. In this, at least, they were partially on the same 
page as the Saudis, who seemed focused not at all on ISIS but on Iran. The 
Jordanians were so concerned about Iran’s rising profile in Syria, and in the 
region in general, that they sent Foreign Minister Nasser Judeh to Tehran 
on March 7, 2015, to achieve some clarity regarding Iranian intentions.19

Even as Arab states finally banded together to actually deal with a 
regional security issue, largely with Saudi leadership, the Jordanians were 
nonplussed when the direction of intervention just as abruptly changed. 
By working within the Arab League—an organization not known for its 
effectiveness—Arab states appeared to be on the verge of establishing an 
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actual military coalition against “extremism,” which the Jordanians under-
stood to be aimed at the scourge of the region—ISIS and other jihadists. 
Yet the Saudis turned the coalition on what they viewed as the main source 
of extremism and destabilization in the Middle East—Iran—not directly, 
of course, but in the form of a “cold war”–style proxy conflict. Jordan was 
determined to remain part of the coalition and to cooperate with the 
Saudis. But Saudi Arabia turned it sights on Yemen, launching an ill-fated 
military intervention. Like other Saudi attempts at intervention in the 
region, the Yemen campaign too turned out to be anything but decisive 
or short and instead dragged on, creating another war of attrition in a region 
now mired in wars, with an extensive civilian death toll.

This seemingly unrelenting turmoil led to a shift in Jordanian public-
sphere debates, introducing a new question: would their Saudi ally push 
Jordan into joining or even leading a ground offensive in Syria against 
ISIS?20 Most in these discussions were strongly against any such move, fear-
ing that Jordan, which had already born the brunt of the war and refugee 
crisis, whereas its Gulf allies had not, might be used as cannon fodder for 
the latest Saudi intervention plan. Many in Jordan’s military and security 
establishment had long felt that the Saudis and other GCC states would be 
willing to fight “to the last Jordanian” to further their own ends, and many 
suspected and resented that they were perhaps viewed as expendable or as 
de facto mercenaries by their own allies. In some parts of the Jordanian 
state, the Saudi alliance was seen as vital to the kingdom’s economic future, 
but for others, it seemed to be dragging Jordan ever closer to conflicts—in 
Syria, Yemen, and potentially Iran or elsewhere—that the kingdom sought 
to avoid.21 But even as multiple wars destabilized the entire region, Syrian 
refugees continued to cross the border into Jordan, presenting the king-
dom with an almost overwhelming humanitarian crisis.

Jordan and the Refugee Crisis

The refugee crisis was perhaps the single most tangible challenge to the 
Hashemite Kingdom resulting from the Syrian war. It represented both a 
domestic and an international dilemma, and the strains on Jordan’s econ-
omy, social services, water resources, and political stability were severe, 
especially in the context of an economic recession in a deeply indebted 
country.22 The refugee crisis also affected many of the other themes 
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discussed throughout this book—reform, identity, security; it challenged, 
in short, almost every other theme in Jordanian politics.

In the first six years of the Syrian war—from 2011 to 2017—hundreds 
of thousands of Syrian refugees crossed to Jordan to escape the horrors of 
the Syrian conflict. But in doing so, they joined many previous waves 
of refugees who had fled their homes and found refuge in the kingdom. 
Since independence in 1946, Jordan has been swept by wave upon wave 
of refugees: Palestinians from the west, Iraqis from the east, and now Syr-
ians crossing from the north. Not all Jordan’s refugees came from border-
ing states, although it is hard to find a country that has seen an influx of 
refugees from so many different directions over time. Jordan even took 
in Bosnian refugees in the wars that followed the collapse of Yugoslavia 
in the 1990s. Furthermore, even some of Jordan’s key minority groups, 
such as the Chechens and Circassians, are descendants of earlier waves 
of refugees (to prestate Jordan, fleeing repression in Russia for refuge in 
what was then the Ottoman Empire). Refugee flows, in short, are not 
new to Jordan. The scale of the Syrian influx, however, was a dramatic 
change and challenge to the kingdom.23 But Jordan’s economy remained 
unable to cope with these latest refugee flows without extensive daily 
international support.

By June 2015 the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) had registered more than 628,000 Syrian refugees in Jordan. 
But the Jordanian government routinely doubled this number, arguing that 
more than 750,000 other Syrians were also in the kingdom—they just 
weren’t registered as refugees. The numbers were also not precise because, 
while there was clearly a massive inflow of refugees, there were intermittent 
outflows as well. Even during some of most violent periods in the Syrian 
civil war, some refugees would risk leaving the camps or cities and making 
their way back into Syria.24 Jordanian government officials therefore rou-
tinely cited the number of Syrians in Jordan (whether registered as refu-
gees or not) as 1.4 million people. Part of this was instrumental: the greater 
the refugee burden appeared, the stronger was Jordan’s case for more inter-
national aid and support. But whether the numbers were exaggerated or 
not, they were staggering. There was no need for exaggeration, in short, 
because the burden by any estimate was still overwhelming. Even as the 
numbers steadily increased from 2011 onward, the clear majority were chil-
dren, underscoring the human catastrophe that had resulted from the 
Syrian war.
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The influx of Syrian refugees to Jordan amounted to something like a 
10 percent increase in the kingdom’s population in only a few years, and 
most Syrians were arriving not just homeless but also destitute. This is at 
least partially in contrast to other recent refugee flows into Jordan. Iraqis 
fleeing the U.S invasion and the violence and terrorism that followed came 
in vastly different circumstances. Some did arrive without any finances, 
but some managed to get out of Iraq with their savings and some of their 
worldly goods. While many Iraqi refugees were Sunni Muslims, some were 
Shi’a and some were Christians. The flow of Syrian refugees in 2011 and 
after varied considerably depending on what region of the country they 
were fleeing from, and what border was closest. The Syrian refugee popu-
lation streaming north into Turkey, for example, was more diverse ethni-
cally and religiously. But those heading south into Jordan were generally 
more homogeneous. Almost all were Sunni Muslim Arabs from southern 
Syria. Many were from the city and villages of Dera’a in particular. And 
most arrived with almost nothing.

Jordan, with the help of the UNHCR, quickly assembled a refugee camp 
to accommodate an initial influx of perhaps 8,000 people. The Za’atari 
camp was rapidly overwhelmed, however, and a few years later housed any-
where from 80,000 to 100,000 Syrians. Jordan later added another camp 
near Azraq. Yet 84 percent of the Syrian refugee population lived outside 
the refugee camps—in Jordanian host communities, villages, and cities, 
especially in the northern areas such as Mafraq and Irbid but also in the capi-
tal, Amman.25 Jordan’s foreign minister, Nasser Judeh, often explained to 
Western audiences the impact on Jordan by comparing it to if the United 
States had to suddenly absorb the entire population of Canada. In 2011 Jor-
danian officials and local host communities were mostly welcoming, proudly 
stressing Jordan’s traditions of hospitality. As the years wore on, however, 
and the burden and impact increased, patience began to wear thin.

Absorbing so many refugees would be difficult at any time. But Jordan 
at the onset of the Arab uprisings was also already in the midst of an eco-
nomic crisis. The regime has, however, historically cooperated with the 
International Monetary Fund and had done so for decades. IMF austerity 
measures had, in the past, led to massive unrest in the country, including 
riots and protests in 1989, 1996, 1998, and (in the midst of the Arab Spring 
era) November 2012.26 Even as the kingdom struggled to stabilize its own 
economy, it found itself dealing with the additional economic, social, and 
political costs of hosting hundreds of thousands of desperate Syrian 
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refugees. As they crossed the border into Jordan, even those who found 
refuge in Jordanian host communities were arriving in some of the poor-
est towns and cities in the Jordanian North. Many, especially in the initial 
waves of refugees, were able to draw on familial or even mercantile ties 
between the sister cities of Dera’a in Syria and al-Ramtha in Jordan. Some 
received support from tribes with connections across the border. The Bani 
Khalid tribe, for example, has roots on both sides of the border (since their 
presence predates the border).

The Za’atari refugee camp, meanwhile, was established in northern Jor-
dan, close to the border and to the city of Mafraq. But it was also built 
close to the town of Za’atari, whose population of eight thousand more 
than doubled with the influx of Syrians. Local schools and hospitals were 
not sufficient to accommodate these new demands. The economic strains 
on the region’s underdeveloped infrastructure were also severe. The refu-
gee influx put still more stress on the area’s limited water supply. The local 
water basin already served Irbid, Mafraq, Ajlun, and the eastern Badia 
regions, and it was now expected to serve twice the population or more. 
Local officials complained that even the roads were inadequate—they were 
not built for heavy trucking of aid and relief supplies and some were already 
a half century old and in desperate need of update and repair.

The Za’atari camp for Syrian refugees was originally envisioned as a 
temporary refuge, but before long it had become the second largest refu-
gee camp on Earth.27 Za’atari grew so large, and so quickly, that it was often 
referred to as the fourth largest city in Jordan (after Amman, Irbid, and 
Zarqa). Despite the dire circumstances, individuals and families in the camp 
attempted to re-create some semblance of their former lives or forge new 
ones, creating something like a community in Za’atari.28 Legitimate criti-
cism can be leveled at the global donor community and especially at regional 
and global powers for promising much but often failing to deliver fully on 
their pledges, but the efforts on the ground—by UNHCR, the Jordanian 
government, NGOs, international aid workers, and Jordanian volunteers—
were extensive and impressive. In the midst of a sprawling refugee camp, 
aid workers were doing everything they could to make the lives of others 
better.

Za’atari opened in northern Jordan in July 2012. What started as a scat-
tering of tents soon became a mixture of both tents and prefabricated 
housing (usually called “caravans” or trailers). Some families linked two 
caravans together, with aluminum or other ad hoc paneling used to create 
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a kind of courtyard, sitting room, or storage space between them. As the 
camp expanded, it became a clearer grid, broken into twelve districts for 
the purposes of distribution of food and supplies. Much of the initial expan-
sion was the result of trial and error, but UNHCR and the Jordanian 
authorities made gradual adjustments, including serious attempts at urban 
planning, as the camp steadily grew.

