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My struggle is harsh and /  come back
with eyes tired
at times from  having seen
the unchanging earth,
but when your laughter enters
it rises to the sky seeking me
and it opens fo r me all
the doors o f life.

Pablo Neruda, "Your Laughter” in The Captain's Verses
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Of course, we can always construct a theory or a generalization if we wish as long as 
we remember that it serves the limited and heuristic purpose of throwing light on a 
small number of features of the phenomenon at the expense of obscuring all others.

James Tully, An Approach to Political Philosophy, p. 276.
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Abstract

Why do some regimes enjoy more autonomy than others when taking foreign policy and 

alignment choices? How does the organization of state-society relations constrain or enable a 

regime’s freedom to take foreign policy and alignment choices? What explains the overlap between 

the domestic and external security spheres of some states, but not others? Finally, how do the foreign 

policy and alignment choices of some regimes have domestic political origins, uses, and 

implications?

This study explores these theoretical questions through a comparative examination of the 

impact of the organization of state-society relations (the independent variable) on regime autonomy 

in taking foreign policy and alignment choices (the dependent variable) in King Hussein’s Jordan 

and Hafiz al-Asad’s Syria. In contrast to Jordan’s overlapping security terrains, and the domestic 

political origins, uses, and implications of many of the Hashemite regime’s foreign policy and 

alignm en t choices, in Asad’s Syria these choices are responses to shifts in the external geopolitical 

environment. This study offers an explanation of the discrepancy between the Syrian regime’s ability 

to ignore domestic constraints on foreign policy and alignment choices, due to its preoccupation with 

external sources of threat, compared to its Jordanian counterpart’s inability to do so and, 

consequently, its preoccupation on many occasions with strictly domestic sources of threat.

This study bridges comparative politics and international relations theorizing, inviting a 

methodological shift away from the hitherto dominant neorealist tendency in the latter field, which 

anchors foreign policy and alignment choices in primarily external considerations and objectives. 

Borrowing from the literature on corporatism, populism, and historical institutionalism, this study 

also supplies a more rigorous methodology for investigating the relationship between the domestic
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structures of nondemocratic states and their foreign policy and alignment choices. More than a 

revision, of neorealist theorizing, and in contrast to idiosyncratic, domestic structure, or constructivist 

approaches to the study of state behavior, this study contends that a contextual and historical analysis 

of the organisation of state-society relations explains why regime autonomy to take foreign policy 

and alignmen t choices may be constrained in some states but not in others. Furthermore, and against 

neorealism’s insistence on the external origins of foreign policy and alignment choices, this study 

also argues that on many occasions these choices have domestic political origins, uses, and 

implications. The implications of these conclusions on the study of Arab politics, and on the quest 

for a first-cut theory of state behavior, are also assessed.
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Resume

Pourquoi, panni les regimes politiques, certains profitent plus d’autonomie que d’autres 

vis-a-vis de la pression politique domestique quand ils choisissent leur propre politique etrangere 

et leur alignement prefere? Comment 1’organisation des relations entre 1’etat et la societe contrainte 

ou permet a un etat de prendre ses propres decisions dans la domaine de la politique etrangere et dans 

son choix d’alignement? Qu’est-ce qui explique le chevauchement entre les spheres de sdcurite 

domestique et exterieure pour certains, mais pas pour d’autres? Finalement, quelles sont les origines 

politiques domestiques des choix de politique etrangere et d’alignement, et comment emploie-t-on 

ces choix, quelle en est 1’importance?

Cette etude vise a repondre k ces questions par une investigation comparative de 1’impact de 

l’organisation des relations etat-societe (la variable ind£pendante) sur l’autonomie du regime 

politique a entreprendre leur politique etrangere preferee et leur choix d’alignement Ga variable 

dependante) dans la Jordanie du roi Hussein, et la Syrie d’Hafiz al-Assad. Par contraste avec les 

origines domestiques des choix de politique etrangere et de 1’alignement en Jordanie, ces choix en 

Syrie repondent aux changements geo-politiques exterieurs. Cette analyse offre une explication de 

la divergence entre la capacite du regime syrien k se concentrer sur les menaces provenant de 

l’exterieur - negligeant les contraintes domestiques - et 1’impossibility du regime jordanien de le 

faire, devant se concentrer souvent sur les menaces domestiques, en depit de I’environnement 

geo-politique.

Cette etude etablit un lien entre les theories de la politique comparee et celles de la discipline 

des relations intemationales. Le but de 1’analyse est d’emprunter quelques notions de 

I’institutionalisme historique, du corporadsme et du populisme pour batir une methodologie plus

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



rigoureuse qui permette d’etudier les liens entre les structures sociales domestiques et le choix de 

politique etrangere et d’alignement. L’analyse politico-historique de l’organisadon des relations 

entre l’etat et la societe explique pourquoi l’autonomie d’un regime politique est contraint pour 

certains etats, et pas pour d’ autres. En outre, cette enquete soutient qu’ a maintes occasions, les choix 

de politique etrangere et d’alignement ont des racines dans la politique domestique. Ces choix ont, 

en meme temps, des consequences importantes pour la politique domestique. Les conclusions tirees 

des cas syrien et jordanien sont tres importantes pour l’etude de la politique domestique du 

Moyen-Orient, et egalement pour la quete d’une theorie nouvelle de la conduite des etats dans le 

domaine des relations intemationales.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

With regard to all human actions, and especially those o f riders, 
who cannot be called to account, men pay attention to the 
outcome. I f  a ruler, then, contrives to conquer, and to preserve 
the state, the means w ill always be judged to be honourable and 
be praised by everyone.

Machiavellil

1.1 Research Questions

Why do some regimes enjoy more autonomy than others when taking foreign policy and 

alignment choices? How does the organization of state-society relations constrain or enable a 

regime’s freedom to take foreign policy and alignment choices? What explains the overlap between 

the domestic and external security spheres of some states, but not others? Finally, how do the foreign 

policy and a lignm ent choices of some regimes have domestic political origins, uses, and 

implications?2

This study addresses these theoretical questions by exam ining the impact of the organization 

of state-society relations (the independent variable) on regime autonomy to take foreign policy and 

alignm ent choices (the dependent variable).3 The argument proceeds in two steps. The first unpacks

‘Niccold Machiavelli, The Prince, ed. and trans. Quentin Skinner and Russell Price (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1988), p. 63.

2Bccausc in Arab politics looser alignments are more common than formal alliances, this study focuses mainly on the former
type.

3 A regime is defined as “that nexus o f alliances within and without the formal bureaucratic and public sectors that the leader 
forms in order to gain power and to keep it.” At its core is the leader, flanked by a coterie of rotating officials who are strategically 
placed throughout the executive, army, and intelligence establishments. Membership in this coterie is not static. One time members 
may be ejected from it, and new elements may be incorporated into it. Nor are regimes monolithic entities. They include liberal and 
conservative elements, the latter often found in the bureaucracy and the intelligence services. For the quote see John Waterbury, The 
Egypt o f Nasser and Sadat: The Political Economy o f Two Regimes (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983), p. xiiL

1

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



the way a regime organizes its relations with the active sectors of society to ensure its survival and 

inhibit the emergence of viable alternatives to its rule. This is done by investigating whether or not 

a regime penetrates society to organize various socio-political groups, such as labor unions, popular 

organizations, professional and peasant syndicates, stripping them of their organizational autonomy 

and, hence, controlling them; by exploring how a regime organizes these groups, whether through 

populist appeals, neopatrimonial, corporadst, or pluralist strategies; and by exam ining whether or 

not a regime mobilizes the active sectors of society into compulsory, non-competitive, functionally 

differentiated corporadst institutions. Unpacking the different ways in which regimes organize state- 

society relations reveals whether a particular mode of organizing state-society relations constrains 

or enables regime autonomy to take foreign policy and alignment choices.

Having established the organization of state-society relations in a particular state, the analysis 

then turns to the second step of the argument: a survey of the regim e’s foreign policy and alignment 

choices. By examining the underlying logic of a regim e ’ s foreign policy and alignment choices, this 

study may then causally relate the independent and dependent variables. Where the organization of 

state-society relations ensures the regime a considerable degree of control over the active sectors of 

society, the regime consequently enjoys substantial autonomy in taking foreign policy and 

alignments choices. In this case, these choices reflect responses to shifts in the regional balance of 

power, and are taken to safeguard a country’s geopolitical and security interests. This is the case even 

when these foreign policy and alignment choices are deeply unpopular with a majority of the 

population. Alternatively, when the organization of state-society relations does not guarantee the 

regime thorough control over society, the regime’s autonomy in taking foreign policy and alignment 

choices is consequently constrained. In this latter case, foreign policy and alignm ent choices may
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have domestic political origins, uses, and implications.

This study explores the above theoretical themes through a comparative analysis of the 

impact of the organization of state-society relations on regime autonomy to take foreign policy and 

alignment choices in King Hussein’s Jordan and Hafiz al-Asad’s Syria. For in contrast to Jordan’s 

overlapping security terrains, and the domestic political origins, uses, and implications of many of 

the Hashemite regime’s foreign policy and alignment choices, in Asad’s Syria these choices are 

responses to shifts in the external geopolitical environment. Thus this study offers an explanation 

of the discrepancy between the Syrian regime’s ability to ignore domestic constraints on foreign 

policy and alignment choices, due to its preoccupation with external sources of threat, compared to 

its Jordanian counterpart’s inability to do so and, consequently, its preoccupation on many occasions 

with strictly domestic sources of threat. It does so by comparing the impact of differences in the 

organization of state-society relations in Hashemite Jordan and Ba‘thi Syria on each regime’s 

respective autonomy to take foreign policy and alignment choices.

This study bridges comparative politics and international relations theorizing, inviting a 

methodological and conceptual shift away from the hitherto dom inant neorealist tendency in the 

latter field, which anchors foreign policy and alignment choices in primarily external considerations 

and objectives. It also supplies a new method of examining the relationship between domestic and 

foreign politics in nondemocratic political systems, namely, through an examination of the impact 

of the organisation of state-society relations on regime autonomy in taking foreign policy and 

alignm en t choices. More than a revision of neorealist theorising, and in contrast to idiosyncratic, 

domestic structure, or constructivist approaches to the study of state behavior, this study contends 

that a contextual and historical analysis of the organization of state-society relations in any given

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



country explains why regime autonomy to take foreign policy and alignm ent choices may be 

constrained in some states but not in others. Furthermore, and against  neorealism’s insistence on the 

external origins of foreign policy and alignment choices, this study also argues that on many 

occasions these choices have domestic political origins, uses, and implications.

1.2 Why Compare Jordan and Syria

Jordan and Syria are selected for comparison because the similarities and differences in their 

respective political economies of state formation and foreign policy choices help explain why 

differences in the organization of state-society relations allow some regimes greater autonomy than 

others in taking foreign policy and alignment choices. Jordan and Syria are Arab states, inhabited 

by Moslem Arab majorities, sharing the same cultural-historical background. These similarities 

allow for the control of ‘cultural’ variables, particularly those pertaining to religious attitudes 

towards authority, to explain the aforementioned theoretical questions. In both states, the regime is 

confronted with roughly sim ila r domestic dynamics: a society segmented along sectarian, nationalist, 

and/or class lines; the allegiance of significant sectors of the population is not always fully 

guaranteed; the political domination of minority social segments - the ‘Alawis in Syria and the 

Hashemites-Transjordanians in Jordan; a regional environment characterized by a considerable 

degree of ideological “permeability,” best exemplified by the spill-over effect of transnational 

appeals, such as pan-Islamic and pan-Arab ideologies, across state borders;4 scarcities in the

‘See Rex Brynen, “Palestine and the Arab State System: Permeability, State Consolidation and the Intifada," Canadian 
Journal o f Political Science 24,3, (September 1991), pp. 595-621; Michael Barnett, “Institutions, Roles, and Disorder The Case 
o f die Arab States System ." International Studies Quarterly 37,3, (September 1993), pp. 279 and283; idem, “Regional Security after 
the Gulf War,” Political Science Quarterly 111,4, (Winter 1996-97), p. 600; and F. Gregory Gause, m , “Sovereignty, Statecraft and 
Stability in the Middle East,” Journal o f International Affairs 45,2, (Winter 1992), pp. 441-469.
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economic resource base; and a regime that has not shied away from deploying ruthless force at tim es 

of open confrontation. Moreover, and as front line states in the Arab-Israeli struggle, with large 

military expenditures, both Syria and Jordan have relied on external, mainly Arab, budgetary 

assistance.

Despite these similarities, however, both cases vary considerably, especially on the 

independent and dependent variables. The respective political economies of state form ation in Jordan 

and Syria have resulted in different socioeconomic and political forces. The way in which regimes 

organize these forces, mobilize them (or not) into state institutions, and construct alliances with 

strategic socio-political coalitions or popular organizations varies in both countries. In other words, 

the organization of state-society relations differs considerably in both Jordan and Syria. This impacts 

differently on the parameters of political debate, competition, and participation in Jordan and Syria. 

It also affects regime control over, and autonomy from, socioeconomic and political forces and 

coalitions. Consequently, the organization of state-society relations impacts differently on regime 

autonomy in taking foreign policy and alignment choices in Jordan and Syria. Finally, and most 

important, the Hashemite and Ba‘thi regimes have responded differently to sim ila r  domestic 

constraints on their ability to take foreign policy and alignment choices. The Hashemite regime was 

sometimes unable to dismiss domestic pressures when taking important foreign policy and alignment 

choices - as with the refusal to enter the Baghdad Pact in 1955, the alignment with Egypt in the 1967 

Arab-Israeli War, the disengagement from the West Bank in 1988, and the kingdom’s stance against 

the coalition forces in the 1990-91 Gulf War. In contrast, the Ba‘thi regime in Syria was immune 

from popular discontent when taking a number of crucial but domestically profoundly unpopular 

foreign policy and alignmen t choices - as during the intervention of Syrian troops against  an alliance
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of Moslem and Palestinian forces in Lebanon in June 1976, Syria’s alliance with Iran against Iraq 

throughout the Iran-Iraq War, from 1980 to 1988, and Syria’s participation alongside the American- 

led coalition forces against Iraq during the 1990-91 Gulf War. These preceding anom alies lend 

Jordan and Syria to a determinate comparative exploration aimed at explaining this study’s 

theoretical questions.

1.3 Methodology

The proposed research deploys the “structured, focused comparison” method of analysis.5 

This method employs theoretically relevant general variables for purposes of description and 

explanation to permit comparison and cumulation of findings. It is structured because the research 

design begins by asking “a set of standardized, general questions of each case,” to ensure the

acquisition of comparable data from the two cases. It is focused because it intentionally deals only

selectively with certain aspects of both cases: namely, how differences in the organization of state- 

society relations affect regime autonomy in taking foreign policy and alignment choices; and how 

foreign policy and alignment choices may sometimes have domestic political origins, uses, and 

implications.6

This study thus involves a diachronic paired controlled comparison of Jordan and Syria. The 

choice of cases allows for control of as many extraneous variables as possible, helping resolve the

5 Alexander L. George, “Case Studies and Theory Development: The Method of Structured, Focused Comparison,” in Paul 
G. Lauren, ed., Diplomacy: New Approaches in History, Theory, and Policy (New York: Free Press, 1979), pp. 43-68. See also Harry 
Eckstein, “Case Study and Theory in Political Science,” in Fred L Greenstein and Nelson W. Polsby, eds., Handbook o f Political 
Science: International Politics VoL 8, (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesely, 1975), pp. 79-137.

‘George, “Case Studies and Theory Development,” p. 62.

6
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‘many variables, small N* problematic of the comparative method.7 The proposed research design 

also ensures variation on the independent variable (organisation of state-society relations) without 

regard to the values of the dependent variable (regime autonomy in taking foreign policy and 

alignment choices), while also allowing for variation on the dependent variable to correct for any 

perceived biases in its selection. This ensures a determ inate  research design.8 In the cases of Jordan 

and Syria, cultural, coercive, sociological, regional (transnational permeability), and external 

budgetary assistance variables may be controlled. Consequently, variation in the organisation of 

state-society relations is the outstanding explanatory variable explaining variation in the observations 

on the dependant variable. Finally, this research design is selected because none of the existing 

theories and approaches reviewed in the following chapter explain why some regimes enjoy greater 

autonomy than others in taking foreign policy and alignment choices, nor do they explore the 

domestic political uses of these choices.

Research for this study entailed personal interviews with key decision-makers in both Jordan 

and Syria. In Jordan personal interviews were conducted with former chiefs of the Royal Court, 

prime ministers, foreign ministers, and other politicians. In Syria the kernel interview was with 

Syrian Vice-President Abdel Halim Khaddam, who also served as foreign minister for a lengthy 

period of time under Asad. In Lebanon interviews were conducted with individuals who, through 

their positions as prime ministers, foreign ministers, or political advisors, had gained considerable 

knowledge of Syrian domestic and foreign affairs. Some of the interviewees voiced reservations

TSee David Collier, “The Comparative Method,” in Ada W. Finifter, ed.. Political Science: The State o f the Discipline U. 
(Washington, D.C.: American Political Science Association, 1993), pp. 105-119; and Arend Lijphart, “Comparative Politics and the 
Comparative Method,” American Political Science Review 65 ,3, (September 1971), pp. 682-693.

'See Gary King, Robert O. Keohane, and Sidney Verba, Designing Social Inquiry: Scientific Influence in Qualitative 
Research (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), pp. 129-130 and 140.
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against being directly identified or quoted, however. In this case, the location of the interview, but 

not the name of the individual interviewed, is provided. The same procedure is followed when 

individuals spoke “off the record.” A full list of all individuals interviewed in Syria, Jordan, and 

Lebanon appears in the Appendix.

1.4 Map of die Work

The next chapter situates this study in its proper theoretical and heuristic contexts. It 

undertakes a critical survey of different state behavior theories, exposing their failure to explain the 

central questions addressed in this study. Chapter two also explicates the core comparative politics 

concept deployed in this study: the organization of state-society relations. It does so by tracing its 

ideational genealogy, and by gathering its component parts from the literature on corporatism, 

populism, and historical institutionalism. Chapter three exam ines  the domestic side of the argument. 

