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ABSTRACT
OF THE THESIS OF

Sara Mohammad Awad for = Master of Arts
Major: Public Policy and International Affairs

Title: Brushing the Political Economic History of Hashemite Jordan Against the Grain

Bread in Jordan is more than food; it is a source of sustenance for the public and the
Hashemite monarchy’s legitimacy and stability. Complementing José Ciro Martinez’s
bottom-up account of bread subsidies as an embedded and affective state presence in
everyday life, this study offers a political-economic history that traces the bread subsidy
program’s emergence, durability, and eventual removal across decades of crisis and
reform. This thesis argues that the subsidy emerged not as benevolence but as a
necessity for Hashemite rule, and inquires into the nature of post-bread subsidy Jordan.
The program was introduced within the political-economic zeitgeist of the 1974 mutiny
of elite military units in al-Zarqa, as part of a broader transformation from a militarized
welfare state to an oil-subsidized urban bureaucracy amid the 1970s oil boom and an
expanding East Bank population. Over the past three decades, however, bread subsidies
have become increasingly regarded as a state burden, rather than a tool, due to the
prioritization of neoliberal economic reform, IMF loan agreements, and U.S. foreign
aid. The goal of this study is to better understand the social underpinnings of Hashemite
Jordan and to illuminate its statecraft after the 2018 removal of the subsidy program.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

“There is no document of civilization which is not at the same time a document of
barbarism...A historical materialist, therefore, dissociates himself from it as far as
possible. He regards it as his task to brush history against the grain.”

- Walter Benjamin’s “Theses on the Philosophy of History””!

Jordan is considered one of the least volatile countries in the Middle East, or at
least the most stable of those carved out of the Fertile Crescent by European colonial
powers after WWI. This has resulted in it being a less popular area for academic
investigation compared to neighboring countries.> Behind that facade of stability,
however, is a fascinating and complex structure of power.> Sean Yom highlights the
uniqueness of Jordan as a case study, noting that “our accumulated knowledge of
authoritarianism suggests that economic trauma brings political drama: wobbling
dictators are exposed as their patronage pools dry up, while opposition forces...revolt to
cause serious political change. However, the opposite happened in the Hashemite

Kingdom of Jordan.”* Despite financial meltdowns in the 1980s, 2007-8, and more

! Benjamin, Walter. (1940) 1968. "Theses on the Philosophy of History." In Illuminations, edited by
Hannah Arendt, translated by Harry Zohn, 253—64. New York: Schocken Books.

2 Historian Malcom Yapp writes “Jordan (except for its foreign policy) is one of the least studied states
of the Near East. Similar in size to Lebanon and Israel, it attracted only a fraction of the attention.” See
Yapp, Malcolm. 1991. The Near East since the First World War. Addison-Wesley Longman Limited,
291.

3 A collection of articles from the Project on Middle East Political Science (POMES), published in the
midst of the Arab Spring, highlights that for the greater part of its history, and more visibly in 2011-12,
Jordan has been seen as a ‘Kingdom forever on the brink,” with its regime in permanent danger of losing
its western patronage, overthrow from Arab nationalist, or internal turmoil from a struggling economy.
Concurrently, Jordan has played the role of a paragon of stability in a deeply conflicted region and a close
ally of Western neoliberalism.

4 Yom, Sean. 2020. “Bread, Fear, and Coalitional Politics in Jordan.” In Economic Shocks and
Authoritarian Stability: Duration, Financial Control, and Institutions, 297-332. University of Michigan
Press.



recently, when Jordan only took part subtly in the 2011-12 Arab Spring, the ruling
monarchy has maintained some form of resilience, superior to that of neighboring
countries. Tariq Tell adds to this, stating there have been minimal attempts to provide “a
historical, as well as sociologically informed answer to the question of ‘how Hussein
and the Hashemite Entity survived those years of peril, against heavy odds and the
expectation of practically every observer.””> This thesis adds to the growing literature
on Jordan, which takes seriously its inner dynamics to better understand Hashemite
Jordan.

Jordan, as a nation-state, has never existed without Hashemite rule. Since its
inception and through its transformation from Transjordan to the Hashemite Kingdom
of Jordan, there has been little room to imagine the nation outside the scope of its being
the child of foreign interests. Jordan and the Jordanian national identity were, from this
perspective, a colonial fiat, as described by Joseph Massad.® Jordanian national identity
was constructed by British colonial powers through the sculpting of legal and military
structures. Literature from Massad, Tell, Eugene Rogan, and others begins to untangle
what is both a typical and atypical post-colonial nation-state, one whose national
identity, borders, and very statecraft were constructed by British colonial power and
only later adopted by the Hashemites. Yom suggests in an article titled “Jordan’s
Fictional Reforms”, published in late 2011, that the Jordanian monarchy’s paradox lies

in the need to foreclose genuine democratic reforms, which would have the unavoidable

5 Tell draws this question from the text of Dann Uriel’s King Hussein and the Challenge of Arab
Radicalism. See Tell, T. 2013. The Social and Economic Origins of Monarchy in Jordan, 2; Springer.
Dann, Uriel. 1989. King Hussein and the Challenge of Arab Radicalism. Oxford University Press, 164

¢ Massad, Joseph. 2001. Colonial Effects: The Making of National Identity in Jordan. New York:
Columbia University Press.



effect of jeopardizing its capacity to control social policy.” In Yom’s words, the
“monarchy shall succeed when its government fails.” Jordan’s traditional playbook of
so-called ‘fictional reform’, which enabled Hussein’s regime to strategically navigate its
position between external and internal political forces, in contrast to rising and falling
regimes in neighboring countries, is proving less effective under Abdullah II.

Literature on Jordan more often than not prioritizes a discussion of Jordan’s
external politics or high politics over its internal ones. Tell highlights the extent to
which this has been the case, noting that the “inner workings of the East Bank are
neglected; whether by commission or omission, scant attention is given to a more
fundamental Hashemite Dilemma.”® Tell would agree with Malik Mufti that this
dilemma stems from the Hashemites being a transplanted dynasty ruling at the vortex of
the Arab Israeli conflict. I would also add that part of the dilemma lies in the Hashemite
monarchy’s resilience after 1948, despite significant upheaval. This includes the turmoil
of the Nakba and allegations of collusion, Abdullah I’s assassination, and the aftermath
of 1955-1956, when the Baghdad Pact riots led to the election of a left-leaning
parliament and brought Suleiman Nabulsi to power, as well as the end of the British
umbrella following Hussein’s coup against John Bagot Glubb. The authoritarian regime
has defied its own odds of survival, particularly within a country that lacks resources,
located in what Tell describes as an “inhospitable political geography — a function of its
location on the arid, uncertain frontier between desert and sown.” Much of the

literature produced on Jordan until the late 1900s takes as its central premise either a

7 Yom, Sean. 2012. "Jordan's Fictional Reforms." In Jordan, Forever on the Brink, POMEPS Briefings
11, edited by Marc Lynch, 5-7. Washington, DC: Project on Middle East Political Science.

8 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 3.

% Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 3.



Western-nurtured fascination with Hussein, his charisma and statecraft, or the East
Bank’s strategic location in relation to the arguably more taxing Palestinian question.
Less attention, however, is given to the social fabric that makes up contemporary
Jordan, the agrarian heritage that has shaped it, and the social forces that underpin the
success or failure of the Hashemite statecratft.

Tell highlights that, while a gap in the literature on Jordan exists, it is being
filled by an emerging interest among a new generation of historians in shifting the focus
from “ruler to ruled,” revising the social history of Transjordan from below. This shift
offers new ways to understand Jordan and returns a missing element of agency to the
Jordanian public, who do not enjoy the same level of attention as Jordan’s Hashemites.
Jillian Schwedler adds to the literature underpinning this shift in her attempt to bring
popular protest to the ‘making’ of Jordan, challenging conventional top-down narratives
on Jordan’s politics. Schwedler argues that protests are not an anomaly in the history of
modern Jordan but are a routine part of politics, dating back to early-twentieth-century
revolts against Ottoman practices and continuing to the present day.'® Her work draws a
connection between spatial dynamics, or “built environments,” and popular dissent,
arguing that the regime strategically uses space to control and contain public unrest.!!
Such protests not only challenge the regime’s power but also reproduce it. Her work, in
its emphasis on spatial imaginaries and political geographies, complements José Ciro

Martinez’s work on the role bread plays in each.!?

10 Schwedler, Jillian. 2022. Protesting Jordan: Geographies of Power and Dissent. Stanford Studies in
Middle East.

' Schwedler. 2022. Protesting Jordan: Geographies of Power and Dissent, 227.

12 Martinez, José Ciro. 2022. States of Subsistence: The Politics of Bread in Contemporary Jordan .
Stanford University Press.



Martinez’s work details an ethnographic field journey through different parts of
Jordan, approaching the subject of bread as a participant observer. This allows him to
produce one of the richest pieces of work to date on bread subsidies and Hashemite
Jordan, States of Subsistence: The Politics of Bread in Contemporary Jordan. Martinez
makes the argument that the state’s decision to subsidize bread in the 1970s was much
more than a welfare scheme. He captures, within the first part of his book, titled
“Assembly,” a shift in political rationale under Hussein in the 1970s. This shift would
see the state administer residences through the provision of social welfare over the prior

»13 set up by British

model Tell describes as a “military bureaucratic enclave economy
colonial powers, less interested in “everyday conduct of colonial subjects.”!* Martinez
makes the case that the bread subsidy program builds, through the routine production
and distribution of subsidized bread at the bakery, an “everyday state” that makes the
state feel palpable and benevolent within daily life. In this light, Hussein’s introduction
of the bread subsidy program (and the Ministry of Supply) in the aftermath of the 1974
al-Zarqa mutiny was not an act of benevolence but a new form of statecraft, one that
placed subsidized khubz ‘arabi, or Arabic bread, as a core pillar and tactic of Hashemite
authoritarianism.

I take Martinez’s work on bread in Jordan as my departure point and, in doing
so, adopt many of Martinez’s conclusions. I build on the notion that the mechanisms for
wielding and navigating the importance of bread, its availability, and its affordability

while submitting to external patrons and neoliberal economic values have been

produced by and reproduced the authority of the Hashemite monarchy. The angle

13 Tell, Tariq. 2001. The Resilience of the Hashemite Rule: Politics and State in Jordan, 1946—1947 . Les
cahiers du CERMOC.

14 Martinez. 2022. States of Subsistence, 39.

10



through which I attempt to dissect the question of bread subsidies and Hashemite
Jordan, however, differs from that of Martinez. While Martinez insightfully develops
the concept of the ‘everyday state’ from a bottom-up perspective, the political-economic
decisions that unfolded alongside the formation of this everyday state remain less
central to his analysis and understudied within the broader literature on Jordan.
Martinez focuses on how the everyday state forms within the bakery and through the
bureaucratic mechanisms of its supervision to enact itself on the bodies of its subjects,
shaping the subjectivity of those it feeds. My analysis is more interested in the
Hashemite state’s own rationale for its statecraft and the social underpinnings of its
resilience through periods of turmoil. The natural assumption that follows from
accepting the idea that this welfare program, composed of routine sociomaterial
practices, creates the everyday state is that any changes to the program would affect
perceptions of the state, and, by extension, its resilience. Thus, the state’s decision to
abandon its bread subsidy program in 2018 invites us to revisit our understanding of
Hashemite Jordan and the social underpinnings of its resilience.

The study of bread subsidies in Jordan is not simply a flat economic policy but a
window into the broader mechanisms through which Hashemite authority is
constructed, sustained, and adapted to shifting political and economic realities. By
tracing the evolution of these policies through the lens of political economy, I aim to
move beyond conceptions of the state as a static object or a unitary rational actor.
Instead, I argue that the Hashemite monarchy actively produces its legitimacy through
economic policies that blur the line between state and society, through what Martinez
describes as embedding itself into the everyday lives of its citizens through seemingly

mundane transactions. Since 1989, and in particular after Abdullah II ascended to the

11



throne in 1999, the state’s reproduction of power has become closely tied to neoliberal
economic policies and market integration. Despite triggering unrest, these reforms are
presented to Jordanians as crucial to maintaining economic stability and the inflow of
strategic external aid on which the country has never not been dependent.

In times of unrest, the state has exhibited a pattern of deflecting public critiques
outward by framing the Hashemite regime as a victim of external forces that seek to
destabilize it and threaten the Jordanian citizens under its protection. This rhetoric was
easy enough to sustain without rattling the nation with any real threat. The Jordanian
‘street’ is composed of relatively predictable and manageable actors, including the
Muslim Brotherhood and leftist parties, which the state has derisked through “targeted
repression and legal constriction.”'® The real danger to the regime comes from dissent
within the social forces that staff Hashemite loyalty, including the army and
mukhabarat, most of whom are Transjordanian. These are the parts of society that need
appeasement and authoritative supervision. This is where the state has room to defend
its structures in the eyes of its loyal base as a necessary governmental response to a
changing and challenging external environment, effectively deflecting internal criticism
outward. In doing so, the monarchy does not merely govern; it becomes a necessary and
inescapable presence for the diverse population of the East Bank, sustained as much by
economic dependency on its bounty as by historical and ideological narratives of
stability and survival.

I argue that bringing the question of political economy into the pre-history and

history of the bread subsidy program and the state itself enables a richer understanding

15 Yom, Sean. 2011. “Jordan’s Current Crisis: Jordan’s Fictional Reforms.” Project on Middle East
Political Science Briefing. https://pomeps.org/wp-
content/uploads/2012/05/POMEPS_BriefBookletl 1 Jordan Web.pdf.

12



of how the Hashemites crafted a public dependency on subsidized bread and the
monarchy’s need for such a dependent relationship. This involves studying the
relationship between the monarchy and social provisioning, its deeper roots in colonial
legacy, military welfare, and land tenure, and its (de-)evolution with the arrival of
urbanization and neoliberalism.

To study this relationship, I approach the state as a structural effect, a framework
that is explored further in Chapter 2. I, then, lay the foundation of social provisioning in
the pre-nation-state history under Ottoman and then British rule in Chapter 3. This sets
the stage for the Hashemites’ inheritance of a military welfare structure that preceded
the bread subsidy program itself, which is traversed in Chapter 4 alongside the political-
economic backdrop that brought the program and the urban state into being. The
following two chapters address the mounting tension around the subsidy program since
the 1989 crisis and the subsequent introduction of neoliberal reforms, culminating in the
state’s most recent decision to abandon the program in 2018. The purpose of this
chronology is to re-examine the history of Hashemite Jordan and its subsidy program
through the lens of its political economy. Attending to these dynamics offers a
necessary top-down perspective on how the state operates in relation to bread and how
bread, in turn, functions as an instrument of statecraft. Despite bread and its
subsidization being such a formative and crucial pillar of this regime, there remain gaps
in our understanding of it, which have been highlighted by the Hashemite resilience in

the aftermath of the subsidy program’s elimination.

A. Methodology
In this study, I use bread as an object of inquiry to illuminate our understanding

of the social underpinnings of Hashemite statecraft and the direction it could take next. I

13



draw on Martinez to bridge his bottom-up lived experience of this everyday state with a
political-economic history of the realities that have brought the state into existence. To
do this, I conduct a qualitative, historical-interpretive study that draws on
historiographies of Transjordan under Ottoman rule, mandate rule, and eventually
Hashemite rule to trace the origins of social provisioning in exchange for loyalty and
their evolution across changing political and economic realities. By providing a revised
political-economic history of Hashemite Jordan that addresses the origins of its bread
subsidy program, I aim to move away from viewing the state as a neutral administrator
toward a strategic social relation constantly negotiating its own survival through the
material control of life’s most basic necessity.

To understand why Hashemite Jordan visibly transitioned away from its role as
a provider, we must first look backward. This thesis serves as a preliminary inquiry into
the political and economic history of the Hashemite monarchy in Jordan, with particular
attention to the social provisioning and bread that underpin its resilience. In doing so,
this work attempts to foreground the post-2018 moment within its historical context to
better understand the Hashemite monarchy’s contemporary fragility. This study
constitutes a primary step in mapping the historical landscape that led to the 2018
rupture in the Hashemite Compact, as coined by Tell, i.e., loyalty in exchange for
socioeconomic security. Jordan, in the absence of bread, can only be understood by first
analyzing the social fabric and monarchical resilience that neoliberal reform has
systematically dismantled.

Methodologically, I employ a triangulation of sources to reconstruct this history,
building upon revised historiographies of Transjordan that foreground the role of the

Hashemite Compact. To further develop these accounts, I analyze primary data from the

14



Ministry of Supply and national censuses to track material shifts in Jordan's
demographic, land tenure, and moral economy. I anchor these shifts in the political
climate of the time by drawing on news records to capture popular sentiment and state
responses. These sources are synthesized with secondary scholarship and semi-
structured conversations with government officials and individuals possessing expertise
in Jordanian agricultural and wheat policy. This approach moves beyond a purely fiscal
analysis of subsidies; instead, it treats the subsidy as a “document of civilization” that,
when brushed against the grain, reveals the underlying “barbarism” of state-building

and authoritarian consolidation.
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CHAPTER II

FRAMING THE STATE

Timothy Mitchell identifies two distinct frameworks for understanding the state
within the post-war period of American social sciences.'® The first abandons the state as
a concept that is too narrow and vague to generate any productive definition and
substitutes it with the concept of the political system. This approach discusses the state
as “less an analytic tool than a symbol for unity... a myth,” as David Easton suggests,
placing it closer to something transcendental.!” The second suggests an idealist and
elusive understanding of the state as a wholly autonomous entity that needs to be
brought back in or made great again.'® This second approach is more attached to the
idea of the state entity as a rational actor in whose lap the resolution of public concerns
falls. Such traditional approaches do not sufficiently capture the nature of the state in
Jordan.

A. Approaches to the State

Defining the state is not easy. This is in part because of the inherent difficulty of
defining what is both real and illusory, what Philip Abrams distinguished as two

separate objects of analysis: the state-idea and state system.!® Mitchell, drawing on

16 Mitchell’s chapter is part of George Steinmetz’s book which challenges traditional approaches to the
state and argues that state formation cannot be understood without accounting for the role of culture. See
Mitchell, Timothy. 1999. “Society, Economy and the State Effect.” In State/Culture: State-Formation
after the Cultural Turn, 76-97. Cornell University Press.

17 Easton, David. 1957. “An Approach to the Analysis of Political Systems.” World Politics 9 (3): 383—
400. https://doi.org/10.2307/2008920.

18 Cammack, Paul. 1989. “Bringing the State Back In?” British Journal of Political Science 19 (2): 261—
90. https://doi.org/10.1017/s0007123400005469.

19 Abrams, Philip. 1988. “Notes on the Difficulty of Studying the State.” Journal of Historical Sociology
1 (1): 58-89. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6443.1988.tb00004.x.
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Michel Foucault’s ideas on power and knowledge, suggests we view these as “two
aspects of the same process” and take into account the “elusiveness of the boundary
between state and society, not as a problem of conceptual precision but as a clue to the
nature of the phenomenon.”?® In doing so, Mitchell rejects the idea of the state as an
entity or actor separate from society and instead proposes that the state is a structural
effect, a metaphysical outcome of material and ideological practices that sustain the
illusion of a coherent governing entity, rather than an independent institution. Thus, an
exploration of the state, according to Mitchell, requires acknowledging the significance
of modern microphysical methods of order that shape its appearance, what Foucault
may call disciplines and Michael Mann may call infrastructural power. Viewing the
state with disciplinary power in mind means accepting that the modern state is formed,
rather than pre-existing. Joining Mitchell, I view the state as the effect of practice, rather
than something that exists prior to it.

Martinez draws on Mitchell in his own analysis of the state, viewing it as an
“achievement, an effect always in formation.”?! He highlights, however, the inability of
disciplinary mechanisms alone to satisfy the full extent to which the state is performed.
Martinez points to Foucault’s reading of the French thinker Louis-Paul Albeille to
explain governmental thinking in response to problems where disciplinary mechanisms
fail, such as managing the grain trade. He suggests that, in these cases, “governmental
techniques aspire instead to shape conduct, using regulatory instruments that can better

respond to population growth, urbanization, and increased exchange.”?? His approach

20 Mitchell. 1999. “Society, Economy and the State Effect,” 77.
21 Martinez. 2022. States of Subsistence, 8.

22 Martinez. 2022. States of Subsistence, 10.
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suggests that the “productivity of power extends beyond the disciplinary, operating
through regulatory mechanisms that manage life at the level of the population, not just
the individual.”*® Martinez points to mechanisms that produce and reproduce the state,
creating seemingly settled and permanent patterns of rule, one of which is the bread
subsidy. Thus, the state, in Martinez’s eyes, appears through the repetition of actions,
encounters, and associations (which form both the state effect and public perception of
the state and agency within it).

I follow Mitchell in viewing the state as a structural effect. I also find Martinez’s
framing of the performativity relevant to Jordan. Martinez takes an interest in the
“performativity” of the state, a term he explores through Judith Butler, accepting that
there are “neither pre-existing subjects nor institutions, but rather processes of
reiteration by which both subjects and institutions appear at all.”** Martinez’s account
of the everyday state focuses on the patterns of rule that make the state perceivable
rather than a rigid pre-existing institution or a fixed, independent entity. While I adopt
Martinez’s framing of the state’s performative nature, I also find it critical to
acknowledge that the state makes itself perceivable by often rhyming with pre-existing
patterns of rule, e.g., militarized welfare in the case of Jordan. This places equal
emphasis on the state becoming through repetitive patterns of rule and on its use of pre-
existing intangible structures to determine these patterns. I take more interest in the
latter than Martinez does, as nation-states, while not pre-existing entities, do not

‘perform’ in a vacuum and instead often build on pre-existing patterns of rule.

23 Martinez. 2022. States of Subsistence, 10-11.

24 Martinez. 2022. States of Subsistence, 9.
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Mann’s approach to the state is also helpful in understanding Jordan at this
juncture. Mann points to “a perpetual dialectic of movements between state and civil
society.”?> One of his definitions of state power is derived from the fact that societies
with states have “superior survival value” than those without, leading him to conclude
that “necessity is the mother of all state power.”?¢ This is an important element of the
state in Jordan, where the state’s resilience is in part due to many Transjordanians’
equating the Hashemite monarchical rule with societal survival. Aside from the
necessity of the state, Mann proposes two other origins of state power: the municipality
of state functions and the territorial centrality of the state. In Mann’s view, the state
does not possess special ‘distinctive’ means of power different from those of civil
society, but it does possess a different “socio-spatial and organizational sense” due to its
authoritative power inherently centralized over a delimited territory.?’ This is where
Mann proposes his definition of the state as a place, an arena. Viewing state power as
both despotic and infrastructural, Mann finds that modern states survive when they have
increased infrastructural power and can thus “regulate normatively and by force, a given
set of social and territorial relations.”?® This complements Martinez’s discussion of the
state’s ability to exist through shaping conduct within organized spaces, one of which is
the bakery. Mann’s framing of the state also brings Bob Jessop’s theoretical framework

of the state into the conversation. Jessop views the state as a strategic social relation,

25 Mann, Michael. 1984. “The Autonomous Power of the State: Its Origins, Mechanisms and Results.”
European Journal of Sociology 25 (2): 185-213. 195.

26 Mann. 1984. “The Autonomous Power of the State.” 195-196.
27 Mann. 1984. “The Autonomous Power of the State.” 198.

28 Mann. 1984. “The Autonomous Power of the State.” 62.
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shaped by historical context and strategic action.?’ Jessop’s strategic-relational approach
to the state considers the strategic selectivity through which it operates, empowering
specific social forces over others, thereby biasing its institutional structure.