After a series of problems with food distribution, protests, and riots, Jor-
danian military forces changed their strategy in order to have less of a visible 
presence within the camp. They established themselves instead on the out-
skirts of the ring road surrounding the camp, creating a security cordon on 
the perimeter of Za’atari. Within the camp, Jordanian authorities allowed 
various forms of commerce to emerge largely without interference. This, in 
turn, led to the development of a market street, originally dubbed (sarcasti-
cally) the “Champs Elysees.” The name stuck. More than five hundred 
businesses emerged in Za’atari, most of which are stalls and small shops sell-
ing goods and services. These include salons, fruit and vegetable markets, 
small restaurants (generally falafel and hummus stands), and shops for per-
fumes, cellular phones, sweets, and wedding dresses. There was even a small 
jewelry store and a pet shop, with parakeets prominently displayed.

Periodic distribution of basic foodstuffs and supplies occurred at cen-
tralized distribution centers, while more extensive supplies could be found 
at the Safeway that opened at one end of the camp. Coupons were avail-
able for key staple foods, while other items were sold for cash but at whole-
sale prices. The Jordanian manager of the Za’atari Safeway had a team of 
Syrian employees as part of the camp’s cash for work program. UNHCR 
developed an iris-scanning system to register refugees but also to use—in 
cooperation with the World Food Program and Jordanian banks—for 
authorizing electronic purchases of food, rather than relying on coupons 
or food vouchers.

In addition to the commercial life within the camp, schools were built, 
with UNICEF support. Not all children attended, however, as many fam-
ilies encouraged young sons to work instead to earn some money for the 
family, often using wheelbarrows to haul just about anything for cash. For 
many daughters, the challenge was very different, as a clear problem devel-
oped regarding early marriage of young Syrian girls to local or foreign 
men. This problem was well recognized by UNHCR and the Jordanian 
authorities, but while they strongly discouraged the practice, it seemed to 
persist nonetheless.
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Still, international donors and local aid workers tried to add elements 
to the camp that were specifically geared toward children so that they don’t 
have to be young laborers or child brides but simply children. There are 
now some playgrounds, children’s activity centers, and dirt and gravel soc-
cer pitches. The latter elements were part of the efforts of the Asian Football 
Development Project (AFDP) and the Norwegian Refugee Council 
(NRC) to engage both boys and girls in soccer, in the interests of their 
health and well-being, and to try to build a semblance of community even 
for children who have lost their homes and communities back in Syria. The 
youth program may be the most inspiring feature of life in an otherwise 
very uninspiring and difficult set of circumstances.29

The soccer initiative was led by Prince Ali bin Hussein, then FIFA vice 
president for Asia and head of the AFDP. Other NGOs provided schools, 
clinics, and field hospitals and distributed foodstuffs and supplies. AFDP 
augmented these important efforts with a project of its own, meant to bring 
soccer even to refugee camps. “Food, water, and housing are all priori-
ties,” noted Prince Ali, “but kids also have to have something to do. And 
sport can build a community spirit. It’s a test case of how you can use sport 
for good.” Prince Ali is a member of the ruling Hashemite family and half-
brother to King Abdullah II. As FIFA vice president for Asia, he was already 
known for expanding soccer programs, especially for women and girls, 
across Asia. When the Syrian war and refugee crisis began, the prince and 
the AFDP urged FIFA to ensure that refugee children would not be forgot-
ten. “Football is not an elitist sport, it’s a game for everyone,” Prince Ali 
said, “and it can help promote the health and well-being of girls and boys.”30

AFDP partnered with UNHCR and PepsiCo to sponsor a series of pro-
grams called “Kick for Hope.” In addition to bringing soccer to the camp, 
the related “Spirit of Soccer” campaign actually used football as a teaching 
tool to educate children about the risks of land mines, while training them 
in soccer fundamentals. Importantly, all the AFDP efforts address both boys 
and girls. As a further example of just how international these types of 
efforts tend to be, the AFDP also worked with the Football Association of 
Norway to construct eight soccer fields for both Syrian refugees and Jor-
danian host communities—one in Ramtha, two in Mafraq, one in the 
small village of Sareeh, two in Za’atari, and two more in the newer Azraq 
refugee camp. The results of these efforts were clear on the football fields 
themselves. By the thousands, boys and girls played, learned skills, and 
developed at least some semblance of community despite the loss of their 
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homes and communities in Syria. These efforts for children and sports 
wouldn’t end the war or the refugee crisis, but organizers and activists 
hoped that they might at the least play a role in building community and 
values, and perhaps even—in some way—trying to save Syrian refugee 
children from becoming a lost generation.

Local officials, NGOs, international organizations (IOs), and the gov-
ernment alike all complained that international grants and donations 
remained routinely at less than 20 percent of what was actually needed to 
support Syrian refugees in Jordan. Resources rose and fell with interna-
tional attention and donations but were never sufficient to meet overall 
demand. Jordan, like other countries dealing with refugee crises, also faced 
the increasing problem of donor fatigue. But despite previous donations, 
the refugee problem wasn’t going to evaporate. So fatigue or not, the king-
dom had to find continual sources of support for refugees and for host 
communities alike. The latter communities often feel neglected relative to 
the refugees themselves. So despite the difficulties of living in the Za’atari 
refugee camp, for example, there were some Jordanians in the surround-
ing area who complained that refugee life was actually easier than their 
own lives, and that the regime and the world community should pay atten-
tion to them too.

The refugee crisis affected Jordan in countless ways, including infra-
structure, housing, food, water, education, and even social norms. “We 
are famous for our hospitality,” noted one official in 2015, “but look as us 
now in the fifth year.”31 To its credit, Jordan allowed Syrian children to 
attend school. With limited resources in terms of capital, number of teach-
ers, and facilities, most schools began operating double shifts, but with the 
same teachers working both. Teachers themselves acknowledged that this 
led to a drop-off in quality of education, while families complained that 
their own costs increased as many felt compelled to employ tutors to make 
up for the decline in the quality of education. The teachers themselves, of 
course, were working horrendous hours, with each of their double shifts 
featuring overcrowded classrooms and insufficient school supplies.32

Food and housing prices, already problematic, increased with the rapid 
rise in demand. Local Jordanians often blamed Syrians for this, and also 
for taking their jobs. Jordanian officials, especially those from small vil-
lages in the North, argued that the influx of Syrians had led to a plethora 
of social ills, including rising crime, drug-dealing, drug addiction, rob-
beries and break-ins, beggars, vagrancy, and even an alleged rise in stray 
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dogs. “We want to be hospitable,” said one official. “We want to keep peo-
ple safe, but we are overwhelmed.”33 It is possible that some of these social 
problems did increase with the rise in local population numbers, but there 
is also a tendency to blame the Syrians for a variety of social and economic 
problems.

One social problem that was clearer was the change in marriage norms 
for both Syrian and Jordanian communities, neither of which were known 
for polygyny or child marriage. But as the crisis wore on, and despite efforts 
by the Jordanian government and international aid workers against these 
practices, there was a trend of Syrian families, in exchange for a cash dowry, 
allowing a young daughter to wed a Jordanian man. Some of the Jorda-
nian men were already married and were thus adding a young Syrian wife 
to the household. Both of these practices preyed on children and women, 
and both were opposed by every form of authority or organization 
in  Jordan—the government, civil society organizations, NGOs, and 
UNHCR—yet the rise in child brides and polygyny continued, in a radical 
social change for the Syrian and Jordanian communities alike.34

The economic impact is actually harder to measure. As noted above, 
the strain on infrastructure was clearly severe, and the refugee influx also 
triggered increasing costs for housing and food. But the impact on employ-
ment is more complicated. For public opinion, there is no question that 
the effect has been decidedly negative, with Syrians willing to work for 
less and taking Jordanian wage jobs. But in the first five years of war and 
refugee crisis, Syrian weren’t actually allowed to work. Those who did were 
therefore working in the informal economy or black market. In most cases 
they seemed more likely to take jobs from foreign guest workers rather than 
Jordanians. But there was also an increase in the number of jobs in the refu-
gee areas, specifically, working with the international donor and relief 
communities—from UNHCR to UNICEF to Save the Children. Civil 
society organizations, sometimes connected to these larger international 
organizations, also proliferated. Employment in the relief-work sector 
therefore went up, but not all the employees were locals. Many made 
the short drive from Amman for work. This again underscored the 
need to focus not only on the plight of refugees but also on that of already 
impoverished—and now heavily strained—Jordanian host communities.35

While resentments seemed to increase over time and patience began to 
wear thin, there was actually very little intercommunal conflict. But many 
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Syrians and Jordanians alike worried about the prospects for conflict down 
the line. When asked what Mafraq would be like five years hence, one offi-
cial muttered under his breath, “It will be Syrian.” Another, with more 
volume, stated simply, “It is a bomb waiting to go off.”36 While most 
Syrians were very willing to work to support their families and therefore 
wanted access to the legal and formal economy, most Jordanians remained 
supportive of their Syrian counterparts. Most people, regardless of com-
munity, simply wanted the war to end, security to return to Syria, and for 
Syrians to be able to go home.

Yet there were negative signs as well. Veteran journalist Daoud Kuttab 
noted that there seemed to be a rise in hate speech, not on the part of most 
people but of a vocal minority that blamed most things on the influx of 
Syrians. Part of the problem, he argued, was that there were few counters 
to this. It was basically a one-sided conversation. “All we hear are Jordani-
ans,” he said. “Syrians have no real way to be heard, to have their voices 
reach Jordanians.” Kuttab’s Amman-net radio station responded with an 
innovative radio program called “Syrians Among Us” with Jordanian and 
Syrian co-anchors.37 This, at least, allowed Syrians a voice in Jordan and 
let Jordanians and Syrians hear, discuss, and debate key issues in what was 
increasingly looking like a common future.