It unpacks the different ways in which state-society relations are organized in Jordan and Syria. It 

opens by tracing the impact of each country’s political economy of state formation on its respective 

political sociology. This is followed by a detailed examination of how successive Hashemite and 

Syrian regimes organized their relations with the active sectors of society. Chapter three also 

includes a comparison ofhow different ways of organizing state-society relations in King Hussein’s 

Jordan and Asad’s Syria impact differently on the Hashemite and Ba‘thi regimes’ autonomy to take 

foreign policy and alignment choices. The study then turns to the foreign policy facet of the 

argument. Chapter four surveys the domestic political origins, uses, and implications of a number 

of foreign policy and alignment choices taken by the Hashemite regime. It examines the dynamic 

overlap between Jordan’s domestic and external security terrains, and explains how on numerous

8
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occasions the Hashemite regime’s foreign policy and alignment choices were either constrained or 

motivated by domestic political imperatives, or, alternatively, were followed by domestic political 

implications. This is a consequence of the organisation of state-society relations present in Jordan, 

one that could not completely shield the regime from domestic pressures. In contrast, chapter five 

demonstrates how in Asad’s Syria foreign policy and alignment choices are straightforward 

responses to shifts in the country’s external security and geopolitical environment Compared to its 

Jordanian counterpart the Ba‘thi regime’s ability to ignore domestic constraints and focus instead 

on geopolitical imperatives and external sources of threat when taking foreign policy and alignment 

choices is a consequence of the ensemble of corporatist institutions organizing and controlling the 

active sectors of Syrian society. Finally, chapter six recapitulates this study’s main themes, and 

advances some theoretical and methodological implications generated by this comparative 

exploration.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Chapter 2

Theoretical Arguments: The International Relations and 
Comparative Politics Nexus

The vacuum o f power and authority which exists in so many 
modernizing countries may befilled temporarily by charismatic 
leadership or by militaryforce. But it can be filledperm anently 
only by political organization. Either the established elites 
compete among themselves to organize the masses through the 
existing political system, or dissident elites organize them to 
overthrow that system In the modernizing world he controls the 
future who organizes its politics.

2.1 Introduction

This chapter explores theoretically how different configurations in the organization of state- 

society relations affects a regime’s autonomy to take foreign policy and alignment choices. It also 

examines how, in some contexts, a state’s domestic and external security spheres overlap and how, 

consequently, foreign policy and alignment choices may sometimes have domestic political origins, 

uses, or implications. To do so entails developing a critique of existing theories of state behavior in 

the Middle East, exposing their inability to explain why some regimes enjoy greater autonomy than 

others when taking foreign policy and alignment choices, and, furthermore, how foreign policy and 

alignm en t choices may be shaped by domestic constraints or deployed to serve domestic political

The chapter opens with a brief survey of different theoretical approaches to the study of state 

behavior, assembled in terms of descending levels of analysis. The different domestic political uses

‘Samuel P. Huntington, Political Order in Changing Societies (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1968), p. 461.

Samuel Huntington1

objectives.
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of foreign policy are subsequently explored. The chapter then moves to a critical cataloguing of 

contending theoretical explanations of state behavior in the Middle East, arranged by their temporal 

paradigmatic appearance in the literature. Salient examples from four pertinent intellectual 

paradigms are presented: the idiosyncratic-perceptual, the realist-neorealist, the domestic politics, 

and the constructivist. After surveying the drawbacks and omissions of these theories, the chapter 

turns to the comparative politics facet of the argument. This section explores the different ways 

regimes organize their relations with the active sectors of society. The genealogy of this 

methodological approach is traced through its different ideational origins and sources, and connected 

to the literature on corporatism, populism, and historical institutionalism. This is followed by a 

discussion of different approaches to the organization of state-society relations in the Arab world. 

The chapter closes with a brief discussion of the structure of argument informing this study.

2.2 Contending Theoretical Explanations of State Behavior

The theoretical study of state behavior may be undertaken via different methodological 

routes. Theories are compared in terms of either the level of analysis or the paradigm to which they 

belong. Depending on the route one chooses, questions may then be asked concerning the 

assumptions made about the identity of the dominant actor, in the case of the levels of analysis 

approach, or about a paradigm’s predictive and parsimonious qualities.2 The following brief survey 

examines theories of state behavior, and their foreign policy implications, with respect to their levels

2Sec Mark R_ Brawley, Turning Points: Decisions Shaping the Evolution o f the International Political Economy (New 
York: Broadview Press, 1998), pp. 130-131.
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of analysis.3

System-level theories assume the state as the dominant actor in international politics. 

Classical realism, and later structural realism (or neorealism),4 are two such system-level theories. 

Departing from classical realism in conceiving international politics as a system with a precisely 

defined structure, neorealists assume states qua functionally undifferentiated, rational, unitary actors, 

existing in an autonomous anarchical international system. To protect their own interests, states seek 

to maximize their power. Neorealism argues that the most parsimonious explanation of a state’s 

behavior can be found in its relative location in the anarchic international system, measured by a 

state’s military capabilities. In other words, the characteristics of the system, namely the arrangem ent 

of states within it, determines state behavior.5 On this neorealist view, states not only have uniform 

goals, they also have similar foreign policies if situated in similar structural contexts.

Neorealists are not a monolithic band, however. Rather, they subscribe to two different first-

Tnstitutionalism, or rationalist institutionalism, is excluded from this survey because it only attempts to explain systemic 
outcomes, not the specific foreign policy choices of states.

‘Although structural realism and neorealism may be distinguished in terms of their assumptions concerning state 
maximization o f power or utility, throughout this study the two terms are used interchangeably.

3For classical realism see: Hans Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations (New York: Knopf, 1978); and the more careful 
analysis of Edward Hallett Carr, The Twenty Years’ Crisis. 1919-1939: An Introduction to the Study o f International Relations 
(London: Macmillan, [1939] 1956). For neorealism see: Kenneth N. Waltz, “Theory oflntemational Relations,” in Fred I. Greenstein 
and Nelson W. Polsby, eds., Handbook o f Political Science, VoL 8: International Politics (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1975), 
pp. 1-85; idem, Theory o f International Politics (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1979); idem, “Realist Thought and Neorealist 
Theory,” Journal oflntem ational Affairs 44 ,1,(Spring 1990), pp.21-37; Barry Buzan, “The Timeless Wisdom ofRealism?” in Steve 
Smith, Ken Booth, and Marysia Zalewsld, eds., International Theory: Positivism and Beyond (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1996), pp. 47-65; and Robert Jervis, “Realism in the Study of World Politics,” International Organization 52,4 (Autumn
1998), pp. 971-991. For acontemporary neorealist argument see John J. Mearsheimer, “Back to the Future: Instability in Europe After 
the Cold War,” International Security IS, I, (Summer 1990), pp. 5-56. For an attempt to develop a new theory of structural realism, 
and a defense against the assumption that neorealism is deterministic, see Barry Buzan, Charles Jones, and Richard Little, The Logic 
ofAnarchy: Neorealism to Structural Realism  (New York: University of Columbia Press, 1993). For a history o f realism as a style 
o f analysis in the academic study of international relations in the United States see Jack Donnelly, “Realism and the Academic Study 
of International Relations,” in James Farr, John S. Dryzek, and Stephen T. Leonard, eds., Political Science in History: Research 
Programs and Political Traditions, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), pp. 175-197.
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cut theories of foreign policy behavior “offensive realism” and “defensive realism .”6 Although 

exponents of both theories converge in assuming that the influence of the international system on 

foreign policy behavior is inescapable, and that security motivates the actions of states, they 

nevertheless disagree about the nature of systemic constraints and opportunities. Offensive realists 

assume that security is scarce, and that systemic pressures are overwhelming and determinative of 

state behavior. States are hence constantly, but rationally, driven to maximize their interests, 

especially when their power is on the rise. Thus offensive realists posit a direct and smooth relation 

between, on the one hand, a state’s relative military capabilities and external environment and, on 

the other, its quest to advance its sphere of interest7 Defensive realists prefer a less exaggerated view 

of systemic pressures. They argue that security is not as scarce as offensive realists assume. 

Moreover, states seek security not influence, and will act only in response to external threats. This 

defensive realist logic is most evident in the literature on alliances. Alliances are shaped by either 

balancing or bandwagoning considerations, against external power or threat(s).8 Neorealism, 

however, and its emphasis on systemic theorizing, has come under critical scrutiny from different

6This distinction is made in JackL. Snyder, Myths o f Empire: Domestic Politics and International A mbition (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1991), pp. 11-12. Snyder, however, uses the term “aggressive” instead of “offensive” realism. For a discussion of 
these theories see Gideon Rose, “Neoclassical Realism and Theories of Foreign Policy,” World Politics S I ,!, (October 1998), pp. 
144-154.

7See, for example, Robert Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981); and 
Mearsheimer, “Back to the Future.”

"See Stephen M. Walt, “Alliance Formation and the Balance of World Power,” International Security 9,4, (Spring 198S), 
pp. 3-43; idem, The Origins o f Alliances (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987); idem, “Testing Theories of Alliance Formation: 
The Case o f Southwest Asia,” International Organization 42,2, (Spring 1988), pp. 27S-3I6; idem, “Revolution and War,” World 
Politics 44,3, (April 1992): pp. 321-368; and Randall L. Schwetler, “Bandwagoning for Profit: Bringing the Revisionist State Back
In,” International Security 19, 1, (Summer 1994), pp. 72-107. See also the debate on realism’s enduring influence in explaining
alliances: John A. Vasquez, “The Realist Paradigm and Degenerative versus Progressive Research Programs: An Appraisal of 
Neotraditional Research on Waltz’s Balancing Proposition,” American Political Science Review 91,4, (December 1997), pp. 899-
912; Kenneth N. Waltz, “Evaluating Theories,” American Political Science Review 91,4, (December 1997), pp. 913-917; Randall
L. Schweller, “New Realist Research on Alliances: Refining, Not Refuting, Waltz’s Balancing Proposition,” American Political 
Science Review 91,4, (December 1997), pp. 927-930; and Stephen M. Walt, “The Progressive Power ofRealism,” American Political 
Science Review 91,4, (December 1997), pp. 931-935.
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Among other things, critics of neorealism point to its inability to account for change; its 

failure to explain or predict major moments in international politics - such as the end of the Cold 

War - and the general patterns of world history; and its inability to consider the potentially 

moderating effects international institutions may have on conflict between states. Moreover; its 

neocolonial and gender-biased epistemology privileges the industrialized North over the rest of the 

world and ignores women and the subaltern.9

One step below system-level theories on the levels of analysis ladder are domestic-level (or 

Innenpolitik) theories. These “second image” theories come in a variety of arguments, all insisting 

on the causal power of domestic variables in shaping state behavior.10 Analysis of ‘linkage politics,’ 

the earliest rendition of this argument, focused on the synergy between domestic politics and external 

behavior." Later theories have deployed different causal arguments to explain variations across 

states ’ foreign policies as a result of, for example, differences in domestic structures and state-society

’See respectively: RobertO. Keohane, ed., Neorealism and Its Critics (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986); idem, 
“International Relations, Old and New,” in Robert E. Goodin and Hans-Dieter Klingemann, eds., A New Handbook o f Political 
Science (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), pp. 467-468; John Lewis Gaddis, “International Relations Theory and the End of 
the Cold War,” International Security 17, 3, (Winter 1992/93), pp. 5-58; Robert Jervis, “The Future of World Politics: Will it 
Resemble the Past?” International Security 16,3, (Winter 1991/92), pp. 39-73; Richard Ned Lebow, “The Long Peace, the End of 
the Cold War, and the Failure of Realism,” International Organization 48, 2, (Spring 1994), pp. 249-277; and Paul Schroeder, 
“Historical Reality vs. Neo-realist Theory,” International Security 19, 1, (Summer 1994), pp. 108-148. David A. Baldwin, ed., 
Neorealism and Neoliberalism: The Contemporary Debate (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993); and Robert Powell, 
“Anarchy in International Relations Theory: The Ntoreal ist-Neo liberal Debate,” International Organization 48,2, (Spring 1994), 
pp. 313-344. Stephanie G. Neuman, ed . International Relations Theory and the Third World (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1998); 
Cynthia Enloe, “Margins, Silences and Bottom Rungs: How to Overcome the Underestimation ofPower in the Study oflntemational 
Relations,” and Christina Sylvester, “The Contributions o f Feminist Theory to International Relations,” in Smith, Booth, and 
Zalewski, International Theory, pp. 186-202 and 254-278 respectively.

'“Kenneth N. Waltz, Man, the State, and War: A Theoretical Analysis (New York: Columbia University Press, 1959), pp. 
80-123. See also Brawley, Turning Points, pp. 81-95.

"See James N. Rosenau, “Pre-Theories and Theories o f Foreign Policy,” in R. Baryy Farrell, ed. Approaches to 
Comparative and International Politics (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1966), pp. 27-92; idem, ed . Domestic Sources 
o f Foreign Policy (New York: Free Press, 1967); and more recently Geoffrey Pridham, ed. Encouraging Democracy: The 
International Context o f Regime Transition in Southern Europe (London: Leicester University Press, 1991).
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relations, coalition conflict or logrolling, or configurations in domestic political and economic 

institutions.12 The latter theories, focusing on domestic political institutions, have undergone a

renaissance in recent years. They may be further divided into two subtypes: the first is the

dyads - transparent decision-making processes, division of powers, public debates, the potential for 

electoral defeat - constrains political elites and hence permits the peaceful resolution of conflict 

among democracies.13 This reasoning, however, erroneously assumes that similar institutions have 

the same constraining effects on national leaders in different national contexts; nor does it help 

explain the foreign policy behavior of states whose institutional make up differs from those of 

Western democracies.14

A second burgeoning school has started to undertake more rigorous comparative studies of

l2For general statements see David Skidmore and Valerie M. Hudson, eds.. The Limits o f State Autonomy: Social Groups 
and Foreign Policy Formulation (Boulder. Westview Press, 1993); Richard Rosecrance and Arthur A. Stein, "Beyond Realism: The 
Study o f Grand Strategy,” in Richard Rosecrance and Arthur A. Stein, eds.. The Domestic Bases o f Grand Strategy (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1993), pp. 3-21; and Joe D. Hagan, “Domestic Political Explanations in the Analysis ofForeign Policy,” in Laura 
Neack et al, eds., Foreign Policy Analysis: Continuity and Change in Its Second Generation (Eaglewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall,
1995), pp. 117-143. On domestic structures and state-society relations see: Peter J. Katzenstein, “International Relations and Domestic 
Structures: Foreign Economic Policies of Advanced Industrial States,” International Organization 3 0 ,1, (Winter 1976), pp. 1-45; 
idem, ed.. Between Power and Plenty: Foreign Economic Policies o f Advanced Industrial States (Madison: University o f Wisconsin 
Press, 1978); T. Clifton Morgan and Sally Howard Campbell, “Domestic Structure, Decisional Constraints, and War,” Journal o f 
Conflict Resolution 35,2, (June 1991), pp. 187-211; and Andrew Moravesik, “Taking Preference Seriously: A Liberal Theory of 
International Politics,” International Organization 51,4, (Autumn 1997), pp. 513-553. On domestic coalitions see: Fred H. Lawson, 
“Domestic Conflict and Foreign Policy: The Contribution of some Undeservedly Neglected Historical Studies,” Review o f 
International Studies 11,4, (October 1985), pp. 275-299; Snyder, Myths o f Empire; and T. Clifton Morgan and Kenneth N. Bickers, 
“Domestic Discontent and the External Use of Force,” Journal ofC onflict Resolution 3 6 ,1, (March 1992), pp. 25-52. On domestic 
political and economic institutions see: Kenneth N. Waltz, Foreign Policy and Democratic Politics: The American and British 
Experience (Boston: Little, Brown, 1967); John G. Ikenberry, “Conclusion: An Institutional \pproach to American Foreign Economic 
Policy,” International Organization 42, 1, (Winter 1988), pp. 219-243; and John G. Dcenbery, David A. Lake, and Michael 
Mastanduno, “Introduction: Approaches to Explaining American Foreign Economic Policy,” International Organization 42, 1, 
(Winter 1988), pp. 1-14. See also the review essay by Ethan B. Kapstein, “Is Realism Dead? The Domestic Sources o f International 
Politics,” International Organization 49,4, (Autumn 1995), pp. 751-774.

L3See David A. Lake, “Powerful Pacifists: Democratic States and War,” American Political Science Review 8 6 ,1, (March 
1992), pp. 24-37; and Bruce Russett, Grasping the Democratic Peace (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993).

“See Miles Kahler. “Liberalization and Foreign Policy,” in Miles Kahler, ed.. Liberalization and Foreign Policy (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1997), p. 9; and B raw ley, Turning Points, pp. 88-89.

'democratic peace” school which argues that the similar institutional composition of democratic
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the relationships between, on the one hand, foreign policy and alignment choices, and political (and 

economic) institutions, on the other. In fact, in an underappreciated essay, Joel Migdal anticipated 

this line of research some time ago. He combined international relations and comparative politics 

theorizing to examine “the differential utility of conceptual models offoreign policy formulation and 

behaviour based on differences in internal structures of states.” Borrowing from Samuel Huntington, 

Migdal suggested that explanations of the foreign policies of Third World states should refer to their 

“degree of political institutionalization.”15 However, only recently have analysts started paying more 

attention to this research agenda. For example, in elaborating an explanatory framework premised 

on a morphogenetic conception of the contextually bound nature of foreign policy behavior, Walter 

Carlsnaes endorses a shift toward “a thoroughly institutional perspective” in the study of foreign 

policy, concluding that domestic institutions, like international ones, are “structures constraining and 

enabling foreign policy actions;” moreover, these structures “are certainly the outcome of human 

agency.”16 Sim ilarly, in their critique of neorealist theorizing, Suzanne Werner and Douglas Lemke 

argue that the degree to which power plays into foreign policy choices and security concerns depends 

on the internal attributes of states, namely their political and economic institutions. Consequently, 

alignment behavior is affected by domestic political and economic institutions.17 Randolph 

Siverson’s edited volume reaches a similar conclusion. Observing that some influential explanations 

of state behavior do not rely on differences in the distribution of power capabilities in the anarchic

“Joel S. Migdal, “Internal Structure and External Behaviour. Explaining Foreign Policies of Third World States," 
International Relations 4 ,5 , (1974), p. 510. See also Huntington, Political Order in Changing Societies.

“Walter Carlsnaes, “The Agency-Structure Problem in Foreign Policy Analysis,” International Studies Quarterly 36,3, 
(September 1992), p. 267. Emphasis omitted.

I7Suzanne Werner and Douglas Lemke, “Opposites Do Not Attract: The Impact o f Domestic Institutions, Power, and Prior 
Commitments on Alignment Choices,” International Studies Quarterly 41,3, (September 1997), pp. 529*546.
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system, Siverson contends that the foreign policy choices of states are heavily influenced by “the 

strategic behavior of politicians who wish to retain office, the political institutions of the state within 

which they are located, and in some instances, a com bination of the two.”18

In fact, neorealist students of international relations have started tracing how systemic 

incentives are translated, through unit-level (intervening) domestic variables, into foreign policy 

choices. Gideon Rose labels this new school “neoclassical realism” because, as realists, its adherents 

argue that “the scope and ambition of a country’s foreign policy is driven first and foremost by its 

place in the international system and is specified by its relative material power capabilities.” They 

are neoclassical since they contend that “the impact of such power capabilities on foreign policy is 

indirect and complex, because systemic pressures must be translated through intervening variables 

at the unit level.”19 Fareed Zakaria has operationalized one such intervening variable, “state power,” 

to explain why, until the 1890s, decision-makers were unable to expand American interests abroad 

despite distinct opportunities to do so.20 After surveying fifty-four such opportunities between 1865 

and 1908, Zakaria concludes that “the United States could not expand because its policymakers 

presided over a weak, divided, and decentralized government that provided them with little usable

"Randolph M. Siverson, ed., Strategic Politicians, Institutions, and Foreign Policy (Ann Arbor: University o f Michigan 
Press, 1998), p. 2.