This is where James Scott’s theory of state simplification is particularly useful.*
Scott would agree with Jessop that states are not neutral. He argues that the modern
state has tunnel vision, flattening local complexities in the interest of making them more
legible and easier to control or govern. He points out how simplification operates in
forest management and, from there, explores a similar optic of simplification applied by
the modern state to land administration, agriculture, urban planning, and rural
settlement.

The state view, according to Scott, is severely impoverished, as it ignores
historical context and local realities in favor of creating new organized subjects,
loyalties, and realities. This becomes deadly, Scott argues, when deployed by a coercive
state determined to transform the life of its subject. As an example of state view effect,
Scott writes: “forest science and geometry, backed by state power, had the capacity to
transform real, disorderly, chaotic forest so that it more closely resembled the
administrative grid of its techniques.”*! Mann’s notion of infrastructural power being
the enabler of modern states aligns with Scott’s framing of the state view and its

attachment to high modernism. Scott draws on Zygmunt Bauman’s observation that

modernity “is an age of artificial order and grand societal designs, the era of planners,

29 Jessop, Bob. 2013. State Power: A Strategic Relational Approach. John Wiley & Sons.

30 Scott, James C. 1995. “State Simplifications: Nature, Space and People.” Journal of Political
Philosophy 3 (3): 191-233. https://doi.org/10.1111/1.1467-9760.1995.tb00035 x.

31 Scott. 1995. “State Simplifications: Nature, Space and People,” 57.
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visionaries and - more generally - ‘gardeners’ who treat society as a virgin plot of land
to be expertly designed and then cultivated and doctored to keep to the design form.”?
High modernism, joined to a cultural project, shapes social fabric, often even public
morale, solidarity, and loyalty. In its bureaucratic and inflexible nature, this worldview
ignores knowledge embedded in local practices, or, as Scott calls it, Métis, and in doing
so, stands to fail.** It’s important to analyze Jordan with this in mind, as it incorporates
the state view into the conversation.>*

State simplification treats local realities and their histories prior to the presence
of an observing force as inferior to new scientific knowledge. In its simplification, the
state erases history and tradition in favor of creating a history that aligns with the state

view. This simplification has resulted in multiple mis-narrations of history, one of

which is the portrayal of Bedouins in Transjordan under different forms of state

32 Zygmunt Bauman. 2000. Modernity and the Holocaust. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 113.

33 Métis, in Scott’s words, “represents the kind of practical skills acquired in responding to a constantly
changing natural and human environment.” See Scott, “State Simplifications: Nature, Space and People,”
75.

34 Traditional state functions empower the state and its state view as the body that sets the norms and
standards of conduct. The state view, in this sense, also dictates what is considered right behavior and
projects that on society. In his work, Akhil Gupta discusses this notion of “right behavior” in the context
of gauging corruption among state officials in India and when and if accountability is due. The state,
however, is not an entity isolated from the society it governs, nor is society’s public culture isolated from
the state. Hence, notions of accountability are hardly objectively set. Gupta argues that the post-colonial
state generates for itself a new discourse of accountability. Part of the Hashemites’ discourse around
accountability and right behavior is based on its own subjective view of what is necessary. If we mirror
Gupta’s analysis on the broader spectrum of the Jordanian state’s political and economic policy, the
state’s dictation for right behavior is malleable to its own interests. An example of this is the state's claim
to subsidize bread in the 1970s and its subsequent attempts to escape this responsibility since 1989.
Public culture and social understandings of what is right predate the post-colonial nation-state, as does the
use of land, agriculture, and what Tell calls “extended entitlements.” Hence, when the state decides to
shift its definition of right and its political and economic structures of providing what it once held itself
accountable for, then it’s unnatural to assume public culture will follow. Within this shift in state
discourse of accountability, there exists an opening for public culture to intervene and put into question
the state’s manipulation of the status quo for what it assumes to be a greater good or “right behavior,”
which, in the case of Jordan, is neoliberal reform and subscribing to a global market economy.
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power.>®> Nora Barakat challenges the framings of Bedouins by mid-twentieth-century
historians as “fundamental obstacles to a nineteenth-century Ottoman modernization
project,” and by postcolonial theory, which views them as “victims” of a successful

state-making project.®¢

She rejects the shared assumptions these studies make and
instead contributes a legal history that reveals Bedouin active participation in the
making of territorial state space as “Bedouin Bureaucrats.”>” Barakat proves that
Bedouin leaders were part of the Ottoman administrative hierarchy within the Syrian
interior, i.e., modern-day Jordan and southern Syria, managing tax collection, land
registration, and pilgrimage routes. Her work places these Bedouin bureaucrats at the
heart of the Ottoman state-space™® project on the desert frontiers.

Bedouin leaders gained social and political influence from these bureaucratic

positions, enabling them to both govern under existing forms of layered sovereignty

within the frontier and also organize resistance against Ottoman policies seeking to

3 Feeding the idea, as Scott articulates it, that the modern state is the “enemy of people who move
around.”

36 Barakat, Nora. 2023. Bedouin Bureaucrats: Mobility and Property in the Ottoman Empire. Stanford
University Press, 11.

37 Her book contextualizes the Ottoman agency in making territorial state space within the global context
of transformation of other imperial expansion projects from “variegated imperial to standardized nation
state modes of governance.” She points to American and Russian experiences in order to view Ottoman
empire within the “framework of polities that embarked on what Steven Hahn called “imperial nation-
states” in late 1800s. Barakat explains a shared attempt from Russian, American and Ottoman empires in
transforming “marginal” region during this context and in doing so de-exemptionalizes the Ottoman
experience. See Barakat, Nora. 2023. Bedouin Bureaucrats: Mobility and Property in the Ottoman
Empire.

38 She uses the term “state space” to describe the “landscape within territorially conceived and

hierarchical administrative and judicial apparatus and a theoretically uniform and bounded grid of
property relations.”
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renegotiate such forms of sovereignty.>* Rogan argues that the relationship between the
Ottoman state and Bedouins is better thought of as a “process of negotiation” instead of
conflict. He views the 1910 Karak Revolt as a reaction to state intervention that
threatened tribal autonomy, rather than as tribal lawlessness. Barakat and Rogan point
to the pre-modern state history of Transjordan, which shaped local order through land
tenure, an Ottoman legacy of “stateness” that “was to be the inheritance of the British
Mandate and the Hashemite state in Jordan.”*

Attending to the pre-state history further proves that the state does not become
or perform in a vacuum; instead, it builds on pre-existing patterns of rule that are often
inherited. Our understanding of the state is not complete without accounting for both the
state view and the historical contexts and social origins it ignores. The Bedouin leaders
who entered the theoretically standardized hierarchical system as “men of property”
under late Ottoman rule were part of the “state effect.” The relationship between
Bedouin communities and state power evolved under Ottoman and later British rule and

transformed their livelihoods, as these groups adapted to changing realities, moving

from pastoralism to settled and even bureaucratic positions, as Rogan outlines.

3 Bedouins resisted Ottoman “legal expressions of ‘empty land’ that privileged cultivation over other
kinds of land use [camel-herding, for example] and state attempts to settle immigrants and refugees in
regions deemed empty.” Barakat points that in the mid-1800s, Ottoman, Russian and American regimes
“converged around evolutionary discourses of human productivity that privileged intensive cultivation in
the determination of land rights and categorized existing populations as “nomadic” and undeserving of
title because of their purportedly inefficient land use. Later, Ottoman prioritization of political loyalty
over productivity would work in favor of Bedouin bureaucrats, allowing them to maintain land rights and
participate in the state.

40 Rogan, Eugene. 1994, “Bringing the State Back: The Limits of Ottoman Rule in Transjordan, 1840-

1910.” In Village, Steppe and State: The Social Origins of Modern Jordan, edited by Eugene Rogan and
Tariq Tell, 32—58. British Academic Press.
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Scott’s concept of the moral economy is pivotal while dissecting the state from
this angle.*! He discusses a ‘subsistence ethic’ that prioritizes household survival over
profit. He traces two shifts during the colonial period of Southeast Asia that restructured
this standard: the imposition of North Atlantic capitalism and the “development of a
modern state under a colonial aegis.”** Scott argues that political changes, including the
commodification of land and labor, radically “undermine pre-existing social insurance
patterns” and violate the moral economy of the subsistence ethic.*’ The transformation
from a moral economy to a market-oriented economy that Scott describes can also be
traced in Rogan’s account of the effect of land tenure reform under Ottoman and then
British rule on Bedouin and Fallahin integration. These elements have formed modern
Jordan and are indispensable to understanding the state (and will be discussed in more
detail in the next chapter).

Jordan is often defined as a rentier or quasi-rentier state due to its high
dependence on foreign aid. The main critique of reinter state theory, however, is that it
is too simplistic. Adam Hanieh’s Marxian critique of rentier state theory is particularly
relevant to the analysis of Jordan. Hanieh argues that the concept of the rentier state
fails to recognize the co-processes of state and class formation.** This perspective views
states as forms of class power, constructed at the intersection of labor, capital, and the

state apparatus. Understanding the Jordanian state is much more accessible by

41 Scott, James C. (1976) 2006. The Moral Economy of the Peasant : Rebellion and Subsistence in
Southeast Asia . New Haven: Yale University Press.

42 Scott. 1976. The Moral Economy of the Peasant, 7.
43 Scott. 1976. The Moral Economy of the Peasant, 7.
4 Hanieh, Adam. 2015. “Capital, Labor, and State: Rethinking the Political Economy of Oil in the Gulf .”

In The Oxford Handbook of Contemporary Middle Eastern and North African History, edited by Jens
Hanssen and Amal Ghazal. Oxford University Press.
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abandoning the conception of the state as a rational actor and incorporating conceptions
that account for class power and the colonial formation of the state apparatus.*’ This
leaves room to bring the question of political economy to the different renditions of the
Hashemite social contract, one of which is bread subsidies.

Begona Aretxaga adds an additional layer to the examination of the state by
suggesting that the traditional function of the state as a regulator is increasingly
performed by private companies and institutions, in addition to non-governmental
organizations, aid organizations, and transnational entities such as the World Bank
(WB) and International Monetary Fund (IMF).*® What Jean Comaroff and John L.
Comaroff called ‘millennial capitalism’ has “eroded the functions of the Weberian state
that were once its defining features,” one of which is subsidies.*’ From this perspective,
it’s not far-fetched to suggest that the very notion of statehood has been increasingly
commodified. Aretxaga suggests that the desire for statehood has persisted “in spite or
perhaps because of the hollowed-out character of the state.”*® The state’s push toward
neoliberal reform (a market-oriented economy over the pre-existing moral economy) is
not specific to the Hashemites. Instead, it is underscored by the opportunistic dynamic

that exists between statehood and globalization. Aretxaga suggests that “globalization is

45 Class played a very formative role in the state-making of Jordan; referencing Tell’s Origins and
discussion of the “Dependent elite” and "collaborating elite” which staffed the bureaucracy and
monopolized key land, military and finance positions under mandatory rule years (1921-46) and later the
coalition politics that would form around specific elite interest groups and the Palace throughout the
Hussein’s rule.

46 Aretxaga, Begofia. 2003. “Maddening States.” Annual Review of Anthropology 32 (1): 393—410.
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.anthro.32.061002.093341.

47 Aretxaga. 2003. “Maddening States,” 394. See Comaroff, J., and J. L. Comaroff. 2000. “Millennial
Capitalism: First Thoughts on a Second Coming.” Public Culture 12 (2): 291-343.
https://doi.org/10.1215/08992363-12-2-291.

48 The number of states has more than quadrupled since World War I1.
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not only compatible with statehood; it has actually fueled the desire for it, whether to
have access to resources and powers experienced, imagined, or glimpsed or to defend an
ethnic group against the violence of another state.”* Aretxaga’s work, particularly
when read with Scott in mind, invites us to consider the state simplification at an
international level, through bodies such as the Bretton Woods Institutions, which
increasingly play governing roles that extend their view into the state view and

eventually trickle into the state effect (a topic explored further in Chapter 6).

B. The Case of Jordan

All the state theories discussed are helpful in framing the state in Jordan. In my
approach to defining the state, I draw on Martinez and Mitchell as well as other
conceptions of the state that reject definitions of it as a “thing” and instead give it
dimension and room to account for culture, class, and bias. I also employ ideas from
Scott, Mann and Jessop in understanding the state view and forms of state power, and
how both play out on a delimited territory to form the state effect. While the thinkers
explored in this chapter represent diverse and sometimes conflicting traditions, I group
them here to construct a multi-dimensional lens for analyzing the Jordanian state and
accounting for the different conceptualizations of state power, further proving that the
state is far from a static object of inquiry.

While Martinez focuses on how this idea of an everyday state reflects the state
as a construct, or an effect of power, I am more curious about the active role of this
everyday state. If we abide by the ideas put forth in Mitchell’s theoretical framework of

the state as an effect, or illusion created and sustained through mundane methods of

4 Aretxaga. 2003. “Maddening States,” 395.
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organization and the Foucauldian concept of “disciplinary power,” then part of the
reality we accept about the state is that it is never fully static. The state is constantly
reproducing itself (its power and legitimacy), with its effects transforming over time and
across different socio-economic organizations of peoples, geographies, and forms of
state power. Consequently, as statecraft evolves in reaction to changing political and
economic realities, the resulting state effect is reshaped in its wake. It is fallacious to
expect resilience to persist unchanged as these effects shift. There must be room to
rethink the new kind of state that’s appearing. In my analysis of the history of bread
subsidies in Jordan and this everyday state, I am interested in considering state-making
over time and in exploring its changing effect by revisiting the political-economic

history of bread and Jordan.
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CHAPTER III

THE PRE-NATION STATE HISTORY

A historically informed account dissecting the political and economic
underpinnings of bread subsidies in Hashemite Jordan is incomplete without accounting
for the pre-modern state history of the East Bank. Tell writes that modernization theory
has “perpetuated an image of Hashemite rule in Jordan in which the societal history of
the East Bank was neglected, its political economy left unexamined, and the social
upheaval brought by state formation and capitalist development all but ignored.”® This
chapter seeks to account for these forgotten chunks of history, which are more recently
being written, to avoid falling into an ‘urban bias’ that assumes Ottoman neglect of its
rural peripheries in the 1800s or that risks subscribing to a simplified state view that
traces the social origins of modern Jordan to the “Great Arab Revolt” of 1916-18. The
sections of this chapter explore the foundations of stateness laid down by the Ottoman
Tanzimat (1850s-1910s), built on and expanded by British Mandatory rule (1921-46),
and only later inherited by the Hashemites (Hussein specifically) to form the modern
state and its effect.>!

Transjordan did not lack its own local order prior to Ottoman imperial
expansion, although, as Tell points out, it was “one of the blank spots on the globe...a

terra incognita to Europeans and Ottomans alike” in the first half of the nineteenth

30 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 15
31 This is not to be confused with a focus on high politics or “on the doings of the Hashemites,” which has

too often been the issue with histories of Jordan. Instead, this chapter revisits the history of the population
of Transjordan at large as a clue in understanding the modern state.
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century.>? The local order that existed in Transjordan was very much “tribal
everywhere” (both nomadic and sedentary), and the authority of customary law was
recognized by both Bedouin and Fallah.** Nomadic tribes (mainly mobile camel-
herders) extracted khuwwah (or brotherhood payments) “from more sedentary
sheepherders and the fallahin in return for protection against raiding.”>* This is not to
say that there were strict divides between more nomadic and more sedentary
communities; as Tell writes: “socially and ecologically, the frontier between the steppe
and the sown was always porous, and cycles of agricultural intensification and
abatement intermingled the inhabitants of village and tent.”>> Bedouins, contrary to
common portrayals, were not an isolated monolithic group with a dislike for settled
agriculture/cultivation.’® The Bedouin and Fallah livelihoods were, in fact, both much
more flexible and involved the diversification of economic activities to navigate the

social and ecological instabilities and uncertainties of the southeastern Syrian front.>’

32 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 29
33 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 31

54 It is important to note that this does not translate to Bedouin domination as latter tribal historians point
to power centers among more sedentary clans that in some cases rivaled that of Bedouin chiefs. See
Rogan, Eugene L. 2002. Frontiers of the State in the Late Ottoman Empire. Cambridge University Press,
25-30; Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 29-33

55 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 30

36 Tell refutes this misconception by pointing to the fact that “tribal families [were] permeable , and that
individuals or groups could attach themselves to a tribe by writing themselves into the collective
genealogy.” Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 30

57 Tell notes that: “Impoverished rural actors pursuing survival strategies in an unstable and uncertain
environment seized every chance of multiplying the sources of livelihood at their disposal.” William
Lancaster and Fidelity Lancaster note that: “Camel herders might shift into sheep and goat herding, small
pastoralists might expand into cultivation, and some pastoral tribes settled into full time cultivation.” Tell.
2013. Social and Economic Origins, 30; Lancaster, William, and Fidelity Lancaster. 1999. “Land Use:
The Practices of Production Systems Using Land as a Primary Resource.” In People, Land and Water in
the Arab Middle East: Environments and Landscapes in the Bilad Al-Sham, 129-67. Harwood Academic
Publishers.
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More sedentary communities also spent “at least part of the year in tents.”*® Thus, a
more complex, dynamic, and even “at times symbiotic” relationship existed between the
different tribal groups in Transjordan.>® From this standpoint, the khuwwah payments,
as Rogan suggests, can even be viewed as underpinning an early “social contract
between cultivators and pastoralists within a chiefdom...tribes of the district protected
the cultivators’ fields and village property” in return for a “share of the
harvests...access to markets...and hospitality when tribesmen called.”®® The
socioeconomic and political arrangements of this local order, involving the allocation of

common-pool resources and communal ownership systems,®!

ensured community
preservation against uncertainty and formed the building blocks of a village-based
moral economy.®* This moral economy upheld Scott’s notion of a subsistence ethic, in
which the priority was the pursuit of an optimization rather than a maximization of

socioeconomic and material functions of survival.®

The local order of Transjordan was
rich and dynamic; it was not eclipsed by Ottoman and British interventions outlined

below; instead, it adapted to the state-making project, as the socioeconomic security of

Transjordanians became increasingly dependent on a centralized state.

58 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 31
%% Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 33

% Rogan, Eugene L. 2002. Frontiers of the State in the Late Ottoman Empire. Cambridge University
Press, 25-30.

6! The dirahs in the steppe and the musha’a in the villages were the defining features of Transjordan land
tenure at the time and only permanently changed during colonial mandate.

62 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 34-35

83 Scott articulates this in action to be a focus on “what is left” rather than “what is taken” to gauge
welfare in this local order.
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A. The Ottoman Backdrop

Literature exploring Transjordan in relation to bread, identity, and resistance
under the Ottomans is scarce. Rogan describes Ottoman legacy in Jordan as “at once
over-estimated and undervalued,” with most histories summarizing this period as “four
centuries of neglect.”® Tell adds that traditional histories of this period depict a portrait
of “Bedouin domination, Turkish misrule and agricultural decline,” and assume a
“model of segmentary tribal society” characterized by “opposition between discrete
groups of farmers and nomads.”® His account of the social fabric of this Ottoman
frontier, instead, portrays it as a “continuum: a sliding scale from totally nomadic and
mobile communities through semi-nomadic communities to sedentary communities.”
Within the historical account of Transjordan under Ottoman rule, I take as my central
premise the second half of the nineteenth century, when Ottoman desire to consolidate
and extend its rule in modern Jordan (or the frontier zone extending from Hawran to the
Hijaz) beyond “paper structures” began to take form and brought the introduction of
“new instruments of bureaucratic rule,” including Tanzimat.%’

The Ottoman establishment of a garrison in Irbid in 1851 and the subsequent
expansion of a network of forts and outposts stretching southward towards Aqaba
during 1851-93 marked a shift from “rule by proxy” to direct governance. Ottoman

Tanzimat, specifically the 1850s land code reforms, introduced new land tenure with

two keystone goals: encouraging settled agriculture and state taxation. The 1858

% Rogan. 1994. “Bringing the State Back,” 35.
65 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 28
% Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 28

7 Rogan outlines that the Ottoman state space project or Ottoman extension of administrative rule did not
happen equally across Transjordan. See Rogan, 1994. “Bringing the State Back.”
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Ottoman Land Law was the cornerstone of these reforms, as it sought to replace
communal land ownership with individual, taxable property titles by mandating fapu
registration to formalize land ownership and ensure its cultivation, thereby ideally
boosting tax revenue. Tribesmen who did not comply with Ottoman land registration
and cultivation risked losing their ancestral territories; specifically, they risked losing
land to urban outsiders or aghrab.®® Expanding cultivation was a major emphasis in the
Ottoman reform perspective, as the sparsity of sedentary populations gave the
impression of an “unpopulated agrarian frontier.”®® Thus, land registration was used to
settle, govern, and extract taxes (ideally from cultivated land). Facing this new order,
Bedouin shaykhs registered tracts of land in their names in the 1880s and brought in
Egyptian or Palestinian sharecroppers to cultivate it, creating the “Bedouin plantation
village” described by Rogan.” This is where we see tribal order hold its ground at the
local level while adapting to the changing environment. Nomadic leaders became
commercial landlords, and over time, the existing village-based moral economy began
to transform while retaining some of its subsistence ethic.

This new legal framework transformed the frontier between steppe and sown
and coincided with an expansion of grain cultivation facilitated by the Hijaz railway
(specifically wheat production, which was a mainstay of Transjordan’s agricultural

economy). Transjordan’s integration into the grain-export economy of southern Syria

% This included the merchants and bureaucrats that began to gravitate towards Transjordan under
Ottoman centralization project and expanded in number by waves of immigration from Syria and
Palestine post-1925-27 and 1936. See Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 78

% Implying the image of an empty resource-rich land (also classified as mawat, i.e., dead or uncultivated).
See Fischbach, Micheal. 1994. “British Land Policy in Transjordan.” In Village, Steppe and State: The
Social Origins of Modern Jordan, edited by Eugene Rogan and Tariq Tell, 80—108. British Academic
Press.

70 See Rogan. 1994. “Bringing the State Back.” 32-58.
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introduced new economic elements to the local order. The increase in wheat prices’!
encouraged commercial grain farming and attracted foreign investors to the desert
frontier, with merchants and bureaucrats using the opportunity to grow capital via
money-lending and usury, as tax arrears created increased demand for liquidity.”> The
moral economy of Transjordan, Rogan argues, “guided the reactions of cultivators to
government demand.””® The Ottoman Tanzimat brought burdens of taxation (often
double taxation for Fallahin by Bedouin and the state) and conscription. These burdens,
coupled with the loss of “productive entitlements” to outsiders, created greater hardship
for Bedouin and Fallahin, as evidenced by the tax revolts.” The local reaction to state
intervention echoes Barakat and Schwedler's work on the role of Transjordanians in the
state-making project, not as passive recipients of the new order but as active participants
in shaping its formation. The Ottoman extension into the Frontier, which incorporated
elements of land tenure and commercialized agriculture, as well as local reception to
such reforms, began to reshape the political and economic sensibilities of the
Transjordanian society.

Traditional histories of Ottoman rule from the mid-1800s until its collapse, for
the most part, downplay the role of Ottoman expansion into the desert frontier and, in
doing so, support the Ottoman decline paradigm. The reality is far more complex, as

briefly outlined above. While Ottoman imperial interest in Transjordan during this

7! The increasing price of wheat from 1840 until 1856 and the lower number of pilgrims using Hajj route
motivated more grain framing prior to Ottoman extending direct presence into the southeastern Syrian
frontier. Ottoman presence and reform acted as an added indirect push towards more grain framing.

2 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 43-44

73 Rogan. 1994. Frontiers of the State, 25.

4 Most notable of which is the 1910 al-Karak Revolt led by Majali clan and targeted Ottoman fiscal and

administrative order and census teams and urban merchants. See Tell. 2013. Social and Economic
Origins, 41-55.