By 2013 Jordan’s representative to the United Nations, Prince Zayd Bin 
Raad, described the refugee issue to the U.N. Security Council as a “crush-
ing weight” on Jordan. Demands increased within Jordan that the gov-
ernment shut down the border entirely. Many Jordanians felt that the 
kingdom had done its part, that it had reached full capacity and more, and 
that enough was enough. When President Obama visited Jordan in April 
2013, deliberately to underscore U.S. support for the kingdom, he and King 
Abdullah held a joint press conference, which naturally touched on the ref-
ugee crisis. The king was asked about closing the border to shut down the 
influx of refugees. “How are you going to turn back women, children, and 
the wounded?” he asked in response. “This is something that we just can’t 
do. It’s not the Jordanian way.” He continued:

We have historically opened our arms to many of our neighbors 
through many decades of Jordan’s history. So that means a chal-
lenge that we just can’t turn our backs on. So that’s the reality that 
we are facing on the ground. So Jordan has always been a safe haven 
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to people around us through many, many decades. So, unfortunately, 
from our point of view, refugees will continue to come to Jordan, 
and we will continue, within our means, to look after them as best 
as we can.38

Yet as the years wore on, pressure continued to build—socially, economi-
cally, and politically—and, as the war continued and the refugee crisis con-
tinued to expand, Jordanian policy eventually began to shift.

The Jordanian state felt cash-strapped in dealing with what now seemed 
to be not a crisis but a long-term problem. But so too did Syrians in Jor-
dan. Even those who had managed to find safety in Jordan while bringing 
some personal funds with them had, five years later, tapped out their 
finances. Many, of course, had exhausted their finances within the first year 
or even within months, while others arrived in penury from the first 
moment. These increasingly severe economic circumstances have very real 
political implications, and not just in the North. As Doris Carrion notes in 
a Chatham House study of the refugee crisis, “If the economic situation 
fails to improve across the country, and resentment of refugees continues 
to fuel other national grievances, protests against government policies could 
escalate in the coming five to 10 years. Unrest in Jordan has tended to come 
from the southern tribal areas, but the ingredients are now in place for the 
north also to become a centre of discontent.”39

The refugees, of course, were powerless to do anything about this. The 
shift would have to come from the Jordanian government. In 2015 and 2016 
in particular, most officials—whether local or in the capital—seemed to 
realize that the initial crisis period was over, but now the longer-term prob-
lem remained. That is, the state needed to move beyond short-term crisis 
mode and toward long-term planning. The war showed no sign of ending. 
And many came to realize that the Syrians were not going home anytime 
soon, forcing a rethinking of the entire situation. The prospect of Syrians in 
Jordan for the long term naturally added to the already hypersensitive con-
cerns of Jordanian nationalists that the Jordan they knew was steadily 
slipping away. As discussed in chapter 5, identity politics was already a 
complicated and difficult issue, but the influx of yet another wave of refu-
gees seemed to make it still more volatile as a social and political concern. 
Any discussion of Syrian rights, therefore—even the right to work—had 
to be handled delicately by policy makers with these social and political 
sensitivities in mind.
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By 2015 the regional refugee crisis had become a global one, with 
refugees now fleeing for a third or fourth time—this time to Europe. The 
refugee surge started among increasingly desperate Syrian refugees, many 
so desperate that they risked a dangerous and often deadly overseas jour-
ney on flimsy rafts or barely functioning boats to cross the Mediterranean 
Sea. As the death toll in the Syrian war continued, so too did the death 
toll of refugees on roads and on the high seas. It was in this context that the 
European Union and Jordan agreed to the “Jordan Compact.” The deal 
was designed to encourage refugees not to risk the journey to Europe but 
to stay in Jordan. For a Jordan already overwhelmed by the refugee crisis, 
and spending perhaps 25 percent of its state budget on refugee issues alone, 
the incentive was this: the European Union agreed to open its markets to 
select Jordanian manufactured goods, while Jordan agreed to allow Syrian 
refugees to work in its Special Economic Zones (SEZs) that produced these 
same goods. Most employees in the SEZs are not Jordanians, so the mea-
sure also avoided the issue of competition with Jordanians. The Jordan 
Compact was reached at the 2015 London international donor conference 
and included pledges of increased international support.40

This also made manifestly clear the links between international rela-
tions and domestic politics, not only in Jordan but also in Europe. But for 
Jordan, at least, the international pressure to change its domestic approach 
to refugees was extensive. Expecting significant increases in Western finan-
cial support for the kingdom, the Hashemite regime complied and began 
to change policy. In 2016 Jordan began experimenting with various poli-
cies to address labor issues, including a program to grant 200,000 Syrians 
permits to enter select parts of the workforce. Part of the idea was based 
on targeted employment; that is, on letting Syrians compete for jobs that 
Jordanians were, for the most part, not doing. There were ample opportu-
nities and needs for workers in manufacturing, construction, and agricul-
ture, for example. Economically, the idea was to shift Syrians from the 
informal to the formal economy and to boost the Jordanian economy via 
Syrian labor. In short, the plan was meant to turn a burden into a boon for 
Jordan. But politically, the state was careful to note that Jordanians would 
not be losing jobs to Syrians. Other guest workers, from Egypt or South 
Asia, for example, would. Syrians could be used to bolster Jordan’s manu-
facturing base.

As the regional situation worsened, Jordan continued to market itself 
as  an oasis of stability. By encouraging rather than blocking Syrian 
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employment, Jordan might then be able to lure more businesses to relo-
cate to, or invest in, the country. To do so it would need to deal with its 
own cumbersome bureaucracy and regulations, in all likelihood, but the 
key was to sell Jordan’s location and situation as an asset rather than a 
liability. As Andrew Harper, head of the UNHCR in Jordan, put it, “If it’s 
an oasis, let’s try to grow things on it.”41

There were many other steps that might be taken, but which the state 
seemed reluctant to undertake. The International Labor Organization 
(ILO) urged Jordan to, in effect, formalize the informal economy—and 
therefore to increase legal employment, collect taxes, and ensure labor 
rights.42 Targeting specific employment opportunities for Syrians was one 
way of allowing Syrians in while also avoiding competition with Jorda-
nian workers. This the Jordanian government had indeed decided to experi-
ment with. Other policies, such as a minimum wage, remained more 
controversial. Advocates for a minimum wage argued that it would support 
both the Jordanian and Syrian communities by reducing the exploitation of 
Syrian laborers, on the one hand, while eliminating the undercutting of 
wages (and employment) of Jordanian workers, on the other. In addition, 
since citizenship did not seem to be on the table, the state would nonetheless 
have to address the question of basic civil rights. Was there another status 
here, short of citizenship, that needed to be clarified and rights protected? 
If so, then another possibility might be to open employment permits not 
connected to a particular nationality, but more broadly (and therefore to 
include Syrians, Iraqis, and Palestinians from Gaza) to allow access to the 
labor force with concomitant rights. But these were more extensive steps, 
and it had taken the state five years to even experiment with limited num-
bers of worker permits.

By making its gradual shift in labor policy, however, Jordan was also 
making a shift of a broader kind: moving from short-term crisis manage-
ment toward longer-term and perhaps even sustainable policy. Political 
resistance would be extensive. As noted in chapter 5, countless issues in 
Jordanian politics find their way back to identity politics at some point. 
And allowing Syrians into the economy on a legal basis would be stiffly 
resisted by hard-core nationalists as yet another threat to Jordanian iden-
tity. But the regime was not even considering extending political rights or 
citizenship. These were, to be sure, even more volatile issues than labor 
and employment. But most Syrians at that point weren’t actually pushing 
in any way for political rights or citizenship; rather, they were looking for 
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economic inclusion and really for more basic needs: the right to work, the 
right of their children to get an education, and access to healthcare.

This chapter has already chronicled two enormous regional chal-
lenges to Jordan—the Syrian civil war and the resultant refugee crisis—
but unfortunately for all concerned, there was also a third challenge: the 
rise of a new jihadist movement in both Syria and Iraq, and one that had 
Jordan in its sights.

Jordan and the Challenge of ISIS

Even as Jordan had been affected by the regional politics of the Arab upris-
ings, the summer of 2014 was something of an insecurity overload. Jor-
dan’s economy remained mired in a seemingly endemic crisis while regional 
conflicts seemed to increase in almost every direction. ISIS—the self-
declared “Islamic State”—had established itself across both the Syrian and 
Iraqi borders. For many Jordanian officials, ISIS was more than just another 
jihadist or terrorist group because it was also a territorial threat. This one 
had aspirations to statehood. This one, in fact, had pretensions toward a 
new caliphate. An independent and sovereign Jordanian state did not fit 
into any of these plans. Jordan was clearly in the sights of ISIS as part of 
what it saw as its natural territory, and also as an enemy regime—one that 
maintained a peace treaty and full relations with Israel, while also allow-
ing American and British and other Western troops to deploy on its soil.

More alarming perhaps to the Jordanian state was the fact that the threat 
didn’t just emanate from across its borders but also from within. Salafis—
not of the quietist but rather of the more militant and jihadist persuasion—
had already staged rallies in Zarqa, even clashing with police. But now 
rallies were also taking place in the seemingly always restive Ma’an, with 
some activists raising the ISIS flag, while others supported Jabhat al-Nusra. 
Both organizations claimed to include large numbers of volunteers, and 
some estimates suggested that perhaps two thousand Jordanians had crossed 
into Syria to join one or the other group.43

In September 2014 a U.S.-led coalition began launching airstrikes on 
ISIS in Syria and Iraq and, to the surprise of many, Jordan declared itself 
part of that coalition. As the Royal Jordanian Air Force joined in the air 
strikes launched against ISIS, many Jordanians feared that retribution would 
follow in the form of terrorism within Jordan itself. That fear was rooted 
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in real experience. On November 9, 2005—in what Jordanians some-
times call “Jordan’s 9/11”—a precursor to ISIS, al-Qa’ida in Iraq, carried out 
three simultaneous bombings of hotels in Amman, killing sixty and 
injuring hundreds. The bombings had been masterminded by former 
Jordanian national, and then head of al-Qa’ida in Iraq, Abu Musab al-
Zarqawi. That memory haunts many Jordanians in government and 
opposition alike. It was one of those moments of national crisis and trag-
edy in which all who were old enough to remember the event can tell you 
exactly where they were at the time, who they were with, and how they 
felt. Like so many discussions of security threats in Jordan, in short, the 
idea of jihadist terrorism isn’t hypothetical. And that moment in Jordanian 
history has been forgotten by no one in Jordanian society, and certainly 
by no one in the security and intelligence services.