"Gideon Rose, “Neoclassical Realism and Theories ofForeign Policy,” p. 146. For works operating simultaneously on both 
systemic and domestic levels o f analysis see: Robert D. Putnam, “Diplomacy and Domestic Politics: The Logic ofTwo-Level Games,” 
International Organization 42,3, (Summer 1988), pp. 427*460; Michael N. Barnett, “High Politics is Low Politics: The Domestic 
and Systemic Sources o f Israeli Security Policy, 1967-1977,” World Politics 42,4, (July 1990), pp. 529-562; Randall L. Schweller, 
“Domestic Structure and Preventive Wan Are Democracies More Pacific?” World Politics 44,2, (January 1992), pp.235-269; Fareed 
Zakaria, “Realism and Domestic Politics: A Review Essay,” International Security 17,1, (Summer 1992), pp. 177-198; and Randall 
L. Schweller and David Priess, “A Tale ofTwo Realisms: Expanding the Institutions Debate,” Idershon International Studies Review
4 1 ,1, (May 1997), pp. 1-32.

z0See Fareed Zakaria, From Wealth to Power: The Unusual Origins o f America's World Rale (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1998). On p. 9, Zakaria defines state power as “that portion of national power the government can extract for its 
purposes and reflects the ease with which central decision-makers can achieve their ends." Another intervening variable, the 
perceptions of decision-makers, is operationalized in Randall L. Schweller, Deadly Imbalances: Tripolarity and H itler's Strategy 
a f World Conquest (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998).
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power.” In the 1870s and 1880s, however, “as industrialization proceeded and the need arose for an 

extensive regulatory state, the scope and strength of the central government increased. Power shifted 

from the states to the federal government and from the legislative branch to the executive branch. 

By the 1890s, the expansionist pipe dreams of the 1860s and 1870s would become reality.”21 The 

theoretical implications of Zakaria’s conclusions are inescapable: “the structure, scope, and capacity 

of the state are crucial factors in explaining the process by which nations become increasingly active 

on the world stage,” that is, in shaping their foreign policies.22 Yet by conceiving state structure in 

terms of the relationship between the federal government and the different states, on the one hand, 

and the legislative and executive branches, on the other, Zakaria limits the utility of his suggested 

first-cut theory (dubbed “state-centered realism”) across regions with different political systems. 

Where the political system is not fully institutionalized a la Western liberal democratic model, the 

relationship between state structure and foreign policy is better investigated in terms of the 

organization of state-society relations.

The above literature, then, be it belonging to systemic or domestic levels, or both, invites 

more precise investigations of the relationship between state structures and foreign policy and 

alignm en t choices. By investigating the constraining and enabling impacts of variant configurations 

in the organization of state-society relations, this study contributes to, and refines, this research 

program.

Below the domestic level of analysis are theories that explain state behavior by underscoring 

the role of individuals as key actors in international relations. These individual-level theories are of

“ Zakaria, From Wealth to Power, pp. 54 and 184 respectively. 

u lbitL, p. 9.
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two types. The first, bureaucratic theories (or bureaucratic politics), privilege organizations or 

bureaucracies as the dominant actor. They explain foreign policy by reference to the bargaining 

dynamics among actors occupying different bureaucratic positions, each playing out their specific 

roles and responsibilities.23 Such theories, however, are of limited utility for the study of foreign 

policy outside industrialized Western states with open societies. Societies with closed systems of 

government lack the institutionalized political structures that allow bureaucratic bargaining to take 

place in the first place and, moreover, render accessing the kind of information required to apply 

such theories rather difficult24 Little wonder, then, that they are not employed in the analysis of Arab 

foreign policies.

The second type of individual-level theories, idiosyncractic (or psychological) theories, focus 

on the belief systems ofthe decision-making elite. On this view, personalities and beliefs, rather than 

bureaucratic positions and the bland calculations of rational actors, play a causal role in determining 

decision-makers’ policy choices, and hence, a state’s foreign policy choices.23 Such theories examine 

foreign policy choices in terms of crisis decision-making. The choices of other states in the system, 

or the relevant sub-system, are only pertinent as inputs that “influence the behavior of the crisis actor 

by shaping its definition of the situation and its response. In other words, crisis decisions are made 

in the light of expectations about the behavior of other international actors.” Throughout, the 

emphasis is on “the impact of changing perceptions of threats, time pressure, and the probability of

a  Graham Allison, The Essence o f Decision: Explaining the Cuban M issile Crisis (Boston: Little, Brown, 1971).

“ See Migdal, “Internal Structure and External Behaviour,” p. 519; and Brawley, Turning Points, p. 104.

“ See Michael Brecher, Decisions in Israel’s Foreign Policy (London: Oxford University Press, 1974); idem, “Towards 
a Theory o f International Crisis Behavior,” International Studies Quarterly 21 ,1 ,(March 1977), pp. 39-74; and idem, D ecisionsin 
Crisis: Israel, 1976and 1973 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980).
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war on coping and on [foreign policy] choice” among the state’s decision-makers.26

Combining a mix of personality and situational factors, prospect theory is one novel variant 

of idiosyncratic theories. It is often used to explain decision-m aking in cases where political behavior 

deviates from what would be expected based upon political expediency or rational calculations. 

Offering an alternative to static theories, such as classical realism, neorealism and even older 

idiosyncratic theories, prospecttheory claims that it provides explanations and predictions that allow 

for change over time in response to changes in the external environment. As such, it assumes that 

decision-makers are not necessarily value maximizers with preexisting preferences, but rather 

problem solvers whose preferences are constructed as part of creative solutions to the challenges and 

problems facing them. Prospect theory predicts that “individuals tend to be risk averse in a domain 

of gains, or when things are going well, and alternatively risk seeking in a domain of losses, as when 

a leader is in the midst of a crisis.”27

Constructivism is the most recent arrival on the menu of theories of state behavior. This 

approach places causal value on intangible variables such as ideas, norms, and identities in the 

shaping of state behavior. One of its salient contribution is an expansion of the meaning of power 

and security beyond those of m ilitary  capabilities assumed by realism’s rational actor model. For 

example, Alexander Wendt criticizes realists for assuming that the principles of self-help and power 

politics are timeless essential features of an immutable anarchic world. Rather, he argues, they are

“ Brecher. Decisions in Crisis, pp. 2 and 32 respecyiveiy.

^Rosc McDermott, Risk-Taking in International Politics: Prospect Theory in American Foreign Policy (Ann Arbor 
University of Michigan Press, 1998), p. 18. See also Jack Levy, “An Introduction to Prospect Theory,” Political Psychology 13,2, 
(June 1992), pp. 171-186.
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better conceived as socially constructed institutions, and that “anarchy is what states make of i t ”28 

Social constructivists also fault neorealists for taking state interests for granted and for locating the 

origins of national security policies and alignmen t choices in rational calculations derived primarily 

from material factors. Rather, they point to the way cultural and institutional structures of 

constructed m eaning, embodied in ‘norms’ and ‘identities,’ affect national security interests and 

policies, alliance choices and, hence, state behavior.29 Yet it is the intangibility of constructivism’s 

causal variables that is at one and the same time their strength and weakness. After all, it is not very 

difficult to advance a persuasive abstract theoretical argument in favor of the power of ideas, norms, 

and culture. Furthermore, “it remains less obvious that... [the constructivists’] analysis of empirical 

results will answer those questions that other theories fail to answer.”30

A critical evaluation of the application of the above theories to Middle Eastern contexts may 

help validate the theoretical arguments presented in this study. Before doing so, however, a review 

of the literature dealing with the domestic political origins and uses of foreign policy and alignment 

choices is in order.

2.2.1 Domestic Political Uses o f Foreign Policy

Be it to balance against  power or threats, realism (and structural realism) assumes that foreign 

policy and alignment choices are taken to maximize state power against external threats. In part, this

“ AlexanderE. Wendt, “Anarchy is What States Make of if  The Social Construction ofPower,” International Organization
46.2, (Spring 1992), pp. 394-395. Emphasis omitted. For another critique of the anarchy assumption in realism see Helen Milner, 
“The Assumption o f Anarchy in International Relations Theory: A Critique,” Review ofInternational Studies 19,1,(January 1991), 
pp. 67-85.

BSee Alexander E. Wendt, “The Agent-Structure Problem in International Relations Theory,” International Organization
41.3, (Summer 1987), pp. 335-372; David Dessler, “What’s at Stake in the Agent-Structure Debate?” International Organization
43.3, (Summer 1989), pp. 441-473; Wendt, “Anarchy is What States Make of it,” pp. 391-425; Peter J. Katzen stein, e<L, The Culture 
o f National Security: Norms and Identity in World Politics (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996); and Jeffrey T. CheckeL, 
“The Constructivist Turn in International Relations Theory,” World Politics 50,2, (January 1998), pp. 324-348.

“ Brawtey, Turning Points, p. 130.
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line of reasoning has dominated international relations theorizing because the “explananda of 

mainstream [international relations] theory ... have been structures (international, organizational, 

cognitive) and processes, rather than purposes. The purposes of foreign policy, to the extent thatthey 

have been mentioned at all, have been assumed rather than investigated.”31 A growing body of 

literature, however, has begun to appreciate what Franklin Weinstein, some time ago, labeled the 

domestic “political uses of foreign policy,” or more specifically, the use of foreign policy as “a 

positive instrument in the promotion of the nation’s development or the sustaining of its political 

system.”32 F or example, in his study ofLebanon, NassifHitti catalogued four foreign policy choices - 

“forced accommodation,” “confrontation,” “passive preventive accommodation,” and “active 

preventive accommodation” - of which at least two may be deployed for domestic political uses.33 

On this view, foreign policy and alignment choices are tools in the hands of regimes deployed for 

domestic political purposes. These may be any, or a combination, of the following intertwined goals: 

to bolster a regime’s state building efforts, thus consolidating its rule and ensuring its survival;34

5 'Kjell Goldmann, “International Relations: An Overview,” in Goodin and Klingemann, eds., A New Handbook o f Political 
Science, pp. 416-417.

“ Franklin B. Weinstein, “The Uses of Foreign Policy in Indonesia: An Approach to the Analysis of Foreign Policy in the 
Less Developed Countries,” World Politics 24, 3, (April 1972), pp. 371 and 357 respectively. See also Rex Brynen, “Between 
Parsimony and Parochialism: Comparative Politics, International Relations, and the Study of Middle East Foreign Policy," Paper 
Presented at the Annual Conference of the American Political Science Association, (Washington D.C., September 1993).

“ These are ‘forced accommodation,’ which refers to making concessions to an external actor wielding influence over the 
domestic arena without resolving the state’s domestic crisis, either to avoid an escalation of internal conflict, to enact a new 
consensus, or to prepare for a crack down against the domestic opposition; and ‘active preventive accommodation,’ which is 
characterized by a rapprochement with the regional power wielding the most influence over the domestic arena. This latter foreign 
policy choice allows the domestic regime to consolidate national consensus and regime survival through state-building. See Nassif 
Hitti, The Foreign Policy ofLebanon: Lessons and Prospectsfor die Forgotten Dimension Papers on Lebanon No. 9 (Oxford: Centre 
for Lebanese Studies, 1989), pp. 12-13 and 20.

^See Gause, “Sovereignty, Statecraft and Stability in the Middle East;” Brynen, “Palestine and the Arab State System;” 
Migdal, “Internal Structure and External Behaviour,” p. 523; Mohammad-Mahmoud Mohamedou, “State-Building and Regime 
Security: A  Study o f Iraq’s Foreign Policy Making During the Second GulfWar,” PhD . dissertation, (City University ofNew York,
1996); and Bassel F. SaUoukh, “State Strength, Permeability, and Foreign Policy Behavior Jordan in Theoretical Perspective,” Arab 
Studies Quarterly 18,2, (Spring 1996), pp. 39-65.
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legitimate nascent ruling regimes;35 secure a consensus among political actors whose support for the 

ruling regime is pivotal for the successful implementation of regime policies;36 and/or neutralize, 

through “two-level games,” the ability of opposition groups to strengthen their local positions by 

invoking the support of external powers.37 The latter strategy deserves further elaboration.

By choosing a foreign policy that accommodates the interests of an aggressive regional state 

capable of manipulating the domestic political arena, a regime may accomplish two cardinal and 

organically linked objectives: term inate external threats to domestic stability and, consequently, 

neutralize attempts by domestic actors to appeal to a regional patron or use transnational ideologies 

to buttress their leverage in the domestic arena, thus eliminating their ability to destabilize domestic 

political stability. Once a regime insulates the domestic arena from external pressures, and achieves 

relative financial and political autonomy from domestic constituencies, it may attempt to accomplish 

two objectives, one in the short term, the other in the longer term. In the short term, insulation of the 

domestic arena from external manipulation allows the regime the space to organize state-society 

relations in a manner conducive to regime survival. A regime may also attempt the long-run 

eradication of transnational permeability and state vulnerability to external manipulation and

33See Michael N. Barnett, Dialogues in Arab Politics: Negotiations in Regional Order (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1998), p. 68; Michael C. Hudson, Arab Politics: The Search fo r Legitimacy (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977); Adeed 
Dawisha, “Arab Regimes: Legitimacy and Foreign Policy,” in Giacomo Luciani, ed.. The Arab State (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, IMfl). pp a n d  M u h a m m a d  H a g a n a y n  H e ilc a l, Khnreef al-Ghadah: Qisat Ridayat via Nihayat 'Asr Anwar
al-Sadat [Autumn ofFury: The Story of the Beginning and End o f Anwar Sadat’s Age] (Beirut: Sharikat al-Matbo’at lil-Tawzi‘ wa-I- 
Nashr, 1983), p. 146.

36See Joe D. Hagan, “Regimes, Political Oppositions, and the Comparative Analysis of Foreign Policy,” in Charles F. 
Hermann, Charles W. Kegley Jr., and James N. Rosenau, eds.. New Directions in the Study o f Foreign Policy (Boston: Allen & 
Unwin, 1987), p. 349.

nThis corresponds to Hitti’s ‘active preventive accommodation’ foreign policy choice. See also Putnam, “Diplomacy and 
Domestic Politics;” Steven R. David, Choosing Sides: Alignment and Realignment in the Third World (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1991); idem, “Explaining Third World Alignment,” World Politics 43,2, (January 1991), pp. 233-56; and Bassel 
F. Salloukh, “The King and the General: Survival Strategies in Jordan and Lebanon,” M A  thesis, (McGill University, 1994).
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domestic pressures. This is done through interventionist state building policies aimed at garnering 

sufficient allegiance to the institutions and symbols of the state, in an attempt - though not 

necessarily successful - to integrate a society divided along socioeconomic and/or sub-national

The above inductive exercise is meant to capture a central theme of the new research strategy

m aintain ing themselves in office,” that is, to maximize the chances for regime survival.38 This invites 

a shift away from realism’s overemphasis on state leaders’ concern with the maximization of state 

power, toward viewing regimes as first and foremost preoccupied with their own survival when 

taking foreign policy and alignm ent choices. At the heart of this research strategy is an appreciation 

of the myriad ways in which domestic and foreign politics may overlap. Thus, foreign policy and 

alignm ent choices may have domestic political origins, uses, and implications. They may also require 

precautionary domestic restructuring measures - such as a clamp down on opposition forces, or a 

reversal of a burgeoning political liberalization experiment. This research strategy dissolves 

realism’s presumed epistemological binary distinction between a domestic, order-like “inside” 

sphere and an external, anarchy-governed “outside” sphere, viewing them instead as overlapping

’"Siverson, “Introduction,” in Siverson, ed., Strategic Politicians, Institutions, and Foreign Policy, p. 2. For other examples 
see also: Robert Burrowes and Gerald DeMaio, “Domestic/External Linkages: Syria, 1961-1967,” Comparative Political Studies 7, 
4, (January 1975), pp. 478-507; Michael N. Barnett and Jack S. Levy, “Domestic Sources of Alliances and Alignments: The Case 
ofEgypt, 1962-73,” International Organization 45,3, (Summer 1991), pp. 369-395; JackS. Levy and Michael M. Barnett, “Alliance 
Formation, Domestic Political Economy, and Third World Security,” Jerusalem Journal oflntem ational Relations 14,4, (December 
1992), pp. 19-40; Mohammed Ay oob, The Third World Security Predicament: State Making, Regional Conflict, and the International 
System (Boulder Lynne Rienner, 1995); Curtis R. Ryan, “Shifting Arab Alignments: Jordan in Inter-Arab Politics, 1971-1991,’"PhD. 
dissertation, (University ofNorth Carolina, 1995); Malik Mufti, Sovereign Creations: Pan-Arabism and Political Order in Syria and 
Iraq (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996); Christopher Clap ham, Africa and die International System: The Politics o f State 
Survived (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 62-74; and Michael J. Gilligan and W. Ben Hunt, “The Domestic and 
International Sources o f Foreign Policy: Alliance Formation in the Middle East, 1948-78,” in Siverson, ed., Strategic Politicians, 
Institutions, and Foreign Policy, pp. 143-168. Michael Barnett’s constructivist analysis of inter-state Arab politics also begins with 
the same assumption about Arab leaders’ concern with regime survival, see Barnett, Dialogues in Arab Politics, p. 34.

cleavages.

outlined above: that “political leaders shape their foreign policy choices with a view toward
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terrains.39

2.3 The Study of State Behavior in the Middle East

Until recently, analysis of the foreign policy and alignment choices ofMiddle East states was 

largely dominated by the idiosyncratic and the realist-neorealist paradigms. In both paradigms, 

analysis of foreign policy and alignment choices fails to address two problematics of primary 

concern to students of Middle East comparative (domestic) politics. These are: the enabling or 

constraining impact of varying configurations in the organization of state-society relations on foreign 

policy and alignm en t choices, and a regime’s domestic political uses of these choices for purposes 

of state building and regime survival. However, unless the domestic and foreign politics nexus of 

state building and regime survival is unpacked, significant components of the complex edifice

underlying the stability of Arab regimes will remain elusive. With the exception of the bureaucratic

politics approach, all of the aforementioned state behavior paradigms have been employed in the 

study ofMiddle East state behavior. The following critical review of this literature is essential to 

establish the theoretical case for the research questions advanced in this study.