33



period was uneven and, in areas, a limited process of state-making, it created an
Ottoman legacy to which, according to Rogan, “many features of Jordanian society and
politics...may be traced.” The British mandatory rule and its colonial state-building
strategy, as they unfolded, were enabled by Ottoman reforms introduced along the
frontier in the last decades of the 1800s and by the frontier’s reception of and adaptation
to such reforms. Contrary to Hashemite state historical accounts of the Arab revolt, the
Bedouin and Fallahin did not abandon the Ottoman state in a linear fashion to rally
behind Hashemite control.” In fact, most provinces remained loyal to the Ottoman

Empire until its fall in 1922.

B. The British Mandate

The British administration of Palestine and Transjordan from 1920-21, and then,
formally, under the Mandate from 1923-46, defined modern Jordan. The British
inherited an institutional framework rooted in the Ottoman Tanzimat, which had
produced a “partially detribalized peasantry and a collaborating elite of merchants,
settlers, and tribal shaykhs.”’® The mandate period, and more particularly, as Martha
Mundy points out, the post-1921 reforms were responsible for the creation of a
centralized state and placed the seal on the shift from customary collective landholding
to individual ownership. The mandate developed the “sociopolitical infrastructural
power of the imperial force in village, town, and steppe,”’’ and laid the building blocks

of the Hashemite Compact. In this light, the British mandate, not unlike the Ottomans,

5 See Rogan. 1994. “Bringing the State Back.” 32-58.
76 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 13

"7 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 14
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used land tenure as a tool of governance, and introduced a military welfarist state that
laid the fundamental foundation for Hashemite monarchical resilience by binding the
East Bank population to a state-centered moral economy.

Amir Abdullah arrived in Transjordan (specifically Ma’an) in late 1920, after
the establishment of British rule. As an outsider from the Hijaz, arriving after losing the
Hashemite ancestral domain to Ibn Saud, the Hashemites came to rule what Tell calls a
“transplanted dynasty,” imposed on a territory defined by British-drawn borders and
sustained by a British-funded military-bureaucratic base.’® At this point, Transjordan
was not seen as an end goal for either Britain or the Hashemites; it was, instead, largely
regarded as peripheral to the larger ambitions at play (whether Britain’s imperial
interest in carving out the Fertile Crescent or the Hashemite ambition to rule over
Greater Syria as a Hashemite Arab empire). Transjordan was only excluded as a
separate mandate” in reaction to the context of the 1920s, including growing concern
over Ibn Saud's expanding power in Central Arabia, the threat presented by the potential
spread of Wahhabism along the eastern border, and, of course, British interest in
establishing a Jewish national home in the Palestine mandate. T.E. Lawrence suggested
and gained support in Jerusalem for the idea of using Transjordan “as a buffer between

Palestine and the Arabian interior.”®" Outside of serving as a conduit to the British due

8 While the Hashemites had their Hashemite Arabism, it was compromised in favor of gaining British
support and supporting a Sharifian Solution in both Southeast Syria and neighboring Iraq.

7 Transjordan was only formally excluded from the Palestine mandate’s provisions in September 1922
8 Transjordan acted as a “strategic land corridor” linking Suez Canal to oil fields in Iraq and prevented
expansion of Ibn Saud. See Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 66; Wilson, Mary C. 1990. King

Abdullah, Britain, and the Making of Jordan. Cambridge England ; New York: Cambridge University
Press.
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to his Arabist credentials,’! Amir Abdullah® played a relatively marginal, or, at best, a
supporting role in Transjordan’s transformation from a collection of autonomous tribal
areas into a centralized “garrison state.” The British took greater control from Abdullah
and tightened their administrative hold on Transjordan between 1924-27, by which time
Abdullah had proved less helpful than expected in managing tribal affairs, including the
growing opposition to central taxation and outsider intervention, and fending off Ibn
Saud’s progress at the border.*?

The 1928 Anglo-Trans-Jordanian Treaty formalized Jordan’s colonial status and
consolidated more power under the mandate. The British held direct control over
Transjordan finances and administration, which, outside the key posts monopolized by

84 of bureaucrats

Britons, was largely staffed by non-locals, including an “external elite
from Palestinian, Lebanese, Syrian, and Circassian origins. The utilization of non-

indigenous recruits to man the new structures of the state was also reflected in the

81 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 60

82 Amir Abdullah, who had struck a deal with British Colonial Secretary Winston Churchill to stay in
Amman for a six-month trial period and maintain order in return for British subsidies, ended up in
Transjordan permanently. It’s worth noting that Amman and Jarash had already begun to turn into
significant market towns, or urban centers under late Ottoman rule. Uriel Dann stresses that Emir
Abdullah was “politically at the mercy” of these Imperial officials. This contradicts the general narrative
exchanged in public classrooms and among Jordanians, which underpins Abdullah as a force that
confronted British authority and was successful in claiming an independent government. Historical
accounts of Emir Abdullah’s relationship with the British suggest he had far less agency than often
presumed, and, the arrival of Colonel Henry Cox, a political advisor sent from Palestine in April 1924 to
discipline Abdullah, what limited power he had exercised in the first years of the Emirate. In August
2024 shortly after a second Saudi directed Wahhabi raid on Trans-Jordan, Cox presented Abdullah with
an ultimatum. Abdullah had to either submit to British control over the military, bureaucracy, and
finances, or return to the Hijaz. Abdullah chose the former, gaining a nominal notion of sovereignty while
the British retained de facto power over Transjordan and Abdullah himself.

83 Most notable of the local revolts in early mandate period were al-Kura uprising in 1921 and the
‘Adwan or Balga’ movement in 1923

8 These are also referred to as the aghrab or outsiders who migrated from Damascus and Palestine to the
area during Ottoman and mandate rule, many of which became the merchant elite.
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staffing of Transjordan’s imperial military forces®’ until the arrival of Glubb in the
winter of 1930 and, with him, military Keynesianism. The Arab Legion, particularly
until the 1930s, was a colonial police force with a non-indigenous officer corps
composed of Ottoman army veterans (mainly Syrians and Palestinians), Hijazi retinues,
and ethnic minorities brought as refugees during the Ottoman period (predominantly
Circassians).%® Throughout the mandatory period as a whole that stretched from 1921-
46, “only 8 out of the 48 officials who held ministerial positions were natives of the
country.”®” Transjordanians made up a marginal part of the administration that governed
them for at least the first two decades of mandate rule. Power was centralized in the
capital, and “political decision-making for the most part was independent of local
control.”®® The mandate rule period brought about two strategies that profoundly
transformed Transjordan, creating a gravitational pull towards a centralized state and a
structural dependency on a militarized, urban-centric economy: land reform and military
Keynesianism.

The mandate’s land programme is what Michael Fischbach describes as the

“most tangible manifestation of the new Emirate of Transjordan and its British

8 The mobile force, or the nucleus, formed in 1920 prior to the arrival of Abdullah, was composed of
Syrians and Palestinians who served under the Ottoman army and were cast away in Jerusalem post-
World War I. The Reserve Force, which began under Captain C Dunbar Brunton between 1920 and 1921,
and was officially formed and expanded by Frederick Peake, recruited Circassians and Hijazi followers of
Abdullah to curb tribal raiding and would eventually become the Arab Legion.

8 Circassians made up 12.6% of Transjordanians in government service by 1938, which was much higher
as a proportion to their percentage of total population.

87 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 75; Ali Mahafza, Tarikh al-urdunn al-mu’asir: ‘Ahd Al-
’imara 1921-1946 (Amman: Jordan University Press, 1973). pp.196-201

88 This shift in power caused heightened social tension in the 1920s and 1930s fueling “nativist”

sentiment which led local Transjordanians to adopt the slogan “Jordan for the Jordanians.” Tell. 2013.
Social and Economic Origins, 75.
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overlords, the average cultivator was likely to encounter in his or her daily life.”% As
early as under mandatory rule, the state began to inject itself into the everyday lives of
its subjects, although at the political decision-making level, these subjects remained
excluded. The land programme was designed to boost agricultural production and tax
revenues, and in doing so, reduce Transjordan’s dependency on British subsidies.

The British first attempted this through the institutional framework inherited by
the Ottoman 7anzimat, which had nurtured local dissent against state taxation, as land
registries, bureaucrats, and tax offices were burned after the fall of the Ottoman Empire
to avoid further fiscal obligations or debts. The British found the Ottoman model for
managing land tenure to be inefficient, “inherently flawed,” and counterintuitive to what
they deemed proper fiscal policy and economic development.® Part of what made it
problematic for the British was that it allowed continued communal land-sharing
arrangements under musha’a law, which hindered their taxation ambitions. Hence, in
1927, the mandate embarked on a journey to reform land tenure and taxation in
Transjordan. This took place, as per the recommendation of appointed British land and
financial expert, Sir Ernest M. Dowson,’! in the form of the fiscal survey (1927-33), a
revision to the land taxation system (specifically the introduction of the land tax law in

1933), and the land settlement campaign (1933-52).%% In practice, these reforms marked

% Fischbach. 1994. “British Land Policy in Transjordan,” 80.
% Fischbach. 1994. “British Land Policy in Transjordan,” 83.

%' Downson was a Indian-born British land and financial expert appointed by the mandate authorities to
coordinate land and financial affairs in Palestine in 1923 and was then appointed to do the same for
Transjordan in 1925. Dowson (in planning for Palestine and later Transjordan) drew on British mandate
land policies in other areas under British control, including British policy in India at the beginning of the
1700s, new registration systems in Australia called the “Torren System” after its designer Sir Robert
Torrens, and British policy in Egypt in the 1890s. Dowson’s report is also what pointed to the old
Ottoman land tenure being inefficient and missing registration records.

%2 Fischbach. 1994. “British Land Policy in Transjordan,” 81.
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a drastic increase in state intervention into everyday affairs compared to that
experienced under Ottoman rule.

The land programme began with the initiation of a fiscal survey to map all
agricultural land in Transjordan and later assign it a value for taxation. After drawing
the boundaries between villages, surveyors began dividing up agricultural land within
the village into ~awds (or blocks) of “no less than 250,000 square meters each to
facilitate land valuation and to serve as a reference point when registering land.””* Then,
the value of each hawd was estimated for taxation purposes based on “the value of
potential annual agricultural output.”** Surveyors graded the fertility of each hawd,
estimated the annual crop return, and then multiplied “the estimated return for each
grade of fertility by the market price of wheat (or grapes, for vineyard areas).”®> The
British land programme began to erode the subsistence ethic on which Transjordan’s
moral economy operated, as Scott suggests, “the value of what was produced was
increasingly gauged by the fluctuations of an impersonal market.”® The land tenure
reform (its detailed legal processes, records, and assignment of calculable value to land)
oriented society and the economy around the impersonal logic of the marketplace. At its
core, the programme strove to permanently partition musha’a land, which in the 1930s
still accounted for two-thirds of Transjordanian villages.®” British officials viewed the
musha’a system (which, to an extent, guaranteed risk-pooling insurance and was built

on a notion of justice measuring welfare by “what is left” rather than “what has been

93 Fischbach. 1994. “British Land Policy in Transjordan, 92.”
% Fischbach.1994. “British Land Policy in Transjordan, 87.”
% Fischbach. 1994.“British Land Policy in Transjordan, 87.”
% Scott. 1976. The Moral Economy of the Peasant, 7.

97 Fischbach. 1994. “British Land Policy in Transjordan.”
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taken”) as disincentivizing for cultivators to develop the land, and believed that a switch
to private property would be more encouraging of economic growth, and thus enable
higher overall tax revenues.

The land taxation law that followed the fiscal survey in 1933 was Britain’s
attempt to generate tax revenues from a mapped Transjordan.’® With this law, the
British consolidated the tithe (‘ushr’”), land tax (wirku), and road tax into a single Land
Tax set at 6 percent of the land’s potential annual agricultural output calculated by the
fiscal survey, as opposed to the “old system that, in principle, consisted of a tithe and
the payment of 4 percent of the capitalized value of the land holding.”'%’ The new tax
law faced legislative resistance, mainly from tribal shaykhs and large landowners who
were reluctant to increase their own tax liabilities, particularly given the devastating
adverse environmental cycles that brought continuous bad crop years throughout 1926-
35. To mitigate opposition to the law, the mandate made concessions and, in September
1933, passed a more limited tax reform law. The concessions made essentially kept the
subsistence ethic alive to an extent, and included the easing of the immediate increase in
tax burden by allowing individuals whose tax burden increased by 50 percent or more
from the 1932 level to spread their payments over a five-year period; the placement of a
limit on total national tax revenue increase; and the gradual implementation of the new

tax, starting in southern districts before extending to the rest of Transjordan. Hiccups

9 This period was also marked by on and off drought years caused by devastating adverse environmental
cycles, namely Transjordan saw poor rains and bad harvest in 1926-35, and continued drought and a
locust infestation in 1932-36.

% The tithe assessed on produce as a percentage of the value of corps or permanent lump sum figure,
depending on district.

100 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 105.
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along the way aside, the British mandate successfully implemented the new tax law
across the whole of Transjordan by 1935.

In its application, the new Land Tax law brought about “a greater role for the
state in the process of tax collection” and shrunk the role of tribal shaykhs as fiscal
intermediaries, further consolidating a centralized state.!’! The new tax regime had
eliminated the middleman (multazim or local shaykh), who, under the prior Ottoman
system of tax farming (iltizam), extracted a share of the tax payment while collecting it,
often raising “the proportion of the crop expropriated to as high as 30 percent of the
total.”!%> Removing the middleman meant that the cultivator was often left with a larger
“residual.” Tell argues that the new tax law also resonated more with the subsistence
ethic of the East Bank than its predecessor, particularly as “the new land valuations and
the remission of payments in years of poor harvest meant that the land tax was no
longer collected as a fixed and often arbitrary sum, but varied instead with the value or
yield of a particular year.”!% He notes that, although more dramatic in some areas than
others, the overall tax burden on Transjordanians decreased.'%*

The 1933 Law, coupled with the land settlement between 1933 and 1952, did,
however, serve as the fiscal catalyst for the switch from a kind to a cash economy,
ultimately pushing Transjordan away from a moral economy and towards a market-
oriented one. Land settlements were easily the lengthiest part of Dowson’s land

programme, involved the greatest extent of state intrusion, and were treated with utmost

101 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 104-105
102 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 105.
103 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 104-105

104 British land tax receipts grew only 12.2 percent between 1933 to 1946.
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urgency by British officials.!% This phase of Dowson’s programme “settled legal title to

99 ¢

most plots of agricultural land in Transjordan,” “permanently partitioned all musha’
land,” and, in doing so, broke up the “social control of land and cultivation.”!°® The
musha’a system was abolished in favor of smaller, individually owned, privatized
individual property titles. Land became viewed as a fungible asset certified by the state,
rather than “corporate property” of the village.

The value of this asset, i.e., land in settled villages, rose materially relative to
that in unsettled villages by the late 1930s. The rise in land prices served as an
additional incentive to register land titles, as it increased the appeal of borrowing
against land. The latter became increasingly popular under the 1933 tax regime, which
required taxes to be paid in cash, unlike the Ottoman taxation framework. The loss of
traditional productive entitlements due to poor rainfall and locust infestation also
increased the appeal of borrowing. Fischback estimates that between 1937 and 1945
“registered mortgages throughout Transjordan increased by 460 percent even though
these were by and large bountiful years.”!%” The use of land as collateral for loans led to
a disastrous, sharp increase in debt levels and “increased fragmentation of plots as co-
owners began dividing up their holdings,”'% decreasing their agricultural value. This

exacerbated the economic insecurity of local Bedouin and Fallahin while recentering the

local order around the state. Ultimately, the land programme brought British land

105 Fischback quotes mandate officials writing: “the final partition of these lands [musha’a] is a matter of
urgency....This [musha’a system] constitutes a most serious obstacle to development.” See Fischbach.
1994. “British Land Policy in Transjordan,” 93.

106 Fischbach. 1994. “British Land Policy in Transjordan,” 93.

107 Fischbach, Michael R. 2000. State, Society and Land in Jordan. Leiden: Brill, 141-145.

198 Fischbach notes that by the late 1940s “the average land holding in the Ajlun province alone had

shrunk 22 percent within 15 years due to inheritance fragmentation.” See Fischbach. 1994. “British Land
Policy in Transjordan,” 104.
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reform to the village, permanently replacing local notions of property and tribal modes
of distribution with private holdings registered through a cadastre.

The mandate land programme, outlined above, did not succeed in reducing
Transjordan’s dependence on British subsidies. Transjordan remained economically
dependent, “a rentier ‘state in embryo.’”!%’ The programme instead managed to
“enforce a British conceptualization of law and private property” and “reduce or
eradicate important indigenous social aspects of landowning.”!'® While the land
programme benefited cultivators compared to the old tax regime, it was, as Fischbach
points out, “based not upon Transjordanian realities but upon experience elsewhere in

Britain’s empire,”!!!

what Scott may call the state view in action. Simultaneously, the
impact of imperial reform and the centralized state it designed created many local
cleavages that reflected the budgetary bias of the British mandate, which prioritized
strategic control, i.e., spending on the military and bureaucracy, over local
development.'!?

The situation in the rural hinterlands of the East Bank was badly deteriorating
throughout the first two decades of mandatory rule, particularly in contrast to the

comfort of the ruling merchant elite in towns.'!* The land taxation reform had increased

tax burdens on the Bedouin and ended their extraction of khuwwah from cultivators,

109 Tell adds: “The Mandatory administration was sustained by a foreign subsidy that rose from some
£100,000 in the mid-1920s to over 2 million pounds sterling a year by the end of World War II. During
the period 1924—1944, British grants in aid covered one-half of government expenditure. The weight of
the British subsidy increased from 28 percent to 74 percent of total government rev-enue over the same
period. Until the end of World War II, the vast bulk of the central government’s expenditures were spent
on the infrastructures of imperial power in the country.” Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 77.
110 Fischbach. 1994. “British Land Policy in Transjordan.” 105

1 Fischbach. 1994. “British Land Policy in Transjordan.” 105

112 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 73

113 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 81
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after they had already lost the benefit of annual Ottoman surah payments.''*
Exacerbating the situation to new heights of poverty were the continuous, escalating
cycles of Ibn Saud and Ikhwan raids,'!> locust infestations, and droughts that pushed
Bedouins to the brink of famine. The Hadda agreement of 1925, which defined the
borders between Transjordan and Nejd, conceded “Transjordanian tribes grazing rights
in the Wadi Sirhan” and, with it, the bulk of its wells to Saudi Arabia''® and, in turn, cut
northern Bedouin off from their winter pastures. This placed camel herding in
Transjordan on the verge of collapse. Bedouins were further pressured by Ibn Saud’s
collection of zakat (religious tax) in Wadi Sirhan, which exposed them to double
taxation and even prompted authorities in Amman to consider tax exemptions.

Between 1932, considered a famine year, and 1946, livestock held by
Transjordanian Bedouin dropped 70 percent.!!” Continued and escalating Saudi raids on

»119

Huwaytat reached a pitch in 1930,!!8 and the “Transjordanian frontier force”!'!* moved

into the steppe at the height of the crisis to prevent further escalation,'? but failed. The

114 Bocco, Riccardo , and Tariq Tell. 1994. “Pax Britannica in the Steppe: British Policy and the
Transjordanian Bedouin, 1923-39.” In Village, Steppe and State: The Social Origins of Modern Jordan,
edited by Eugene Rogan and Tariq Tell, 108.

115 Tribes at the border were the prime target for Ibn Saud's raids that aimed to neutralize Hashemite
clients.

116 Bocco and Tell note on page 120 that “the borders drawn at Haddad left Transjordan with only 15 of
60 permanent wells in the wadi.” Bocco, and Tell. 1994. “Pax Britannica in the Steppe: British Policy and
the Transjordanian Bedouin, 1923-39,” 111.

17 Bocco and Tell note that “the overall blight of the Bedouins had also resulted in their gravitation into
settled areas, thus permanently changing Transjordan’s camel-herding economy.” Bocco, and Tell. 1994.
“Pax Britannica in the Steppe: British Policy and the Transjordanian Bedouin, 1923-39,” 120.

18 1’5 worth noting that these raids were crushing in nature with Ibn Saud and his followers gaining
expertise from years of consequest and raiding on the Transjordan Bedouin. Bocco, and Tell. 1994. “Pax
Britannica in the Steppe: British Policy and the Transjordanian Bedouin, 1923-39.”

119 Formed in 1926 to work alongside the RAF under imperial authority.

120 This was particularly to ensure that the Transjordanian Bedouin did not switch allegiance to Ibn Saud.
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force’s failure to stop cross-border raiding (even with aid from Amir Abdullah and his
tribesmen as well as aerial support from the RAF) was largely attributed to the
composition of “alien” soldiers.!?! To Glubb, who would enter the Transjordan theater
in the winter of 1930, the Bedouin’s plight was clearly the result of Britain’s negligence
of its mandate duties, which had resulted in the Bedouin’s loss of assets or productive
entitlements that had previously sustained their livelihood, including loss of pasture,
water, and livestock.!??

With the expanding threat to the imperial system posed by the growing strain on
the allegiance of the Transjordanian Bedouin and the potent risk of their defection to
Ibn Saud, the Desert Control was created in 1930 under Glubb’s command to extend the
imperial presence into the steppe and address its mounting crisis. The new model
attempted to replicate Glubb’s success in winning Bedouin cooperation in Mandatory
Iraq (by forming the Southern Desert Camel Corps, which curtailed raids and dissuaded
Wahhabi Ikhwan) in Transjordan. The British resorted to Glubb after Amir Abdullah
and Shakir Ibn Zayd failed to manage tribal affairs and contain raids through the Tribal
Control Board (TCB), established in the late 1920s to “allow the Hashemites to regulate
Bedouin affairs east of the Hijaz railway with minimal initial interference from British

authorities.”'?* The implication of Amir Abdullah and Shakir in the Ibn Rifada affair in

121 Tell notes that: “Its officer corps was almost entirely British, and the bulk (70%) of its enlisted men
were drawn from the Palestinian peasantry. Those Trans-Jordanians enlisted in its ranks seem to have
been predominantly Circassians.” Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 76.

122 Glubb wrote that: The plight of Bedouin was “primarily due to the diplomatic policy of Her Majesty’s
Government, in failing to protect these tribes from Akhwan [sipreviousc] raids and ... in failing to face up
to Ibn Sa‘ud and compel him to return the loot! ...that bad rains or bad grazing are not primary causes is
proven by the fact that the Ruwalla and the Shararat are still prosperous, as also are the Iraqi Bedouins.”
See Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 84-85

123 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 71.
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1932!24 resulted in the loss of Hashemite grip on tribal affairs and the allocation of
cross-border affairs to the commander or second-in-command of the Arab Legion, i.e., a
Brit, and in this case, Glubb. The death of Shakir in 1934 further sealed the deal, as
Shakir had acted as the primary link between Abdullah and the tribes. The Tribal Courts
Law of 1936 formalized British control, and more specifically, Glubb’s jurisdiction over
tribal affairs in the steppe,'? and with it, the foundation of military Keynesianism under
the mandate.