In the United States, the Obama administration had predicated its 
foreign policy on not reproducing the unilateral recklessness of its pre-
decessor, the George W. Bush administration, which had launched the 
disastrous invasion of Iraq in 2003. In 2014, following the execution of 
U.S. hostages by ISIS, the Obama administration prepared to act against 
the terrorist group. But the administration also seemed aware of the dan-
gers of yet another U.S.-led coalition attacking Arab and Muslim territo-
ries, even against a fairly notorious terrorist organization. After the years 
of Bush administration unilateralism, the Obama administration was 
adamant that any military moves in the region should be more multilat-
eral and that they should include Arab and Muslim states. Five Arab coun-
tries agreed to join the U.S.-led anti-ISIS coalition: Bahrain, Kuwait, 
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and Jordan.

For the United States, the idea was to add to the legitimacy of military 
strikes by receiving local backing and even active support. For the five Arab 
states in question, however, the threat was more direct, as each saw ISIS as 
a major threat not just externally but also potentially internally and hence 
to their own regime security as well. This particular constellation of states, 
however, certainly didn’t represent the democratic and reformist spirit of 
the Arab spring but, if anything, seemed to represent a coalition of Sunni 
Arab monarchies against ISIS, and perhaps also against revolutionary or 
even reformist change of any kind. Unlike most of the GCC states in the 
coalition, however, Jordan had pursued a series of reforms during the Arab 
Spring. And Jordan was certainly more directly threatened by ISIS, given 
its long borders with both Syria and Iraq and the presence of a large Salafi 
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jihadi movement within its borders. So the regime felt that it had little 
choice and had to play an active role in confronting ISIS. But by being 
linked so closely to reactionary GCC states, it also risked being seen, 
especially in its own domestic politics, as not significantly different from 
its authoritarian, antireform, and antidemocratic Arab allies.

King Abdullah made his case for joining the anti-ISIS coalition—
forcefully and often—to venues varying from Western capitals to meetings 
with key stakeholders and power brokers in Jordan itself. Meeting with the 
top brass of the Jordanian Armed Forces, with parliamentary MPs, or with 
journalists, the king delivered a fairly strident message that neutrality or 
avoiding the ISIS conflict were not options. In a speech at the United 
Nations in 2015, he made his case yet again: “All should realize that we 
must take a side in the confrontation between the moderate and extremist 
approaches. There is no grey area.” Speaking to MPs in Jordan’s House of 
Representatives, the king said that “all world countries are in a state of war 
between moderation or extremism.” Muslims, he argued, were vital parts 
of that fight, which he described as “a civil war within Islam.” This was a 
war against terrorism, he said, that “would not take one or two years. If 
the military battle takes a brief time, the security and ideological war might 
extend to 10 or 15 years.”44 In many settings, the king pointedly referred 
to Da’esh and other jihadists as “khawarej, the outlaws of Islam,” and repeat-
edly called the fight a “Third World War.”45

As the air campaign against ISIS intensified, the Jordanian state stepped 
up its efforts against any signs of the group within Jordan itself. Islamist 
activists in possession of ISIS flags were arrested in Irbid. In October 2014 
four imams in Jordan were banned for life from preaching in mosques after 
they advocated “coming to the aid” of ISIS. “The minbar [pulpit] is a sacred 
right and privilege, and we will not tolerate its use for political agendas, 
inciting violence, and particularly the support of extremist groups,” Hayel 
Daoud, the minister of Awqaf, told the Jordanian press.46

By the summer of 2014, the ISIS threat seemed ever more imminent, 
both at the borders and within the kingdom itself. Protestors raised ISIS 
flags in Ma’an, in southern Jordan. Jordan’s growing Salafi community had 
sent thousands of recruits to fight for either ISIS or Jabhat al-Nusra in Syria. 
The Jordanian regime may not have minded the departure of thousands of 
jihadis, but now it worried that they eventually intended to come back. 
Responding to incidents of “attempted infiltration” along both its Syrian 
and Iraqi borders, Jordan increased its border security with troops and 
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armored units and opened fire on any armed groups or individuals 
approaching its borders.

For some Jordanian security officials, there were almost too many secu-
rity threats to sort through. Some saw the main threat as already within 
Jordan’s borders, in the form either of pro-Asad sleeper agents or of jihadis 
perhaps among the vast refugee population in the kingdom, or even of the 
homegrown variety from within Jordanian society itself. Others saw ISIS 
still as a cross-border and hence more distant threat and remained focused 
on the traditional Islamist opposition within the kingdom—the Muslim 
Brotherhood—perhaps hoping that Jordan would follow the lead of its allies 
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and UAE in banning the group outright.47 But these 
perceived threats seemed to pale in comparison to ISIS and other jihadi 
groups.

As the regime’s security concerns steadily grew, they had important 
effects on the kingdom’s domestic politics. The Jordanian parliament in 
June 2014 passed a controversial new counterterrorism law that gave the 
state vague and elastic license to move against citizens deemed to support 
terrorist groups in any way (including in online commentary). In August 
2014 another palace initiative was passed by parliament with lightning 
speed. This time, MPs gave the king full authority to appoint top security 
and defense officials, including the heads of the Mukhabarat and the Jor-
danian Armed Forces.48 Previously these were royal appointments, but with 
the often pro forma prerequisite of consultation with the prime minister 
and his government. In Jordan’s 150-member lower house of parliament (at 
the time), 108 voted for the amendments, 8 voted against, and 3 abstained.49 
The amendment removed the role of government, and for that matter par-
liament, in royal oversight, just as the regime’s rhetoric referred to a Jorda-
nian future with democratically elected parliamentary governments.

Supporters of these measures argued that they were in keeping with 
the reform process, and that they improved the separation of powers 
and therefore allegedly removed both the military and intelligence services 
from politics. There were some who supported the moves, however, simply 
because they didn’t trust any future parliamentary government with key 
security or defense appointments. They especially didn’t trust any future 
government that might include any variation of the Muslim Brother-
hood. But most reformers and democracy activists opposed the mea-
sures, arguing that they concentrated still more power in the monarchy, 
away from the government, the parliament, and—very important—from 
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public accountability. Opponents, in short, saw the new amendments as an 
alarming reversal in the reform program, and as part of a series of moves 
that seemed to tilt power almost entirely toward the monarchy, precisely 
the opposite of what the reform process was supposed to be about.50 Many 
Jordanians also ridiculed the parliament for its rare act of legislative effi-
ciency, since the parliament was not known for its ability to be speedy on 
any other issue.51

Still, the regime and its many supporters saw all this as evidence of a 
steady and methodical “reform march.” Most activists seem unconvinced, 
however. “It’s a different system,” noted one activist, “but nothing new. 
Just repackaged. I’m not optimistic. The constitutional amendments, for 
example, don’t call for optimism. Jordan is no longer a constitutional mon-
archy.” Another was even blunter: “The Constitution says Jordan is a con-
stitutional monarchy,” he said, “but it is an autocracy.”52 In a legal analysis 
of the controversial amendments, Jordanian attorney Sufian Obeidat 
echoed the assessment that the changes marked a moment of regression 
rather than reform. “Constitutionalizing the monopolization of power,” 
he wrote, “opens wide the door for oppression and corruption. The consti-
tutional amendments complicate matters more and delay any hope for 
democratic reform in Jordan.” He concluded that the amendments rep-
resented “a significant retreat from the token progress towards constitu-
tional democracy and limited government initiated in the aftermath of 
the Arab Spring.”53

The timing of Jordan’s various moves to consolidate monarchical power, 
and also to shore up state security, coincided with similar moves across 
much of the region. The Arab Spring was now routinely referred to as hav-
ing shifted to an Arab Winter, characterized by an “Arab Thermidor” or 
the return of security states across the region. In the Jordanian case, how-
ever, the issue was not so much a return of the Mukhabarat but mainly that 
they had never left.54 Yet Jordanians themselves remained divided on the 
implications of this point. Democracy activists and reformers, even those in 
the upper echelons of the state itself, often regard the GID as the single 
largest obstacle to liberalization, democratization, or change. But many 
Jordanians are willing to accept a fairly large and even intrusive role for 
the GID in public life, if that is the cost of national security. The latter 
group just as routinely points across Jordan’s borders to the many security 
disasters of the kingdom’s regional neighborhood. Critics, in contrast, see 
this as the timeless excuse for counterreform and for reactionary politics. 
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Unfortunately for both sides of this debate, regional insecurity seemed 
to be in overdrive, with Jordanian media on a minute-to-minute basis 
showing the disasters of civil wars, conflicts, and violence in Syria, Iraq, 
Libya, Yemen, and Palestine, as well as the militancy and even brutal exe-
cutions of hostages by terrorist groups like ISIS.