2.3.1 Idiosyncratic Theories

Studies applying individual-level theories to the analysis ofMiddle East state behavior are 

the oldest in the discipline. They explain foreign policy and alignment choices by reference to the 

belief system or ‘operational code’ of the principal decision-taker or the decision-making elite, thus

39For a  philosophical critique see R.B.J. Walker, Inside/Outside: International Relations as Political Theory (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1993), especially pp. 125-140.
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reducing foreign policy analysis to a consequence of idiosyncratic predilections.40 Adeed Dawisha’s 

analysis of Syrian decision-making during the Lebanese civil war of 1975-76 best represent such

Dawisha divides the crisis into pre-crisis, crisis, and post-crisis periods, surveying the attitudinal

probability, and their search for more information as the crisis heightened and intensified. In

structure defined in terms of its decision-making institutions, and the role of interest groups and 

competing elites. He then analyzes how these factors affect the decision-m aking calculus and shape 

decision-makers’ evaluation of threat perceptions. Yet this “overemphasis on the psychological 

environment [leads]... to the exclusion of the operational environment (that is, ‘the real world’ as 

distinct from the image or perception of this world),” resulting in “a psychological reductionism

"See Brecher, Decisions in Israel's Foreign Policy, idem, Decisions in Crisir, Adeed Dawisha, Syria and the Lebanese 
Crisis (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1980); Bah gat Korany, “When and How Do Personality Factors I n f l u e n c e  Foreign Policy?: 
A Comparative Analysis of Egypt and India,” Journal o f South Asian and Middle Eastern Studies 9 ,3 , (Spring 1986), pp. 35-59; 
Jamal A. Zahraan, al-Siyaasa al-Kharifiyya li-M isr: 1970-1981 [Egypt’s Foreign Policy] (Cairo: MaktabatMadbouli, 1987);Moshe 
Ma’oz, Asad: The Sphinx o f Damascus (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1988); James Lunt, Hussein ofJordan: A Political 
Biography (London: Macmillan, 1989); Abdelfattah A. Rashdan, “Foreign Policy-Making in Jordan: The Role o f King Hussein’s 
Leadership in Decision-Making,” PhJD. dissertation, (University ofNorth Texas, 1989); Uriel Dann, King Hussein and the Challenge 
o f Arab Radicalism: Jordan, 1955-1967(New York: Oxford University Press, 1989); Sa‘d Abu-Diyyc, ’Amaliyyat Ittikhaz al-Qarar 
f i  Siyasat al-Urdun al-Kharijiyya (The Decision-Taking Process in Jordanian Foreign Policy] (Beirut: Markaz Dirasat al-Wihda al- 
‘Arabtyya, 1990); Uriel Dann, King Hussein’s  Strategy o f Survival Policy Papers No. 29 (Washington, D.C.: The Washington 
Institute for Near East Policy, 1992); Zeev Maoz and Allison Astorino, “Waging War, Waging Peace: Decision Making and 
Bargaining in the Arab-Israeli Conflict, 1970-1973,” International Studies Quarterly 36,4, (December 1992), pp. 373-399; Yaacov 
Y.I. Vertzberger, Risk Taking and Decisionmaking: Foreign M ilitary Intervention Decisions (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
1998), pp. 323-386; and, on prospect theory, McDermott, Risk-Taking in International Politics.

studies.41 Dawisha argues that the Lebanese civil war constituted a ‘crisis situation’ for Syria’s

foreign policy-making elite. He thus applies Michel Brecher’s crisis decision-making model to

explain the motives behind the Syrian political elites’ decision to intervene in Lebanon in 1976.

prism of the decision-making elite, their perceptions and evaluation of value threat and war

analysing  the ‘internal setting’ affecting the perceptions of the decision-making elite, Dawisha

concentrates on such factors as Syria’s military and economic capabilities, the regime’s political

41Dawisha, Syria and the Lebanese Crisis.
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verging on monovariable analysis.”42 Consequently, the domestic political institutional structures 

sustaining elites as decision-makers in the first place have only m inim al input, if any, on the research 

design. Hence, Dawisha’s study, like others employing individual-level theories, fails to unpack the 

constraining or enabling impact that different organizations of state-society relations have on foreign 

policy and alignment choices. The price of such an omission is evident in the reasoning Dawisha 

offers to explain the ability of the Syrian regime to intervene in Lebanon on the side of the Christian 

Lebanese, despite popular discontent expressed by most Syrians, who sympathized with fellow 

Palestinian and Lebanese Moslems. Dawisha argues that “the persistence of the Syrian leadership 

with its Lebanese policy and the confidence with which it executed the policy could only suggest that 

the popularity of the Asad-Baathist regime was able to gradually transcend religious and sectarian 

schisms and conflicts.”43 Rather, this paradox is better explained by reference to how the corporatist

institutional organization of state-society relations in Asad’s Syria allowed the regime considerable

autonomy in taking foreign policy and alignment choices. Furthermore, Brecher’s research design, 

which Dawisha applies to the Syrian case, assumes an already-institutionalized political system 

(Israel’s), in which foreign policy choices are often consummatory rather than instrumental. This 

ignores the domestic political uses to which foreign policy choices may be deployed.

2.3.2 Realist-Neorealist Theories

**Bahgat Korany, “Biased Science or Dismal Art? A Critical Evaluation of the State of the Art of Arab Foreign Policies’ 
Analysis,” in Earl L. Sullivan and Jacqueline S. Ismael, eds.. The Contemporary Study o f the Arab World (Edmonton: University of 
Alberta Press, 1991), p. 191. See also idem, “The Take-Off of Third World Studies? The Case of Foreign Policy,” World Politics 
35, 3, (April 1983), p. 469; and Ibrahim A. Karawan, “Sadat and the Egyptian-Israeii Peace Revisited,” International Journal o f 
Middle East Studies 26,2, (May 1994), pp. 249-266.

^Dawisha, Syrian Intervention in Lebanon, p. 60.
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System-level theories are also prevalent in the study ofMiddle East state behavior.44 For 

example, in his authoritative study of Syria, Patrick Seale employs a whole-system analysis to 

explicate the intricacies of Syrian domestic politics.43 Another, though ahistorical, variant of systemic 

theories argues for the existence of a distinct systemic “diplomatic culture,” consolidated in the era 

of the Eastern Question, shaping the international relations ofMiddle East states.46 A more recent 

example advances a system-level analysis to explain the impediments of state building via war- 

making in the Middle East, and thus the absence of regional great power state behavior.47 The 

systemic study of the foreign policy and alignment choices ofMiddle East states has been dominated 

by realist and neorealist theories, however. These theories explain foreign policy and alignment 

choices either by reference to the security dilemma deriving from systemic regional anarchy, or by 

systemic, balance-of-power or balance-of-threat variables.48 Representative of the former genre is

“ For a perceptive analysis of system-level approaches in the study ofMiddle East international relations see F. Gregory 
Gause HI, “Systemic Approaches to Middle East International Relations,” International Studies Review 1,1, (Spring 1999), pp. 11-31. 
For the argument that inter-Arab politics comprise a distinct system or a regional sub-system see Leonard Binder, “The Middle East 
as a Subordinate International System,” World Politics 10,3, (April 1958), pp. 408-429; and Paul C. Noble, “The Arab System: 
Opportunities, Constraints, and Pressures,” in Bah gat Korany and Ali E. Hillal Dessouki, eds.. The Foreign Policies o f Arab States: 
The Challenge o f Change second edition (Boulder: Westview Press, 1991), pp. 49-102.

43 Patrick Seale, The Struggle fo r Syria: A Study in Post-War Arab Politics 1945-1958 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
[1965] 1987).

“ See L. Carl. Brown, International Politics and the Middle East: Old Pales. Dangerous Games (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1984).

<7See Ian S. Lustick, “The Absence ofMiddle Eastern Great Powers: Political ‘Backwardness’ in Historical Perspective,” 
International Organization 51,4, (Autumn 1997), pp. 653-683.

“ For realism see Itamar Rabinovich, “The Limits of Military Power Syria’s Role,” in P. Edward Haley and Lewis W. 
Snider, eds., Lebanon in Crisis: Participants and Issues (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1979), pp. 55-73; Avner Yaniv and 
Robert J. Liebcr, “Personal Whim or Strategic Imperative?” International Security 8,2, (Fall 1983), pp. 117-142; Itamar Rabinovich, 
“The C h a n g i n g  Prism: Syrian Policy in Lebanon as a  Mirror, an Issue and an Instrument,” in Moshe Ma’cz and Avner Yaniv, eds., 
Syria Under Assad: Domestic Constraints and Regional Risks (London: Croom Helm, 1986), pp. 179-190; Raymond A. Hinnebusch, 
“Syrian Policy in Lebanon and the Palestinians,” Arab Studies Quarterly 8 ,1, (Winter 1986), pp. 1-20; Avner Yaniv, Dilemmas o f 
Security: Politics. Strategy, and the Israeli Experience in Lebanon (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987); and Moshe Maioz,Asad: 
The Sphinx o f Damascus (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1988). For neorealism see Yair Evron and Yaacov Bar Simautov, 
“Coalitions in the Arab World,” Jerusalem Journal o f International Relations 1 ,2, (Winter 1975), pp. 71-107; Alan R. Taylor, The 
Arab Balance o f Power (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1982); YehoshuaPorath, In Search o f Arab Unity. 1930-1945(London: 
Frank Ca<re, 1986); Walt, The Origins o f Alliances', Shibly Telhami, Power and Leadership in International Bargaining: The Path
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Avner Yaniv’s Dilemmas o f Security. Yaniv contends that Israel’s 1982 invasion ofLebanon was 

a classic response to Israel’s security dilemma which, in part, is a consequence of “the anarchic 

nature of the [Middle Eastern] regional environment”49 Thus he opines that “no matter how or why 

Israel has come into existence, and quite irrespective of the psychological makeup of its leaders and 

domestic politics, Israel’s conduct has been more.critically affected by the rules of the international 

system of which it constitutes a part than by any idiosyncratic feature of its own.” The most defining 

systemic feature of the international system, according to Yaniv, is “the absence of a supreme world 

arbiter” which compels nations “to take care of their security unilaterally.”50 Working within the 

classical realist paradigm, Yaniv privileges structural, systemic realist variables to the exclusion of 

personal, idiosyncratic or domestic variables.

As its opponents contend, this approach is not without problems. In addition to its obsession 

with the m ilitary  issue-area, the classical realist paradigm recognizes only external military sources 

of threat to the security and existence of the state. The state is basically a unitary actor, existing in 

an anarchical international environment. A ‘security dilem m a’ develops when individual state actors 

respond to external threats to their security. On the realist-neorealist view, this often leads to a 

familiar pattern of threatening behavior, balancing, and coalition formation among states.51 Yet states 

are neither unitary actors, nor are they necessarily governed by representative regimes, and, in the

to the Camp David Accords (New York: Columbia University Press; 1990); and David Gamham, “Explaining Middle Eastern 
Alignments During the Gulf War,” Jerusalem Journal o f International Relations 13, 3, (September 1991), pp. 63*83.

‘’Yaniv, Dilemmas o f Security, p. 10.

"IbitL, p. 7.

JISee Glenn H. Snyder, “‘Prisoner’s Dilemma* and ‘Chicken’ Models in International Politics,” International Studies 
Quarterly 15,1,(March 1971), pp. 66-103; Robert Jervis, “Cooperation under the Security Dilemma,” World Politics 30,2, (January 
1978), pp. 167-214; and Charles L. Glaser, “The Security Dilemma Revisited,” World Politics 50,1, (October 1997), pp. 171-201.
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developing world, their institutional and extractive capabilities are not fully developed. Moreover, 

external sources of threat are not limited to military issues, but may also originate from nonmilitary 

spheres and nonstate actors. Nor are threats exclusively externally rooted, but may rather originate 

from domestic societal, political, economic, and even environmental causes, that is, from threats “to 

and from the regim e in power.”52

The realist argument is incomplete in other respects as well. In the (so called) Third World, 

the concept of ‘national security’ is at best analytically ambiguous. For in contrast to the Western 

nation-state, the ‘national security’ of every Third World state has three overlapping dimensions: the 

domestic, the regional, and the global. A state’s security agenda in the Third World is determined 

by the synergy among these three security spheres. Be it due to domestic challenges to its stability, 

the Third World’s marginal ity to the international system, or the intensity of regional conflicts, the 

national security of the Third World state is qualitatively different from that of Western states.53 The 

security of the Third World state is further exacerbated by “the security predicament” it experiences 

as a result of pressures generated by the simultaneous operation of the demands placed upon state

nBrian L. Job, “The Insecurity Dilemma: National, Regime, and State Securities in the Third World,” in Brian L. Job, ed., 
The Insecurity Dilemma (Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 1992), p. 18. On the same theme see also: Edward Azar and Chung in Moon, eds.. 
National Security in the Third World (Aldershot: Elgar, 1988); Bairy Buzan, People, States and Fear: An Agenda fo r International 
Security Studies in the Post-Cold War Era second edition (Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 1991); Buzan, Jones, and Little, The Logic o f 
Anarchy, pp. S7-S8; Ayoob, The Third World Security Predicament; and Kalevi J. Holsti, “International Relations Theory and 
Domestic War in the Third World: The Limits o f Relevance,” in Neuman, ed . International Relations Theory and the Third World, 
p. 124. On the need to broaden security concerns beyond the military issue area see: Richard UUman, “Redefining Security," 
International Security 8,1, (Summer 1983), pp. 129-153; Joseph S. Nye and Sean Lynn-Jones, “International Security Studies: A 
Report o f aConference on the State o f the Field,” International Security 12,4, (Spring 1988), pp. 3-27; Jessica Tuchman Mathews, 
“Redefining Security,” Foreign A ffairs 68,2, (Spring 1989), pp. 162-177; Helga Haftcndom, “The Security Puzzle: Theory-Building 
and Discipline-Building in International Security,” International Studies Quarterly 35,1, (March 1991), pp. 3-17; and Barry Buzan, 
“Rethinking Security after the Cold War,” Cooperation and Conflict 32, 1, (March 1997), pp. 5-28. For a social constructivist 
approach to national security issues see Katzenstem, ed. The Culture o f National Security, especially pp. 32 and 524.

53See Mohammed Ayoob, “Unravelling the Concept: ‘National Security’ in the Third World,” in Bahgat Korany, Paul 
Noble, and Rex Brynen, eds. The Many Faces o f National Security in the Arab World (London: Macmillan, 1993), p. 31; Ayoob, 
The Third World Security Predicament, and Yale H. Ferguson and Richard W. Mansbach, “Between Celebration and Despair 
Constructive Suggestions for Future International Theory,” International Studies Quarterly 35,4, (December 1991), pp. 363-386.
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institutions by state building requirements, and by the intrusive systemic pressures from the 

international environment that complicate this very process.54 All these criticisms indicate the need 

to include domestic political-economic or institutional variables in the analysis of foreign policy and 

alignment choices.

Perhaps no work better represents system-level neorealist theorizing in the Middle East than 

Stephen M. Walt’s The Origins o f Alliances. In this influential study, Walt - a prominent exponent 

of defensive realism - explains the foreign policy choices of Arab states in terms of the pattern of 

inter-Arab alliances between 1955 and 1979. He does so by employing an improved structural 

neorealist method, arguing that in determ ining their alliance choices, states engage in both balance 

of power and balance of threat behavior. In other words, states balance not only military power but 

also military threats to state security.55

Yet despite this theoretical leap, Walt’s argument is also inadequate for explaining the 

foreign policy and alignm en t choices of Arab states, with some of his arguments failing to pass an 

accurate test of the historical record.56 This is so for a number of reasons. In addition to the 

malleability ofhis notion ofthreat, Walt neglects to considertheimpactoftransnational, ideological, 

and domestic factors on alliance choices.57 After all, “in the Middle East leaders view external 

challenges to their domestic legitimacy and security, based upon transnational ideological platforms

“ Mohammed Ayoob, “The Security Predicament of the Third World State: Reflections on State Making in a Comparative 
Perspective," in Job, ed., The Insecurity Dilemma, p. 65. See also idem. The Third World Security Predicament, idem, “Subaltern 
Realism,” and Buzan, “Rethinking Security after the Cold War,” p. 131.

SIWalt, The Origins o f Alliances, p. 17.

“ This is especially true ofW alt’s analysis ofPan-Arab unionism and o f Jordan’s foreign policy choices, both between 1955 
and 1967. For correctives see Mufti, Sovereign Creations-, and Sailoukh, “State Strength, Permeability, and Foreign Policy Behavior.”

57On malleability see Zakaria, From Wealth to Power, p. 27
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of Islam and Pan-Arabism, as being more serious than threats based simply upon a preponderance 

of military capabilities.”58 Similarly, neorealist balance-of-threat theories cannot fully explain the 

dynamics of the Arab states system because threats among these states “are not a product of 

imminent military invasion, or even of fear of loss of external autonomy.”59 Walt also “assumes that 

both formal alliances and looser alignments are always concerned with external security, measured 

in terms of military power or threat, and effectively unrelated to the role of domestic political and 

economic factors.”60 Finally, and most important to this study, the systemic approach “overlooks how 

changes in state-society relations... shape the foreign policies of states,” and how foreign policy and 

alignment choices may have domestic political uses and implications, that is, how foreign policy may 

be used “as a tool of statecraft” in the Arab world.61 In sum, the impact of domestic institutions, 

objectives, and constraints on foreign policy and alignment choices is also neglected in the realist- 

neorealist paradigm.

One further example deserves consideration before a survey of domestic-level theories is 

undertaken. In his “omnibalancing” theory, Steven R. David attempts to incorporate domestic 

considerations to determine Third World alignment shifts and, more broadly, foreign policy choices. 

According to David, “omnibalancing argues that realism must be broadened to examine internal

5,F. Gregory Gause, m , “Balancing What? Threat Typology and Alignment Decisions in the Gtilfc 1971-1991,” Paper 
Presented at the Middle East Studies Association ofNorth America 29* Annual Meeting, (Washington, D.C., December 1995), p. 
21 .

"Bamett, “Institutions, Roles, and Disorder,” p. 279.

"Laurie A. Brand, “Economics and Shifting Alliances: Jordan’s Relations with Syria and Iraq, 1975-81,” International 
Journal ofM iddle East Studies 26,3, (August 1994), p. 393. See also Michael N. Bamett, Confronting the Costs o f War: M ilitary 
Power, State, and Society in Egypt and Israel (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992); and Gilligan and Hunt, “The Domestic 
and International Sources o f Foreign Policy.”

“ Michael N. Bamett, “Sovereignty, Nationalism, and Regional Order in the Arab States System,” International 
Organization 49, 3, (Summer 1995), p. 490; and Gause, “Sovereignty, Statecraft, and Stability in the Middle East,” p. 452 
respectively.
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factors rather than limiting itself to structural arguments (that is, focusing on external threats and 

capabilities) and must use the leadership of the state rather than the  state itself as its level of analysis. 

If omnibalancing is correct, then alignment decisions of Third World leaders cannot be understood 

without reference to the role of internal threats to the leadership.”62 Moreover, omnibalancing 

assumes that the “key determinant of alignment... [is] the intensity of threat to the leadership (with 

the leaders balancing against the principal threat), not whether the threat ... [is] internal or 

external.”63 Despite its welcome corrective, David’s theory fails to disaggregate the internal sources 

of threats and constraints. It “focuses more narrowly on the domestic political interests of the elite 

in power and minimizes the impact of economic variables,” specifically, “dynamics rooted in the 

domestic political economy.”64 It also ignores the impact of broader societal and political interests 

on alignment shifts.65 Finally, David’s theory does not consider the constraining or enabling impact 

of configurations in the organization of state-society relations on foreign policy and alignm ent 

choices.

2.3.3 Domestic-Level Theories

The privileged position long enjoyed by idiosyncratic and systemic theories of Middle East 

state behavior has recently been challenged given the greater attention paid to domestic-level theories 

by students of Arab politics. Sharing the same insistence on the causal power of domestic variables 

in shaping state behavior, these explanations emphasize the impact of domestic socio-political

“ David, Choosing Sides, p. 10. See also idem, “Explaining Third World Alignment.”