Glubb won over the cooperation of Bedouin, on the threshold of famine, by
paying subsidies to tribal shaykhs soon after he arrived in Transjordan.'?® These
payments would then, in accordance with the inner workings of tribal clientelism, be
redistributed to the tribe’s base, substituting previous productive entitlements with
direct entitlements from the state. Glubb inaugurated the Desert Patrol with a welfare-
based recruitment mechanism. Instead of raising a mercenary force from tribes outside
Transjordan, Glubb decided to recruit Bedouins, who were more susceptible to and
motivated by these relief payments, given the straitened circumstances in the 1930s
rural hinterlands. Huwaytat and Sirhan, among the most affected by the crisis years,

formed the largest block of early Desert Patrol recruits. The average soldier’s pay was

124 Tell writes: “In 1932 a complete breakdown in relations was threatened once Shakir ibn Zayd, and
possibly the Amir ‘Abdullah, were implicated in the abortive invasion of the Hijaz by Billi tribesmen
under Ibn Rifada, and in a rebellion in Asir.10 Ironically enough, Sharifian intrigues opened the way for
the consolidation of Glubb’s authority in the Desert Area.” See Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins,
85.

125 Tell writes: “The Tribal Courts Law of 1936 provided for the use of customary law and tribal judges to
settle disputes, but effectively made Glubb into the final court of appeal. In the five years after Shakir’s
death, 50—60 percent of the cases heard by the court were settled by him without recourse to Amman.”
Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 85.

126 Glubb chose at first to distance himself from the Arab Legion, seen then as an enemy by local tribes,
and persuade the latter into cooperation through the distribution of money and the means to survive
massive losses of resources to Ibn Saud and an adverse environmental cycle that lasted into the mid
1930s.
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enough to “sustain several Bedouin families in the famine conditions of the 1930s.”!?

The Desert Patrol, and later the Arab Legion (of which Glubb would become
commander in 1939), acted as a welfare net. The Arab Legion expanded fivefold during
World War I, including a significant number of Fallahin west of the Hijaz railway
rather than just Bedouin.'?® Britain needed manpower, and direct entitlements or cash
salaries were attractive to those facing debt or seeking a steady alternative to seasonal
labor in Palestine. The Arab Legion’s cohesion during this period proved its soldiers
relatively resilient to the “Arabist” sentiment that was gaining popularity around them.
The Arab Legion’s expansion had a military multiplier effect, increasing recruitment
and, in turn, injecting purchasing power into the rural economy. In addition to the
Legion’s expansion, the grain prices boomed to levels not seen since World War I
during this period, bringing unprecedented prosperity to the rural economy and, in turn,
nurturing enthusiasm for Hashemite rule.

Glubb’s military force acted as a survival mechanism for the most impoverished
Bedouin tribes, where cash salaries provided “direct entitlements.” Thus, these salaries
replaced the lost livestock and tribal resources and “supplanted the guarantees once
provided by kin-ordered ‘solidarity networks’ and localized ‘security groups’ in former

times.”!?’ The military welfare system substituted the collapsing nomadic economy and,

127 Bocco, and Tell. 1994. “Pax Britannica in the Steppe: British Policy and the Transjordanian Bedouin,
1923-39.7, 122

128 British interest in funding the Arab Legion was a result of plans to fight World War II from the Middle
East, with Transjordan becoming the “linchpin of Britain’s wartime security system in the Levant.” See

Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 108.

129 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 136.
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through public work carried out by the Desert Patrol and then the Arab Legion,
developed Britain’s infrastructural power post-1930.!3°

The logistical and financial requirements of maintaining a standing army, i.e.,
the Arab Legion, generated what Mann may call the “military multiplier” effect,'*! in
which the transport and communication infrastructure for the imperial power took
precedence over the development of social services or the agricultural economy. The
budgetary bias of the colonial state is evident in the military budget, which made up 60-
65 percent of the government’s total expenditure, and the bureaucracy, which accounted
for an additional 20 percent. The result disproportionately benefited urban centers,
namely Amman and al-Zarqa, and drew more Transjordanians into the settled zone. The
mandatory military Keynesianism that emerged sustained Transjordan’s status as a
rentier state, enclaving the economy in towns. Tell writes that “by the eve of World War
II, Trans-Jordan’s economy was characterized by an overdeveloped service sector and
overgrown 'garrison' towns.”!3? Thus, the Hashemite Compact that formed under the
mandate period and that underpinned Hashemite resilience post-1946 ensured loyalty in

exchange for “security and the rewards of military service”!** binding Bedouins to the

state through economic dependency on direct entitlement, and did so by creating a

130 Including the construction of desert forts, roads, and communication systems that the Arab Legion
worked on

131 Or “the economic and social transformation resulting from the logical and financial requirements of
maintaining a standing army.” Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 73-74.

132 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 111.

133 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 137.
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structural dependency on a militarized, urban-centric economy'** and, in turn, on

continued reliance on foreign aid to sustain it.

C. The Hashemite State that Emerged

The Ottoman extension into the desert frontier in the mid-1800s and the
subsequent British mandate over Transjordan following World War I were the
forerunners of the Hashemite state that emerged after independence in 1946. Both
periods, and particularly the latter, transformed the political geography and economy of
the East Bank and conditioned the socioeconomic sensibilities of Transjordanians
within it.

Whether the result of design or circumstance, the centralization of state power,
the registration, privatization, and taxation of land, the commercialization of agriculture,
and the development of a military welfare system sealed Transjordan’s switch from a
moral-based economy to a market-oriented one, creating, in the process, a merchant
elite and a militarily subsidized, dependent Transjordanian bedrock for the state. The
Hashemite state inherited the mandate’s bloated bureaucracy, high military spending,
and chronic dependency on foreign aid. The Hashemite state that emerged post-
independence, as would become more evident in the 1950s, lacked political and
economic cohesion; nonetheless, it adhered to the mandate rulebook for social control,

1.e., the Hashemite Compact.

134 Tell writes that: “After 1937, the Amirate’s exports never covered more than 50 percent of imports.
Trans-Jordan had higher imports per capita than the surrounding countries, while the currency in
circulation per capita was lower. This seems to indicate that the bulk of imports catered for the needs of
an urban elite of soldiers and bureaucrats, as opposed to those of the rural mass of the population.28 The
growing flow of imports consolidated the migration of mercantile wealth from al-Salt to Amman, and led
to the emergence of a merchant class based in the capital who mediated this trade.” See Tell. 2013. The
Social and Economic Origins, 78.
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The social origins of the East Bank explain how the Hashemite Compact came
to fruition and underscored Hashemite resilience through its crisis years. Transjordanian
loyalty towards the Hashemite monarchy is the result of a complex history in which the
origins of loyalty in exchange for security, whether economic or political, were formed.
This exchange is at the core of Hashemite resilience. The political economic history of
the East Bank, under Ottoman and then British rule, shows a clear pattern of unrest
whenever socioeconomic securities were unmet. The eventual incorporation of the
Transjordanian Bedouin, and then the Fallahin, into this centralized military welfare
force underscores the importance and need of subsidizing the Transjordanian bedrock. It
also underpins an abandonment of development in rural hinterlands, or an urban bias as
will be explored in the next chapter. This continued under Hussein with the
subsidization of a military stronghold, even though it took a supposedly more
nationalistic tone with the dismissal of Glubb. The Hashemite Compact took a different
shape in the 1970s with the switch to an urban subsidy. More recently, with the
escalation of neoliberal reform, the state is no longer upholding the subsidy or security
part of the exchange. Hence, it’s only logical to assume that with nothing in return, or
with a deficit relative to decades of subsidization, local loyalty would grow thin. The
following chapter captures the Hashemite state in action, tracing the active evolution of

the Hashemite Compact through changing political-economic realities.
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CHAPTER IV

FROM A MILITARY TO AN URBAN WELFARE STATE

The formal end of the mandate period did not immediately mean true
independence for Jordan. British influence over finances and defense persisted, and the
militarized welfare system, designed and still commanded by Glubb, was further
expanded under Abdullah and, more dramatically, under Hussein. The state bureaucracy
was still staffed by the “collaborating elite,” many of whom acted as the “King’s men.”
The political-economic realities of the East Bank, however, were changing. Martinez
describes the first fifteen years post-independence (1946—-1962) as a “period of chronic
political instability.”!3 It is safe to say that during this period, the odds were against the
young Kingdom’s survival. The Hashemites’ dedicated reproduction of the Hashemite
Compact at an unprecedented scale, in the form of militarized welfare and, later, the
democratization of bread, underscores the Compact's importance to the Hashemite

Kingdom’s resilience.

A. Militarized Welfare

The 1948 War and annexation of the West Bank brought vast inflows of
refugees to the country’s underdeveloped infrastructure and recurring economic and
political crises in the wake of the Nakbah. In 1948-49, the population more than
doubled with the combination of both banks. The Israeli occupation cut access to the
port in Haifa through which most of Joran’s trade was conducted. The post-1948 and

early 1950s scene was characterized by demographic shock and economic dislocation.

135 Martinez. 2022. States of Subsistence, 42.
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Socioeconomic insecurity deepened as the already fragile economic patterns of
securing rural livelihood came under increased pressure, given the imbalance between
human needs and the available agricultural resources, as well as the loss of seasonal
work in Palestine post-1948.13¢ While the population had grown by 150 percent, the
amount of arable land had only grown by 35 percent.!?” Peasant indebtedness became a
bigger issue with higher demand for liquidity, particularly in the Amman Zarqa area, as
well as ‘Ajlun and al-Salt.!3® This period was also marked by rising Arabist and anti-
colonial sentiment, which created a new kind of political scene in Jordan.!*° By the
early 1950s, the annexation of the West Bank had made Abdullah less popular within
the Arab League.'*’ Abdullah, still funded by the British, albeit to a lesser degree,
rapidly expanded the Arab Legion during this period, consolidating a militarized
peasantry for whom military service replaced nomadic pastoral modes of survival and
seasonal work in Palestine. By the time of Hussein’s formal coronation in 1953, after

Abdullah’s assassination in 1951,'*! the Arab Legion had grown to 17,000-20,000 men.

136 This came as a result of the sharp increase in overall population relative to agricultural resources that
underpinned the livelihoods of many on both Banks as well as the loss of seasonal work in Palestine
which many on East Bank relied on. Making matters worse was the loss of 46 percent of West Bank
border villages to Israel while 70 percent of the land training on the East Bank was uncultivatable. See
Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 118.

137 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 118

138 Land tenure reform under the mandate period (discussed in chapter 3) had allowed for the use of
private land as collateral and was used by many as such, which would not have been an issue if not for the
loss of inflated grain prices and external sources of income. The peasant indebtedness had become a
threat of mass bankruptcy so bad that the government issued a decree to prevent mortgage holders from
foreclosing on debt in 1947, which stated in place until 1949.

139 Particularly after Israel’s escalating attacks, namely massacre of Qibya in 1953 and Nasser’s revolt in
Egypt in 1952.

140 As it implied complacency with the British and, by extension, Zionist interests.
141 The power transition from Abdullah to, his grandson, Hussein was not a smooth one. Talal, in
Switzerland at the time of his father’s death, returned to Jordan to take the throne (after a brief episode

that entertained his half-brother, Nayif’s ascend to the throne). Talal’s reign, called the “Talal interlude”
in Robin’s account, ended by the very constitution he had ratified used by Abu al-Huda and parliament to
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Popular upheaval reached a peak in the winter of 1955-56, triggered by
widespread opposition to Jordan’s potential accession to the Baghdad Pact. Social
unrest had already been accumulating leading up to this moment, with deep-seated
socioeconomic despair, the spread of anti-British sentiment following the 1948 War,
and resentment towards the Hashemite regime’s sustained British connections. Riots
broke out in Amman, Irbid, and al-Salt, which drove two prime ministers'* out of
office and halted Jordan’s entry into the pro-Western military alliance. This moment
paved the way for Hussein to dismiss Glubb from commander of the Arab Legion and
rename it the Jordanian Arab Army, consolidating the bloated military under Hashemite
control.!*

Hussein continued to expand the Arab Legion in the face of socioeconomic
insecurity, bankrolled by British and then American and Arab aid. Between April 1956
and May 1960, the Jordanian Arab Army grew from 23,815 to 36,455 men as Hussein
drew more Bedouin and Fallahin away from traditional modes of sustenance and into
state dependency through steady pay and benefits, thereby replicating the Compact of
socioeconomic security in return for loyalty at a new scale. By the late 1950s, it is
estimated that “10 percent of male inhabitants of a typical village in al-Kura were
soldiers, and the state-distributed entitlements that they earned formed the chief means

of supplementing farm incomes.”'** During the 1950s, the Arab Legion transformed

vote him out of power on grounds of insanity. See Robins, Philip. 2019. A History of Jordan. Cambridge
University Press.

142 The riots and demonstrations forced the resignation of two successive Prime Ministers, Hazza® al-

Majali and Sa‘id al-Mulfti.
143 After Hussein came to power in a moment of rising anti-colonial sentiment, the political arena of
Jordan was transforming with the formation of the left leaning Jordanian National Movement (JNM) and

the general election of, leader of National Socialist Party, Sulaiman Nabulsi’s government in 1956.

144 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 121
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from a “corps d’elite” into a “substantial military institution,” now incorporating not
only Bedouin and Fallahin from the East Bank but also recruiting West Bank
villagers.!* The expansion of the military made a greater portion of the rural East Bank
population dependent on direct entitlements from the state and benefited an already
wealthy merchant elite in the capital. Interestingly, the main benefactors of Hussein’s
royal seizure of the Arab Legion account from Glubb were the collaborating elite, '
who benefited from royal patronage networks and increased military expenditure.!'4’
The entire set-up of the militarized welfare system that underpinned Hashemite's
resilience depended almost entirely on external rents rather than a productive internal
economy.'*® While at the turn of the decade, Jordan had remained financially dependent
on its old mandate, the British, the 1956 dismissal of Glubb and mutual termination of
the Anglo-Jordanian treaty brought the United States into the position of primary
patron. Hussein used the upheaval of the mid-1950s and the emergence of a left-leaning
Jordanian National Movement (JNM) political party, which the regime suppressed, to
win a generous inflow of United States military and economic aid, which the
Eisenhower Doctrine in 1957 encouraged. From 1957 onwards, the military, bolstered

by US subsidies dispensed under the Eisenhower Doctrine, occupied a central place in

Hussein’s architecture of power. Jordan’s “royal military dictatorship,” as described by

145 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 120

146 The collaborating elite refer to the tribal shaykhs, top-tier bureaucrats, and a merchant class in Amman
that held monopolies on military procurement and imports, many if not most of which were not originally
Transjordanian.

147 This included expanding military entitlements, including Royal Medical Services and educational
services. See Curmi, Brigitte. 1994. “Jordaine.” Maghreb - Machrek N° 146 (4): 48-58.
https://doi.org/10.3917/machrl.146.0048.

148 This is evident from the distorted pattern of East Bank development.
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Tell, has only ever consolidated control with external supervision first by the British
and then by the Americans after the former's withdrawal in 1957.!4° By the 1960s,
Western aid met 54 percent of Jordan’s national budget and 85 percent of the country’s
foreign currency needs. In this moment, Hussein continued to incorporate more
Transjordanians into the military, growing the population’s reliance on a state reliant on
the West, an unsustainable model of governance at best. Jordan’s heavy reliance on
foreign aid and income from abroad also sustained what had been a large import surplus
relative to the size of its economy.!>°

By the late 1950s, the military had grown into an “overdeveloped state
apparatus” that consumed “more revenue than the government collected on an annual
basis.”’>! This deepened Jordan’s reliance on foreign aid to sustain the inflated military
welfare net that had come to underpin the country’s stability. The military expenditure
under Hussein surpassed the already high levels seen under mandate rule a decade
earlier.!> The inflated expenditure enriched the collaborating elite and prioritized
infrastructure projects that met the military's strategic needs rather than those of the
struggling agricultural economy. The commercialization of the agrarian economy,
which began during late Ottoman rule, accelerated with the militarization of the

peasantry and the militarization of welfare in the 1950s-60s. Agricultural and

149 The term “royal military dictatorship” is used by Tell to describe Jordan in the introduction of his book
The Social and Economic Origins of Monarchy in Jordan but adopted from Finer, Samuel. (1962). The
Man on Horseback: The Role of the Military in Politics (New York: Praeger), 2.

150 Mazur, Michael P. (1979) 2023. Economic Growth and Development in Jordan. Taylor & Francis, 50.
151 The JAA’s appetite for funds was described as “insatiable” by Kingston during this time. Kingston,
Paul. 2001. “Rationalizing Patrimonialism: Wasfi Al-Tal and Economic Reform in Jordan, 1962—67.” In
The Resilience of the Hashemite Rule: Politics and the State in Jordan, 1946—67, 115-44. Les cahiers du
CERMOC, 118.

152 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 123.
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pastoralism, previously the backbone of Transjordanian socioeconomic security, were
being replaced by massive institutional militarization. Jordan was shifting further away
from a once agricultural-dominant economy to a state-centric political one, in which
military salaries became the “chief means of supplementing farm incomes.”!>* The
result of this was that Fellahin and Bedouin’s means of production and, as Scott would
put it, their traditional forms of social insurance, were dying out. These remained
important to Transjordanian economic security even with the widespread military
employment; most Transjordanians continued to rely on multi-resource economic
activities, a big part of which was agriculture.

It was not until the latter half of the 1960s that the regime, through efforts led by
Prime Minister Wasfi al-Tal, began to dabble in the provision of certain commodities to
the general public and expand measures of social protection. The popularity of al-Tal
and the general need for reform were informed by the decade prior. In the late 1950s
and early 1960s, Hussein had lost financial “auditory control” after Britain’s departure
in 1956, cracked down on JNM in 1957, and imposed a draconian martial law regime,
which led to a decline in parliamentary oversight and enabled the ruling coalition to
enrich itself without accountability.!>* The most consequential reform efforts came
under al-Tal’s first short-lived cabinet, 1962—63, and sought to combat corruption and
promote rural development, moves that appealed to the largely rural military and tribal
base of the regime. Al-Tal intended to “rationalize the foundations of Jordan’s

patrimonial state” and “broaden the domestic basis of support for and legitimacy of the

153 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 121.

154 Most notably under the premiership of Bahjat al-Talhuni.
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Hashemite state” through minimizing patronage practices.!> Al-Tal sought to mobilize
the public towards national development with productivist and agrarian aims. This
included using army personnel towards developmental ends and mobilizing the youth,
including the establishment of work camps for high school students to work on
forestation and agricultural projects. His efforts largely fell under the umbrella of
establishing Jordan’s economic autonomy and viability, and marked a turning point for
the country.

Al-Tal’s first government included a five-year economic development plan,
1962-67, which was later replaced with a seven-year plan, 1964-70, drawn up under
Hazim Nussaybah that once again focused predominantly on public servants. This plan,
although temporarily, successfully reduced the reliance on external aid for recurrent
budget expenditures by 1966 and achieved a 10% real annual growth rate, driven by
growth in tourism and the coming online of phosphate production and cement. Not long
after his first government collapsed, al-Tal was reappointed by Hussein to strengthen
Jordan’s national identity and enhance public loyalty to the regime. There was a clear
political function to al-Tal’s reappointment. By 1965, the regime increasingly viewed
economic reform and bureaucratic expansion as tools to undercut the rising popularity
of the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) under Ahmad al-Shuqayri, whose appeal
among Palestinian-Jordanians posed a growing threat to Hashemite authority. The
seven-year plan, however, was eventually curtailed by the June War, particularly after

al-Tal was sidelined following a falling-out with Hussein over the latter’s entry into and

155 Kingston. 2001. “Rationalizing Patrimonialism.” 115-44.
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conduct of the war. Al-Tal’s resignation letter, submitted on June 1st, noted that the loss
of even a hand’s breadth of national land was treachery.'*¢

The June 1967 war and the subsequent Naksa were a watershed moment for
Jordan, bringing renewed political and economic uncertainty and halting developmental
projects set out earlier that decade. Hussein’s entry into the war had lost Jordan the
West Bank and East Jerusalem to Israel and brought a renewed demographic shock to
the East Bank. The defeat shook public confidence in the regime as Hussein’s decision
to participate in the war itself was clearly injudicious in hindsight. The war brought a
second massive influx of Palestinian refugees. An estimated 250,000 refugees, many of
whom were displaced for the second time, fled to the East Bank over the 18 months
following the war. This, in turn, created immediate economic dislocation, with chronic
underemployment and limited water and pasture resources in the East Bank highlands.
Harsh drought during this period also made prospects outside the army bleaker. In
response, the state sought to manage public discontent by outwardly championing social
protection policies while privately channeling resources into its true backbone: the
military. By the 1967 war, the Jordanian Arab Army had expanded materially to
approximately 55,000 men and, by the end of the decade, provided military service and
direct state-distributed entitlements to 70 percent of the rural population on the East
Bank.!% This was once again possible thanks to the inflow of more foreign aid after the

Khartoum Summit. Between 1963 and 1970, the state institutionalized a series of social

156 Al-Tal’s stance on Palestine was very clear from the early 1960s. In 1962, he published a White Paper
on Palestine arguing for Jordan to become a primary springboard from which the Arab war of liberation
against Israel should be launched. He prompted a Hashemite nationalism within which Jordan’s
confrontation with Israel was a “national creed.” When the June war came, he was a strong critique
against Jordan’s entry into the war and instead advocated for “Plan Tariq” which building off his White
Paper on Palestine argued for a mobile strategy to defend Jerusalem, which Hussein lost during the War.

157 Tell. 2013. Social and Economic Origins, 127.
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protection laws that reinforced regime loyalty through targeted military welfare,
including health and education benefits.'*® The regime’s renewed public support for al-
Tal in 1970 also reflected a growing urgency to reinforce public loyalty, rather than a
genuine interest in social protection, as is evident in the resistance al-Tal faced from
other political figures during his time in government. The bulk of military expenditure
remained concentrated on weapon systems and provisions that brought commissions
back to the Palace and profits into the pockets of the collaborating elite. By the early
1970s, defense spending accounted for “40 to over 60 percent of total public
expenditure,” a telling reflection of a regime that spoke the language of welfare but
invested in coercion.'>

The bitter memory of defeat and renewed socioeconomic insecurity following
the June War added to the popularity of the PLO between 1968 and 1970, which had
begun to eclipse that of the Jordanian state.!®® The Palestinian guerrillas were

increasingly perceived, and often described, as a state within a state, and a dual-power

situation was forming on the East Bank. Matters escalated into a bloody confrontation

158 In 1963, the state issued the Military Health Insurance System; in 1965, the Civil Health Insurance
System No. 104; in 1966, the Social Security System for Government Employees No. 6. Other laws
followed through to 1970. As Brigitte Curmi notes, the early provision of health coverage to the military
reflected its privileged status within Jordan’s segmented welfare regime. These benefits were not merely
technocratic reforms; they were political instruments used to solidify the monarchy’s support base amid
rising threats from Palestinian nationalism and regional instability.

13 Moore, Pete W. 2019. “A Political-Economic History of Jordan’s General Intelligence Directorate:
Authoritarian State-Building and Fiscal Crisis.” Middle East Journal 73, no. 2. 242-62.

160 Between the 1967 defeat and 1970, Fatah-linked organizations gained control of several professional
associations, signaling a shift in political sympathies. Just days before the outbreak of Black September,
on September 16, 1970, a list of Fatah-affiliated candidates contested the executive board elections of the
Amman Chamber of Commerce - an institution long regarded as one of the monarchy’s most loyal. No
one on the army’s side, particularly not those connected with al-Tal, was worried about the PLO
militarily. Their concern was more centered on a regional escalation, with Iraqi or Syrian intervention, or
the possibility of Hussein caving to Arab nationalist pressure, particularly had Nasser not signed the
Rogers Plan.