In August 2014, after seeming to allow various pro-ISIS demonstrations 
to take place without state interference, the regime suddenly began to move 
against people the security services had identified, not just as Salafis or even 
Salafi jihadists, but specifically those alleged to have declared support for 
ISIS. Security forces arrested dozens of pro-ISIS Jordanians, basing this 
crackdown on the recently revised laws. Legally, they were also able to do 
so under the strengthened counterterrorism laws, allowing those arrested 
to be referred to the State Security Court (rather than civilian courts) for 
membership in an illegal organization and on suspicion of intent to engage 
in or support terrorism.55

Even as the state rounded up alleged jihadis, it also released from prison 
one of the movement’s most prominent Salafi leaders and thinkers, Abu 
Muhammad al-Maqdisi.56 This was the second such surprising move 
regarding a key jihadi leader. After years of controversial efforts to arrange 
for the extradition from the United Kingdom of another Salafi jihadi leader, 
Abu Qatada, Jordanian courts dropped charges against him on the basis of 
insufficient evidence. In a previous trial, Abu Qatada had been convicted 
in absentia of planning millennial bombings in Amman and had been sen-
tenced to death. Now, both Abu Qatada and Maqdisi were freed from 
Jordanian prisons. Some Jordanian analysts speculated that perhaps Jordan’s 
Mukhabarat was deliberately trying to divide the Salafi jihadi movement 
in the kingdom. Many believed that the Mukhabarat had had a hand in 
similar efforts to divide the Muslim Brotherhood, so why not the Salafi 
movement as well?57 Abu Qatada and Maqdisi each issued statements con-
demning ISIS, but each also continued to support al-Qa’ida and Jabhat 
al-Nusra. Yet both also condemned the Jordanian state itself after the 
kingdom joined the coalition against ISIS. Maqdisi, in fact, found himself 
rearrested after he suggested that the divided jihadi movements should unite 
in the face of this Western-led coalition and bombing campaign—a cam-
paign that Jordan was now a part of.58

Within the kingdom, the intelligence services closely monitored any 
signs of ISIS or al-Qa’ida support. This included physical participation in 
demonstrations or protests but also online activism and commentary. The 
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new counterterrorism law included online “incitement” under its defini-
tion of terrorism, and it was under this law that the state began arresting 
ISIS sympathizers. Jordan’s campaign against militancy and extremism 
would therefore include countering threats at the borders, in internal pro-
tests, online, and also within mosques. The new campaign saw the minis-
ter of Islamic affairs touring the country, meeting with imams and preachers, 
and explaining new state guidelines for sermons. The guidelines demanded 
that imams refrain from speaking out against the king, the royal family, 
allied Arab states, or key Western allies, including the United States. Imams 
were also to steer clear from anything that seemed sectarian and under no 
conditions were to speak in favor of jihad. The minister of Islamic affairs 
even suggested that sermons should be brief. “Fifteen minutes is okay,” he 
told an audience in Zarqa, even suggesting that the Prophet Muhammad 
himself “was short and to the point—often 10 minutes, no more.”59 The 
role of the state in “guiding” sermons, or for that matter in monitoring 
them, is not actually new in Jordan or elsewhere in the region; but the 
regime did make this a key part of its overall campaign against ISIS and 
jihadist extremism. For the Hashemite regime, these moves were in keep-
ing with Jordan’s already established role in global interfaith cooperation 
efforts and in spreading a counterextremism message of moderate Islam, 
or what the Hashemite regime has often called “real Islam.”60

For most Jordanians, however, it was the capture of a Jordanian pilot—
a participant in the anti-ISIS coalition—that riveted the attention of a 
nation. Lieutenant Muath al-Kassasbeh was captured by ISIS after his 
plane went down near Raqqa, then the ISIS “capital” in Syria. A pilot in 
the Royal Jordanian Air Force, Kassasbeh was a member of a large and 
influential tribe in Jordan’s southern city of Kerak. After his capture, Jor-
danians followed the news closely as the government attempted to get 
him released. Online campaigns as well as demonstrations in his support 
occurred throughout the country. The hashtag and phrase Kulina 
Muath—“We are all Muath”—covered social media. It was also featured 
on signs at demonstrations, and Muath’s picture appeared on large bill-
boards and banners across the country. Every Jordanian knew what he 
looked like. Every Jordanian followed the leaked bits of news, and an 
entire nation waited anxiously, hoping for the safe return of a “son of 
Jordan” to his homeland. But the already tragic story grew more tragic 
still as ISIS released a carefully choreographed video of Muath’s brutal 
execution. The video showed Muath in a large steel cage, surrounded by 
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his jihadist captors, who then murder him by setting him on fire. The 
public reaction ranged from rage at the murder to horror at the nature of 
the killing.

ISIS timed the release of the execution video to coincide with King 
Abdullah’s high-profile visit to the United States. In Washington, D.C., 
Foreign Minister Nasser Judeh and Secretary of State John Kerry had just 
signed a memorandum of understanding between Jordan and the United 
States, increasing U.S. aid from $660 million to $1 billion annually. Within 
half an hour of the press conference, ISIS released the video for maximum 
propaganda effect. Reports afterward suggested that Muath was likely killed 
weeks before the video was released, meaning that ISIS was negotiating 
his release even after the group had murdered him. It had allegedly offered 
to exchange the captured pilot for an al-Qa’ida terrorist, Sajida al-Rishawi, 
an Iraqi national who was the lone surviving terrorist from the suicide 
bombings in Amman in 2005 (Rishawi’s suicide vest had failed to deto-
nate). One day after the ISIS video release, Jordanian security officials 
responded by executing, at dawn, Sajida al-Rishawi and another Iraqi 
jihadist, Ziyad Karbuli.

In Washington, King Abdullah told the U.S. Congress that the “gloves 
are off” and that Jordan would wage a “relentless” war on ISIS.61 Speaking 
to the Jordanian public on state television, he said, “We are waging this 
war to protect our faith, our values and human principles and our war for 
their sake will be relentless and will hit them in their own ground.”62 The 
king made the point often that this was Jordan’s war, and that Jordan had no 
choice but to be directly involved. At home, some Jordanians agreed. And 
certainly most were opposed to ISIS. But some, even near the Kassabeh 
home in Karak, blamed not just ISIS but also the international coalition, 
and the regime for joining it.63 Other Jordanians questioned Jordan’s role.64 
Was it enabling the Asad dictatorship by striking at one of its fiercest ene-
mies? Was it unintentionally enabling Iran in Syria but striking at Sunni 
Muslim jihadists? Should Jordan be striking at fellow Arabs and Muslims 
at all, regardless of the Islamic State, and for that matter, should it be part 
of what many Jordanians regarded as a Western imperial coalition? In the 
immediate aftermath of Kassasbeh’s execution, many asked these ques-
tions more quietly. But the tone grew louder as time passed. And indeed, 
while most Jordanians opposed ISIS, al-Qa’ida, and Asad as well, they 
weren’t necessarily convinced that it was “their war.”65
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The Jordanian Armed Forces issued a statement describing Muath 
al-Kassasbeh as a martyr and pointedly stating the date of the murder as 
January 3, 2015—one month before the release of the ISIS video. On Febru-
ary 5, 2015, the military released another statement, this time announcing 
“Operation Martyr Muath” as it launched air strikes on jihadist forces in 
ISIS-controlled territory. After the initial drama of that response, however, 
Jordan, like other Arab states in the coalition, seemed to tone down its par-
ticipation, perhaps unwilling to risk another such incident. But Jordan 
also played a large role as the de facto forward staging area for the entire 
anti-ISIS coalition. In this context, the U.S. military presence steadily grew 
in Jordan. British forces also worked with their Jordanian counterparts in 
training and support. France sent a squadron of Mirage jet fighters to bol-
ster Jordan’s northern borders. German military personnel later also arrived 
in Jordan, redeploying air power and support personnel to the kingdom 
from an increasingly inhospitable Turkey in the midst of a row in Turkish-
German relations.

Jordan was now on a war footing, in short, and these military prepara-
tions underscored the kingdom’s extensive military and intelligence con-
nections to the dominant Western powers, and especially to the United States. 
But as Pete Moore has noted, Jordan has also had a “war economy,” per-
haps varying only by degrees, for much of its existence.66 The military 
played a key role in the foundation of the state and, since independence in 
1946, Jordan has been connected to regional wars, whether it participated 
in them or not—from the Arab-Israeli wars, to the various Gulf wars, to the 
multiple iterations of the U.S.-led “War on Terrorism.” The kingdom, its 
domestic politics, and its economy have all been intimately tied to these 
events for decades. But given the unpopularity of U.S. policy in the region, 
and especially of U.S. military interventions, Jordan’s strong Western alli-
ances were at once military assets but also domestic political liabilities. The 
details of Jordan’s connections to foreign military powers were, of course, 
kept vague by Western governments and the Jordanian regime alike. Many 
Jordanians routinely added an extra zero to any number they came across 
estimating the size of the Western military presence in the kingdom. But 
at times, unexpected incidents underscored the connections anyway.

In November 2015 a Jordanian officer opened fire without warning on 
his own colleagues at a police training center in Muwaqqar, east of Amman. 
Five people were killed: two Jordanian officers, one South African officer, 
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and two American trainers. The shooter himself, Anwar Abu Zayd, was 
killed in the shootout that followed. The precise motives remained unclear, 
but the attack occurred precisely on the ten-year anniversary of the worst 
terror attack in Jordanian history—the Amman bombings by al-Qa’ida in 
Iraq that killed sixty people. The attack also highlighted Jordan’s exten-
sive but controversial international security connections and the king-
dom’s role in various Western coalitions. The shootings occurred at 
the U.S.-funded Jordan International Police Training Center ( JIPTC), 
which was established in 2003, after the U.S. invasion of Iraq. Jordan 
had warned against that war but in the aftermath had supported U.S. 
efforts to train a new Iraqi police force. Since then, more than 75,000 
officers had been trained at the facility, including Iraqi, Palestinian, and 
Libyan personnel.67 The United States also supported the King Abdullah 
Special Operations Training Centre (KASOTC), which trained allied 
personnel in special forces and counterterrorism operations.