“ David, Choosing Sides, p. 7.

“ Levy and Barnett, “Alliance Formation, Domestic Political Economy, and Third World Security,” p. 23.

“ See Tamer Anis, “Neglected Aspects of Alliances: Why Domestic Factors Matter,” M A  research essay, (McGill 
University, 1994).
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constraints,66 political economic exigencies,67 state-society relations,6® sectarian considerations,69 

regime instability,70 political liberalization and the concomitant pressures from domestic coalitions,71 

democracy,72 capital accumulation crises,73 or state building imperatives,74 on the foreign policy and 

alignment choices of Arab states. Other studies explore the impact of interrelated domestic and 

external security threats on regime survival and alliance choices.73 While some of these studies relate

“ See Tareq Y. Ismael, International Relations o f the Contemporary Middle East: A Study in World Politics (Syracuse: 
Syracuse University Press, 1986), pp. 17-40; Korany and Dessouki, eds., The Foreign Policies o f Arab States-, and Nasir Muhammad 
Tahbub, Al-Siyasa al-Kharijiyya al-Urduniyya wa-l-Bahth 'an al-Salaam [Jordanian Foreign Policy and the Search for Peace] 
(Amman: Matba'ai al-Quds, 1994).

"See Levy and Barnett, “Alliance Formation, Domestic Political Economy, and Third World Security;" Brand, “Economics 
and Shifting Alliances;” and idem, Jordan's Inter-Arab Relations: The Political Economy o f Alliance Making (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1994).

“ See F. Gregory Gause, m , Saudi-Yemeni Relations: Domestic Structures and Foreign Influence (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1990).

"See Dcniel Pipes, Greater Syria: The History o f an Ambition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990). Among other 
factors, the impact o f sectarian considerations on foreign policy is also discussed in Peter B. Heller, “The Syrian Factor in the 
Lebanese Civil War,” Journal o f South Asian and Middle Eastern Studies 4 ,1, (Fall 1980), pp. 56-76; Mahmud A. Faksh, “Syria’s 
Ro le in Lebanon,” Journal o f South Asian and Middle Eastern Studies 9,4, (Summer 1986), pp. 10-25; and As'ad AboukhaliL “Syria 
and the Shiites: Al-Asad’s Policy in Lebanon,” Third World Quarterly 12,2, (April 1990), pp. 1-20.

’’’See Yaacov Bar-Simon-Tov, Linkage Politics in the Middle East: Syria Between Domestic and External Conflict, 1961- 
1970 (Boulder: Westview Press, 1983); Valerie Yorke,Domestic Politics and Regional Security: Jordan, Syria, and Israel: The End 
ofan Era? (Aldershot: Gower, 1988); Fred H. Lawson, The Social Origins o f Egyptian Expansionism During the Muhammad "Ali 
Period (New York: Columbia University Press, 1992); AmatziaBaram, “The Iraqi Invasion o f Kuwait: Decision-making in Baghdad,” 
in Amatzia Baram and Barry Rubin., eds., Iraq’s Road to War (New York: S t Martin’s Press, 1993), pp. 5-36; and Mufti, Sovereign 
Creations.

7tSee Laurie A. Brand, “Liberalization and Changing Political Coalitions: The Bases of Jordan’s 1990-1991 Gulf Crisis 
Policy," Jerusalem Journal o f International Relations 13, 4, (1991), pp. 1-46; An is, “Neglected Aspects of Alliances;” Lisa 
Anderson, “Democratization and Foreign Policy in the Arab World: The Domestic Origins o f the Jordanian and Algerian Alliances 
in the 1991 Gulf War,” in Kahler, ed.. Liberalization and Foreign Policy, pp. 121-142.

n See Michael C. Hudson, “Democracy and Foreign Policy in the Arab World,” in David Garaham and Mark Tessler, eds., 
Democracy, War, and Peace in the Middle East (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995), pp. 195-220.

nSee Fred H. Lawson, “Syrian Intervention in the Lebanese Civil War, 1976: A Domestic Conflict Explanation,” 
International Organization 38,3, (Summer 1984), pp. 451-480; and idem, Why Syria Goes to War: Thirty Years o f Confrontation 
(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1996).

T4See Salloukh, “State Strength, Permeability, and Foreign Policy Behavior;” and Mohamedou, “State-Building and Regime 
Security.”

TISee Mohammad L Faddah, The Middle East in Transition: A Study o f Jordan's Foreign Policy (New York: Asia 
Publishing House, 1974); Barnett and Levy, “Domestic Sources o f Alliances and Alignments;” Ryan, “Shifting Arab Alignments^’ 
Richard J. Harknett and Jeffrey A. VanDenBerg, “Alignment Theory and Interrelated Threats: Jordan and the Persian Gulf Crisis,”
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the vague and static notion of ‘domestic structure’ to foreign policy choices, none investigates the 

enabling or constrain ing impact of varying configurations in the organization of state-society 

relations on foreign policy and alignm en t choices.76 Two samples from this literature are reviewed 

below, one pertain ing to Jordanian alliance choices, the other to Syrian belligerent foreign policy 

behavior.

In Jordan’s Inter-Arab Relations, Laurie Brand advances a domestic political economy 

explanation of Jordan’s foreign policy choices and alignment shifts. Positioning herself mainly 

against  neorealist explanations of Middle East alliance formations and alignment shifts in terms of 

balancing or bandwagoning external power or threat, Brand contends that these formations and shifts 

are better viewed as responses to domestic threats to state financial solvency. Brand’s thesis is that 

“the nature of the Jordanian economy, especially the structure or composition of state revenues [the 

independent variable], played a key, and frequently the decisive, role in influencing the course of 

Jordan’sforeign policy [the dependent variable].”77 Although Brand’s parsimonious thesis provides 

persuasive evidence for including domestic-level variables in the analysis of alignment shifts, her 

consistent deployment of a reductionist variant of these variables (the structure of state revenues) 

causes the analysis to border on the monocausal. This ignores the impact of other domestic factors - 

such as socio-political factors or interests - that may play an equally important role in the shaping 

of foreign policy choices. This is especially evident in Brand's analysis of Jordan’s alignment

Security Studies 6, 3. (Spring 1997), pp. 112-153; and Gilligan and Hunt, “The Domestic and International Sources of Foreign 
Policy.”

,sFor a critique of the term ‘domestic structure' see John Kurt Jacobsen, “Are All Politics Domestic? Perspectives on the 
Integration o f Comparative Politics and International Relation Theories,” Comparative Politics 29,1, (October 1996), p. 108.

’’Brand, Jordan's Inter-Arab Relation, p. 83.
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decision in 1990-91 (not to support the coalition forces against Iraq), where socio-political 

constraints clearly outweighed those ofbudget security. This does not suggest that Brand’s argument 

is incorrect; it is rather incomplete, requiring the inclusion of other domestic variables. Moreover, 

Brand’s analysis fails to consider the impact of the organization of state-society relations on regime 

autonomy in taking foreign policy and alignment choices. It also fails to consider the domestic 

political uses of foreign policy and alignment choices.

Fred Lawson’s Why Syria Goes to War is another example of domestic-level explanations 

ofMiddle East state behavior. Lawson’s objective is to understand how domestic political-economic 

dynamics affect the strategies regimes adopt during confrontations with external adversaries. 

Surveying six episodes in Syria’s foreign policy - the 1948 and 1967 escalations with Israel, the 

interventions in Jordan in 1970 and Lebanon in 1976, and the confrontations with Iraq in 1982 and 

Turkey in 1994 - Lawson concludes that political-economic factors are “primary determ inants of the 

policies that governments adopt in crisis situations.” Specifically, he proposes a connection between 

“accumulation crises, high levels of domestic political conflicts, and contradictory regime responses 

on the one hand and belligerent foreign policies on the other.”78 Thus Lawson argues that whenever 

Syrian regimes confronted internal challenges to their ruling coalition, at a time when contradictory 

responses were being deployed to resolve a burgeoning crisis of capital accumulation, they 

responded by foreign aggressiveness (as in 1948, 1967, 1970, 1976, and 1982). In these cases, 

Lawson adds, foreign aggressiveness was judged by the ruling regime to be “less costly than further 

measures to prop up a crumbling political-economic order at home. It may even stir up popular 

enthusiasm  for war as a means of underm ining its domestic opponents or to repair splits inside the

’’Lawson, Why Syria Goes to War, pp. 169 and 137 respectively.
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ruling coalition.”79 When, on the other hand, the regime did not face a crisis of capital accumulation, 

it opted to defuse foreign confrontation, as with Turkey in 1994.

Lawson’s neo-Marxist thesis is not without fault The contention that regimes use belligerent 

foreign policies to divert attention from domestic tensions and to consolidate their domestic positions 

has long been empirically debunked.80 Yet it is the m echanical structure of Lawson’s argument that 

renders its validity highly dubious. In other words, the proposed connection between accumulation 

crises, high levels of domestic political conflicts, and contradictory regime responses on the one hand 

and belligerent Syrian foreign policies on the other is assumed to be mechanical. In so doing, Lawson 

commits the political equivalent of what Antonio Gramsci derides as “economism,” that is, “an 

overestimation of mechanical causes” in relating two phenomena to each other.81 Nor is it at all clear 

from Lawson’s narrative how domestic crises actually affect foreign policy choices. After all, to 

accept Lawson’s argument one has to assume that successive Syrian regimes have been preoccupied 

by intricate economic calculations, an assumption denied by this very leadership.82 Another fault 

with Lawson’s argument pertains to the static image of state-society relations he presents in his 

study. By applying the capital accumulation argument to both the pre-Ba‘thi and Ba‘thi periods of 

Syrian history, any consideration of the constraining or enabling impact of varying organizations of

19Ibid., p. 180.

“ See Michael D. Ward and Ulrich Widmaier, “The Domestic-International Conflict Nexus: New Evidence and Old 
Hypotheses,” International Interactions 9,1, (March 1982), pp. 75-101; Jack S. Levy, “The Diversionary Theory ofWar: A Critique,” 
in Manus L Midalsky, etL, Handbook o f War Studies (Boston: Unwin Hytnan, 1989), pp. 259-288; and Will H. Moore and David 
D. Davis, “Ties that Bind? Domestic and International Conflict Behavior in Zaire," Comparative Political Studies 31,1, (February 
1998), pp. 45-71.

“ Antonio Gramsci, Selections from  the Prison Notebooks, ed. and tr., Quintin Ho are and Goeffrey Nowell Smith (New 
York: International Publishers, 1971), p. 178.

“ Interview with Muhammad al-Tmadi. Minister ofEconomy and Foreign Trade. Former Minister ofPIanning. Damascus, 
27 October 1998.
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state-society relations on foreign policy and alignment choices is consequently ignored. Finally, by 

omitting consideration of alternative theoretical explanations of some of the surveyed episodes of 

Syrian foreign policy, Lawson lapses into theoretical reductionism. After all, at least three of the six 

episodes of Syrian foreign policy considered in Why Syria Goes to War - the 1948 confrontation with 

Israel, the 1976 intervention in Lebanon, and the 1994 confrontation with Turkey - are better, and 

more parsimoniously, explained by the logic of realist-neorealist theorizing. In sum, the emerging 

school of domestic-level analysis of Middle East state behavior also fails to consider the enabling 

and constrain ing  impact of varying configurations of state-society relations on foreign policy and 

alignm en t choices. Nor does it fully appreciate the domestic political uses of foreign policy and 

alignment choices in the Arab world.

2.3.4 Constructivist Theories

Situating his work against neorealist narratives of Arab politics, Michael Barnett’s Dialogues 

o f Arab Politics advances a constructivist account of state behavior in the Arab world.83 Bamett 

argues that Arab politics is best understood as a series of dialogues between Arab states concerning 

the desired regional order. These dialogues are “rival imaginings about the relationship between the 

desired regional order, the norms of Arabism, and their identities as Arab states.”84 To operationalize 

his argument, Bamett divides the history of the Arab states system into five periods, each delimited 

by a particular watershed event: from 1920 to the establishment of the League of Arab States in 

1945; from 1945 through the debate about the Baghdad Pact in 1955; from the 1956 Suez War 

through the 1967 Arab-Israeli War; from the 1967 War through the 1990-91 Gulf War; and finally

“ See Barnett, Dialogues in Arab Politics. See also idem, “Identity and Alliances in the Middle East,” in Katzcnstcin, ed.. 
The Culture o f National Security, pp. 400-447.

“ Bamett, Dialogues in Arab Politics, p. S.
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the post-Gulf War period. As a mean of gauging the debate around the desired regional order, he then 

traces in each period three defining themes - the Arab states’ relationship to territorial unification, 

their attitude to military alliances with the West, and the confrontation with Zionism . These 

dialogues, Bamett argues in typical constructivist fashion, create the norms of Arabism, which in 

turn shape the foreign policies of Arab states. Consequently, changes in the foreign policy behavior 

of Arab states and in regional security patterns are explained in terms of changes in the normative 

structure of Arabism, not in changes in systemic military capabilities or in domestic state-society 

relations.83

Arab politics, then, is “symbolic politics.” Conflicts among Arab states concern the norms 

of Arabism and not the balance of power; “their weapons of influence and control have derived from 

the symbols of Arabism.”86 Thus Arab politics is better fathomed in terms of symbolic interactions, 

such as competition over symbolic capital and sanctions, attempts at impression management, and 

symbolic entrapment On this constructivist view, symbolic, not strategic, considerations explain the 

Arab states’ participation in the 1948 War, the 1958 union between Egypt and Syria, King Hussein’s 

alignment with Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser on the eve of the 1967 War, and Nasser* s involvement 

in the events that led to the 1967 fiasco. It is also as a result, and at the level, of identity struggles 

and politics that Bamett explains what he diagnosis as the “normative fragmentation” of Arab 

politics in the past decades. This normative fragmentation, he argues, is “a result of how Arab 

leaders played the game of Arab politics. The strategic and symbolic exchanges that occurred 

between Arab leaders during a dialogue led to differentiation and fragmentation. Whereas Arab

“IbieL, p. 210.

uIbieL, pp. 2 and DC respectively.
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states professed an eternal devotion to the cause of Arab unity, their mutual suspicions and symbolic 

competition led to the creation of separate identities, roles, interests that encouraged Arab leaders 

to adhere to the norm s of sovereignty and to privilege the discourse of state interests over Arab 

national interests.”87 Bamett sees evidence of the normative fragmentation of Arab politics and the 

potential demise of the Arab states system in the reorganization of the Arab-Israeli conflict and the 

contemplation of Israel’s integration into the region, the security arrangements and alliances that 

sprouted after the 1990-91 Gulf War, the debates about the region’s boundaries as evident in the 

introduction into Arab political discourse of new concepts such as “Middle Eastemism,” and, finally, 

in the debates pertaining to the future of the League of Arab States and the region’s other 

organizations.88

Barnett’s constructivist narrative of Arab politics is salutary in at least one respect: it offers 

a refreshing reinterpretation of Arab politics without lapsing into culturally-reductionist arguments.89 

Nevertheless, the anomalies dotting his work cannot be ignored. They are largely rooted in the 

tension running throughout Barnett’s work between, on the one hand, the supposedly determining 

role of norms and, on the other hand, the exigencies of regime survival. According to Bamett, the 

dominant norm in any specific period should determine state behavior. However the anomalies to 

this general rule are impressive: Lebanon and Jordan invoked Western protection in the 1950s when 

the norm against such action was at its zenith after the struggle over the Baghdad Pact; in 1961

nlbid., p. 14. 

uIbuL, pp. 220-221.

“ Unlike, for example, studies by Fouad Ajami, The Arab Predicament: Arab Political Thought and Practice Since 1967 
updated edition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992); and Paul Salem, B itter Legacy: Ideology and Politics in the Arab 
FPbr/tf (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1994). In a recent work, Ajami also speaks o f fragmentation, but it is of the Arab cultural 
and moral order; its causes are rooted in the “ailments” and “atavisms” o f Arab culture. See Fouad Ajami, The Dream Palace ofdie 
Arabs: A Generation’s  Odyssey (New York: Pantheon Books, 1998).

40

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Syrian politicians dared exit a union they had implicated an unconvinced Nasser into joining when

the norm for unity was strong; and Sadat made peace with Israel when the norm against that was still 

strong in Arab politics: Moreover, if, as Bamett claims, symbolic capital enabled Jordan and Syria 

to stake their legitimacy on Arab nationalism, how then could King Hussein unleash his troops 

against the Palestinians in Jordan in a period when Arabism was defined by the Arab-Israeli conflict, 

or how could Asad intervene against the Palestinians in Lebanon in 1976 and make, or sponsor, war 

with them in 1983 and 1985? As Gregory Gause notes in a searching engagement with Barnett’s 

book, “It is not clear from Barnett’s account when states will be constrained by the norms of 

Arabism, and when they will ignore them.”90 Nor is it clear when will strategic considerations 

outweigh symbolic ones, or when will the converse hold. True, symbolic entrapment best explains 

Nasser’s participation in the 1967 War. But it is clearly the logic of regime survival, not symbolic

politics, that explains King Hussein’s participation in the 1967 War. Moreover, there was noth ing

symbolic in Asad’s turn to Iraq in late 1978. The move was based on Asad’s attempt to counter the 

geopolitical fallout created by the Camp David Accords and Sadat’s impending peace with Israel.

Most problematic, however, for the purposes of this study, is Barnett’s analysis of state 

behavior in terms of symbolic struggles among states to define the norms of Arabism. By so doing, 

Bamett implies that Arab regimes are suspended from their institutional bases and from the 

constraining or enabling impact of the organization of state-society relations. Surely this is not the 

case, however. After all, even Nasser, a magician in the art of symbolic politics, could not afford to 

ignore building corporatist institutional structures that organized relations between his regime and

’’’Gause, “Systemic Approaches to Middle East International Relations,” p. 21.
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the active sectors ofEgyptian society.91 Indeed, abetter appreciation ofthe constraining and enabling 

impact of state-society configurations helps explain some of the anomalies raised by Barnett’s

constructivist account of Arab politics. For if, as Bamett argues, the game of symbolic capital and 

sanctions lends Arab regimes accountable to public opinion, how then can regim es take foreign 

policy choices that are domestically unpopular - as did Sadat in his 1977 trip to Jerusalem, and Asad 

by intervening in Lebanon in 1976 and by aligning with Iran in 1980 - without fear of domestic

of the “linkage between domestic configurations and foreign policy outputs,” something that Bamett 

argues is “difficultto provide” due to “foreign policy and domestic policy substitutability.”93 Finally, 

Barnett’s use of the term ‘symbolic capital,’ though close to this study’s investigation of the 

domestic political uses of foreign policy, is only deployed for regime-legitimating, but not state 

building, purposes.

The foregoing survey suggests that neither idiosyncratic, realist-neorealist, existing domestic- 

level, or constructivist theories of Middle East state behavior help explain this study’s kernel 

empirical and theoretical question: that is, why do some regimes enjoy greater autonomy than others 

in taking foreign policy and alignment choices? To do so requires an investigation of the varying

"See Waterbury, The Egypt o f Nasser and Sadat, pp. 307-353; Raymond A. Hinnebusch, Jr., Egyptian Politics Under 
Sadat: The Post-Populist Development ofan Authoritarian-M odernizing State updated edition (Boulder Lynne Rienner, 1988), pp. 
11-39; and Marsha Pripstein Posusney, Labor and the State in Egypt: Workers, Unions, and Economic Restructuring (New York; 
Columbia University Press, 1997), pp. 40-79.