59



between Fatah, led by Yasir ‘Arafat, and the JAA in September 1970.'6! In the
aftermath of Black September, Hussein sought to reunite the two banks through the
1972 United Arab Kingdom plan, in hopes of restoring his legitimacy, both in regional
standing and in internal communal relations. The plan proposed that the Kingdom be
renamed the United Arab Kingdom and be organized into a new federal structure that
would recognize a distinct Palestinian identity while maintaining Hashemite
supremacy.'®? Unsurprisingly, the plan was overwhelmingly rejected and effectively
isolated Jordan in the region.!®* Soon after, the October 1973 War broke out mainly as a
result of efforts by Egypt and Syria to recover territories'®* lost during the 1967 war.
Hussein refused to join the efforts and requests to open a third front against Israel along

the Jordan River,'®* but ended up participating belatedly and in a limited way in an

161 Observers broadly agree that Black September was catastrophic in its social, political, and economic

aftermath. Yet its memory is fragmented, and the international framing of its conclusion remains
contested. Although reports on the exact death toll vary, when measured by loss of life, Black September
rivals the Six-Day War, during which the JAF recorded around 700 soldiers killed and 6,000 wounded.
Yet, unlike the 1967 defeat, Black September occupies little space in official state discourse and is
notably absent from public school curricula across Jordan. Also, it is worth noting that in the lead-up to
Black September, the military had already won at Karamah and was battle-hardened after three years of
fighting in the Jordan Valley. This is why, heading into a confrontation with Fedayeen, there was little
doubt among the military that it could dispose of the PLO within a couple of weeks, even in the face of a
Syrian invasion.

162 Nevo, Joseph, and Pappé Ilan. 1994. Jordan in the Middle East: The Making of a Pivotal State, 1948-
1988. Ilford, Essex, England Portland.

163 The Arab world rejected the plan and viewed it as conservative device to preserve Hashemite power
rather than a desire to further Palestine’s liberation. The PLO viewed it as an attempt to “obliterate the
Palestinian cause” and deprive Palestinians of true independence. Egypt hated it to the extent that it
severed diplomatic relations with Jordan. Israel dismissed the plan as unacceptable basis for negotiations.
See Nevo, Pappé. 1994. Jordan in the Middle East.

164 The 1967 defeat had lead to Israel’s occupation of the Sinai Peninsula for Egypt and the Golan Heights
for Syria. Anwar Sadat, who ruled Egypt after Nasser’s death in 1970, viewed the no war, no peace
situation as favorable to Israel and wanted to insight military action to get international attention and
ideally pressure on Israel to exit Sinai. Hafiz al-asad wanted to get the Golan Heights back in order to
complete his Greater Syria ambition of being a regional power center.

165 1t is rumored that he delivered the warning to Israeli Prime Minister Golda Meir of an impending Arab
attack.
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effort to repair his standing in the Arab world.'®® By the early 1970s, the social control
engineered by the economic dependency of Transjordanians on the state, through
militarization, had sustained the Hashemite monarchy in the pre-1967 period and, once
again, in the post-1967 one, further cementing the Hashemite need for subsidized

loyalty.

B. The 1974 Mutiny
The early 1970s reshaped how the Hashemite regime would sustain itself, both

materially and symbolically, as the political and economic realities of the East Bank
were changing again. Discontent within the ranks of the JAA was precipitated by
worsening conditions. In an attempt to ease growing unrest among public sector
workers, the state approved a 10% salary increase in late 1973. This gesture fell short as
price inflation had accelerated sharply, with rates rising from 4.7% in 1971 to 19.2% by
1974. Despite mounting social pressure, the state continued to prioritize defense
spending, which by 1974 accounted for 17.4% of GDP, making Jordan the third-highest
defense spender globally as a share of its economy.'¢” Inflation ate away at military
salaries, particularly at a time when the private sector was taking off, and the Gulf was
opening up. It became increasingly tempting to leave the army to work in the Gulf, and
many did. During the first several months of 1974, several hundred junior officers and
enlisted men left the army for better-paying jobs in Jordan’s private sector or the Gulf.
This was the political and economic context that culminated in the 1974 mutiny and

marked a new phase.

166 Six days after the war had begun, Hussein sent a tank brigade to assist in the Golan Heights and later
dispatched a armored division which arrived hours before the ceasefire. 22 Jordanian soldiers were killed.

167 Moore. 2019. “A Political-Economic History of Jordan’s General Intelligence Directorate,” 255.
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On February 3rd, 1974, grievances and frustrations over the dramatic inflation in
the prices of basic commodities simmered among members of the elite 40th Armored
Brigade stationed at the military camp in al-Khaw district, leading to the first mutiny of
its kind within the JAA. It’s worth contextualizing this further by adding that the 40th
Brigade had been the Jordanian force sent to the Syrian front in the Golan Heights only
a few months prior.'%® The principal complaint of the mutineers concerned inequalities
in military pay scales and rising prices, particularly for sugar, which had tripled over the
past year. The rank-and-file soldiers of the Brigade also demanded the replacement of
Zaid Ibn Shakir, a top military commander and longtime loyalist of Hussein. Ibn Shakir
was less representative of East Bank tribal interests, especially when compared to
Hussein’s politically sidelined uncle, Nassir Ibn Jamil, who was more popular among
East Bankers. Most of the 40th Brigade knew Ibn Shakir as the failed former
commander of the 60th Brigade during the 1967 War, during which his Brigade’s tanks
ran out of petrol and were destroyed by Israeli bombing. The record of events states that
more than a hundred Bedouin troops in trucks and armored personnel carriers took to
the streets around the city of Zarqa in protest.

The mutiny signaled a rift within the regime’s most trusted institution. Hussein
was abroad at the time on a diplomatic visit to Britain, with plans to travel to
Washington to meet President Nixon. According to Jawad Anani, the King rushed home
upon learning that the mutineers were threatening to march just 15 miles southwest

toward the capital, Amman.'® News of the mutiny spread by word of mouth or via

168 This was also the brigade that fought off a brief Syrian invasion in September 1970 near the northern
Jordanian border town of Ramtah.

169 Anani, Jawad 1994. “The Jordanian economy: problems and future, ed. Mustafa al-Hamarneh
(Amman: Center for Strategic Studies)
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reports in Beirut presses, such as the Journal of Palestine Studies. Crown Prince Hassan,
who responded in Hussein’s absence, dispatched barracks to attempt to deter the
mutiny, and the government “prohibited news outlets from covering or publishing

reports of the event,” with al-Rifa‘i going so far as to deny that it even happened.'”’

Hussein attempted to ease the situation, making several trips outside Amman upon his
return, including to Zarqa, and announced via the government-owned television station
new raises for the army, the amount of which the Jordanian news agency never
disclosed. Shortly after Zarqa, Hussein attempted to strengthen army morale and loyalty
in a variety of methods aimed at reducing their economic plight, including improving
the Post Exchange'”! and Commissary, medical services for enlisted men, as well as
ordering the replacement of cheap, defective army boots and assuming personal debt of
non-commissioned officers regardless of rank. The CIA Intelligence Memorandum on
the events observes that “Husayn has grown increasingly out of touch with the army and
the tribal supporters of the throne.”!”? In retrospect, there appeared to be no real threat
to the throne, but the mutiny laid bare the depth of discontent and the fragility of the
Hashemite Compact. It marked the first time the military itself responded to a mix of
inflationary pressures and dwindling state involvement in the agrarian economy, which

had become incapable of sustaining a population of village-based peasant soldiers.

170 Martinez. 2022. States of Subsistence, 34.
17! Consumer goods store selling at reduced prices and tax-free.

172 Central Intelligence Agency. 1974. Jordan's King Husayn: Since the Zarqa Mutiny. Intelligence
Memorandum. OCI No. 1288/74. Langley, VA: CIA. June 1.
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The unrest of 1974 was not confined to the military.!”® The public was
sympathetic to the army’s grievances, as the global inflationary spiral post 1973 oil
boom affected both the ranks of the military and the urban poor. It’s worth keeping in
mind that by this time, Amman had solidified its position as the country’s economic
urban hub, with its population growing from “32.5 percent in 1952 to 55.2 percent of
the total population in the East Bank in 1979.”'7* The implementation of the vision of
growth and development, particularly with agrarian and productivist aims, that al-Tal
had articulated a decade earlier, had been buried after the events of 1967-1971.'7° The
CIA Intelligence Memorandum notes the gravity of this event, writing: “The future
course of Jordanian affairs depends very heavily on what Husayn does or does not do,
on who has his confidence and who does not, ultimately, on how he feels about himself
and his country.”!7®

The mutiny was more than a moment of discontent; it was a turning point. Given
the surge in inflation worldwide following the rise in oil prices, the regime could no
longer rely on ad hoc gestures or temporary appeasement for its growing urban
population, nor for its overextended army. Simply giving the military what it wanted,
raising wages would be rewarding mutiny and might bring further demands for the
replacement of elite figures by now closely integrated into Hussein’s inner circle, as
well as his strategy of pursuing peace with Israel under the rubric of the Jordan Option.

The regime could not, or would not, do so easily. Hussein chose authoritarian

173 Martinez. 2022. States of Subsistence, 39.

174 Zaghal, Ali S. 1984. “Social Change in Jordan.” Middle Eastern Studies 20 (4): 53-75.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00263208408700599.

175 A new three-year development plan (1973-75) was introduced, although it would not change Jordan’s
rentier status.

176 Central Intelligence Agency. 1974. No. 1288/74.
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consolidation instead, and took the state in a new direction, one in which the bread
subsidy program reproduced the compact at an even larger scale and the state
transitioned to a new urbanization strategy.

The politics behind this moment are equally as important as the economics;
Hussein and al-Rifai needed to serve their coalitional interests, particularly considering
that Jordan’s decision to maintain the Jordan Option, Jordan’s claim to the West Bank,
made it unpopular in the region, while al-Rifai, as well as high inflation, sustained
frustrations at home.!”” Jordan’s political economy and Hussein’s coalition interests
provide the kernel of the emerging political economy in the early 1970s.

At this moment, Hussein decided to grow the state and extend its involvement in
the provision of strategic commodities. The Ministry of Supply was founded that same
year and served as a placatory move for the urban poor and military, and, arguably, as
important, to Hussein’s regime; it fed into the interests of the merchant class he had
been linked to since expelling Glubb. This brought about a rise of the “quota coterie” as
the institutional shift marked by the creation of a ministry of supply that required “the
procurement of massive volumes of commodities to manage new price subsidies,”
which established a “cozy, insider relationship” between the regime and a select group
of large merchants.!”® Hussein could afford to grow the state and embrace a path of
urbanization over the next decade with the inflow of more aid, particularly increased

funds from oil-rich neighbors post-oil boom and the Rabat Summit held in Fall 1974.'7°

177 At this point, the mainstream (particularly the army) did not transfer hostility to the prime
ministers/government to opposition to the monarchy. This invisible barrier is no longer the case with
Abdullah II since 2010 and the military veterans May Manifesto.

178 Tell. 2013. The Social and Economic Origins 110
179 Mazur notes that “according to official statistics, transfer payments to the Jordan central government

from Arab sources quadrupled between 1973 and 1975 to a level of nearly $170 per capita” during the
period which Jordan lost formal claim to the West Bank in the eyes of other Arab states and experienced
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Thus, the introduction of the bread subsidy program emerged not simply as an
economic policy but as a political necessity of meeting the coalition's interests. In the
wake of the Zarga incident, Hussein decided to invest in transforming the ‘everyday
state’ Jordanians encountered into a democracy of bread, which subsidized bread not
just for Transjordanians but also for guest workers, a stark differentiator from the prior
model. This model fed the growing bureaucracy and urban population, effectively
fostering wider structural dependence on state provision.

Yom distills Hashemite Jordan’s survival strategy in the decades that followed
into two forces: bread and fear.'®® Martinez builds on this, writing that “the state
apparatus would no longer just repress and discipline Jordanians. It would seek to feed
them, too.”'8! If bread represented the promise of welfare, fear referred to an emotive
factor, particularly the belief among tribal communities that monarchist rule represents
the most preferred outcome. The alternative to the autocratic status quo was its
replacement with a democratic government that is more representative of the non-tribal
Palestinian majority. Essentially, Yom argues that tribal actors preferred to “be
diminished by the state they trust than by Palestinians whom they do not.” The bread
subsidy program was introduced within this precise political economy, one structured
by repression, inflation, and the urgent need to restore loyalty while denying reform. A
closer analysis of the regime’s decisions during this moment reveals how bread became
more than a basic good; it became a tool of governance and a cornerstone of Hashemite

statecraft, specifically the direction it would take next.

increased Gulf financial aid as compensation. See Mazur, Michael P. (1979) 2023. Economic Growth and
Development in Jordan. Taylor & Francis, 85.

130 Yom. 2020. “Bread, Fear, and Coalitional Politics in Jordan.”

181 Martinez. 2022. States of Subsistence, 34.
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C. Urban Hashemite Jordan

In this shifting political-economic context, Hussein began to construct a
different kind of state. This new state would be shaped not only by the establishment of
the Ministry of Supply in 1974 and the subsequent launch of the bread subsidy program
but also by a state embrace of urbanization. The new state that emerged was anchored in
urban space, and its principal beneficiaries were not only salaried bureaucrats but large
merchants well positioned to secure state contracts, particularly with the Ministry of
Supply. Understanding this state-led urbanization process is inseparable from
understanding the political-economic logic of bread subsidies. The shift toward an
urban bureaucratic order required the state to completely abandon two longstanding
foundations of the public’s relationship to bread: traditional ties to land and the
centrality of the agricultural sector. Martinez’s work raises, but lacking a political
economy approach does not fully resolve, a set of critical questions about why the
Hashemite regime pursued a fundamental transformation of the state at this particular
historical juncture. The urbanization project resulted in a permanent change to the rural
character of the East Bank, whose population made up the bulk of the army.

Urbanization was not a phenomenon isolated to the 1970s. It began earlier,
particularly in the aftermath of the 1967 War, which more than doubled the population,
from 900,800 to 2,223,000 between 1961 and 1980.'%2 Over roughly the same period,
between 1961 and 1979, the urban population grew from 43 percent to 60.3 percent of

the East Bank's total population.

182 UNRWA and the Jordanian government report show that “in 1972, there were 494,000 registered
refugees who moved in 1947-48, and 246,000 displaced persons who moved in 1967.” See Zaghal. 1984.
“Social Change in Jordan.”
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Urbanization was not only the result of the influx of Palestinian refugees over
the past three decades but, equally important, the result of Jordanians moving from the
south into urban zones in greater numbers. Jordan’s first census was conducted in
October 1961, with preliminary results issued in September 1962. Unlike the 1979
census, the 1962 census covered both the West and East banks. Since the 1962 census,
Jordan’s urban population has begun to outnumber its rural population, particularly due
to the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and the rise in Amman's population. West
Bank urban populations remained below the national average of 27 percent, while the
East Bank population quadrupled the national average in some areas, including
Amman.'®? This growing urban population was not, as Zaghla points out, equally
distributed across governorates; Amman held the central position, with 83.3 percent of
the urban population residing there, and about 24.1 percent in Belga. The city's
population had grown dramatically to 700,000 in 1979, from 250,000 almost two
decades earlier. The growth of Amman’s population and population density in absolute
terms across Jordan further confirms the migration of Jordanians into the urban hub.
The average density per square kilometer “increased from 10 persons in 1961 to 24
persons in 1979.”184 Statistically, this meant that one in every three people resided in
Amman. As a result, areas around Amman, Amman-Zarqa, and Irbid, including tribal
villages, were engulfed by the expansion of the built-up zone.

The process of urbanization produced a specific kind of state — one that
prioritized urban centers and, in doing so, reoriented the political economy around them.

In the post-1970 period, the state decisively chose to expand the bureaucracy rather than

183 Hindle, P. 1964. “The Population of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan 1961.” The Geographical
Journal 130 (2): 261. https://doi.org/10.2307/1794587.

184 See Zaghal. 1984. “Social Change in Jordan.”
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the army, with the Jordanian bureaucracy more than tripling in size between 1970 and
1985. Public employment swelled alongside this bureaucratic expansion, eventually
comprising 50 percent of the labor force by the 1980s. By 1979, more than half of the
population lived in urban areas.

While urbanization was inevitable at this point, the form it took was shaped by
state policy, which benefited Hussein’s politically favored vanguard capitalist elite and
expanded the bureaucracy over the army. These developments worked in tandem to
form what I propose to call the ‘urban subsidy’: a system built around cheap staples, in
particular bread, and designed to ease discontent among public-sector employees on
fixed salaries. This marked a fundamental shift in the character of the Hashemite state
from a militarized, tribal compact to an urban, bureaucratic welfare regime, not least
because it extended benefits to a growing population of guest workers who worked in
the private sector.

Demographic shifts alone cannot explain the depth and direction of urbanization
and the land transformation. The reclassification of land (from rural to urban, communal
to commodified) was not merely a passive response to population pressures but a
politically guided project. The state expanded the bureaucracy and incentivized
migration to cities,'® increasingly demanding college degrees, salaried work, and a
lifestyle previously foreign to much of the population, all of which necessitated the
construction of once-agricultural land into urban centers.

While the urbanization process was driven by regional factors, the state’s

commitment to building a more expansive, more expensive urban state was not. The

185 Given Hussein’s connections to Israel at the time, the aim of pushing forward Jordan’s urbanization
and expanding the bureaucracy is also viewed as trying to incentivize migration from the West Bank
across the Open Bridges.
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inflow of external income remittances from expat workers in the Gulf and oil-driven
foreign aid helped fund the state's bureaucratic expansion and urban infrastructure.
Nonetheless, external funding alone does not justify why Hussein decided to take the
state in this direction, one that would necessitate the subsidization of a growing
bureaucracy. What does this reveal about the internal logic of the Hashemite regime
and, more importantly, Hussein’s coalition interests?

Land was increasingly viewed as real estate rather than a means of direct
subsistence or a communally regulated resource to be cultivated and preserved for
future generations. This approach to land contrasts with that of al-Tal’s Nadwa
Zira ‘iyyat, in which he emphasized the importance of regarding land as a living thing
that gives back as much as it is given. The protection of agricultural land was a
fundamental priority for al-Tal, so much so that during his October 1970 press
conference, amid high political tensions, he spoke at length about the agricultural sector
in Jordan. As journalist Ahmad Shakir, who was present at the time, recounts, al-Tal
confirmed that western parts of Amman, which at the time were proposed for urban
building, were among the most fertile agricultural lands.!*¢ Al-Tal noted that he was in
the process of drafting legislation, drawing on Islamic endowments, awgaf, to protect
areas of western Amman for agriculture in order to secure the minimum needs of
citizens, considering that reliance on agriculture from the Jordan valley was not possible
due to confrontations with the Israeli enemy. Since al-Tall was assassinated in 1970, the
Hashemite state had long abandoned his mission to preserve agricultural land from
becoming a concrete jungle. As partible inheritance fragmented village plots, land

slowly lost agricultural feasibility and gained individual profit potential instead as a

186 Shakir, Ahmad. 2013. “Inqadh Al-Ruq’a Al-Zira’iyya Min Al-Zahf Al-'Umrani.” Al-Dustur, October
2013.
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saleable commodity. The battery of urban-biased interventions in the wheat market in
the early 1970s completed Jordan’s switch from a village-based wheat-based moral
economy to an urban-centered market economy.

The marginalization of the agricultural sector was the most detrimental result of
this process, although it too had begun decades earlier under mandate rule. Even with
oil rents flowing into the East Bank economy in the 1970s, revival of the agricultural
sector was not a state priority. Previously, in the 1950s, the state placed greater weight
on developing irrigated farming to support rural areas, including the construction of
dams, canals, and irrigation systems in the Jordan Valley. Even then, the key impact on
village-livelihoods came from outside interventions, such as the BMEO’s Village Loan
Scheme. The 1963 completion of the East Ghor Canal, two-thirds funded by the United
States, also exemplified this. It aimed at expanding cultivation, signaling state support
for agricultural livelihoods. However, the East Bank agrarian sector, which had
supported roughly three-fourths of the population until the 1960s, was made residual by
the acceleration of Jordan’s urbanization process in the following decades.'®’

The death of the agricultural sector and the reconfiguration of the relationship to
land are evident in the structure of Jordanian employment between the early 1960s and
the late 1970s. In 1961, most workers were employed in agriculture, accounting for 36
percent of the total labor force. In contrast, by 1979, it had fallen dramatically to 10.3
percent of the total labor force.!®® This decline is due to a cocktail of a lack of incentives
for farmers under state-controlled prices, socioeconomic insecurity that made public or

Gulf destinations more attractive, and the urbanization of arable land. Accounting for

187 Apart from the Jordan Valley, which is predominantly guest workers.

188 See Zaghal, 1984. “Social Change in Jordan.”
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the arable area of the East Bank alone, the average population density rose to 170
persons per square meter, compared with a total average density across arable and non-
arable areas of 24 persons. Carol H. Gotsch documents how price controls and state
grain marketing undermined incentives for peasant farmers.'®® The state prohibited
wheat and grain exports, blocking farmers' highest profit lines, and set fixed purchase
prices for wheat, further disincentivizing wheat farming for rural producers. This state
intervention also prevented peasantry from subscribing to USAID's ‘best bet’ practices
for modern agricultural technology, which required high-upfront capital and were the
only means for local farmers to compete. At present, local wheat cultivation accounts
for 3% of the country’s consumption compared to 100% in the 1940s. The state’s
intentional shift to a market-oriented economy sacrificed traditional social norms
regarding bread and substituted public reliance on land with reliance on the state.

It’s also worth recognizing the role the neighboring Israeli occupation played in
the demise of Jordan’s agricultural sector, or more accurately, its struggle to survive.'”
Israeli water commissioner Meir Ben boasts that Israel’s water system operates at close
to 100 percent of potential capacity through exploiting 95 percent of the annual

renewable water resources between the Mediterranean and the Jordan Valley, the

189 Gotsch, H Carol. 1976. “Wheat Price Policy and the Demand for Improved Technology in Jordan's
Rainfed Agriculture,” Discussion Paper No. 2, Studies of Dryland Agriculture, The Ford Foundation,
Amman.

190 Stroke notes: “Using a technical report prepared under the auspices of the TVA, President
Eisenhower’s special envoy, Eric Johnston, made several trips to the region between 1953 and 1955. The
US aim was to utilize the principle of sharing the Jordan in order to 1) provide the material means of
resettling the Palestinian refugees in Jordan; 2) provide Israel with the largest possible share of the Jordan
waters; and 3) establish a pattern of technical cooperation between Israeli and Arab governments as a
prelude to political negotiations.” See Stork, Joe. 1983. “Water and Israel’s Occupation Strategy.”
MERIP Reports. https://doi.org/10.2307/3011821.

72


https://doi.org/10.2307/3011821

highest ratio worldwide.'®! Israel’s domination over water resources only intensified
after the 1967 defeat.!? The Israeli state action and the Hashemites’ failure to navigate
it were prime reasons the agricultural sector struggled to survive in the country.

By the late 1970s and into the 1990s, the regime’s orientation shifted further
toward approaching agriculture for profit rather than for sustenance. In the 1990s, this
led to the introduction of policies to regulate crop production in the Jordan Valley
communities; such policies pushed for diversifying the cultivation of crops that could
yield higher profits and/or required less water. In place of a moral economy based on
subsistence and land stewardship, the new urban state promoted participation in a
market economy in which survival meant adapting to the logic of profit. This
redefinition of farming reshaped the agricultural landscape and the livelihoods it once
sustained, a process that had begun a century prior. Jordan’s urbanization process and
subscription to neoliberal reforms in the 1980-90s hastened this process of
commercialization. The SAP or Structural Adjustment Programs introduced in the
1980s-90s through neoliberal reforms eroded the subsidy of urban bureaucracy through
freezing government/military employment, reducing the coverage of a welfare net for
the rapidly growing population.

In a conversation with the author, Rida Shibli, a Professor of Agriculture from

the University of Jordan, highlights how this shift was also made possible by the state’s

91 The Zionist movement’s agenda to expand settlements has necessitated access to water, including to
Jordan headwaters, including the Hasbani, Banyas, and Yarmouk rivers, as well as Lake Tiberias
(Kinneret), which was the pivotal store point for any project aimed at irrigating the Lower Jordan basin.
Stork. 1983. “Water and Israel’s Occupation Strategy.”