In November 2016, one year after the Muwaqqar incident, another 
shooting brought still more unwanted public attention to Jordan’s exten-
sive international security connections and to the presence on its soil of 
Western military personnel. A Jordanian soldier guarding the gate to the 
Prince Faysal air base (near al-Jafr in the South) opened fire on approach-
ing U.S. soldiers who were working in Jordan as military trainers, ulti-
mately killing three. Local authorities initially treated the incident as a 
tragic accident based on miscommunication at the base gate but later 
changed to murder charges—although it was still not treated as an act of 
terrorism. The assailant, a Jordanian soldier, was later convicted by a mili-
tary court and sentenced to life in prison. The soldier’s tribe, the Huwaytat, 
rejected the sentence, releasing a statement that said: “We condemn this 
ruling against this nation’s son, who was defending himself and his country 
and was shot by the Americans who refused to stop at the base. . . .  Is Arab 
blood cheap and American blood more worthy? This is an unjust rul-
ing.”68 Protests soon erupted in the town of al-Jafr. Local tribal activists 
believed that the soldier, who had pled not guilty, was defending the base, 
not launching an attack, while both the U.S. and Jordanian government’s 
and militaries seemed to think otherwise (and video evidence seemed to 
confirm this view). While some questions remained, so too did a broader 
concern: these incidents uncomfortably echoed the types of “Green on 
Blue” attacks that plagued U.S. operations with counterparts in Iraq and 
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Afghanistan. Yet while they were alarming for U.S. and Jordanian offi-
cials alike, they remained rare occurrences in the Hashemite Kingdom.

For most Jordanians, however, relations with any foreign country, ally 
or otherwise, were of secondary importance to the kingdom’s own inter-
nal security. Many wondered when or how regional turmoil would affect 
domestic stability, or if it would lead to threats not just from without but 
also from within. By March 2016 these questions were no longer hypotheti-
cal, as special operations forces, police units, and intelligence officers raided 
an apartment building in Irbid in northern Jordan, converging on a jihadist 
cell inside the kingdom itself. The operation turned into an eleven-hour 
gun battle between Jordanian security forces and ISIS militants. At least 
seven jihadists were killed, as was a Jordanian officer.69 The domestic dimen-
sions of Jordan’s security fears had shifted from potential to vividly real.

The Irbid clash was exactly the type of event that many Jordanians had 
feared would eventually occur within the kingdom. Even though Irbid is 
in the far North, only ten miles from the Syrian border, this militant cell 
wasn’t from across the border but from Jordan itself. This wasn’t, in short, 
one of the many ISIS attempts at cross-border infiltration but was instead 
“homegrown.”70 State officials praised the operation as a successful act of 
counterterrorism that had foiled ISIS plots in Jordan and potentially there-
fore saved many lives. But while many Jordanians were pleased that ter-
rorist attacks may have been thwarted, they were also alarmed that what 
many had feared—ever since the deadly attacks in 2005—had finally 
come to pass: that jihadist terrorism had once again come to Jordan.

Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, the architect of the 2005 attacks (who was later 
killed in a U.S. missile strike with the assistance of Jordanian intelligence in 
tracking him down), was himself a Jordanian from Zarqa. Jordan’s Salafi 
movement, as noted earlier, had been steadily growing, particularly in the 
poorest parts of cities such as Zarqa, Irbid, Mafraq, and Ma’an. Kirk Sowell, 
an analyst with particular expertise in the Jordanian Salafi movement, noted 
that “Irbid is, and has been for years, an area where IS—and not the Nusra 
Front—has been strong. The key leaders in Zarqa and Mafraq have gone 
over to the Nusra wing of Salafi jihadist thought, but in Irbid, the dominant 
ideology is IS, not al-Qaeda.”71

Attacks occurred in other parts of the country too, including on the bor-
ders and even in makeshift refugee camps. After allowing refugees to 
cross the border for several years, Jordan began imposing more restrictions, 
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sometimes amounting to almost full border closure, in order to ensure 
domestic security and also stem the tide of refugees. But this resulted in a 
massive number of Syrian refugees stranded in a kind of “no man’s land” 
between Jordan and Syria. Known as the “Berm” because of the large dirt 
mounds marking the border, the area held, by some estimates, as many as 
85,000 Syrian refugees by 2017.72 ISIS attacked the camps several times, 
usually aiming for Jordanian security forces there. Unlike Za’atari, the 
refugees of the Berm area had no electricity, no plumbing, and no sanita-
tion. Humanitarian efforts varied, depending on the security situation. 
But the attacks themselves, in addition to making the lives of the refugees 
more difficult, also reinforced the resistance of security officials to allowing 
more refugees in the kingdom.

In December 2016 four militants affiliated with ISIS engaged in yet 
another gun battle with security forces, this time in the southern city of 
Kerak. The clash began outside the city, during a raid on the militants’ 
apartment, but they soon fled to Kerak and tried to make a stand at the 
Crusader castle there, a popular tourist site. The ISIS militants ultimately 
killed ten people, including seven Jordanian security officers, two local 
civilians, and a Canadian tourist, before they were themselves killed. Based 
on the weaponry and explosives found at the apartment, Jordanian secu-
rity officials were convinced that the group had intended to carry out 
larger-scale terrorist attacks.73

One final example, however, was even more home grown. It was not 
carried out by ISIS militants, but it was just as tragic. Nahed Hattar, a 
controversial opposition figure and well-known writer, was arrested for 
reposting a political cartoon on Facebook. The cartoon mocked an ISIS 
fighter for being irreverent and morally depraved, but the ensuing social 
media firestorm suggested that Hattar himself—an Arab Christian known 
for strong nationalist views—had insulted Islam and religion in general and 
had somehow incited sectarianism. The government, in fact, brought 
charges against him along these lines. But in broad daylight, on a September 
morning in 2016, a lone gunman assassinated Hattar on the steps of Jordan’s 
Supreme Court. For many Jordanians this was a bracing moment, regardless 
of their attitudes toward Hattar. It seemed consummately un-Jordanian, 
like something that would happen in many other countries in the region 
but not Jordan. Some, at least, hoped that it was a tragic isolated incident but 
feared that perhaps it represented something bigger, suggesting that regional 
violence, intolerance, and sectarianism were now cropping up within the 
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Jordanian body politic itself. The act spurred condemnation from the mon-
archy, the government, and opposition forces alike. It even led some to tie 
the tragedy back to reform efforts, especially efforts to update Jordan’s edu-
cation system so that its domestic messages matched its extensive interna-
tional campaigns for interfaith tolerance and pluralism.

Even though the incidents were relatively few and far between, they 
were nonetheless alarming, as they seemed almost out of character for a 
Jordan that had known—if not economic prosperity—at least domestic 
security.74 The country has, after all, consistently marketed itself both at 
home and abroad as a kind of oasis in an otherwise volatile region.75 Despite 
the rarity of terrorist attacks within Jordan, they nonetheless seemed to 
confirm to Jordan’s security forces that counterterrorism needed to be the 
top priority. This very calculus, of course, is also precisely what many 
reform advocates fear. While they too value security and stability, they quite 
legitimately fear that these priorities would prove to be a barrier against 
reform and change. Reform versus security is, of course, a false dichotomy. 
But it is an all too common one worldwide. Yet incidents such as these—in 
Irbid, in Kerak, and on the borders—are also precisely why many affiliated 
with Jordan’s police, military, security forces, and intelligence agencies 
believed that security efforts should outweigh reform.

Continuity and Change

Whether the issue is reform, security, identity politics, or the precarious 
state of the economy, Jordanian domestic political debates are never entirely 
domestic. The kingdom’s small size and its weak and even dependent econ-
omy make Jordan especially vulnerable to regional crises. When the 
regional Arab Spring began, Jordan was already embroiled in its own eco-
nomic crisis, which was then compounded by regional turmoil, not only 
in terms of regional violence but also in the forms of rising jihadist threats 
and massive refugee flows into the kingdom. As the cross-border violence 
rose and fell, whether from the Syrian civil war, the ISIS conflict, or con-
flicts in Israel and Palestine, the two constants of this era for Jordan’s regional 
context were rising insecurity and rising refugee flows. There is no way to 
overstate the depth of the refugee crisis. The burden was greatest, of course, 
on the refugees themselves, especially the majority who are children and 
who many fear may ultimately constitute a “lost generation” for Syria. But 
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for host countries—especially Jordan, Lebanon, Turkey and Iraq—the bur-
den was also overwhelming, with international donor pledges rarely match-
ing actual funds needed for services, food, water, and lodging.

This chapter has attempted to show the profound impact of external fac-
tors, regional turmoil, and especially the Syrian civil war on the politics of 
the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. The Arab uprisings had indeed shaken 
Jordan, as they had the entire region, with no two outcomes quite alike 
across the various Arab states. In the case of Jordan, the kingdom already 
had its hands full with its own struggles over domestic political reform and 
its own economic crisis. But the arrival of the regional Arab Spring exac-
erbated both dilemmas, while also adding intensely to the external secu-
rity constraints on the kingdom. The Syrian war especially piled still more 
burdens on Jordan’s politics, economy, and society. Many regime officials 
insist that reform in Jordan has advanced despite regional turmoil and inse-
curity. They argue that activists and critics need to understand this, and to 
give credit where it is due. “We need to talk not just of rights but also of 
duties,” noted one official. “His Majesty is sincere and he is patient, and 
that is why we are safe now.”76 An activist, responding to the standard list 
of state-driven reforms, and the argument that security needed to take pri-
ority over reform, had a shorter and blunter response: “Don’t insult our 
intelligence,” she said.77

Indeed, even though it would be difficult to exaggerate the security 
challenges to Jordan today, many liberal and progressive reform activists 
across the kingdom feared that the regime’s security efforts were serving 
to derail Jordan’s already limited and incomplete political reform process.78 
As noted in chapter 7, many democracy and reform advocates felt that media 
too had become a casualty of Jordan’s resurgent securitization policies. In 
an analysis of the overall reform question, Ziad Abu Rish has argued that 
media restrictions were but one of multiple regime moves that amounted 
to “doubling down,” not on reform but on deliberalization and, in effect, 
counterrevolution. He cites, specifically, restrictions on media, on speech, 
and on public assembly, and extensive use of government gag orders on 
Jordanian media in response to various internal crises (including many of 
the incidents documented in this chapter).79

Regional politics, as this chapter has shown, has had profound effects 
on Jordanian domestic politics—not just during the era of the Arab upris-
ings but indeed before, during, and after the Arab Spring. Correspond-
ingly, Jordan attempts to use its foreign policy to navigate the mine fields 
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of regional politics, often playing an outsized role in regional politics. Dur-
ing the Arab uprisings, Jordanian foreign policy was an essential part of 
the state’s attempt to maneuver through yet another period of regional 
challenges for the Hashemite Kingdom. It is a measure of Jordan’s eco-
nomic dependency, however, and of the impact on the kingdom of regional 
war and refugee flows, that the king and other regime officials spent so 
much of their time lobbying donors for more funds. Given Jordan’s height-
ened economic, political, and even military insecurity in the context of 
the regional Arab uprisings and wars, the kingdom doubled down on its 
traditional emphasis on the importance of external aid and allies. Regional 
and global allies might indeed be vital to the economic and military dimen-
sions of Jordanian security, but they remain more controversial in terms of 
their impact on domestic politics, especially the politics of reform and 
change.