“ For two contending views on the relevance o f public opinion in Arab politics see Fouad Ajami, “The End o f Arab 
Nationalism,” The New Republic 12 August 1991, pp. 23-27; and Michael C. Hudson, “Public Opinion, Foreign Policy, and the Crisis 
of Legitimacy in Arab Politics,” Journal o f Arab Affairs 5 ,2 , (Spring 1986), pp. 131-160.

’’Bamett, Dialogues in Arab Politics, p. 45.

retribution?92 In fact, attention to the constraining or enabling impact of configurations in the 

organization of state-society on foreign policy and alignment choices allows for a comprehension
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ways in which the organization of state-society relations constrains or enables foreign policy and 

alignment choices in different contexts. Practically, this implies “integrating comparative and 

international politics.”94 How this may be accomplished is the theme of the following section.

2.4 Institutional Configurations in State-Society Relations

That regimes organize state-society relations in varying configurations to ensure their

comparative politics literature. What has hitherto remained unacknowledged, however, is the

It is useful at this stage to unpack the former part of the argument by tracing its ideational genealogy.

2.4.1 Organizing State-Society Relations

prison notes contain the germs of an alternative concept, one that may serve as a launching-pad for

dubs this concept a “passive revolution.”93 By that Gramsci refers to a situation where, in the absence 

of class hegemony, due to the existence of articulated modes of production, and when the “material

“ See James A. Caporaso, “Across the Great Divide: integrating Comparative and International Politics,” International 
Studies Quarterly 41,4, (December 1997), pp. 563-592. For examples see Geoffrey Garrett and Peter Lange, “Internationalization, 
Institutions, and Political Change,” International Organization 49,4, (Autumn 1995), pp. 627-655; Robert O. Keohane, and Helen 
V. Milner, etL, Internationalization and Domestic Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996); and Helen V. Milner, 
“Rationalizing Politics: The Emerging Synthesis oflntemational, American, and Comparative Politics,” International Organization
52,4, (Autumn 1998), pp. 759-786.

“ See Gramsci, Selections from  the Prison Notebooks, especially pp. 106-114 and 119-120; Anne Showstack Sassoon, 
Gamsci's Politics (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), pp. 204-217; and Robert Jr. Fatton, The Making o f a Liberal 
Democracy: Senegal’s  Passive Revolution, 1975-1985 (Boulder Lynne Rienner, 1987), p. 53. Useful explications of Gramsci’s 
political theory may be found in Thomas R. Bates, “Gramsci and the Theory ofHegemony,” Journal ofthe History ofIdeas 36 (April- 
June 1975), pp. 351-366; Anne Showstack Sassoon, ed.. Approaches to Gramsci (London: Writers and Readers, 1982); and Joseph 
A. Femia, Gramsci’s Political Thought: Hegemony, Consciousness, and the Revolutionary Process (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981). 
For a  wonderful biography o f Gramsci see Giuseppe Fiori, Antonio Gramsci: Life o fa  Revolutionary (Hew York: Schocken Bools,
1973).

political survival and inhibit the emergence of viable alternatives is an established theme in the

enabling and constraining impact these configurations have on foreign policy and alignm en t choices.

Although Gramsci is best known for his contributions to the concept of ‘hegemony,’ his

the analysis of the organization of state-society relations in nonhegemonic systems. He generically
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bases of consent” are lacking, regimes organize state-society relations from above to ensure their 

political domination and survival.96 Coopting the leadership of social organizations, and constructing 

cross-sectoral socio-political coalitions, tactics which Gramsci calls “transformismo,” are necessary 

components of any successful passive revolution. Of course, in this case the use of, or the threat of 

using, coercive physical force is more visible and palpable in everyday life, unlike in hegemonic 

systems where the mechanisms of physical force are relegated to the background, only activated 

when consent unravels, thus failing to reproduce capitalist relations. Different regimes achieve these 

objectives through different means. The choices they make hinge upon existing capabilities and 

constraints, but also regime preferences and objectives.

The comparative politics literature offers a variety of approaches to the study of state-society 

relations. Corporatism is one such approach, used to study the relationships between the state and 

society in both liberal democratic and authoritarian settings.97 Philippe Schmitter has provided one 

of the earliest, and often-cited, generic definitions of corporatism:

“ See the brilliant explication of Gramsci’s central concerns in Adam Przeworsid, “Material Bases of Consent: Economics 
and Politics in a Hegemonic System," Political Power and Social Theory I, (1980), pp. 21-66, reprinted as “Material Bases of 
Consent” in Adam Przeworski, Capitalism and Social Democracy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), pp. 133-169, 
but especially p. 166. For a detailed explication ofthe logic of this argument see Nazih N. Ayubi, O verstating the Arab State: Politics 
and Society in the Middle East (London: LB. Tauris, 1995), pp. 38-195; Walter L. Adamson, Hegemony and Revolution: A Study 
o f Antonio Gramsci's Political and Cultural Theory (Berkeley: University o f California Press, 1980), pp. 175 and 186; Fatten, The 
Making o f a Liberal Democracy, idem, “Bringing the Ruling Class Back In: Class, State, and Hegemony in Africa," Comparative 
Politics 20,3, (April 1988), pp. 253-264; and Ranajit Guha, Dominance without Hegemony: History and Power in Colonial India 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1997). For similar arguments in different contexts see: Philippe C. Schmitter, “Still 
the Century o f Corporatism?" The Review ofP olitics26,1, (January 1974), p. 108; Eqbal Ahmad, “Post-Colonial Systems ofPower,” 
Arab Studies Quarterly 2,4, (Fall 1980), pp. 361-362; and Manuel Antonio Garretdn, The Chilean Political Process (Boston: Unwin 
Hyman, 1989), p. 53. The argument for manipulating hegemony to avoid all-out coercion is made in David D. Laidn, Hegemony and 
Culture: Politics and Religious Change among the Yoruba (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1986).

"O ther approaches are consociationalism, pluralism, and syndicalism. See David Collier, “Trajectory o f a Concept: 
Corporatism in the Study o f Latin American Politics," in Peter H. Smith, etL, Latin America in Comparative Perspective: Hew 
Approaches to Methods and Analysis (Boulder: Westview Press, 1995), p. 136. See also Gabriel A. Almond, “Corporatism, Pluralism, 
and Professional Memory,” World Politics 35,2, (January 1983), p. 249; IljaScholten, “Introduction: Corporatist and Consociational 
Arrangements,” in Oja Scholten, ed., Political Stability and Neo-Corporatism: Corporatist Integration and Societal Cleavages in 
Western Europe (London: Sage Publications, 1987), pp. 1-38; and Arend Lijphart and Markus M. Crepaz, “Corporatism and 
Consensus Democracy in Eighteen Countries: Conceptual and Empirical Linkages,” British Journal ofPolitical Science 21,2, (April 
1991), pp. 235-256.
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Corporatism can be defined as a system of interest representation in which the 
constituent units are organized into a limited number of singular, compulsory, 
noncompetitive, hierarchically ordered and functionally differentiated categories, 
recognized or licensed (if not created) by the state and granted a deliberate 
representational monopoly within their respective categories in exchange for 
observing certain controls on their selection of leaders and articulation of demands 
and support.98

Schmitter distinguishes between “state corporatism” (or corporatism from above) and “societal 

corporatism” (or corporatism from below), reserving the latter label for the analysis of different 

patterns of govemability and interest intermediation in advanced capitalist countries.99 In the 1930s 

and 1940s Latin American regimes turned to controlled inclusionary state corporatist modes of 

interest representation to contain the social and political fallouts of a specific development model: 

import-substituting industrialization.100 Despite this distinction, however, corporatism, of either 

subtype, “is always a state strategy which will be inserted differently into the institutional ensemble 

of the state and contribute differently to the structuring of state-civil society relations in distinct state 

forms in specific historical moments.” Corporatism, then, is best conceived contextually, as “the 

strategies of particular forms of state in particular political conjunctures.”101 This study deploys

"Schmitter, “Still the Century of Corporatism?” pp. 93-94.

"See Philippe C. Schmitter, “Interest Intermediation and Regime Govemability in Contemporary Western Europe and North 
America,” in Suzanne Berger, cd., Organizing Interests in Western Europe: Pluralism, Corporatism, and the Transformation o f 
Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), pp. 285-327; idem, “Reflections on Where the Theory ofNeo-Corporadsm 
Has Gone and Where the Praxis of Neo-Corporatism May Be Going,” in Gerhard Lehmbruch and Philippe C. Schmitter, eds., 
Patterns o f Corporatist Policy-Making (Beverly Hills, CA.: Sage, 1982), pp. 259-279; idem, “Corporatism is D&d! Long Live 
Corporatism!” Government and Opposition 24, 1, (Winter 1989), pp. 54-73; and Gerhard Lehmbruch, “Neo-Corporatism in 
Comparative Perspective,” in Lehmbruch and Schmitter, eds., Patterns o f Corporatist Policy-Making, pp. 1-26.

‘“ Scmittcr argued in his 1974 essay that state corporatism was imposed due to the imperatives o f capitalist accumulation. 
See the corrective to Schmitter’s original formulation in Philip D. Oxhom, “Is the Century o f Corporatism Over? Neoliberalism and 
the Rise ofNcopluralism," in Philip D. Oxhom and Graciela Ducatenzeiler, eds.. What Kind o f Democracy? What K ind o f Market? 
Latin America in the Age o f Neoliberalism  (University Park, Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1998),pp. 197-200. 
For a detailed analysis o f the “controlled inclusion” facet of state corporatism see Philip D. Oxhom, “From Controlled Inclusion to 
Reactionary Exclusion: The Struggle for Civil Society in Latin America,” in John Hall, etL, Civil Society: Theory, History, 
Comparison (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995), pp. 250-277.

101 Joe Foweraker, “Corporatist Strategies and the Transition to Democracy in Spain,” Comparative Politics 20,1, (October 
1987), pp. 58 and 69 respectively.
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corporatism, as a tool for analyzing regime organization of sta te -so c ie ty  relations in nonhegemonic, 

nondemocratic political settings. Corporatism is thus approached as an authoritarian theme with 

heterogenous manifestations, assuming different forms in different political contexts, and a 

continuous dimension along which various cases may be arranged.102

Schmitter’s above-quoted structural definition treating corporatism as an approach to 

organizing state-society relations from above was further developed by Guillermo O’Donnell. 

O’Donnell defines corporatism as a “bifrontal and segmentary set of linking structures between state 

and society. The bifrontalism results from two simultaneous yet distinct components: the ‘statizing’ 

of civil society organizations and the ‘privatization’ of some institutional areas of the state.”103 The 

statizing component of corporatism refers to connecting labor unions, professional syndicates, and 

popular organizations to state institutions, but only at a subordinate level, thus denying them any 

organizational resources and autonomy, and hence controlling them. The privatist component, on 

the other hand, refers to opening some of the state’s institutional arenas to (mainly) private interests, 

a tactic aimed at incorporating the principal allies of the dominant coalition in the context of a 

complex capitalist society. O’Donnell also distinguishes between the corporatism of the populist 

type, and that arising with the bureaucratic-authoritarian state, relating each to distinct economic 

strategies: whereas in the former the popular sector is activated in a controlled, vertical manner, but

,Q2See Collier, ‘Trajectory of a Concept,” pp. 142*143; James M. Malloy, “Authoritarianism, Corporatism and Mobilization 
in Fern,” Review o f Politics 36,1, (January 1974), pp. 52-84; idem, “Authoritarianism and Corporatism in Latin America: The Modal 
Pattern,” in James M. Malloy, etL, Authoritarianism, and Corporatism in Latin America (Pittsburgh: University ofPittsburgh Press, 
1977), p. 4; David Collier and Ruth Berins Collier, “Who Does What, to Whom, and How: Toward a Comparative Analysis ofLatin 
American Corporatism,” in Malloy, etL, Authoritarianism and Corporatism in Latin America, p. 493; and Douglas A. Chalmers, 
“Corporatism and Comparative Politics,” in Howard Wiarda, etL, Afew Directions in Comparative Politics (Boulder. Westview Press, 
1991), p. 63.

"“Guillermo O’Donnell, “Corporatism and the Question o f the State,” in Malloy, etL, Authoritarianism and Corporatism 
in Latin America, p. 64.
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remains subordinated to the state, in the latter it is excluded, atomized, and depoliticized.104 

Populism, however, is a malleable concept and strategy, usually deployed by regimes when existing 

institutional channels of popular representation fail, or are not allowed, to aggregate political

Populism consists of a number of core properties, whose presence in different permutations 

engenders different subtypes. Kenneth Roberts catalogues these core properties as follows: “a 

personal!stic and paternalistic, though not necessarily charismatic, pattern of political leadership;” 

“a heterogeneous, multiclass political coalition concentrated in subaltern sectors of society;” “a top- 

down process of political mobilization that either bypasses institutionalized forms of mediation or 

subordinates them to more direct linkages between the leader and the masses;” “an amorphous or 

eclectic ideology, characterized by a discourse that exalts subaltern sectors or is antielitist and/or 

antiestablishment;” and finally, “an economic project that utilizes widespread redistributive or 

clientelistic methods to create a material foundation for popular sector support.”106 Fundamentally, 

populism involves a set of macro economic policies designed to achieve specific political goals. 

These policies may either be state oriented, as in the case of the classical populism of the 1930s in

104 On bureaucratic-authoritarianism see Guillermo O ’Donnell, Modernization andBureaucratic Authoritarianism  (Berkeley: 
University o f California Press, 1979); idem, “Tensions in the Bureaucratic-Authoritarian State and the Question of Democracy,” in 
David Collier, etL, The New Authoritarianism in Latin America (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979), pp. 28S-318. Allred 
Stepan distinguishes between “exclusionary” and “inclusionary” corporatism. See Alfred Stepan, The State and Society: Peru in 
Comparative Perspective (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978).

105See Torcuato S. Di Telia, “Populism and Reform in Latin America,” in Claudio Veliz, etL, Obstacles to Change in Latin 
America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1965), pp. 47-74; Robert R. Kaufman and Barbara Stallings, “The Political Economy 
of Latin American Populism,” in Rudiger Dornbusch and Sebastian Edwards, eds., The Macroeconomics o f Populism in Latin 
America (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1991), pp. 15-34; Graciela DucatenzeOer and Philip Oxhom, “Democracy, 
Authoritarianism and the Problem of Govemability in Latin America," Desarrollo Economico 34, (April-June 1994), pp. 31-52; 
Kenneth M. Roberts, “Neoliberalism and the Transformation of Populism in Latin America: The Peruvian Case,” World Politics 48, 
1, (October 199S), pp. 82-116; Alan Knight, “Populism and Neo-populism in Latin America, especially Mexico,” Journal o f Latin 
American Studies 30,2, (May 1998), pp. 223-248; and Kurt Weyland, “Neoliberal Populism in Latin America and Eastern Europe,” 
Comparative Politics 31,4, (July 1999), pp. 379-401.

demands.105

'“ Roberts, “Neoliberalism and the Transformation of Populism in Latin America,” p. 88.
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Latin America or, alternatively, they may be market oriented, more amenable to neoliberal economic

policies. In either case, regimes employ populist economic policies to gain the political support of 

strategic sectors of society. As O’Donnell observes, for example, the Latin American experience 

with populist-corporatism was one “way of ‘organising* the popular sector by means of its 

subordinate association with the state.” Moreover, its objective was to “prevent the emergence of 

autonomous organizational bases, leaders, and goals” that might independently mobilize the popular 

sector beyond the prescribed political contours.107

The aim of attempts at organizing state-society relations, populist-corporatist or otherwise, 

then, is to blur, if not eliminate, “the horizon of options” available to opposition groups, and ensure, 

in the words of Adam Przeworski, the “absence of preferable [or, more accurately, viable] 

alternatives” to existing ruling regimes.108 This process usually entails an attack on che organizational

autonomy of opposition groups, primarily among labor unions and professional syndicates.109 It may

also involve attempts at organizing “representational ties” in a manner conducive to regime survival 

and control.110 In this case, the old representational ties, corresponding to a specific hegemony (or 

not), and its derivative coalitions, are broken up and reorganized in a new constellation of control

“"O'Donnell, “Corporatism and the Question of the State,” pp. 67-68 and 67 respectively. See also p. 79.

““Fatton, The Making o f a Liberal Democracy, p. 166; and Adam Przeworski, “Some Problems in the Study o f the 
Transition to Democracy,” in Guillermo O’Donnell, Philippe C. Schmitter, and Laurence Whitehead., eds., Transitions from  
Authoritarian Rule: Comparative Perspectives (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986), p. 52 respectively. See also 
Juan J. Linz, “Totalitarian and Authoritarian Regimes,” in Fred L Greenstein and Nelson W. Polsby, eds., Macropolitical Theory 
(Handbook o f Political Science, Volume 3) (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company, 1975), p. 311.

109See Alfred Stepan, “State Power and the Strength of Civil Society in the Southern Cone of Latin America," in Peter B. 
Evans, Dietrich Rueschemeyer, and ThedaSkocpol, eds.. Bringing the State Backln (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 
p. 323.

1 ‘“See Nicos Poulantzas, Fascism and Dictatorship: The Third International and the Problem o f Fascism (London: NLB,
1974), especially pp. 73-74. Linz traces similar attempts at the reorganization o f the structure of interest representation in Spain in 
Juan J. Linz, “A Century o f Politics and Interests in Spain,” in Berger, etL, Organizing Interests in Western Europe, pp. 365-415.
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linkages supporting the new ruling regime. Statizing corporatism attempts to accomplish such a 

reorganization of representational ties.

Complementing the insights of corporatism with those of “the new institutionalism,” 

specifically historical institutionalism, allows for a comparative exploration of the constraining or 

enabling impacts of the organization of state-society relations on foreign policy and alignment 

choices across different national contexts. After all, historical institutionalism’s kernel insight is that 

“the organization of political life makes a difference.”111 Moreover, its proponents contend that it 

lends itself to understanding policy continuities over time within countries and distinctive policy 

outcomes across countries.112

Historical institutionalists define institutions as “the formal or informal procedures, routines, 

norms and conventions embedded in the organizational structure of the polity or political 

economy.”113 Institutions are considered important because they structure the constellations of 

constraints and incentives faced by political actors in different contexts. Institutions, historical 

institutionalists insist, “constrain and refract politics, but they are never the only cause of outcomes.” 

Rather, “the institutionalist claim is that institutions structure political interactions and in this way 

affect political outcomes.”114 Thus political institutions and government policies, Ellen Immergut

111 James G. March and Johan P. Oben, “The New Institutionalism: Organizational Factors in Political Life,” American 
Political Science Review 78,3, (September 1984), p. 747. For critical reviews o f this literature see Thomas A. Koelble, “The New 
Institutionalism in Political Science and Sociology,” Comparative Politics 27, 2, (January I99S), pp. 231-243; and Junko Kato, 
“Review Article: Institutions and Rationality in Politics • Three Varieties ofNeo-Institutionalists,” BritishJoum al o f Political Science
26,4. (October 1996), pp. 553-582.