192 Areas like Al->Ajwa, located in the Jordan Valley, housed some 8,000 inhabitants before 1967 and
were one of the chief producers of bananas, vegetables, and citrus in the West Bank. After the war, its
inhabitants were reduced to 2,000. The area had relied on Al-Awja springs and artesian wells before
1967, which began to dry up after Israeli authorities dug three wells near the spring to supply water to
nearby settlements. Over the span of two years, the agriculturally based area was lost. See Stork. 1983.
“Water and Israel’s Occupation Strategy.”
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selective enforcement, or outright neglect, of agricultural land protection laws,
including those proposed earlier that decade by al-Tal that were undermined by the
Rifai cabinet. Agricultural land, especially in high-rainfall areas near the capital, was
gradually absorbed into the urban real estate economy. What had been fertile farmland
was reclassified and developed for profit. At the same time, imports of cheaper
agricultural goods undercut local production. As Carol Palmer notes, this made
traditional grain cultivation increasingly unviable, leading many farmers to abandon
wheat in favor of olives, which required less water and yielded higher returns.'*> The
transformation of agriculture, then, was not incidental to urbanization; it was a
necessary precondition. By late 1979, there was a consensus that Jordan had become an
urban state that relied almost entirely on imported food.

Shibli notes that as late as the 1940s-50s, bread was still always made at home,
and the idea of buying readymade bread was considered foreign. Martinez adds to this
by noting that “most families had a tabun oven or saj, a convex metal baking sheet with
which they baked bread at home.”'** Systematic changes in land tenure and the
availability of inexpensive imported flour enabled this shift from homemade to store-
bought bread, as remittance-driven real estate booms framed land as a commodity rather
than a resource for cultivation or self-sustenance. The fragmentation of land holdings
due to inheritance and their conversion to real estate due to urban sprawl played a
crucial role in this ‘home’ to ‘store’ shift. The result of land being framed as a
commodity rather than a resource for cultivation or self-sustenance made the

agricultural sector residual and increased public reliance on state forms of welfare.

193 Palmer, Carol. 2002. “Milk and Cereals: Identifying Food and Food Identity AmongFallahinand
Bedouin in Jordan.” Levant 34 (1): 173-95. https://doi.org/10.1179/lev.2002.34.1.173.

194 Martinez. 2022. States of Subsistence, 67.
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Shifting to an urban focus meant funding the public sector at the urban level
rather than the previous structure, in which individuals would join the army while
remaining in their villages, which itself required less direct state spending on wages and
salaries. It also underpinned a change in the state’s historical use of the army as an
auxiliary labor force. Historically, the army was never just a security force but doubled
as a labor reserve; under Glubb, in the 1930s-50s, the army cleared Roman cisterns
along the edge of the steppe and reached its apogee as a labor force during al-Tal’s
forestation campaigns, which even mobilized high school students. In contrast, under
Ibn Shakir, the army was not even allowed to help with the 1979 census. The state
shifted away from its prior practice of utilizing the army as a development partner
during urban state-making, instead focusing on subsidizing its growing urban
population. This was a more expensive endeavor, especially considering that between
1972 and 1987, Jordan had one of the highest population growth rates worldwide,
exceeding four percent. The bread subsidy program became the basis of a post-crisis
political economy, one designed to consolidate power after the events of Black
September and the 1974 mutiny. In the decades that followed, neoliberalism would
emerge as another factor influencing how the state conceived of its welfare status, to

which I will turn in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER V

NEOLIBERAL REFORMS AND EXTERNAL POLITICAL
PRESSURE

Jordan’s transformation into an urban state made it a prime candidate for
neoliberal reform, positioning it squarely within the IMF and WB’s project of
restructuring economies along global neoliberal lines. In this context, the Hashemite
regime’s reliance on the ‘urban subsidy’ it had built to sustain a growing bureaucracy
came under direct challenge. Neoliberal reform marked the second major reorientation
of the state’s political economy: if the first shift was from a rural, army-centered order
to an urban, subsidy-driven one, the neoliberal turn, accelerated under Abdullah II after
1999, necessitated a disruptive change in state provisioning. This chapter examines the
neoliberal era in Jordan, which persists to the present and during which the state, under
pressure from international lenders and structural adjustment programs, sought to undo

the subsidy system it had built.

A. The 1989 Economic Crisis

The IMF and WB had been pressuring Jordan to liberalize its financial sector as
early as the mid-1980s. The state’s need for such reform became necessary when
Jordan’s economy went from boom to bust to crisis between 1972-89, as framed by Jane
Harrigan.'®> Between 1972 and 1982, Jordan experienced a decade-long economic
boom, largely driven by the export of one-third of its labor force to the Gulf and an

influx of Arab aid, which was fueled by the region’s oil windfall. Jordan attracted these

195 Harrigan, Jane, and Hamed El-Said. 2009. Aid and Power in the Arab World: The IMF and World
Bank Policy-Based Lending in the Middle East and North Africa. Springer.
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strategic rents for its utility as a buffer state, gaining “oil wealth without oil,” as Robins
phrased it.!®

The bulk of foreign aid during this period came from oil-rich Arab countries,
particularly Saudi Arabia, Iraq, and Kuwait.!®” The Baghdad Summits, held in 1978-79,
committed $1.25 billion per annum to Jordan. Hussein used these rents as a conduit for
state expansion that had begun earlier that decade. Between 1970 and 1980, the number
of civil servants ballooned by nearly 200%.!”® Hussein’s use of these funds was also
geared towards the interests of the Palace and his collaborating elite, more so than to the
development of the East Bank economy outside of its largest urban hubs. This is evident
in the use of recycled oil revenue toward large-scale infrastructure projects that further
depleted the budget without advancing a productive, sustainable economy undependent
on foreign aid. During this period, Jordan’s real GDP grew at an average annual rate of
7.9 percent. The boom was followed by a sharp slowdown between 1982 and 1986
when GDP growth dropped to 5.7 percent. This bust was triggered by the collapse of
international oil prices in 1983, which precipitated a regional economic downturn. As
Gulf states redirected financial resources toward Iraq’s war against Iran, demand for

Jordanian labor and levels of aid inflow, particularly from Iraq itself, both declined

dramatically. By 1983, Jordan was receiving only 45 percent of the original amount

196 Robins. 2019. A History of Jordan, 149.

197 Saudi Arabia and Iraq were greatest source of aid during this era. Saudi Arabia’s foreign aid to Jordan
was considered a “cornerstone of Jordanian budget security” for the greater part of this oil period. See
Robins. 2019. A History of Jordan; Central Intelligence Agency. 1987. Jordan: Economic Recession and
the Impact on Key Interest Groups. Intelligence Assessment. NESA 87-10057. Langley, VA: CIA.
https://www.cia.gov/readingroom/docs/CIA-RDP88T00096R000801010002-1.pdf.

198 Civil servants grew from from 27,000 to 74,000 between 1970-80. See Robins. 2019. A History of
Jordan, 152.
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committed at the Baghdad Summit five years prior. Harrigan observes that the state’s
reaction to this bust caused the next phase: crisis.

The crisis that would finally push Jordan into the IMF and WB’s lap was not
caused by a single event but a series of them. Between 1983 and 1988, the state
“followed expansionary policies based on external borrowing and running down
reserves,”!”” which significantly widened both the current account and budget
deficits.?®® To cope with the drying up of oil aid, Jordan shifted its borrowing strategy
from “soft money of bilateral and multilateral lending agencies to loans raised on the
Eurodollar market at commercial rates.”?°! This was a desperate attempt to buy time as
the funds were purely for budget support, as Robins points out, “there were no prospects
of such monies generating new wealth to fund the repayments, let alone further
expansion.”?%? Essentially, the state was setting itself up for inevitable fiscal disaster.

By 1989, Jordan was no longer able to service its foreign debt commitments,
with total public debt reaching as high as $9.5 billion. At the beginning of 1989,

Jordan’s foreign debt, measured on a per capita basis, was the largest in the world.?* It

is worth noting that the enormity of this debt figure only became public after IMF

199 See Harrigan, Jane, Hamed El-Said, and Chengang Wang. 2006. “The IMF and the World Bank in
Jordan: A Case of over Optimism and Elusive Growth.” The Review of International Organizations 1 (3),
78.

200 Jane Harrigan and Hamid El-Said note that: Jordan, unlike the other three countries [Tunisia, Morocco
and Egypt], did not attempt a stabilization program until 1989 and instead followed expansionary policies
in the face of crisis between 1983 and 1988.” See Harrigan, Jane R, and Hamed El-Said. 2010. “The
Economic Impact of IMF and World Bank Programs in the Middle East and North Africa: A Case Study
of Jordan, Egypt, Morocco and Tunisia, 1983 - 2004.” Review of Middle East Economics and Finance 6
(2): 1-25. https://doi.org/10.2202/1475-3693.1261.

201 Robins writes: “For example, Jordanian governments borrowed $225 million, $150 million and $215
million in 1983, 1984 and 1985 respectively; with the funds acquired being purely for budget support.”
See Robins. 2019. A History of Jordan, 177-178.

202 Robins. 2019. A History of Jordan, 177.

203 Robins. 2019. A History of Jordan, 177.
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intervention and the inclusion of hidden military debt, which had been kept off the
books. While the Central Bank of Jordan estimated an external debt figure of $3 billion
or 1.7 billion JDs in 1988, the Economist Intelligence Unit’s estimates were much
higher at $3.6 billion, highlighting the “general culture of secrecy and a lack of
transparency in public finances.”?* Hussein, abetted by Ibn Shakir (and Abd al-Hadi al-
Majali), and the Palace’s favored arms dealer, Munir Attallah, had racked up a
substantial and secret debt. During the period leading up to 1989, Ali Ghandour,
Attallah’s kinsman by marriage and founder of Royal Jordanian Airlines, was
responsible for the second-largest drain on Jordan’s finances through Royal Jordanian, a
lucrative source of commissions for the King. Robins writes about the national carrier
as “arguably the worst of all excesses...with a large debt of some $850 million,”
equivalent to 11 percent of the GDP.2> Amid the economic uncertainty of the 1980s,
the budget allocated to defense floated around 30 percent of GDP, “more than triple the
amount of developmental investments” made by the state.?°® The sustained
militarization not only exacerbated the budget deficit but also made it more difficult to
spend on a growing civilian bureaucracy.

The military fiscal drain, in this sense, became merged with other fiscally
draining factors, most notably the vast growth of the civilian bureaucracy and the
subsidized urban economy it required. The state had overextended itself throughout the

1970s-80s, acquiring new functions and increasing its intervention in the economy. This

2041t’s no doubt that such prestigious projects, such as Royal Jordanian, enhanced the country’s
reputation. However, Robin notes, however, that “Jordan would probably have been better served by
being more circumspect in its investment decisions, and targeting them towards smaller, more viable
labour-oriented activities, rather than such capital-intensive outlets.” See Robins. 2019. A History of
Jordan, 153.

205 Robins. 2019. A History of Jordan, 153.

206 Moore. 2019. “A Political-Economic History of Jordan’s General Intelligence Directorate.”
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meant Hussein bore a greater fiscal burden to spend on a public that was increasingly
dependent on the state for employment and services. The number of civil servants had
surged between 1970 and 1985 from 27,000 to 74,000, and, by the early 1980s, civil
servants in Jordan’s urban areas had come to rival the army as a source of employment
for Transjordanians.??” This is where we see the state continue to scale an urban subsidy
(it cannot afford) over a military one in the post-1970 environment. The dynamic that
formed was that of Transjordanians holding a tight grip on the public sector, while
Palestinians dominated the private-sector economy.?%® A growing Palestinian business-
banking elite was strategically supported by Hussein via tax breaks and subsidies on
state loans that started well before 1988 and became part of its core ruling coalition.
This created, as described by Curtis Ryan, a sort of “ethnic bifurcation” between the
public and private sectors, in which a Palestinian elite had more control over the
country’s finances and urban hubs, which translated to more benefit from inflowing
strategic rents.”%

Alongside these factors was a shifting fiscal relationship between Jordan and
Iraq during the 1980s.2!° Hussein’s relationship with Saddam Hussein was regarded as

the closest between any two Arab leaders. For Hussein, the core of that relationship was

complex economic interdependencies as well as fear that an Iraqi defeat by Iran would

207 Tell, Nawaf. 2001, ‘Jordanian Foreign Policy in the 1970s’, Ph.D. thesis, University of Exeter.

208 Brand, Laurie. 1999. “Review of Jordanians, Palestinians and the Hashemite Kingdom in the Middle
East Peace Process by Adnan Abu-Odeh.” Review of Jordanians, Palestinians and the Hashemite
Kingdom in the Middle East Peace Process, by Adnan Abu Odeh.

209 Curtis, Ryan. 2010. ““We Are All Jordan’...But Who Is We? - MERIP.” Middle East Research and
Information Project. July 13, 2010. https://www.merip.org/2010/07/we-are-all-jordan-but-who-is-we/.

210 1¢’s worth noting that Jordan’s relationship with Iraq developed into this client-patron dynamic in the

late 1970s and then into deep economic and personal during the 1980s and then high-risk diplomacy in
1990s.
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cause a domino effect of Islamists that would threaten the monarchy.?!! Besides Saddam
sending large sums of money to Hussein personally since 1976, Jordan’s economy
relied heavily on its good relations with Iraq in more ways than one.?'? Thus, part of
Jordan’s crisis would ensue in the period after the long and debilitating Iran-Iraq war
bled out the Iraqi exchequer. Iraq was forced to prioritize its own fiscal calamity and
reduce the aid and subsidies it sent out, including those to Jordan. In particular, after
Iran took military initiative in the second half of 1982, moving the fight to Iraqi
territory, Iraq had to halt its annual Arab aid obligation of $185.7 million to Jordan.
Robin explains this as Iraq “abandon[ing] the guns-and-butter policy that had
characterized the first two years of fighting.”?!3

The situation in Iraq had begun to threaten large parts of Jordan’s economy,
including its manufacturing and transport sector, which had expanded activities relying
on the Iraqi market. Hussein chose to bail out the sector rather than see it collapse,
including a $400 million revolving credit line created at the Central Bank of Jordan in
1983 to allow continued trade with Iraq. In a way, this was a reversal of roles, as the
credit line subsidized the Iraqi economy to prevent the collapse of the Jordanian
manufacturing and transport sectors, which had grown dependent on it. Hussein’s
choice for a state-funded bailout at this moment was indicative of a calculated move to
stable internal coalition politics that had begun to take shape since the 1960s. Within

this coalition, a wealthy elite formed a powerful private-sector interest group that held

sway over the Amman Chamber of Commerce and had become over-reliant on the Iraqi

211 Baram, Amatzia. 2014. “No New Fertile Crescent: Iragi-Jordanian Relations, 1968-92,” February,
119-60. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315035741-8.

212 Hussein, not unlike his grandfather Abdullah, had a reputation as a “spend thrift”

213 See Robins. 2019. A History of Jordan, 161.
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market. The Iraqi connection and how Hussein handled it are an inseparable part of the
lead-up to Jordan’s fiscal crisis in 1989 and a reflection of its coalition politics. The
relationship between Jordan and Iraq persisted even into the 1990s despite the decline in
foreign currency payments and ongoing regional turmoil. Iraq continued to provide
Jordan heavily subsidized oil to feed its expanding energy needs. Imports of Iraqi oil
had covered 30 percent of Jordan’s needs in 1986, and by 1990 that figure had risen to
80 percent.?!* In return, Jordan became Iraq’s “oxygen supply” to the world, as
described by Robins, opening the Port of Agaba to better facilitate logistics for the Iraq
war and serving as a terminal for Iraqi crude and fuel oil exports.

Jordan’s worsening fiscal situation was flagged as early as 1985 by the General
Intelligence Department, or GID, under Ahmad Ubaydat. However, attempts at reigning
in Palace actors, Ibn Shakir and Ghandour, proved futile. It’s interesting to speculate
why Hussein ignored signs of fiscal distress. One explanation for Hussein’s lack of
responsiveness could be his expectation that a large U.S. aid payout was due if the
ongoing talks with Israel, specifically the London Accords in 1987 with Shimon Peres,
led to a deal, which they did not. Peres could not mobilise the Likud government for the
deal, and the U.S. did not take one up. The first Intifada in December 1987, detonated
by an Israeli military truck smashing into the cars of four Palestinian laborers from
Gaza and fueled by a worsening settler-colonial occupation, derailed the negotiations
further, ending cooperation with the PLO and resulting in disengagement for Jordan.

Hussein’s address to the nation in mid-1988 exacerbated the situation and

solidified a change in Jordan’s role in negotiating for the return of the Palestinian

214 See Robins. 2019. A History of Jordan. 161.

82



territories.?!® In his address, Hussein severed all legal and administrative ties with the
West Bank and recognized the PLO as “the sole legitimate representative of the
Palestinian people.” Among the measures taken at this time was the 1988
Encouragement of Investment Law, which facilitated the movement of capital and profit
into and out of the country.?!¢ Together, the liberalization of capital flows, the transition
to a floating currency regime, and an increased sense of insecurity among Palestinians
in Jordan played a central role in laying the groundwork for the economic crisis that
erupted in 1989. Harrigan argues that Hussein’s 1988 address increased unease among
Palestinians in Jordan, who controlled the majority of the country’s wealth and who
could withdraw such funds from the country, given the more liberal regulations around
the flow of capital.?!”

Harrigan, however, gives too much credit in her analysis to the withdrawal of
Palestinian capital in the economic blight leading up to 1989.%'8 The Iraqi connection
appears to be a more influential factor, with the crisis’s roots lying in the structural and
political-economic distortions that linked Iraq with the rent-seeking elite. Firms
privileged with access to official committees on trade and cooperation, which were
politically mediated, exploited state-backed trade with Iraq for private gain through

overdrafts on over-invoiced exports, reporting higher export values to secure overdraft

215 Hashemite, Huessin. 1988. “On Severing Ties with the West Bank.”

216 Another key policy shift, undertaken in preparation for engagement with the IMF and World Bank,
was the removal of the Jordanian dinar’s peg to the U.S. dollar, a fixed exchange rate that had been in
place since the mid-1970s.

217 She argues that “Palestinians’ insecurity was soon translated into economic panic, leading to a run on

the dinar and capital flight, facilitated by relaxation of regulations on the movement of capital.” See
Harrigan, El-Said, and Wang. 2006. “The IMF and the World Bank in Jordan,” 80.

218 See IEO (Independent Evaluation Office). 2005. Evaluation Report: IMF Support to Jordan, 1989—
2004. Washington, DC: International Monetary Fund.
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facilities from Jordanian banks. These overdrafts could not be repaid due to Iraqi
payment delays, thereby putting strain on Jordan’s banking sector and foreign reserves.
Jordan’s inflation rate reached 25.6 percent, and the Jordanian dinar lost 23 percent of
its value between April and October 1988, leading to Jordan's first-ever debt default. In
this increasingly volatile economic and political climate, Hussein turned to the IMF and
the WB, an act that entailed cuts at home in already fragile Jordan.

Thus, making an overall bad situation worse, the state announced a series of
austerity measures in April 1989 to meet the IMF’s lending requirements. This included
freezing public wages, salaries, and employment with a sharp increase in the price of
fuel. The initial cuts took place on April 15th of that year and were followed, three days
later, by increases in food prices, triggering mass protests as the new urban state’s social
compact grew weak.

Protests erupted in al-Karak and Ma‘an, led predominantly by Transjordanians,
who were “amongst the first losers of the IMF-promoted reforms,” as the monarchy
failed to subsidize the urban community it had created and made dependent on state
employment and welfare.?!” This marked what Alan Cowell would call the worst
episode of violence since Black September and what Robert Satloff characterized as the
worst outbreak of public discontent in the preceding two decades.??° In response, the
state dispatched security troops and placed a curfew on Ma’an. Estimates differ on the
exact death toll, placing it somewhere between eight and twelve deaths and eighty-three

wounded. The spatial concentration of the protests made it unmissable that the

219 Harrigan, El-Said, and Wang. 2006. “The IMF and the World Bank in Jordan,” 269.
220 Cowell, Alan. 1989. “5 Are Killed in South Jordan as Rioting over Food Prices Spreads.” The New

York Times, April 20, 1989; Satloff, Robert. 1989. “Opinion | Hussein Heeds the Rioters’ Message.” The
New York Times, May 5, 1989.
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Hashemite base of support, Transjordanians, was cracking. The economic downturn and
the monarchy’s failure to deliver on its promises of security and welfare further
diminished the original Hashemite Compact, economic security in exchange for loyalty.
Hussein was no longer keeping up his end of the deal, even on the most basic
form: food security. The state response was to wield bread, once again, as an instrument
of appeasement. While broader economic stability unraveled, Hussein ensured that the
subsidized household loaf remained within reach, preventing hunger even as living
standards declined. Although the state initially aimed to fulfill all IMF conditions,

including the “complete elimination of all food subsidies,”**!

it ultimately preserved the
bread subsidy program. Hussein’s governing pattern in this period revolved around
channeling resources into a tight network of military and security apparatuses while
simultaneously presenting himself as the reluctant reformer, forced by external
pressures to make cuts, yet willing to do what he could to keep bread on the table.
Preserving the bread subsidy, even under IMF demands for its elimination, was an
implicit recognition of its indispensability as a political-economic tool. The monarchy’s
repeated reliance on this program, despite later denouncing it as corrupt in the 1990s,
makes clear that subsidies were never the product of state benevolence toward a
dependent public but rather a mechanism of survival for a mismanaged regime
struggling to hold onto power. Hussein’s unwillingness to take austerity measures in the

early 1980s before hitting an economic wall and embracing neoliberal reform also

makes this point.

221 Martinez, José Ciro. 2018. “Leavened Apprehensions: Bread Subsidies and Moral Economies in
Hashemite Jordan .” International Journal of Middle East Studies 50 (2): 173-93.
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0020743818000016.
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To placate public anger, Hussein yielded to the rioters’ call for Prime Minister
al-Rifa’1’s resignation, a concession he had been unwilling to make after the 1974
unrest.??? By the 1990s, the dissolution of the Parliament was a recurring tool used by
the Hashemites to diffuse popular unrest. Little was done to stimulate genuine economic
growth. Instead, Hussein looked outward, doubling down on neoliberal reform without
taking internal responsibility for the decisions that led to this crisis. Hussein signed
Jordan’s first Standby Agreement with the IMF in July 1989, followed by an external
debt-rescheduling agreement with the Paris Club and an Adjusted Loan with the WB in
December.

As the new decade began, the Hashemite regime faced yet another regional
crisis: Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in August 1990. The conflict drove up prices and
shifted international attention away from Jordan, making the country a lower priority for
foreign aid once again. While Jordan’s economic fortunes continued to decline, political
unrest was somewhat mitigated by keeping bread on the table. The country’s real GDP
growth rate contracted from 13.5 percent in 1989 to less than 2 percent in 1990, which
triggered a collapse in living standards, with the average Jordanian seeing their
livelihood reduced by half in a single year. Poverty headcount increased from 3.0
percent in 1987 to 14.4 percent just five years later in 1992,

The outbreak of the first Gulf War negatively impacted Jordan’s standing with
the West as the regime initially refused to join the coalition against Saddam. Instead,

Hussein called for an Arab solution, even as Saddam called for Israel to implement UN

222 Hussein’s dismissal of al-Rifa’i signaled that the prospects of a negotiated peace and a Pan-Jordanian
solution to the Jordan Option, which al-Rifai’ supporter, were at an end.