While supporters of the Hashemite regime lauded the regime-led reform 
process and heralded its various achievements, many activists feared that 
the kingdom’s own allies were a major source of concern for domestic 
reform. Many democracy activists argued that the United States and the 
European Union were satisfied with procedural and cosmetic reforms rather 
than meaningful democratization, while local allies—such as Egypt, Saudi 
Arabia, and the GCC monarchies—were actually far worse influences, in 
the sense of creating decidedly reactionary influences on Jordan’s reform 
program.80 In short, even as activists pushed for far greater levels of change, 
Jordan’s Arab allies in particular seemed to favor far less change. None of 
the GCC states could be seen as a model of pluralism, moderation, or lib-
eralization, while Egypt under General Abdel Fattah el-Sissi had become 
even more authoritarian than the earlier Mubarak regime. Some Jordanian 
activists even worried that antidemocratic elements had already penetrated 
Jordanian society, regardless of the intentions of the state, especially in the 
form of Saudi influences on Jordan’s growing Salafi and other Islamist 
movements. Jordan’s neighbors and allies, they argued, were an anchor 
dragging down domestic reform efforts, just as the state’s tendency to view 
almost all matters via a security prism also undermined domestic reform.

Even aside from the influences of allies—whether positive or negative—
many Jordanians also worried that Jordan’s fears of terrorism, and its attempts 
to ensure regime and national security, would be the undoing of the already-
limited reform process. Activists and reformers feared that the severity of 
internal and external jihadist threats would lead the state to clamp down still 
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further on media, public assembly, and dissent in the name of counterterror-
ism and regime security. For many democracy activists, this had become a 
matter not of change but rather of continuity. To them, it seemed to be an 
old and predictable story, with constant talk at the highest levels of a clear 
reform path, various achievements cited, goals noted, and all with much 
fanfare. Many reformers argue that there is much noise but little progress. 
Some argue that post–Arab Spring reform efforts are not even as far along 
as those of the earlier 1989 reform era. The regime, however, argues that 
the present differs profoundly from the past, and that the reform agenda 
has even reached the intelligence services themselves. Former Mukhabarat 
chief Muhammad al-Dhahabi, for example, was arrested and convicted of 
corruption. His replacement, Faisal al-Shobaki, was tasked with modern-
izing and bringing reform to the General Intelligence Directorate itself.

During the Arab uprisings, and long after, Jordan confronted security 
threats from without and within. Yet that is not a particularly unusual situ-
ation in Jordanian history; what was different was the depth and intensity 
of these concerns. While Jordanians hotly debated questions regarding the 
depth or necessity of reform in the kingdom, it was nonetheless clear that 
the intelligence and security apparatus of the state remained strong and even 
pervasive in public life. Securitization, in short, seemed once again to have 
outweighed reform.
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The Arab uprisings toppled regimes in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and 
Yemen, met counterrevolution in Bahrain, and descended into a 
brutal civil war in Syria that soon affected the entire region. 

Throughout the years of the Arab Spring, Jordan remained stable and at 
least to some extent secure. But it was also a tense and fragile stability. 
While Jordan did not see revolution or civil war, its politics were none-
theless characterized by both continuity and change. Relative quiet after 
the initial 2011–2012 protests has sometimes been misread as acquiescence 
rather than a temporary respite. The Arab Spring may have ended, but 
political activism in Jordan certainly has not. As this book has shown, Jor-
dan’s protest and opposition movements are diverse and extensive. They 
differed on many things, but in general they all touched on three domi-
nant themes and demands: the revival of a long-dormant political liberal-
ization process; the restoration of the fuller economic and social safety net 
and, even more important, of more equitable economic opportunity, all 
of which seemed to have eroded in an era of privatization and other neo-
liberal economic reforms; and finally, a serious effort to stamp out corrup-
tion in public life.

Unlike many other states in the region, Jordan’s regime survived the ini-
tial waves of the Arab Spring, at least in the sense of avoiding its more 
violent and revolutionary manifestations. The Hashemite regime argues 
that this is due to its emphasis on soft security, a revived reform drive, and 

CHAPTER IX

Jordanian Politics Beyond the Arab Uprisings
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its own efforts in responding to public demands. King Abdullah II noted 
on many occasions that the Arab Spring was not a constraint but an oppor-
tunity. The Arab Spring was a necessary wake-up call to Arab regimes for 
reform and change. Yet in the years that followed, regime and opposition 
in Jordan retained markedly different images of what exactly transpired 
during this period. The Hashemite regime argues that Jordan once again 
demonstrated its exceptionalism and durability, as a regime willing to 
reform itself. Opposition forces argue that power remains concentrated in 
the monarchy, and that the goal of a truly constitutional monarchy and par-
liamentary government remains far off to say the least.

In 2011 young activists in Jordan were inspired and hopeful about demo-
cratic reform. But many have since come to believe that Jordan remains 
almost unchangeable, with much fanfare over reforms but little depth or 
actual change. The regime and its supporters argue that Jordan has done all 
that reasonably can be done in the current volatile regional climate. But 
reformers and democracy activists argue that they have heard this story line 
before, and they know how it ends. Democratization or liberalization efforts 
in countless times and places throughout the world have been abandoned 
in the name of national security. Regime critics argue that this has already 
happened in Jordan, with fears of ISIS and other jihadist terrorist groups 
providing the final nail in the coffin of the reform process. Jordan does 
indeed live in a difficult regional setting, but that is always the case. It var-
ies only by degree. The state’s emphasis on securitization, however, has 
often had a dampening and sometimes even smothering effect on hopes 
for change.

Lack of overt revolution, however, should never be read as acquiescence. 
Relative quiet does not necessarily translate to acceptance of the status 
quo. And even though the Arab Spring took a dark turn toward violence 
and instability in so many parts of the Middle East, it is in the many other 
locations—those without revolutions or civil wars—that regimes them-
selves would do well to remember that lack of full-scale revolution does not 
mean that any of the motivating factors behind the Arab uprisings have 
gone away. In most places across the region they remain entirely unresolved. 
In Jordan, even though authoritarian resilience remains a key force, so too is 
individual and social mobilization. Political scientists speak in terms of 
upgrading authoritarianism, which is an important dynamic, but we might 
also consider the upgrading of activism, as both state and social forces adjust, 
maneuver, change, and attempt to counter and influence one another.1 For 
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Jordan as well as most Arab states in the region, the social, economic, and 
political grievances of the Arab uprisings remain, even if protests have (in 
relative terms) declined.

So can we see a return to the streets on the scale of 2011 and 2012, or 
perhaps well beyond those numbers? And if so, under what circumstances? 
The most likely incentive would be an economic austerity jolt like those 
that triggered the riots of November 2012 (and April 1989 for that matter). 
In 1989 some activists referred to the riots as an uprising or “Jordanian 
Intifada.” If austerity measures can trigger a return to street protests, these 
might still be confined to policy; that is, calling for a repeal of particularly 
galling austerity measures may or may not morph into calls for more wide-
spread change, including regime change. In the current security environ-
ment, when most Jordanians worry about regional instability spilling over 
the borders, especially in the form of terrorism arriving in Jordan, it is not 
likely that street protests would quickly escalate beyond their trigger issue, 
unless the response itself was draconian. In the several years following the 
start of the Arab Spring, Jordan essentially managed to avoid the violence of 
its neighbors. There were countless protests and demonstrations, but for the 
most part the state continued its policy of “soft security.” But the danger 
remained of something simply going wrong. Demonstrators are so used to 
this script between government and opposition that it would take very 
little to be seen as a government violation of that script.

Jordan’s protest movement never rallied around a symbolic figure. There 
was no Jordanian martyr along the lines of Egypt’s Khalid Sa’id or Tuni-
sia’s Muhammad Boazizi. But what if there were? If security forces over-
react, including in the sometimes confusing and competitive struggles over 
jurisdiction between the police and the gendarmerie, protests could quickly 
escalate out of control. If the victim were a young, tribal “son or daughter 
of Jordan,” one would expect nationalist activist groups ranging from the 
Hirak to the military veterans or other groups to share in their outrage. 
But even this type of scenario would likely remain something that could 
be managed without triggering a social explosion.

Still, it may not be likely, but the potential is nonetheless there for a social 
upheaval in Jordan. The anger and discontent do indeed simmer just below 
the surface of public life for many people in society. Certainly economic 
factors and overly severe austerity measures are most likely to trigger the 
next round of riots or unrest. But these would not be likely to destabilize 
the entire country unless other factors were also present. Many factors 
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would have to come together simultaneously to create a perfect storm for 
this kind of massive unrest—specifically: if a perceived regime transgres-
sion were read as an outrage across Jordanian groups and factions (and hence 
across identity fault lines); if an overzealous and overly violent response by 
state security forces moved beyond “soft security” with deadly conse-
quences; and, very important, if the opposition managed to pull together 
for a unified response. This analysis has shown why the latter is sometimes 
so difficult to achieve with disparate and diverse forms of opposition. But 
if the outrage in question were something that tapped into grievances across 
ideological and even identity lines, such as if a clear and egregious case of 
corruption were traced directly to top of the regime itself, then the oppo-
sition might indeed form a national coalition for change, whether in a 
reformist or even a more revolutionary direction.