112See Kathleen Thelen and S ven Steinmo, “Historical Institutionalism in Comparative Politics,” in Sven Steinmo, Kathleen 
Thelen, and Frank Longstreth, eds., Structuring Politics: Historical Institutionalism in Comparative Analysis (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1992), p. 10.

1 >3Peter A. Hall and Rosemary C. R. Taylor, “Political Science and the Three New Institutionaiisms,” Political Studies 44, 
5, (December 1996), p. 938.

ll4TheIen and Steinmo, “Historical Institutionalism in Comparative Politics,” p. 13.
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explains, “may facilitate the organization of interests by recognizing particular interest groups and/or 

delegating government functions to them.” More importantly, “government actions may encourage 

(or discourage) the mobilization of interests by recognising the legitimacy of particular c laim s or 

even by providing these persons with the opportunity to voice their complaints.” Furthermore, “the 

structure of political opportunities will shape the strategies of organised interests and their beliefs 

regarding the efficacy of different types of political action.”115 Institutions, then, define the relations 

of power not only among different societal groups, but also between them and ruling regimes. They 

thus structure the patterns of state-society relations. These institutions, however, and the state-society 

relations they engender, are not completely structurally given. Rather, they are the “outcome 

(conscious or unintended) of deliberate political strategies, of political conflict, and of choice,” 

especially by ruling regimes bent on ensuring their survival in power.116 Although structural 

conditions, namely the political economy of state formation, places constraints upon human action, 

“the evolution of state-society relations, including patterns of interest representation and 

intermediation, are ... processes which are driven by human agency.”117 Depending on the peculiar 

admixture of capabilities, preferences, and predilections, regimes will organize state-society relations 

to, at a m inim um , guarantee their survival and inhibit the emergence of viable alternatives, and, at 

most, achieve their domestic and foreign policy objectives. The choices regimes make, then, may

‘ “Elen M. Immergut, “The Theoretical Core o f the New Institutionalism,” Politics and Society 2 6 ,1, (March 1998), pp. 
20 and 21 respectively.

' “Thelen and Steinmo, “Historical Institutionalism in Comparative Politics,” p. 10.

1 t7Louwrens Pretorius, “Relations Between State, Capital and Labour in South Africa: Towards Coproratism?” Journal o f 
Theoretical Politics 8 ,2 , (April 1996), p. 257.
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be structured, but these structures are not completely shackling, at least not always.118

Of course, the recently revived interest in institutions is not without pedigree. In the 1960s 

Samuel Huntington drew attention to the crucial role played by institutions - namely political parties 

- in containing the destabilizing consequences of modernization processes and praetorian 

upheavals.119 His predilection for the organizational capabilities of institutional structures is 

evidenced in his stunning advice to American policy makers in 1965: “If it is a choice between a 

party and a personality, choose the party: better the Baath than Nasser.”120 As Karen Remmer notes, 

the present resurgence of institutional analysis has “vindicated Huntington’s stress upon the 

importance of institutions in translating macrosocial processes of change into political outcomes.”121 

Yet more importantly, it has moved beyond Huntington’s original formulations, advancing 

investigations of the varying impacts of different institutional configurations on such topics as 

regime consolidation and change, cross national populist tendencies, the possibility of pact-like 

democratic transitions, patterns of economic change, and the consolidation of populist authoritarian 

regimes.122 Common to this research agenda is an appreciation of the varying impact different

1 “For a general discussion see Adam Przeworski, “Marxism and Rational Choice,” Politics and Society 14,4, (1985), pp. 
379*408. For a sample of discussions and disagreements on “path-dependency” and “contingency” approaches see Terry Lynn Karl, 
The Paradox ofPlenty: Oil Booms and Petro-States (Berkeley: University o f California Press, 1997); and Kiren Aziz Chaudry, The 
Price o f Wealth: Economies and Institutions in the Middle East (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997). For a critique of path- 
dependency arguments see Filippo Sabetti, “Path Dependency and Civic Culture: Some Lessons From Italy About Interpreting Social 
Experiments," Politics and Society 2 4 ,1, (March 1996), pp. 19-44.

U9See Samuel P. Huntington, “Political Development and Political Decay,” W orldPolitics 17,3, (April 1965), pp. 386-430; 
and idem. Political Order in Changing Societies.

‘“ Huntington, “Political Development and Political Decay," p. 429.

“ ‘Karen L. Remmer, “Theoretical Decay and Theoretical Development: The Resurgence oflnstitutional Analysis,” World 
Politics 5 0 ,1, (October 1997), p. 60.

‘“ See Adam Przeworski, Democracy and the Market: Political and Economic Reforms in Eastern Europe and Latin 
America (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991); Kaufman and Stallings, “The Political Economy of Latin American 
Populism," pp. 15-34; Alfred Stepan and Cindy Skach, “Constitutional Frameworks and Democratic Consolidation: 
Parliamentarianism versus Presidentialism," World Politics 4 6 ,1, (October 1993), pp. 1-22; Michael Bratton and Nicolas Van De
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“configurations” in the institutional organization of state-society relations has on political

society relations explains their constraining or enabling impact on foreign policy and alignm ent 

choices across different national contexts.

2.4.2 State-Society Relations in the Arab World

Different configurations of state-society relations engender different types of polities in the

investigations of state-society relations in the Arab world have passed through different analytical

centered approach which, in turn, is being superseded by studies that focus on the dynamic interplay 

between state and society.125 While the society-centered approach assumed the state as “little more

Walle, “Neopatrimonial Regimes and Political Transitions in Africa,” World Politics 46,4, (July 1994), pp. 4S3-489; Baohui Zhang, 
“Corporatism, Totalitarianism, and Transitions to Democracy,” Comparative Political Studies 27, 1, (April 1994), pp. 108-136; 
Barbara Geddes, “A Comparative Perspective on the Leninist Legacy in Eastern Europe,” Comparative Political Studies 28,2, (July 
1995), pp. 239-274; Patrick H. O’Neil, “Revolution from Within: Institutional Analysis, Transitions from Authoritarianism, and the 
Case ofHungary,” World Politics 48,4, (July 1996), pp. 579-603; Arend Lijphart and Carlos H. Waisman. eds., Institutional Design 
in Mew Democracies: Eastern Europe and Latin America (Boulder Westview Press, 1996); Andrew P. Cortell and Susan Peterson, 
“Altered States: Explaining Domestic Institutional Change,” BritishJoum al o f Political Science 29 ,1 ,(January 1999),pp. 177-203; 
David Waldner, State Building and Late Development (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1999); and Steven Heydemann, 
Authoritarianism in Syria: Institutions and Social Conflict, 1946-1970 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1999).

l23For a  general statement see Ira Katznelson, “Structure and Configuration in Comparative Politics,” in Mark Irving 
Lichbach and Alan S. Zuckerman, eds., Comparative Politics: Rationality, Culture, and Structure (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1997), pp. 81-112. See also Theda Skocpol, “Bringing the State Back In: Strategies o f Analysis in Current Research," tnEvans, 
Rueschemeyer, and Skocpol, eds., Bringing the State Back In, p. 21; Thelen and Steinmo, “Historical Institutionalism in Comparative 
Politics,” pp. 6-7; and Remmer, “Theoretical Decay and Theoretical Development”, pp. 51 and 57.

lZ4Foradiscussion see Mehran Kamrava, “Conceptualizing Third World Politics: The StaK-Society See-Saw,” Third World 
Quarterly 14,4, (November 1993), pp. 703-716.

l23On the shift from society-centered to state-centered approaches see Lisa Anderson, “The State in the Middle East and 
North Africa,” Comparative Politics 20,1, (October 1987), pp. 1-18; Skocpol, “Bringing the State Back In,” pp. 3-37; and Peter 
Evans, Embedded Autonomy: States and Industrial Transformation (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995). For work on civil 
society in the Arab world see the special issue o f Middle East Journal 47,2, (Spring 1993); and Augustus Richard Norton, etL, Civil 
Society in the Middle East: Volume I  (Leiden: E J. Brill, 1995). On the dynamic relation between the state and society see Posusney, 
Labor and the State in Egypt, pp. 1-33; Timothy Mitchell, “The Limits ofthe State: Beyond Statist Approaches and Their Critics," 
American Political Science Review 85,1, (March 1991), pp. 78-96; David Nugent, “Building the State, Making the Nation: TheBases 
and Limits o f State Centralization in ’Modem* Peru,” AmericanAnthropologist 96,2, (June 1994), pp. 333-369; Joel S. MigdaL “The 
State in Society: An Approach to Struggles for Domination,” in Joel S. MigdaL Atul Kohli, and Vivienne Shue, eds., State Power

outcomes.123 On this view, then, different configurations in the institutional organization of state-

developing world.124 As with developments in the larger discipline of comparative politics,

and methodological phases: the once dominant society-centered approach soon gave way to the state-
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than an arena of socially engendered conflict or an instrument of family, sect, or class,” the state- 

centered approach underscored the causal role ofthe state in creating, or altering, social structures 

and political organizations.126 On this latter view, state action may explain an array of policies, all 

aimed at consolidating regime control of the political arena, and hence ensure regime survival. These 

include organizing ruling coalitions along noneconomic cleavages and identities; intensifying 

patronage and bureaucratic clientelistic relations; creating populist distributional arrangements to 

mobilize strategic social sectors into corporatist institutions; establishing and perpetuating 

authoritarian institutions; manipulating religious symbols, tribal or ethnic cleavages, popular culture, 

and gender relations; and intervening to shape the balance of class power in society.127 The “state-in- 

society” approach, on the other hand, disaggregates both state and society, highlighting the recursive, 

dynamic, and mutually transforming nature of state-society interactions.

and Social Forces: Domination and Transformation in the Third World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), pp. 7-34; 
and idem, “Studying the State,” in Lichbach and Zuckerman, eds.. Comparative Politics, pp. 208-235.

124Anderson, “The State in the Middle East and North Africa,” p. 1.

inSee Lisa Anderson, The State and Social Transformation in Tunisia and Libya: 1830-1980 (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1986); idem, “Liberalism, Islam, and the Arab State,” Dissent 41 (Fall 1994), pp. 439-444; Jacques Delacroix, “The 
Distributive State in the World System,” Studies in Comparative International Development 15,3, (Fall 1980), pp. 3-21; Chaudry, 
The Price o f Wealth; idem, “The Myths o f the Market and the Common History of Late Developers,” Politics and Society 21,3, 
(September 1993), pp. 245-274; John Waterbury, Exposed to Innumerable Delusions: Public Enterprise and State Power in Egypt, 
India, Mexico, and Turkey (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 190-211; Ayubi, O verstating the Arab State, pp. 
196-255; Jill Crystal, “Authoritarianism and Its Adversaries in the Arab World,” World Politics 46,2, (January 1994), pp. 262-89; 
F. Gregory Gause, HL Oil Monarchies: Domestic and Security Challenges in the Arab G ulf States (New York: Council on Foreign 
Relations Press, 1994), pp. 78-118; Philip Khoury and Joseph Kostiner, eds., Tribes and State Formation in the Middle East 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990); Riccardo Bocco, “L’Etat producteur d’identites locales: Lois electorates et tribus 
bedouines en Jordanie,” in Le Nomade. L ’Oasis et la Ville (Tours: Centre d’Etudes et de Recherches URBAMA, 1991), pp. 271-288; 
Eric Davies and Nicolas Gavrielides, Statecraft in the Middle East: O il Historical Memory, and Popular Culture (Miami: Florida 
International University Press, 1991); Mervat Hat cm, “Economic and Political Liberalization in Egypt and the Demise o f State 
Feminism,” International Journal o f Middle East Politics 24,2, (May 1992), pp. 231-251; Suad Joseph, “Elite Strategies for State- 
Building: Women, Family, Religion and State in Iraq and Lebanon,” in Deniz Kandiyoti, ed , Women, Islam and the State (London: 
Macmillan, 1991), pp. 176-200; Ellen Kay Trimberger, Revolution from  Above: M ilitary Bureaucrats and Development in Japan, 
Turkey. Egypt, and Peru (New Brunswick, N J.: Transaction Books, 1978); and Raymond A. Hinnebusch, “Class, State and the 
Reversal ofEgypt’s Agrarian Reform,” MERIP No. 184, (September-October 1993), pp. 20-23. See also Robert Springborg, “State- 
Society Relations in Egypt: The Debate over Owner-Tenant Relations," Middle East Journal 45,2 (Spring 1991), pp. 232-249. For 
a critique o f state capabilities see Joel S. MigdaL “A Model o f State-Society Relations,” in Wiarda, ed . New Directions in 
Comparative Politics, pp. 41-55; and idem, Strang Societies and Weak States: State-Society Relations and State Capabilities in the 
Third World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988).
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As a method of conceptualizing state-society relations, corporatism, in its different 

incarnations, has had an enduring impact on the study of Arab politics.128 For example, drawing on 

Schmitter’s and O’Donnell’s work, Nazih Ayubi identifies two major types of corporatism: “state- 

centered” and “group-centered” corporatism. The latter type is divided into two further subtypes, 

“community-centered” corporatism, where the groupings are mainly of the primordial, solidarity 

type, and “society-centered” corporatism, where the groupings are mainly of the associational, 

interest-representational type. Ayubi, however, is careful to note that despite distinctions among 

these corporatist categories, they should not be regarded as mutually exclusive.129 Rather, they 

overlap and intertwine in different permutations depending onhistorical contexts. Ayubi then gathers 

most Arab regimes under two broad labels. First are the “populist-corporatist” regimes. This label 

refers to the so-called ‘radical’ regimes that attempted various strategies of social engineering from 

above, resulting in significant mobilizational and redistributional changes in society. Egypt, Iraq, 

Syria, Algeria, Tunis, and sometimes Sudan and Libya belong (or once belonged) to this category. 

They are inclusionary, but not participatory, mobilizing and organizing strategic sectors of society 

into state-controlled corporatist institutions. Moreover, they base their socio-political coalitions upon 

distributive economic policies, thus incorporating them economically while excluding them

iaSee Waterbury, The Egypt o f Nasser and Sadat, Hinnebusch, Egyptian Politics Under Sadat, Posusney, Labor and the 
State in Egypt, Robert Bianchi, “The Corporatization ofthe Egyptian Labor Movement,” Middle East Journal 40,3, (Sommer 1986), 
pp. 429-444; Khaldun Hasan ai-Naqeeb, Al-M ujtama' wa-l-Dawla fi-l-K halij wa-l-Jazira al- 'Arabiya: Min M anzur M ukhtalif 
[Society and State in the Gulf and Arabian Peninsula: A Different Perspective] (Beirut: MarkazDirasat ai-Wihda al-‘Arabiyya, 1987); 
idem, Al-Dawla al-Tasalutiyya fi-l-M ashriq al-A rabi al-Mu ‘aser: Dirasa Bina 'iya wa Muqarina [The Authoritarian State in the 
Contemporary Arab East: A Structural and Comparative Study] (Beirut: MarkazDirasat al-WihdaaI-‘Arabiyya, 1991); Ayubi, Over
stating the Arab State; idem, “Withered Socialism or Whether Socialism? The Radical Arab States as Populist-Corporatist Regimes,” 
Third World Quarterly 13, 1, (1992), pp. 89-105; and Anoushiravan Ehteshami and Emma C. Murphy, “Transformation of the 
Corporatist State in the Middle East,” Third World Quarterly 17,4, (1996), pp. 753-772.

IZ9See Ayubi, O verstating the Arab State, pp. 194, and pp. 191-194 more generally.
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politically.130 Second are the “conservative-corporatist” regimes ofthe Gulf region, but also Morocco 

and Jordan. These regimes opted to reproduce patriarchy, tribalism and ethn ic  control, m ainly 

through wealth circulation, in a manner conducive to the preservation of regime control. In this case 

regimes satisfy their coalition partners through neopatrimonial policies, such as lavish public 

expenditures, employment in bloated public bureaucracies, economic subsidies, and land 

allocations.131 Both subtypes are corporatist because ruling regimes actively seek to organize state- 

society relations in ways that ensure their political dom ination and inhibit the emergence of viable 

alternatives.132

Similarly, in her study of the relationships of workers and trade unions to the state in Egypt, 

Marsha Posusney deploys institutional and interpretive arguments to exam ine  corporatist structures 

of organizing and controlling the labor movement. She debunks the common statist thesis that “state 

corporatism provides an effective vehicle for a handful of regime elites to control masses of 

workers.”133 Rather, she argues, workers will experiment with more participatory organizational

U0See Ibid., pp. 196-223. See also Daniel Brumberg, “Authoritarian Legacies and Reform Strategies in the Arab World,” 
in Rex Brynen, Bah gat Korany, and Paul Noble, eds.. Political Liberalization and Democratization in the Arab World: Theoretical 
Perspectives (Boulder; Lynne Rienner, 1995), pp. 229-2S9.

UISee Ayubi, O verstating the Arab State, pp. 224-255. See also al-Naqeeb, Al-M ujtama' wa-l-Dawla fi-l-K halij wa-t- 
Jazira al-'Arabiya, pp. 149-161; and Gause, Oil Monarchies, pp. 42-118.

'“ Alternatively, Mebran Kamrava presents a different typology ofArab regimes. His structural-institutional analysis ofArab 
states arranges them into “exclusionary” (Egypt, Syria, Tunisia, Algeria, Sudan) and “inclusionary” ones (Iraq, Libya), “oil 
monarchies” (Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, UAE), and “civic myth monarchies” (Jordan and Moroccoo). 'Civic myth 
monarchies,' Kamrava argues, differ from ‘oil monarchies’ in that the former are neither oil wealthy “nor do they have the benefits 
o f a political history that makes the state seem almost a ‘natural’ corollary of social forces, tncn-nrf, they have to rely more on a 
deliberately propagated civic and political-historical myth.” See Mehran Kamrava, “Non-Democratic States and Political 
Liberalisation in the Middle East: A Structural Analysis,” Third World Quarterly 19,1, (March 1998), p. 65, and pp. 63-85. This, 
however, is an untenable thesis. After all, ‘oil monarchies’ have also attempted to manipulate historical symbols to root their rule in 
historical legacies. Nor is it clear, for example, why Syria is considered an ‘exclusionary’ rather than an ‘inclusionary’ state given 
the broad coalition organized by the ruling regime. For another structural typology, based on a ‘social ecology’ methodology, see 
Bahgat Korany, “Arab Political Systems," in Anton Bebler and Jim Seroka, eds., Contemporary Political Systems: Classifications 
and Typologies (Boulder Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1990), pp. 303-329.

‘“ Posusney, Labor and the State in Egypt, p. 93.
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alternatives, responding to state policies on an issue by issue basis. Moreover, their success is more 

probable at the national, rather than the individual plant, level. Thus it is the dynamic interaction 

between union structures and those of economic policy making, that is, between the disaggregated 

components of society and state, that determines the outcome of workers’ struggles.