223 See Shaban, Radwan A, Dina Abu-Ghaida, and Abdel-Salam Al-Naimat. 2001. “Poverty Alleviation
in Jordan: Lessons for the Future.” RePEc: Research Papers in Economics, June.
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Security Council Resolution 242. In response, Jordan’s IMF agreement was terminated
in early 1991. Hussein, lacking Western backing, reinstated capital markets and price
controls, increasing subsidies rather than raising prices. Over 300,000 Jordanians
working in the Gulf returned to Jordan, causing the total population to rise 10 percent
and the total labor force by 30 percent, almost overnight. While this had an initial
negative impact on the country, the negatives did not last long as the returnees brought
with them an estimated wealth of around $1 billion in 1992-3, fueling the domestic
growth rate.?* However, the termination of financial assistance from the U.S. and Arab
allies, and the blockade of the Aqaba port, were too severe.

The cut-off from Western backing was short-lived, as Hussein chose to give in
and realign himself with postwar US plans for a New World Order, marked by the
Madrid Conference on Arab-Israeli Peace. The Stand-By Agreement with the IMF was
renewed soon after, in early 1992, and Jordan resumed efforts to meet the conditions set
by the Washington multilateral. Hussein continued through the 1990s to abide by the
U.S. administration’s demands to “rehabilitate Jordan,” as articulated by both the Bush
and Clinton administrations.?** In 1992, the monarchy implemented another round of
austerity measures as a prerequisite for what would be Jordan’s second external debt-
rescheduling agreement with the Paris Club. The agreement, with support from the WB,
was supposed to stabilize Jordan’s economy and reform its trade regime through
liberalizing markets and increasing privatization of enterprises. Martinez points out that

“most food subsidies and price controls were minimized or eliminated in February

224 See Harrigan, and El-Said. 2009. Aid and Power in the Arab World
225 Two specific U.S. demands shaped Jordan’s political trajectory that decade: first, to sign a peace treaty

with Israel following a withdrawal from occupied Palestinian territories and, second, to back the U.S.
coalition efforts to topple Hussein’s once close ally and patron, Saddam.
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1992 as part of the austerity measures agreed on by the government and IMF in
1989.226 This new round of austerity measures included a renewed push to eliminate
agriculture subsidies. Jordan froze public sector wages/salaries, a risky reform, given
that by 1990 Jordan ranked second worldwide in the highest percentage of military
employment in the labor force, and that the dinar had lost a third of its value.

Between 1992 and 1999, the state reduced import restrictions and removed price
controls, maintaining subsidies for only four products: milk, rice, sugar, and, of course,
wheat. While the country’s food subsidy bill dropped to 1 percent in 1994 from 3.1
percent in 1990, its publicly reported military expenditure only dropped from 10 percent
in 1990 to 6.5 percent in 1994. Marie Baylouny notes that “while new economic
policies themselves generated substantial protest, the increasing numbers and economic
benefits of the military proceeded without objection.”?*” The next three decades would
prove that the Hashemites would prioritize fulfilling the demands of Western patrons
over public provision. In 1994, Hussein would fulfill the first of the two U.S. demands:
signing a peace treaty with Israel, which would take place in late October, involving
Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin and Prime Minister Abdelsalam al-Majali. The treaty
would actively attempt to normalize relations with Israel and made Jordan the second
Arab country to sign after Egypt in 1979. The Hashemite regime entered two additional
external debt rescheduling agreements with the Paris Club and the IMF under Hussein,

first in 1994 and again in 1997.

226 Martinez. 2018. “Leavened Apprehensions.” 173-93.

227 Baylouny, Anne Marie. 2008. “Militarizing Welfare: Neo-Liberalism and Jordanian Policy.” Middle
East Journal 63 (2): 277-303.

88



By 1996, Jordan had fulfilled all the IMF requirements except for lifting food
subsidies.??® The task of eliminating food subsidies was given to the government of
Prime Minister Abd al Karim Kabariti, which, fearing a recurrence of the 1989 riots,
launched campaigns to educate the public on the wastefulness of subsidies. Kabariti
argued that maintaining the government budget for subsidies, which was around $380
million in food items and encompassed $147 million for wheat products, would cause
an unacceptable deficit for the IMF.??° Kabariti’s government lifted bread subsidies on
August 13th, 1996. In an attempt to offset the impact, the government introduced a
targeted cash assistance program: a monthly $1.80 subsidy per person, paid to the head
of eligible households. Attempts to ease a negative public reaction failed. The 1996
round of austerity measures caused yet another round of social unrest, one that would
specifically take as its central premise bread and be called the bread riots.?*

On August 16th, 1996, a couple of days after the cuts and only a few months
after Kabariti’s appointment in February, the bread riots broke out in Karak. The
protests were a response to the government’s removal of the wheat subsidy, which
increased the price of bread from JOD 0.08 ($0.11) per kilogram to JOD 0.25 ($0.33)
per kilogram. The protest lasted two days and ended with army intervention in Karak,
the imposition of a curfew, and the arrest of 200 people. This was when Hussein

reverted to authoritarian consolidation. He blamed external forces for public

frustrations, rather than state corruption and mismanagement of a state-public compact.

228 “In 1994, the government of ‘Abd al-Salam al-Majali had introduced a 5 percent sales tax; Sharif (now
Prince) Zayd bin Shakir’s government doubled that tax and ended the economic boycott of Israel.
Kabariti was left with the lifting of the subsidies.” See Andoni, Lamis, and Jillian Schwedler. 1996.
“Bread Riots in Jordan.” Middle East Report, no. 201 (October): 40. https://doi.org/10.2307/3012771.

229 See Andoni, and Schwedler. 1996. “Bread Riots in Jordan.”

230 The cut, however, garnered a nod from the IMF with the promise of over $1 billion in an IMF donor
meeting in Paris a day after the subsidies were lifted.
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The Hashemites’ deflection of internal criticism outward was specifically visible
during the 1996 Bread Riots. The state was quick to cite evidence that Iraq, along with
several pro-Iraqi leftist parties, was the perpetrator of the riots in an attempt to
destabilize the Hashemite regime. The state went so far as to deny Khalid Rashid
Muslih, the first secretary to the Iraqi embassy, accreditation by the Jordanian Foreign
Ministry and asked Muslih to leave the country. Lamis Andoni and Schwedler
document this moment and the public reaction to state allegations against Iraq, noting
that "Residents of Karak scoff at the idea of Iraq organizing the protests. They point
instead to worsening economic conditions, rising poverty, and unemployment, and
failed expectations concerning the economic fruits of the 1994 treaty with Israel.”

It’s worth noting that the unrest was not limited to Karak, although that is where
the initial resistance to the bread subsidy removal began. Protests spread to al-Tafila,
Ma’an, and refugee camps across the country. The 1989 and 1996 riots predominantly
took place in Jordan’s Bedouin and Transjordanian south, areas that had traditionally
been bedrocks for the Hashemite monarchy. Baylouny argues that the imposition of
neoliberal economic policies in Jordan, which expanded further at the turn of the
century, “removed a key source of welfare for the populace, leaving the regime without
a secure base of support,” the result of which was “marginalizing the previous regime
backers — the East Bank population.”

The bread riots were violent, with most of the violence occurring in Karak.
Rioters blocked roads with barrels and rocks, only to be met with tear gas, armored
military vehicles, helicopters, and troops, as well as a promise from Hussein to use “an
iron fist” on protesters. The bulk of the public anger, however, was targeted towards

Kabariti rather than Hussein, with protestors chanting, “Long live the King, down with
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Kabariti.” Despite their abnormality within Jordan’s history, the 1974, 1989 and 1996
protests are largely absent from school curricula and public discourse among Jordanians
about them is limited, which leaves little room for public-led state accountability and
paints these moments as isolated flare-ups in response to external factors, rather than
recurring patterns of public anger eased by Hussein’s dual use of tightening
authoritarian control balanced with bread subsidies, his own variation of Saddam’s

guns-and-butter policy.

B. Embracing Neoliberal Reform

In the last weeks of Hussein’s rule, the line of succession was unexpectedly
altered. Hussein appointed his eldest son, Prince Abdullah, as heir to the throne,
replacing his brother, Prince Hassan, who had held that position for nearly thirty-four
years.?*! Abdullah II, not unlike his father, inherited a Jordan heavily reliant on foreign
aid, particularly from the U.S., which had been growing significantly from roughly $6
million earlier in the decade to $200 million by 1999 at an estimated 8 percent of GDP.
Abdullah II pushed Jordan further towards neoliberal reform and foreign dependency,
placing additional strain on the already fragile social contract between the public and

the state.

1 At face value, the changed succession appeared to be paternal loyalty taking priority over a fraternal

one and what Hussein communicated in a letter to be issues with Hassan’s unwillingness to allow his
successor to be named by a family council. To Hussein, the issue with Hassan appointing his own
successor would be the risk of his sons not taking the throne. Other observers argued that the real reason
had more to do with Hassan’s political views. Hassan was believed to hold views on Jordan’s domestic
and regional policy that diverged from Hussein’s pro-Western orientation and commitment to neoliberal
economic reforms. Hussein both replaced his brother as heir to the throne and significantly harmed his
status politically, although it is contested if he had to do the latter in order to achieve the former. This
appeared to be yet another instance in which the wobbling Hashemite regime maintained its hold on
power, consolidating it within the linage of King Hussein rather than the broader Hashemite royal family.
The decision was treated by the public “as fait accompli, a last ‘wise choice’ of the late King.” See
Milton-Edwards, Beverley, and Peter Hinchcliffe. 1999. “Abdullah’s Jordan: New King, Old Problems.”
Middle East Report, no. 213: 28. https://doi.org/10.2307/3013387.
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Abdullah II’s accession to the throne was more complicated than a simple
transfer of power. As Peter Hinchliffe and Beverly Milton-Edwards wrote in 1999,
Hussein made it so that “it is the nature, not the fact, of Hashemite rule that is
occasionally contested. The monarchy as an institution is virtually unchallenged, thanks
to Hussein’s charisma and personal relations with key power brokers within the region
and beyond.”**? Abdullah II lacked his father’s charisma and, perhaps more
importantly, his Arabness, with chatter about the young King’s weak command of the
Arabic language and strong English accent. Under Abdullah II, Jordan’s relations with
the IMF and WB grew more intimate, and loans more frequent. Abdullah II posed as the
young leader unburdened by his father’s worries about regional tensions and detached
from the welfare origins of his family’s internal legitimacy, inherited by the British and
expanded upon by Hussein.

Two things became clear about Abdullah II’s reign early on. The first was a
visible acceleration in liberalization, and the second was a continued reliance on the
armed forces and intelligence apparatus for authority, which he inherited from his
father. The early 2000s under Abdullah II were marked by uninterrupted austerity
measures and structural adjustment programs implemented in exchange for continued
financial assistance and good relations with the U.S., Jordan’s largest provider of
bilateral aid. In May 1999, Prime Minister Ra’uf Rawabdeh told Parliament that Jordan
had no choice but to implement tough economic reforms. That same month, Abdullah II
embarked on his first tour of Europe and the U.S., aimed at securing funds to relieve the

country’s growing debt. While Abdullah II advanced rapid economic liberalization,

232 Milton-Edwards, and Hinchcliffe. 1999. “Abdullah’s Jordan: New King, Old Problems.”
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unlike his father a decade earlier, he did not balance these reforms with efforts to
appease those outside of urban centers.

Social unrest, therefore, continued under Abdullah II but was more subdued than
in the 1900s and included an assumed threat from extreme Islamists that was less
prominent than under his father’s reign, as well as public frustration over Jordan’s
relations with Israel. In 2001-02, mass rallies broke out after the second Intifada and the
2002 Israeli invasion of eight major towns in the West Bank. These were fueled by
discontent with Jordan’s Western alliance and dependency, as well as its normalization
process with Israel. The rallies were deemed illegal by the government under the
temporary law imposed in August of 2001, which required organizations to obtain a
permit and take personal responsibility for any property damage during mass
gatherings. Protests re-ignited in 2002, this time mainly in Ma’an, following the
assassination of USAID worker Laurence Michel Foley in October. Although
unsubstantiated, Foley’s assassination was speculated to be linked to the Islamist
militant group led by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi,*** and triggered what Schwedler
described as Jordan’s campaign to “silence outspoken critics of the Jordanian
government.”

The absence of political reform became more apparent during this period. The
anti-opposition campaign involved the arrest of journalists, prominent professionals,
and specifically Wahhabis, who the regime deemed posed a threat to the monarchy’s
stability. This caused a new wave of protests to break out in Ma’an, which by now had

become the brunt of the state’s anti-opposition campaign. The 2002 protests in Ma’an

233 See Vick, Karl. 2002. “U.S. Diplomat Is Killed Gunman in Jordan.” The Washington Post, October
28, 2002.; U.S. Department of State. 2006. "Jordan: Country Reports on Human Rights Practices - 2005."
Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor. March 8. https://2001-
2009.state.gov/p/nea/ci/jordan/77378.htm.
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occurred in a moment of flared public discontent, particularly over the Hashemites’
1994 peace treaty with Israel. The Islamic Action Front (IAF) took part in the protests
as “loyal opposition,” voicing criticism without directly challenging the monarchy. The
death of Foley was used by the regime to crack down under the umbrella of the War on
Terror. The 2002 protest left six people dead and more than 100 in prison. In early
November, the local police and special forces imposed a six-day curfew (not the first of
its kind) in Ma’an. After the curfew was lifted, however, the situation escalated again
with renewed clashes between soldiers and civilians that raised the death toll and
prompted the military to surround Ma’an and declare it a closed security zone.

Martinez dedicates a substantial section of his book to the discussion of Ma’an,
showing how Ma’an is deemed “disorderly and rebellious” by political elites and
government-owned media. The city is framed by the state as “a backwater filled with
troublemakers (mashkaljiyye), where drug trafficking, gun running, and petty crime run
rampant,” and, since 2002, as “the center of Islamist extremism in Jordan.” Yet
Ma’anis, as Martinez emphasizes, reject these characterizations; they “emphasize
instead the shortcomings in public services and the lack of economic opportunities,
which have left few prospects for local residents.” Bread, however, despite these
enormous issues, remained a consistent state presence in Ma’an, which serves as an
indicator of the weight it held within the Hashemite statecraft. Ma’an was not always
marginalized; it was the first capital of the Emirate of Transjordan between 1920-21
and, even after, remained populated by a Transjordanian majority, continuing to provide
a base of support for the royal family. Ma’an, however, has been disproportionately

harmed by the state’s economic reform process.
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The Hashemites' response to Ma’an’s economic distress, once again, was not
reform but repression along with the continued subsidization of bread. The state’s use of
authoritarian control and the deflection of internal criticism outward persisted during
this period, with 2002 marking the “largest-scale armed fighting between government
troops and domestic groups since the Black September.”?** The regime cast dissenters
as unpatriotic, arguing that “anyone critical of state policies in this ‘time of war’ is not
putting Jordan first.” It was in this context, during 2002, that the infamous slogan
“Jordan First” was introduced.

The Hashemites continued to reinforce their reliance on the military and pro-

Western alliances in the early 2000s and throughout the Iraq War?*

while remaining
firmly committed to neoliberal reform, which they had little to show for in terms of
sustainable economic growth. The bread subsidy program remained untouched for
nearly a decade — until the global surge in commodity prices in 2007-08 forced the state
to revisit its policy. The events of 1989 and 1996 proved that the state would not get
away with cutting bread subsidies, at least not without pushback. So, instead of
repeating the past, Joud Tabaza argues, the state adopted a gradualist approach “by

resorting to the selective introduction of various incremental changes and spreading

them over an extended period of time.”?*¢ Instead of lifting bread subsidies completely,

234 Schwedler, Jillian. 2002. “Occupied Maan.” Middle East Research and Information Project,
December.

235 In 2003, Jordan once again experienced short-term benefits from a regional conflict, the Iraq War.
Jordan became an important stop for contract with Iraq, which increased U.S. aid significantly. Similar to
the influence experienced by the return of Gulf workers in the First Gulf War 1990-91, the Iraq War
brought around 700,000 Iraqi refugees, many of them bringing capital into Jordan’s economy, estimated
to be $1 billion. This inflow of wealth had a mixed impact. It fueled growth in the construction and real
estate sectors but also contributed to rising prices and general inflation.

236 Tabaza, Joud. 2020. “Slow and Steady Wins the Race: How the Gradualist Approach .” The
Philosophy, Politics and Economics Review. An International Undergraduate Journal.
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in 2008, the government, faced with soaring wheat import costs, limited subsidies to a
single type of flour: all-purpose, unified flour (al-muwahad).**” This marked a departure
from the previous universal program that subsidized all types of wheat. New legislation
restricted the use of al-muwahad to the production of the cheapest form of bread, khubz
arabi, on the grounds that the older system subsidized the upper and middle class
citizens’ luxurious consumption habits, including the purchase of sweets and more
expensive bread that was made with state-subsidized wheat.

This gradualist approach allowed the government to legitimize its austerity
measures and frame them as efforts to prioritize fairness and social justice, specifically
as a way to protect the poor. It also marked a new reality for Jordan’s food subsidy
program, in which the “government purchases wheat on the international market and
sells it to private millers,” who then process it into four types of flour and sell the al-
muwahhad type to government-approved bakeries for one-seventh of the market
price.?*® The bureaucracy around the bread subsidy program also expanded. Bakeries
were allocated specific flour quotas based on local demand and were subject to careful
inspection by the Ministry of Industry, Trade, and Supply for any corruption or misuse
of flour.

Not long after, the Arab Spring began in 2011-12, and debates over the
Hashemite monarchy’s stability and resilience were reignited. Between 2011 and 2013,
the country witnessed approximately 8,000 protests, marches, and strikes demanding
political reform. While the scale of unrest in Jordan appeared tempered in comparison

to the regional upheaval of its neighbors, it represented a psychological break when

237 Martinez, José Ciro. 2014. “Bread Is Life - MERIP.” Middle East Research and Information Project.
September 26, 2014. https://www.merip.org/2014/09/bread-is-life/.

238 Martinez. 2018. “Leavened Apprehensions” 173-93.
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measured against the kingdom’s history and its assumed bedrock of loyalists — the East
Bankers, and more specifically, the army. The opposition landscape in Jordan since the
lifting of martial law in the 1990s had established a relatively familiar routine, led
predominantly by Islamist groups and/or leftist-leaning groups, and largely based in
urban centers. While such groups organized protests during Jordan’s Arab Spring,
mainly in Amman, they hardly posed a real threat to the Hashemite monarchy. The
Hirak grassroots movement, however, which came to be in 2011-13, “represented the
most dangerous threat to authoritarian order due to the redlines they crossed combined
with the East Bank tribal forces they represented.”?® Regime reactions to the Hirak
protests, in contrast to their reaction to urban opposition, show the extent to which that
was the case.?*

The National Committee for Retired Servicemen (NCRS) also morphed into and
played a vital role in the Hirak movement after being “politicized by government’s
plans to restructure the armed forces and rationalize military spending” the year prior.**!
In 2010, military veterans organized under NCRS publicly criticized the government’s
militarized liberalization and neoliberal reform, which created a “two-tier” military that

consolidated entitlements among a small, strengthened military elite and abandoned the

militarized welfare net. In the May Manifesto, published the same year, they also

23 See Yom, Sean L. 2014. “Tribal Politics in Contemporary Jordan: The Case of the Hirak Movement.”
The Middle East Journal 68 (2): 229-47. https://doi.org/10.3751/68.2.13.

240 Y om outlines the regime’s campaign of rural repression during this period, including the arrest of
hundred of Hirak youth by police and mukhabarat and accounts of “East Bank tribesmen in uniform
brutalizing their kin [to the extent] that even the National Center for Human Rights, a state-run
observatory that seldom commented on mukhabarat affairs, publicly pleaded for restraint.” See See Yom.
2014. “Tribal Politics in Contemporary Jordan; Tamir al-Samadi, 2013. “Al-Urdunn Yugqallim Azafir al-
Hirak wa-l-Ikhxvan Yatahashun al-Tas’id”.'Al Hayat

241 See Tell, Tariq. 2015. “Early Spring in Jordan: The Revolt of the Military Veterans.” Carnegie Middle
East Center, November.
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warned of a “Zionist scheme for liquidating the Palestinian Question at the expense of
the Jordanian People,” referring to growing concern that normalization with Israel and
heavier neoliberal reform that benefited the private sector, largely dominated by the
Palestinian elite, was turning Jordan into an “alternative Palestine homeland.””**> The
manifesto shattered a long-standing precedent that military loyalty to the Hashemite
monarchy was set in stone. The military veterans and East Bank tribal communities that
would join it demanded structural political reform over material patronage, checks on
autocratic power, and for state entitlements to be viewed as a legal right rather than a
monarch’s favor, or makrumat.

Under its umbrella, the Hirak joined the military veterans, public school teachers
demanding the reinstatement of the teachers’ union, and a substantial East Bank youth
network facing high unemployment and political isolation. The movement reflected
confrontation with a reality that had been taking shape since the last decade of
Hussein’s reign. The state’s urban bias had created an unmissable, uneven pattern of
development between rural hinterlands and urban areas in favor of the latter. The East
Bankers, or Transjordanians, who were made disproportionately (relative to the
Jordanians of Palestinian origin) dependent on state entitlements over the prior century,
were being pushed aside in favor of neoliberal reform and liberalization.>** The pace of
neoliberal reform had substantially accelerated under Abdullah II and reflected his

coalition politics, with his closest associates being “neoliberal technocrats or like-

242 See Tell. 2015. “Early Spring in Jordan”
243 Tell writes: “Socioeconomic dependency on the state determined the geography of protest: over 90
percent of the employed labor force in southern governorates of Ma’an, al-Karak and Tafilah worked in
the public sector, in contrast to only 50 to 70 percent in the populous and more prosperous urban centers
of Amman, al-Zarqa and Irbid.” See Tell. 2015. “Early Spring in Jordan”
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minded entrepreneurs recruited from a newly formed Economic Consultative
Council.”**

What began as calls for more job opportunities and action against government
corruption soon matured into demands for democratic reform and a reduction in the
King’s powers. This was a notable shift from prior protests that called for the
dissolution of Parliament. It reflected growing public awareness that such gestures did
little to change the power structure. As Yom notes, the Prime Minister is “the public
face of government but has the least authority.” Dismissing the Prime Minister had long
served as the monarchy’s ad hoc response to unrest, yet within Jordan’s constitutional
monarchy, real power remains with the King.?*> Despite these tensions, Jordan is widely
seen as having avoided large-scale upheaval during the Arab Spring, especially given
that it implemented austerity measures as part of 12 IMF loans that had little to no
benefit to the public and reasserted the classic nature of rent-seeking coalitions.
Nonetheless, the Hirak, and specifically the role of military veterans and the May
Manifesto, highlighted a break from the past. Abdullah II had given up the military bias
that was meant to underpin his regime during periods of public unrest. The upheaval
serves as a reminder, if not a warning, that loyalty is not unconditional, or as Yom

articulates it: Transjordanians’ “preferences and loyalties are not given but made, and as

244 See Tell. 2015. “Early Spring in Jordan”

245 According to Article 30, the King serves as head of state and is “immune from any liability and
responsibility,” effectively placing him above the law. Additionally, “the prime minister and ministers, in
addition to all members of the upper house of parliament (Senate), are all appointed by the King.” Article
32 states that he is “the supreme commander of the land, naval and air forces” as well as the commander
of the GID, what Yom calls “the throne’s guardian,” which has its own off-the-books budget and whose
personnel are immune from oversight. See Yom, Sean L. 2014. “The New Landscape of Jordanian
Politics: Social Opposition, Fiscal Crisis, and the Arab Spring.” British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies
42 (3): 284-300. https://doi.org/10.1080/13530194.2014.932271.
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such they can be remade over time.”?*® Throughout internal turmoil and external
pressures, the regime attempted to maintain the facade of a welfare state by keeping the
bread subsidy at every stage of the civil unrest, including the Arab Spring.