The regime wants to avoid this type of scenario almost at all costs. And 
that is precisely the point of the recurring and even cyclical reform process. 
Opening the system in small doses, especially through elections to a largely 
weak and ineffective parliament, serves to rekindle at least the motions of 
reform and does in fact engage many citizens, even as others dismiss the 
process as cosmetic. Even many opposition elites, at one point or another, 
engage in the electoral process, with some occasionally winning. This mere 
act of participation changes opposition-regime dynamics. It is an act of par-
ticipation but also of cooptation. That doesn’t mean, however, that change 
must remain ephemeral. Some reform advocates choose to participate, and 
even accept government positions, not because they are willing to be bought 
off, or because they can’t see what is really happening, but because they are 
willing to try to push for change anyway. This too changes the dynamics, 
removing incentives, at least for some, to be protesting in the streets.

Similar tactics are used even within the regime itself. Every election 
cycle brings new opportunities for proregime figures to find themselves in 
parliament, in the royally appointed Senate, or in cabinet posts, all with 
the lifetime pensions to go with the job, no matter how short-lived. One 
Jordanian official, who had served in multiple cabinet posts, once joked 
that at some point every Jordanian would be an official and therefore on 
the pension payroll, and hence stability would be assured.2 Joking aside, 
however, there is in effect a kind of elite recycling in the corridors of 
power—both among elites who see themselves as supporters and sometimes 
among those who see themselves as critics of the regime. This does not 
apply, of course, to Jordan’s grassroots movements. But not all can be 
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co-opted. From the perspective of some in the regime, there is always 
soft security to simply contain the demonstrations, and coercion for 
those deemed to have gone too far.

In addition to this de facto elite recycling, Jordan has also engaged exten-
sively in reform initiatives that can also have a familiar ring to them. Even 
before the era of the Arab uprisings, the regime had periodically provided 
small elements of reform and change to keep those reformers (and foreign 
critics) at bay, often with new slogans and marketing campaigns having 
more prominence than the actual reforms. The process in many ways mat-
ters more than an ultimate outcome. Put another way: the wheels of 
reform seem constantly to be spinning, but reformers complain that the 
country doesn’t necessarily move forward. There is considerable movement 
without actually changing locations. More meaningful reform would actu-
ally take Jordan to places yet unexplored, but more often than not, reforms 
involve much movement but not necessarily forward movement—the pol-
icy equivalent of running in place. As one disappointed reform activist 
noted, even before the outbreak of the Arab uprisings, the monarchy’s 
“words are with the reformers, but its actions are for the status quo.”3 
Another put the matter more bluntly, even while making the argument that 
activists need to push for change anyway, regardless of resistance from the 
state: “Jordan is a tribal society,” he said. “It is a deep state society. And 
the deep state is deeper here than in Egypt.”4

None of the various state strategies—cooptation, containment, coercion, 
or recycling reform—are unique to monarchies or to Jordan. As I suggested 
in chapter 1, Jordan’s survival is not a case of Jordanian cultural exception-
alism or of monarchical exceptionalism. Rather, the state offers various 
waves of reform, while also pursuing strategies and tactics meant to divide 
and rule the opposition, and to coopt and contain its opponents. Coercion 
is used too, but compared to the rest of the region, it is (usually) used spar-
ingly. And beyond its domestic strategies, the regime relies strongly on 
outside allies for its own security and survival, and also for economic 
injections to get the state through another crisis, effectively paying off the 
ruling coalition, and then always seeking the next aid source to keep the 
kingdom afloat.

Regime supporters argue that Jordan—as both state and society—
survived the Arab Spring because of smart decisions, reform programs, and 
social support. The regime does indeed have a strong base of domestic sup-
port, and it has wisely chosen a softer approach to its own security. It is, in 
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effect, maintaining a liberalizing autocracy and a hybrid regime, and it also 
has many critics. But the promises of meaningful reform now date to 
1989—before most Jordanians were born. Many Jordanians have grown 
weary of reform promises, billboard slogans, and marketing campaigns. 
Many are also tired of “change” amounting to a reshuffling of the Jorda-
nian oligarchy rather than more genuine pluralism and inclusion. But 
regional insecurity has not helped their cause either, providing an ever-
present set of security threats to undermine hopes for greater change.

The regime has, paradoxically, been both harmed and helped by the 
chaos around it. Clearly the violence of Syria and Iraq and the rise of ISIS all 
threaten Jordan too. But on the other hand, it has bought the regime more 
time, as even critics and opposition forces toned down their rhetoric and 
demands (aside from the Salafi jihadists, of course). The country has suffered 
under the strain of hundreds of thousands of refugees, with Syrians joining 
the previous waves of Iraqis, Palestinians, and others. But the regime has 
also seen its aid increase from the United States, the European Union, and 
Gulf allies, all to help get the regime and the country through yet another 
period of crisis. Jordan and its regime have proven adept at the fine art of 
muddling through and of managing to survive against the odds. But at some 
point the odds will change, the strain will become too much, or something 
will go very wrong. That is why the regime’s best defense is to engage the 
opposition, in a more genuine reform process that includes these groups and 
gives them something to fight for, rather than something to struggle against. 
It would also shift the political emphasis from subjects to citizens.

King Abdullah has made clear that he expects his son one day to rule 
over a very different Jordan and even to play a very different kind of 
role, with the monarchy itself changing in its relations with the rest of 
the state and society. But the king also moved to quell any thoughts of alter-
native succession, by elevating his son, Prince Hussein, to an almost omni-
present role in meetings with national and foreign dignitaries. The crown 
prince is, after all, nothing less than a king in training. In doing so, the 
king appeared to be mindful of the questioning in some circles in Jordanian 
politics regarding the succession at all (especially among Jordanians for 
whom identity politics is the key factor in Jordanian political life).

But most Jordanians seem to be loyal to the monarchy, to a Jordan that 
is not only Jordanian but also Hashemite. Even Jordan’s opposition forces 
are, most of the time, careful to couch their complaints or demands in the 
context of a loyal opposition. They call for a more constitutional monarchy, 
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but few call for ending the monarchy itself. There are, however, more than 
two sides to this issue. More radical republican demands may be rare indeed 
(although they do exist), but there are also those who see themselves as loy-
alist and royalist and hence supportive of the monarchy but not necessarily 
of the monarch. And here we have certainly seen rampant personal criti-
cism, directed at both the king and the queen, that has crossed lines as per-
haps never before in modern Jordanian politics. Some of the most virulent 
criticism of the royal couple was harsh indeed, but even these critics still 
support the regime. Their intense and personal attacks were meant to save 
the monarchy from itself, from its perceived detour away from more tradi-
tional and nationalist Jordanian agendas. The retired officer’s movement, for 
example, felt that their years of service made their loyalty to the state beyond 
question, and therefore empowered them to tell their own monarch some 
things that they felt were simply harsh truths.

Still, for most Jordanians, monarchical succession is not a significant 
concern. Many want to see significant changes in the political system, but 
more are concerned about the sheer cost of living, high unemployment 
rates, and the prospects for themselves and their families. It may not be 
likely, but Jordan does have the potential to unravel or explode. The level 
of pent-up anger and frustration is extensive. To assume that “it can’t hap-
pen in Jordan” would be hopelessly naïve. But similarly, to assume such an 
explosion is certainly just as faulty. Since its independence in 1946, rumors 
of Jordan’s impending death have always turned out to be exaggerated, to 
paraphrase Mark Twain’s original quip. That doesn’t mean that it won’t at 
some point be true. But to this point, at least, Jordan has managed to 
maneuver its way through countless internal and regional crises.

The late King Hussein had a well-established reputation as the great sur-
vivor of Middle East politics, fending off myriad challenges to his rule. 
But in many ways the great survivor of Middle East politics was not just 
the late monarch but rather Jordan itself. It is Jordan the country, Jordan 
the state, and Jordan the society that has been the great survivor. Most 
Jordanians—conservatives, liberals, reactionaries, reformers, and advocates 
of radical change alike—share a deep love of country. They too want it to 
continue to survive and to prosper. They have vastly different visions for 
what that Jordan will look like down the road, but the kingdom may finally 
have reached the point where muddling through is no longer enough.

The kingdom operates with a chronic fiscal crisis, a massive budget 
deficit, high rates of unemployment (especially among youth), and few 
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natural resources on which to rely. These economic factors may ultimately 
be more destabilizing than any other social or political factors. Indeed, 
Jordan’s extensive economic liabilities and its dependency on other states, 
coupled with its internal political and social strains, amid wave after wave 
of regional turmoil, is ultimately not a sustainable model. “It’s not sus-
tainable,” quipped one former government official, “it’s just sustained 
anyway.”5 The kingdom’s economic situation is so routinely dire that for-
eign policy and alliances are essential tools for regime and state survival. 
The kingdom is dependent on foreign aid and therefore vulnerable to the 
preferences of its main financial benefactors—the United States, the Euro-
pean Union, Saudi Arabia, and other Gulf states. Jordan’s combination of 
fiscal crisis and regional insecurity have together served to deepen not just 
these key alliances but also specifically the military dimension especially 
of Jordan’s relations with Western powers. This, in turn, has only added to 
the state’s already-existing propensity for reliance on securitization as key 
to its domestic and regional survival.

Paradoxically perhaps, the combination of economic and regional inse-
curity suggests the necessity to open the system still further, rather than 
clamping down and turning Jordanian society (also suffering from these 
same constraints) into a pressure cooker. Yet economic crisis and regional 
insecurity tend to be used in precisely the opposite fashion—as the main 
drivers or even excuses for being unable to do more. Meanwhile, the refu-
gee crisis has added still further to Jordan’s already profound social, eco-
nomic, and political pressures. The country does, indeed, need to engage 
in more extensive change, in deeper, and more meaningful reform, inclu-
sion, and pluralism, not just to survive but also to thrive and prosper. The 
risks will be great, but so is the country, and they are therefore risks worth 
taking, with the hope that Jordanians many years from now can still point 
to the Mark Twain quote—“the reports of my death have been greatly 
exaggerated”—and make it their own.
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