The socio-economic history of bread within Hashemite Jordan underpins an
unmistakable connection between social stability and the subsidization of the household
loaf, one well understood by the public and the state alike. The Hirak movement also
reminds us of the importance of bread not only as material sustenance but also as a
reflection of the throne’s priorities, and whether Transjordanians still fall within them.
Thus, it is natural to expect the removal or reduction of the subsidy program to trigger a
monumental public reaction, similar perhaps to what was witnessed in 1989 or 1996.
Jordan, however, defied this logic when the state’s removal of bread subsidies in 2018
elicited no material public response. In his final chapter, Martinez inquires about why
that is and points to two factors that may have pre-empted public dissent. The first
factor is the government’s retraction of a “ruthless tax increase” on medicines, which
had ignited a wave of public anger, with headlines specifying that the decision was
reversed on Royal directives from Abdullah I1.” The second factor is the campaign
heading into the subsidy’s elimination, which, not unlike in 1996, attempted to convince
Jordanians that migrants and refugees were benefiting from the subsidy at their expense.
While these factors undoubtedly played a role in shaping public reactions to the policy
change, they alone fail to explain how the monarchy persists even as it thins the

entitlements that it has made the public, particularly the Transjordanians, dependent on.

246 See Yom. 2014. “Tribal Politics in Contemporary Jordan.”

247 Martinez. 2022. States of Subsistence, 246.
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The post-2018 outcome unsettles, or at least rattles, long-standing assumptions
about the centrality of subsidies to regime stability and their use as a tool to appease
internal unrest. The aftermath of 2018 invites us to take a closer look at how the
Hashemite regime is handling the balancing act of the internal with the external in the

wake of neoliberal restructuring, which I turn to in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER VI

POST-2018 HASHEMITE JORDAN

Under Abdullah II’s Jordan, bread proved to have less importance to the
Hashemite monarchy. While bread continued to be part of state-public discourse, it was
no longer labeled as a red line the state would never cross. In the years leading up to the
program’s removal in 2018, there was a shift in rhetoric from whether bread subsidies
would be removed to when. Since the late 2000s, Abdullah II began nudging the state
more unapologetically toward favoring neoliberal reform over domestic social

protection.

A. The Bread Subsidy Elimination

Bread subsidies regained a central position in political debates between 2011-19
due to IMF-led pressure for subsidy cuts aimed at reducing budget deficits and
accumulated debt. Tensions around austerity intensified in November 2012, when the
state cut fuel subsidies to secure a $2 billion IMF loan.?*® The state had originally
intended to make the cut a year earlier, in 2011, but delayed out of fear that a cut in
social spending would increase public fury amid the Arab Spring. When the cuts were
finally announced, Prime Minister Abdullah Ensour warned on state television that “If
the move was delayed, we would have faced a catastrophe and insolvency,” citing
projections of a $3.5 billion deficit and the unsustainability of spending nearly a quarter

of the annual budget on subsidies. Popular apprehensions rose in anticipation of a

248 Al-Khalidi, Suleiman. 2012. “Jordan Lifts Fuel Subsidies, Sparks Protests.” Reuters, November 13,
2012. https://www.reuters.com/article/business/energy/jordan-lifts-fuel-subsidies-sparks-protests-
idUSLSESMDCKK/.
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potential bread price hike following the 2012 cuts, prompting Ensour to issue
precautionary statements in early 2013 to ease public angst. One such statement was the
promise that “Bread [prices] will not increase 1 fils [penny] for citizens.”?*’ The state
also attempted to mitigate the 2012 price impact by instituting cash transfers to Jordan’s
poorest households. However, attempts to mitigate the IMF’s austerity-related
sanctions, while avoiding the “bread riots,” proved futile. The sharp rise in prices (over
50 percent for bottled gas, 33 percent for diesel and kerosene, and 14 percent for lower-
grade petrol) triggered protests, with over 1,000 demonstrators in Amman and other
provincial towns taking to the streets. Abdullah II’s response was what Yom would call
‘fictional reform” and included the establishment of the Independent Election
Commission and the dismissal of Ensour as prime minister.

Despite state efforts to ease the intensifying food subsidy debate, the result of
the 2012 austerity measures and Ensour’s commentary made obvious the state’s
intentions to cut the bread subsidy program next. In 2013, a journalist from al-Ghad
addressed the contested nature of Jordan’s welfare system as it pertained to bread. She
wrote that replacing the bread subsidy program with smart cards, i.e., cash transfers,
would prove that, to the state, the financial value of the subsidy outweighed the moral
value of its provision.?*® While the government flirted with ideas for subsidy reform
with great caution, public expectation had already begun to adapt to the state’s
prioritization of a market-oriented economy over a moral one.?! Trust that bread

subsidies would remain a red line began to erode. Al-Ghad journalist’s 2013 article

249 Al Dustur. 2015. “Al-Nusur: Lan Nazid Al-Khubz Filsan Wahidan ‘Ala Al-Muwatin.”
250 Ghunaimat, Jumana. 2013. “Ayna Maqulat ‘Al-Khubz Khatt Ahmar’?!”” Al Ghad.

231 Ghunaimat, Jumana. 2015. “The Problem Is the Timing .” Al Ghad.
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titled “Where is the phrase: red line?” stands in contrast to her article two years later, in
2015, titled “The problem is timing.”

Despite lowered public expectations, bread subsidies remained central to the
public-state contract. The state could not abruptly eliminate the subsidy without an
alternative, and hence began dabbling with the idea of implementing a smart card to
replace the program in 2015. It took a few more years, after the 2015 debates, for the
state to make the actual cut. This happened under Prime Minister Hani al-Mulki in
January 2018, when the government announced its decision to end the bread subsidy
program, raising prices by 60 to 100 percent. Minister of Industry, Trade, and Supply,

Yarub Qudah, announced the following new bread prices:

“Bread prices are now set for small pita loaves at JOD 0.40 ($0.56) per kilogram, up
JOD 0.16 ($0.23) or increasing 67 percent. The price for large pita loaves is now set
at JOD 0.32 ($0.45), up JOD 0.16 ($0.23), or increasing 100 percent. Traditional
bread prices are now set at JOD 0.35 ($0.49), up JOD 0.17 ($0.24) or increasing 94
percent. The new prices will remain in place through March 2019; Jordan has
sufficient wheat (i.e., both delivered and contracted purchases) to meet current
domestic supply needs. Jordan is an insignificant producer of wheat and depends on
imports.”

The 2018 policy shift triggered initial shock. Even though the public had spent
the better part of a decade digesting the possibility of subsidy removal, bread remained
a fundamental element of the poor’s diet, and a crucial element of the Hashemite
Compact. This moment marked the second time ever, after 1996, that the state had
eliminated bread subsidies, with the difference being that this time the policy change
would stick. While the state’s motive for removing bread subsidies was to appease the

IMF, the move was presented to the public with two justifications, neither of which

related to neoliberal reform.
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The first justification was the claim that the money from these subsidies
disproportionately benefited non-Jordanians, i.e., foreign workers and Syrian refugees.
The government sources indicate that “over 35 percent of Jordan’s population is
composed of non-Jordanians” and that they “account for an estimated 40 percent of the
subsidized bread consumption.” This justification omits a couple of things. It fails to
acknowledge the state-led urbanization process that created the urban subsidy structure
and left lower-income Jordanians increasingly dependent on social provisions in a
market-oriented economy. Additionally, it overlooks the state as a benefactor of the
influx of refugees over the preceding decade, with higher foreign aid grants.
Nonetheless, this became the publicized basis for eliminating the subsidy program and
consolidating a Jordan for Jordanians, drawing on the exclusionary nature of Jordanian
nationalism.

The second justification was the claim that the old subsidy program benefited
the poor and the rich. As Prime Minister Omar Razzaz put it in a conversation: “on
paper it makes sense, [you] don’t want to be subsidizing the rich.” The logic was that
Jordan’s middle and upper classes were benefiting from the umbrella bread
subsidization while lower-income groups were not receiving targeted support, a replay
of the approach used in 2007-8, when the government narrowed the subsidy to cover
only one type of flour, al-muwahhad.

Alongside these justifications, the state did not simply eliminate bread subsidies
but temporarily replaced them with a system of targeted cash support, introduced on
February 1, 2018, and only recently discontinued. Under this approach, $241 million
was allocated to Jordanian citizens and Palestinian refugees, according to the USDA

Foreign Agricultural Service. The assistance would be dispersed through a “domestic
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hunger safety net system modeled on the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and paid out through an electronic
benefit transfer (EBT) card.”?? The idea of targeted cash assistance was not new to
Jordan; the state had flirted with similar mechanisms at earlier points in its history,
including in 1996 under al-Kabariti and during the 2012-2015 bread debates. In early
2018, the state announced that “lower and middle-class families would receive quarterly
or biannual cash transfers to offset the loss of purchasing power.” According to official
records, an estimated 6.2 million Jordanians of the 7.8 million citizens received cash
transfers. Nisreen Barakat, Minister of Social Development, Minister of Public Sector
Development, and General Director of the National Aid Fund, explained in a
conversation the logic behind the switch. She noted that the government opted for cash
assistance because it was more adaptable to the unforeseen needs of households. She
also pointed to the program’s prior success with organizations like UNHCR and
UNICEF in serving Syrian refugee populations in Jordan. The way it worked, she
explained, was that an individual entered their national number, which would show if
they were a taxpayer and deemed eligible; households with an annual income lower
than JD 12,000 were deemed eligible.

The new targeted cash assistance program copied the U.S. Department of
Agriculture’s SNAP and used an EBT system. Under this system, the government
would transfer cash to eligible families. Each qualifying family receives approximately
JOD 27 per year as a base, adjusted according to income thresholds, with higher
allocations for beneficiaries of Jordan’s NAF, where Barakat served on the board. This

uncritical import of a foreign model both underscores Jordan’s long-standing reliance

232 Khraishy, Mohammad. n.d. “Jordan Ends Bread Subsidies, Implements USDA-Style SNAP EBT
Program.” USDA Foreign Agricultural Service.
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on U.S. policy frameworks and reveals a lack of sensitivity to local socioeconomic
realities, what Scott may call the state view in action. Adopting a system designed for a
vastly different context is short-sighted, especially considering SNAP itself has been
criticized. The U.S. Congressional Research Service published a study by Randy Alison
Aussenberg in late 2018 examining four main types of inaccuracy and misconduct
within SNAP, which include errors and fraud by households applying for SNAP
benefits and by state agencies overseeing it.>>* Razzaz acknowledged that the
implementation faltered at the granular level, noting that “the devil was in the details”
and that many in-need individuals slipped through the program because it took a cookie-
cutter approach to deem eligibility. He points out that one of the three fundamental
issues with the state’s handling of the subsidy issue and its aftermath is that the “poor
are not represented at the table,” neither in decisions about subsidy reform nor in the
design of its alternatives. In other words, as Gupta suggests, the poor are excluded from
the state’s determination of right behavior, while, following Aretxaga, the state’s
regulatory functions are increasingly displaced onto transnational actors, such as the

IMF and WB.

B. The Socioeconomic Effect
Given the material and moral weight of bread, outlined by Martinez and others,
the public’s relatively underwhelming response to the 2018 subsidy removal is
perplexing. While the monarchy’s use of bread as a political-economic tool was being
abandoned, bread’s relevance to the public was not. In one of Martinez’s interviews, a

resident observes: “Look, the regime knows the red lines. Bread is one of them. When it

253 Aussenberg, Randy. 2018. “Errors and Fraud in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
(SNAP).” Congressional Research Service. https://doi.org/https://crsreports.congress.gov R45147.
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is lacking, protests occur. Anger boils to the surface when people are hungry.”?* If the
second half of that statement still holds true, the first has fallen through. The 2018
reform signaled not a change in public need, but a shift in the Hashemite regime’s
readiness to uphold the social contract it forged in the early 1970s and relied upon for
much of Jordan’s modern history.

There was public discontent with the introduction of the new policy. The state
relied on a familiar tactic to absorb the shock: the dissolution of parliament. Across
various episodes of unrest since the 1970s, the monarchy has consistently chosen to
dissolve parliament or dismiss the prime minister, rechanneling public anger toward the
government rather than the monarchy itself. In 2018, when large-scale public
demonstrations broke out over a proposed tax law and subsidy cut, Abdullah II
dismissed Mulki and appointed Razzaz as the new Prime Minister. Razzaz was handed
over the government during a period of high tension and tasked with meeting the IMF's
requirement to grow the country’s GDP by 1%. Razzaz’s government, too, would be
dissolved shortly thereafter over the introduction of a new tax law. When asked what
role the monarchy versus government played in the public perception of these reforms
and their impact, Razzaz noted that the role of the government, or parliament
specifically, was that of a “buffer” between the ruler and ruled.

The events of 1989 and 1996 prompted a far more intense public reaction, met,
in turn, by a far more visibly authoritarian state than that of 2018. In the 1989 protests,
the army was positioned to the south of Jordan, and even in the protests that followed,
the monarchy made an effort to appear on the ground. The more recent demonstrations,

by contrast, were less confrontational and less sustained. Essa Saleh, economist and

254 Martinez. 2022. States of Subsistence, 164.
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statistician from the Ministry of Finance, attributes this difference to the contrasting
backdrop, with inflation in the 1980s being significantly worse. However, Jordan’s
political and economic history suggests another possibility, which is that the relative
quiet of 2018 reflected not just economic conditions but a growing public resignation.
Decades of recurring protests that produced little structural change may have weakened
public confidence in protest as a vehicle for genuine political transformation.
Alternatively, perhaps the consequences of public protest in neighboring countries also

served as a severe reminder of a potentially worse-off Jordan without the monarchy.
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CHAPTER VII

CONCLUSION

As time would tell, the state never entirely withdrew from the provision of key
commodities. Jordan’s cabinet announced in October 2022 a decision to stabilize bread
prices until the end of 2023. This decision came amid a spike in global wheat prices,
which raised bread prices in Jordan by a greater degree, as the country imports more
than 90 percent of its wheat. Global wheat prices surged compared to historical annual
data, with average wheat prices at the year's open in 2022 of $7.58, rising to $8.96 by
year’s close. This increase marked the highest wheat price since the start of the century,
even outpacing the 2007-2008 price surge.?>> The Cabinet’s decision meant that the
price of bread would remain the same, shielded from global price fluctuation.?>® This
decision, while circumstantial, is significant because it reveals that the state recognized
its inability to fully withdraw from managing bread’s affordability. The state, to an
extent, acknowledges what Ryan points to as economic adjustment programs’ “frequent
correlation with political instability and unrest,” particularly when it comes to bread.?>’

Saleh also points to a more indirect and systematic way the state continued to
manage bread prices. Both before and after 2018, bread pricing remained state-
controlled to some extent through what Saleh calls montaj el khobz or bread production,

which involved strategic adjustments to the price of wheat and/or diesel. Saleh

255 During which the open price in 2007 was $5.01, the close price was $8.85, and the 2008 opening price
was $9.15.

236 JOD 0.40 for small pita bread, JOD 0.32 for large pita bread, and JOD 0.35 for khubz mashrouh per
kilogram

257 Ryan, Curtis R. 1998. “Peace, Bread and Riots: Jordan and the International Monetary Fund.” Middle
East Policy 6 (2): 54—66. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-4967.1998.tb00308 .x.
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explained that the Ministry would adjust wheat prices to support bakeries’ productivity,
while diesel prices were pegged to the global market. He referred to this as the state’s
method of “maintaining stability,” underscoring that the state more or less understood
the value of ensuring affordable bread, apart from the subsidization of other
commodities. Even after the pandemic, the government continued to cap wheat prices to
mitigate vulnerability to global price fluctuations, given that a large share of Jordan’s
imported wheat comes from Russia and Ukraine, both of which are affected by the
ongoing war. A lingering state hand controlling wheat prices post-2018 elucidates a
process in which a certain value is attached to bread above all else.

Contextualizing the state within the political-economic history of bread presents
three major shifts in the state direction, which I have loosely tracked throughout this
research. The first instance occurred in 1956, when Hussein renamed the army and
dismissed Glubb, thereby fully inheriting the colonial-based loyalty among
Transjordanians in exchange for a patronage structure and expanding it into military
welfare. The second took place in the zeitgeist of the early 1970s, particularly the 1974
mutiny, which necessitated new measures and a new kind of state. This is where the
urban subsidy is created. The third is in the aftermath of the 1989 crisis, in which Jordan
shifted towards neoliberal reform and instituted austerity measures that
disproportionately marginalized Transjordanians, the original loyal base of the regime.
Under Abdullah II, the state has continued to erode its traditional base of support in
favor of neoliberal reform and external validation (for which it has very little to offer in

the form of economic growth).?>® The abandonment of the subsidy that had served as a

238 Unemployment levels in Jordan continue to be higher among Jordanians versus Jordanian and non-
Jordanians with the December 2025 press release from the Department of Statistics reporting 21.4%
unemployment rate for Jordanians in 3Q25 compared to 16.2% for Jordanians and non-Jordanians. See
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core vehicle for solidifying the Hashemites’ authority suggests the state is taking a new
direction, one in which public perception of the monarchy is less central. The state no
longer feels the need to use bread to present a public image of benevolence or sustain an
everyday presence in public life; a state less committed to painting itself as benevolent.

The removal of the bread subsidy program did not signify a rigid retreat of the
state; it pointed to a reconfiguration of its power. State actions point to it having traded
its distributive mantle for a coercive one. While this more visible carrot-to-stick
transition can be traced through state responses to the 1989 and 1996 bread riots, which
employed a mix of security and political openness, the state has been less inclined to
deliver on the latter since 2018.

State use of coercion is being recalibrated in the absence of bread, as evidenced
by the response to the outbreak of protests and strikes in late 2022. Protests erupted, led
by truck and public transport drivers, in response to months of rising fuel prices, which
exacerbated the cost-of-living squeeze. Once again, these protests predominantly
occurred in areas with larger Jordanian populations, including Ma’an and southern
cities. The protests, which extended beyond the higher prices of oil derivatives and
expressed frustrations at the deteriorating living conditions, were met with the use of
force. The government crackdown also included the ban of social media platform,
TikTok, for “spreading false news and information” according to Jordan’s Cybercrime

unit.>*° The war in Gaza has also exposed the fragility of the monarchy’s balancing act

Department of Statistics. 2025. Unemployment Rate Declined in the Kingdom to 16.2% in Q3 2025.
Amman: The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan.

259 Abu Yahia, Afnan , and Valeska Heldt. 2023. “Jordan’s New Cybercrime Law Passes despite Freedom
Concerns.” The Tahrir Institute for Middle East Policy -. October 19, 2023.
https://timep.org/2023/10/19/jordans-new-cybercrime-law-passes-despite-freedom-concerns/.
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and the extent to which coercion has become the default, with intense crackdowns on
protesters, increased social media surveillance, and tighter control over opposition,
including the ban of 25 political parties, and the removal of over 700,000 Jordanians
from the electoral roll.?*°

The almost invisible role the state has played in manipulating wheat prices after
the removal of the subsidy program stands in contrast to its overt use of the bread
subsidy program as a political-economic tool in earlier decades. The current approach
appears aimed at detaching the public from this perceived right to bread’s subsistence,
thereby deserting the “everyday state” built in response to the early 1970s and anchored
in the guarantee of the affordable household loaf. Perhaps this, alongside militarized
liberalization and neoliberal reform, underpins yet another shift in statecraft, one that
draws parallels with Hussein’s decisive shift during the 1970s but lacks its balance
between external pressure and internal stability. As neoliberal reforms necessitated the
retrenchment of distributive subsidies, the state pivoted from provision-based
legitimacy to a heightened reliance on its coercive apparatus to maintain domestic
stability.

In this era of Hashemite Jordan, the state no longer attempts to bind
Transjordanians to it through direct entitlements, nor does it fulfill its end of the
bargain: loyalty in exchange for socioeconomic security. Instead, everyone is expected
to provide for themselves. Considering that loyalty has been provided in return for
something, the question begs itself: if citizens are made to provide for themselves, what

use is the Hashemite state?

260 Majdalawi, Kanz. 2025. “The Cost of Control: Amman Risks the Stability It Aims to Protect - Azure
Strategy.” Azure Strategy. May 22, 2025. https://azure-strategy.com/crackdowns-on-political-opposition-
and-public-dissent-increase-the-risk-of-instability-in-jordan/.
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The prehistory and history of Hashemite Jordan show that the social origins of
this compact predate the Hashemite monarchy, dating back to the British Mandate
period. While the Jordanian state has never existed without Hashemite rule, Hashemite
rule has never, until now, existed without the Hashemite Compact. The natural
assumption that follows from this history is that, with the state no longer offering
rewards in exchange for loyalty, such loyalty will wane. Perhaps modern Hashemite
Jordan, under Abdullah II, has lost the ability to balance between the external and the
internal, the private and the public, and, in the process, is eroding Hashemite loyalty
from its main bedrock, Transjordanians. Or, perhaps, the throne feels it can rely on
being Wejh al-Sahara, or best of a rotten lot, considering the persistent unrest in

neighboring countries.

C. Limitations & Future Directions

Martinez’s work sets the stage for studying the bread subsidy program and, by
extension, enables this examination of the program’s political-economic history and the
roots of social provisioning in Hashemite Jordan. It would be a mistake, however, to
assume that anyone has a real understanding of Hashemite Jordan’s durability in the
absence of bread. Time is the greatest limitation to this study. The assessment of post-
subsidy Jordan is inherently limited, considering the relatively short time since the
policy change, as well as additional factors, including the 2019 COVID pandemic.

This thesis is merely the first step in a much longer academic discourse. The
dynamics between ruler and ruled, the Hashemite monarchy and Transjordanians,
remain far more complex than this study has had space to explore. One of these

complexities relates to Transjordanian agency and public consciousness. Perhaps, with
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the acceleration of neoliberal reforms, there has been a cultural shift in which
Transjordanians have internalized the IMF-mandated neoliberal logic. Whereas in
previous eras the Transjordanian population was able to act collectively, perhaps the
population has now come to understand itself through the logic of neoliberalism,
rendering structurally unthinkable the idea of collective resistance or faith in the fruits it
may bear. The two prior attempts to remove the bread subsidy were met with political
opposition, yet the post-2018 period was not to a comparable degree. If it were only the
Hashemite rule that was affected by neoliberalism, then there should have been a
reaction in 2018, yet the lack of one implies that neoliberalism has perhaps also
rearticulated the subjectivity of Transjordanians, as well.

While this study has primarily engaged with Transjordanians, the bedrock of
Hashemite loyalty, the subsidy program created in the 1970s encompassed a far wider
group under its umbrella, including migrant workers, refugees, and Palestinians. Thus,
future research also ought to engage with the everyday and political-economic
implications of the 2018 policy change on non-Transjordanians. Examining the impact
of the policy change on non-Jordanians allows for consideration of the roles these
groups play within Hashemite Jordan’s power dynamics. Furthermore, it allows us to
contemplate the possibility of a different calculus employed by the monarchy to appease
the new demographics of Jordan, which have changed substantially over the past several
decades.

As for the future, how and when Hashemite resilience will expire remains open-
ended and dependent on how this neoliberal transition unfolds. Bread will long outlive
the Hashemite monarchy as a mirror into the dynamics of ruler and ruled that have

existed before the nation-state. Revisiting the political-economic history of bread,
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particularly under Hussein, serves as a reminder that a great deal hinges on the basic

household loaf and the degree to which a state remembers what underpins its power.
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