Robert Bianchi, however, raises a dissenting voice against uncritical uses of corporatist 

analysis of interest intermediation outside the Latin American and Western European regions. In his 

study of corporatist arrangements of state-society relations in Egypt, Bianchi notes that the 

heterogeneous systems of interest representation in the Middle East and Asia are neither the ’state 

corporatism’ ofLatin America nor the ‘societal corporatism’ of Western European political systems. 

Rather they are eclectic systems of interest organization, combining a mixture of corporatist, 

pluralist, and hybrid structures depending on specific contextual characteristics. Thus, he argues, in 

the Middle East and Asia corporatism has been used “as a supplement to pluralism rather than as a 

replacement for i t ” Ruling regimes have intentionally “avoided trying to impose ambitious and 

cohesive corporatist systems, preferring instead to combine supposedly incompatible elements of 

both pluralism and corporatism.”134 This strategy is not without purpose though, because the 

“coexistence of isolated and differentially organized groups serves to fragment civil society and 

prevent the emergence of autonomous centers of power.”135 The theoretical implications ofBianchi’s 

argument are worth quoting at length:

‘“ Robert Bianchi, Unruly Corporatism: Associationil Life in Twentieth Century Egypt (Mew York: Oxford University 
Press, 1989), p. 25. See also the summary theoretical statement o f Bianchi’s book in idem, “Interest Group Politics in the Third 
World,” Third World Quarterly 8 ,2 , (April 1986), pp. 507-539; and an updated argument in idem, “Interest Groups and Politics in 
Mubarak’s Egypt,” in Ibrahim M. Oweiss, etL, The Political Economy o f Contemporary Egypt (Washington, D.C.: Center for 
Contemporary Arab Studies, 1990), pp. 210-221.

'“ Bianchi, Unruly Corporatism, p. 25.
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... the concepts of pluralism and corporatism are most useful when not regarded as 
diametrically opposed ideal types or as coherent molds shaping whole political 
systems. Rather, it is theoretically more elegant and empirically more accurate to 
conceptualize them as alternative patterns of representation that can emerge and 
develop simultaneously in the same political system, trading positions of relative 
predominance in successive historical periods, across various socioeconomic sectors, 
and even in different issue areas or geographic regions.136

Bianchi disaggregates from his Egyptian case study three types of sectoral organization, each

corresponding to a distinctive pattern of associational evolution.

First are the “corporatist sectors,” where corporatism has always been the typical mode of

sectoral and interest representation and organization. These sectors include most of the middle-class

professional syndicates. Second are the “corporatized sectors,” such as the labor movement and the

agricultural cooperatives. Originating as spontaneous and voluntary social movements, they

gradually come under state regulation or are supplanted by corporatist organizations. Finally, there

are the “hybrid sectors” where “pluralist and corporatist structures continue to coexist and compete

for predominance, sometimes producing a highly conflictual chain reaction of group organization

and counterorganization.”137 The business com m unity  and the religious associations belong to this

latter sector. Bianchi contends that when authoritarian elites abandon such hybrid and flexible

organization of state-society relations, and attempt to “reshape associational life into a more cohesive

instrument of political domination and economic mobilization,” hence into “a purer brand of

corporatism,” they “unwittingly pave the way for the coalescence of previously divided or mutually

hostile groups into a new opposition movement that can threaten the very existence of the regime

llsIbieL, p. 23.

137Ibid., p. 21.
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or greatly reduce its autonomy from the demands of specific social and economic sectors.”138 The 

result then is unruly corporatism, and the consequent disintegration of political control.

Bianchi’s analysis of corporatist subtypes in Egypt suggests the existence of a plethora of 

arrangements for the institutional organization of state-society relations under authoritarian settings 

in the Arab world. While none is mutually exclusive from the other, no two arrangements are exactly 

similar, each being contingent on specific processes of historical evolution and regim e policies. It 

is thus best to approach different modes of organizing state-society relations historically and 

empirically. Differences in these modes will either enable or constrain regim e autonomy in taking 

foreign policy and alignm ent choices.

2.5 The Structure o f Argument

The importance of relating the organization of state-society relations to regime autonomy to 

take foreign policy and alignment choices in the Arab world should have been sufficiently impressed 

upon the reader. It is now appropriate to undertake an explication of how this study operationalizes 

the independent variable, that is, the organization of state-society relations. The first step is to trace 

how the respective political economies of state formation in Jordan and Syria give rise to different 

socioeconomic and political formations. This is followed by investigating variations in the 

organization of state-society relations in each state. This involves unpacking how regimes organize 

their relations with the active sectors of society. That is, whether or not a regime penetrates society 

and organizes labor unions, professional and peasant syndicates, and the various popular 

organizations, stripping them of their organizational resources and autonomy; how it pursues these

'MlbieL, p. 25.
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objectives, whether through corporatist, corporatized, or hybrid strategies; whether or not it 

mobilizes the active sectors of society into corporatist state or party institutions to control them; 

whether or not it creates pseudo popular organizations to occupy social space which may otherwise 

be filled by forces beyond the regime’s control; how it organizes or reorganizes representational ties; 

and how it organizes alliances, populist or otherwise, with strategic coalitions to ensure political 

control and inhibit the emergence of viable alternatives. This approach to exam ining the myriad ways 

in which states, or, more accurately, regimes, control the active sectors of the population departs 

from an earlier literature which used to gauge the degree of state control over society by deploying 

a host of slippery indicators.139 The operationalization of the independent variable, then, requires 

unpacking the peculiar ensemble of interest organization and representation adopted or sanctioned 

by the ruling regime from above, whether it is of the neopatrimonial or corporatist, corporatized, or 

hybrid subtypes. Unpacking this ensemble explains whether the organization of state-society 

relations in a specific context enables or constrains a regime’s ability to take foreign policy and 

alignment choices. This in turn explains why certain regimes enjoy greater autonomy than others 

when taking foreign policy and alignment choices. The following hypothesis may thus be advanced 

to explain this variation across the Arab world: “the more corporatist the organization of state-society 

relations, the more the regime’s autonomy in taking foreign policy and alignment choices.”

2.6 Conclusion:

D eparting from idiosyncratic-perceptual, realist-neorealist, existing domestic politics, and

13,Such as, for example, the ratio o f government expenditures as a percentage of GDP, the proportion o f income taxes in 
total taxes, the size o f the governmental apparatus, or the spread of public education. For an example o f this literature see Gausc, 
Saudi-Yemeni Relations, especially pp. 5-9; and Mufti, Sovereign Creations, especially pp. 14-15.
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constructivist explanations of state behavior in the Arab world, this chapter offered a theoretical 

examination of how different configurations in the organization of state-society relations affects 

regime autonomy to take foreign policy and alignment choices. A survey of the aforementioned 

approaches to the analysis ofMiddle East state behavior demonstrated their inability to explain why 

some regimes enjoy greater autonomy than others when taking foreign policy and alignment choices. 

Moreover, and against the logic of neorealist theorizing, this chapter also exam ined how, in some 

contexts, a state’s domestic and external security spheres may overlap and how, consequently, 

foreign policy and alignment choices may sometimes have domestic political origins, uses, or 

implications. The chapter then turned to the domestic side of the argument It examined how regimes 

organize state-society relations to ensure their survival and inhibit the emergence of viable 

alternatives. The genealogy of this methodological approach was traced back to Gramsci, and was 

linked to the literature on corporatism, populism, and historical institutionalism. A survey of the 

state-society literature in the Arab world revealed the need to contextualize analysis of the 

organization of state-society relations to explain why some regimes enjoy a greater degree of 

autonomy than others when taking foreign policy and alignment choices. Such an analysis of the 

organization of state-society relations in Jordan and Syria is the subject of the following chapter.
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Chapter 3

Organizing State-Society Relations in Jordan and Syria

We understand the people to mean the sum  o f their 
organizations, w ithout th is im plying tha t those citizens who do 
no t belong to organizations have no roles or rights.

H afiz al-Asadf

3.1 Introduction

This chapter explores the different ways in which state-society relations are organized in 

Jordan and Syria. It traces varying techniques deployed by regimes to organize, consolidate, and 

reproduce power, thus ensuring their survival and eliminating the emergence of viable alternatives. 

The objective of this chapter is to demonstrate how the Hashemite regime’s organization of state- 

society relations has allowed for a precarious balance between pluralism and authoritarianism.2 

Unlike successive Ba‘thi regimes in Syria, the Hashemite regime has not organized the active sectors 

of society into compulsory, non-competitive, functionally differentiated corporatist institutions. In 

Syria, on the other hand, the Ba‘th installed a populist authoritarian system of rule based on the 

organization of state-society relations along strict corporatist lines. This has ensured Ba‘thi regimes, 

especially Asad’s, a substantial degree of control over society. Consequently. Asad’s regime has 

enjoyed a far greater degree of autonomy in taking foreign policy and alignments choices than its 

Jordanian counterpart

'Quoted in Teshreen, 7 May 1990.

2See Peter Gubser, “Jordan: Balancing Pluralism and Authoritarianism,” in Peter J. Chelkowski and Robert J. Pranger, eds.. 
Ideology and Power in the Middle East: Studies in the Honor o f George Lenczawsfd (Durham: Duke University Press, 1988), pp. 
89-114.

61

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



The chapter is divided into two main parts, corresponding to the respective organization of 

state-society relations in Jordan and Syria. In each part the narrative opens by tracing the impact of 

each country’s political economy of state formation on its political sociology. This is followed by 

a detailed exam ination of how successive Hashemite and Syrian regimes organized their relations 

with the active sectors of society. This is a cumulative process, with successive regimes in each state 

inheriting, and building upon, the efforts of their predecessors. In Jordan, the narrative begins with 

King Abdullah and then covers the long reign of King Hussein. The part on Syria opens just before 

independence and continues throughout Asad’s rule. In the Syrian case, the corporatist organization 

p f state-society relations has passed through three distinct phases. It was first launched systematically 

under Cairo’s auspices from 1958 until 1961, during the short union between Egypt and Syria. The 

corporatist organization of state-society relations was later resumed after the Ba‘th’s seizure of 

power in March 1963, and expanded under Asad’s rule. The chapter closes with a comparison of 

how different ways of organising state-society relations in Jordan and Syria affected each regime’s 

autonomy in taking foreign policy and alignment choices.

3.2 The Political Economy o f State Formation in Jordan

The creation of Transjordan was a short-term arrangement reached between Amir Abdullah 

and then British secretary of state for the colonies, Winston Churchill, during their deliberations in 

Jerusalem in March 1921. The creation of the Emirate of Transjordan was part of a British effort to 

appease their Sharifian war-time allies and Arab public opinion. It marked the first time that 

Transjordan’s hitherto separate constitutive regions were gathered together in a united political and 

adm inistra tive  entity. Under Ottoman administration, the northern and middle regions had belonged

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



to the Ottoman Vilayet of Syria, while parts of the southern region belonged to the Ottoman Vilayet 

of the Hijaz. Transjordan was thus an artificial British creation, owing its existence to its value in 

British regional strategy and imperial communications.3

Abdullah considered Transjordan a transit stop on a journey that could lead to the creation 

of, and rule over, a Greater Syria.4 Northward expansion by the Saudi-Wahhabi alliance beginning 

in 1922 appreciated Transjordan’s value in British strategic calculations, however. The British 

recognized the need for a physical barrier not only to separate Palestine from Saudi expansionism, 

but also to insulate Palestine fiom the Wahhabi ideology which, the British feared, could provide the 

Palestinian opposition a potent rallying cry against the Mandatory authorities. Thus in the ‘ assurance’ 

of May 1923, Great Britain officially recognized the existence of a Hashemite government in 

Transjordan independent from that in Palestine, but under British control. In this formative period 

of the Emirate’s history, the inhabitants of Transjordan were divided along four, significantly 

unequal, vertical cleavages: the mode of life and economy, tribal affiliation, ethnicity, and religion. 

The most salient, and relevant, cleavage was that concerning the mode of life and economy: whether 

it was pastoral or peasant, nomadic or settled. Tribes were either nomadic, roaming the desert, or 

settled (hadari), dwelling in make-shift houses and cultivating their land. By the turn of the twentieth 

century, however, tribal-peasant skirmishes had all but ended, with most tribes assuming a half-

JSee Muhammad Ahmad Muhafza, ImaratSharq al-Urdun: Mash ’atuha v>a Tatawuruka f i  Rub 'i Qarn, 1921-1946 [The 
Princedom of East Jordan: Its Emergence and Development in a Quarter Century] ( A m m a n :  Dar al-Furqan iil-Nashr wa-t-Tawzi\ 
1990), p. 8. See also Suleiman Mousa, “Hashemite Rule and the Emergence of die State," in Patrick Seale, ed.. The Shaping ofan 
Arab Statesman: SherifAbd al-Hamid Sharaf and the Modern Arab World (London: Quartet Books, 1983), pp. 75-84; Mary C. 
Wilson, King Abdullah. Britain and the Making o f Jordan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987); and Ma'an Abu Nuwar, 
The History ofthe Hashemite Kingdom o f Jordan, Vol. I: The Creation and Development afTransjordan, 1920-1929 (Oxford: Ithaca 
Press, 1989).

“See Yehoshua Poralh, “Abdullah’s Greater Syria Program,” Middle Eastern Studies 20,2, (April 1984), pp. 172-189; and 
Joseph Nevo, King Abdullah and Palestine: A Territorial Ambition (Mew York: St. Martin’s Press, 1996).
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nomadic, half-peasant lifestyle. Yet tribal affiliation was, and remains, an important socio-political 

cleavage. The Huwaytat, the Bani Sakhr, the ‘Adwan, the Majali, and the Sirhan constituted major 

tribal confederations and clans.s Political rivalry closely followed tribal rivalry, and Abdullah had 

to maintain balanced relations with the different tribal confederations.

Ethnically, the Arab component of the Emirate was dom inant since its inception. It is 

composed not only of the indigenous Arab inhabitants, but also Arab com m unities from Palestine, 

Syria, and the Hijaz who found their way to Transjordan after the regional settlement of the first 

World War. The ethnic minority groups, the Circassian, Shishan, and Turkoman non-Arabs, were 

offered arable land by Sultan Abdulhamid II, and had settled in the region beginning in 1878. The 

Circassians were encouraged to settle in Transjordan for two reasons: First, to subjugate the 

neighboring tribes and consolidate Ottoman control in the region; and second, to bolster agricultural 

activity.6 Howeverthis ethnic division was mitigated by the shared religion of Sunni Islam. Nor were 

religious cleavages politically salient. In addition to the dom inant religion of Sunni Islam, Christian 

groups of the Greek Orthodox, Greek Catholic, Roman Catholic, and Protestant rites then numbered 

around ten percent of the population.7 

The Pillars o f Abdullah’s Kingdom

With the help of a British-officered army and the non-Transjordanian elite that ran the

*The Huwaytat are dominant in the southern regions, the Bani Sakhr and the ‘Adwan in the northern regions, and the 
Majalis are concentrated in Karak. For the location of bedouin tribes see the map in Abu Nuwar, The History o f the Hashemite 
Kingdom o f Jordan, p. 27.

‘See Muhafza, Imarat Sharq al-Urdun, pp. 26 and 2S6; and Schirin H. Fathi, Jordan - Invented Nation?: Tribe-State 
Dynamics and the Formation o f National Identity (Hamburg: Deutsches Orient-Institut, 1994), p. 80.

7For statistics see Wilson, King Abdullah, Britain and the Making o f Jordan, p. 55.
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government, Abdullah was able to rule Transjordan with a firm grip, at least until 1948.* A Hijazi 

and a Sharifian by origin and birth, Abdullah had to lure to his side both the Transjordanian 

community he encountered in the area, and the other communities who had filtered into Transjordan. 

The ruling coalition, upon which the stability of his regime depended, was organized through a mix 

of cooptation, force, and assimilation.

The Circassian minority and the bedouin tribes formed the core of Abdullah’s regime and 

social base. Through over-representation in the upper echelons of the state administration, and 

guaranteed parliamentary and governmental representation, the ethnic minorities, especially the 

Circassians, were easily assimilated and coopted. After all, lacking an independent power base of 

their own, and im m un e  from the communal tensions characterizing relations among other 

Transj ordanian social groups, minority groups swiftly recognized the synergy between their interests 

and the survival of the Hashemite monarchy. Later they would stock the elite units of the armed 

forces.9

Abdullah’s Sharifian credentials automatically appealed to the religiously conservative 

southern tribes. To cement his nascent populist patronage networks with the tribal chiefs, Abdullah 

offered them large tracts of land for symbolic costs in exchange for loyalty and support. He also 

exempted many tribes from tax payments. After a brief period of rebellion and intransigence, 

northern tribal leaders recognized the benefits of allying themselves with Abdullah. The ordinary 

tribesmen, on the other hand, were incorporated into central authority mainly through military 

recruitment. In fact, upon the establishment in 1923 of the Arab Legion (al-Jaysh al- ’Arabi), neither

'See Robert B. SatlofT From Abdullah to Hussein: Jordan in Transition (Mew York: Oxford University Press, 1994).

‘'See Lawrence Tall, “From Abdallah to Hussein: The Consolidation of Hashemite Power in Jordan, 1955-1967,” Paper 
Presented at the “Politique etEtatenJordanie, 1946-1996” Conference, Institute du Monde Arabe, (Paris, 24-25 Juin, 1997), p. 22.
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did British officials favor recruiting bedouins into the anny, nor were the bedouins interested in 

joining an institution whose primary purpose was to extend central authority. This would soon 

change, however, as the central authorities in Amman recognized that the only way to maintain order 

and prevent intertribal raids was to recruit a fighting force from the bedouins themselves. Thus in 

1930 Captain John Bagot Glubb was summoned from Iraq, and began earnestly organizing the 

bedouin-dominated Desert Patrol Force (Quwwat Haras al-Badiyya), recruited mainly from the 

southern bedouins.10 A pact was thus struck between the tribal bedouins and the regime, one that 

would continue under King Hussein: in exchange for the bedouin’s support and allegiance to the 

monarchy, they were offered economic aid, health services, public education, and employment 

opportunities.11 In fact, the Desert Patrol would soon become the elite striking force of the Arab 

Legion and, later, the Jordan Arab Army. The bedouin’s loyalty would prove imperative to the 

survival of the Hashemite monarchy, shielding it from numerous challenges. The Hijazi community, 

more concerned in commerce than politics, and traditionally skilled in tribal affairs, willingly 

supported Abdullah and played an instrumental role in consolidating his relations with the tribes.

It was the Palestinian and Syrian nationalists who represented a significant menace to the

>0See Fathi, Jordan - An Invented Nation?, pp. 93-96. See also Joseph Hiatt, “State Formation and the Incorporation of 
Nomads: Local Change and Continuity among Jordanian Bedouin,” in Peter SkainOc, erL, Outwitting the State (New Brunswick: 
Transaction Publishers, 1989), pp. 71-73; MustafaB. Hamameh, “Social and Economic TransformationofTrans-Jordan, 1921-1946,” 
Ph.D. dissertation, (Georgetown University, 1985), pp. 146-148; and Lawrence W. Axelrod, “Tribesmen in Uniform: The Demise 
of the Fida’iyyun in Jordan, 1970-71," Muslim World 68,1, (January 1978), pp. 27-31.

"See P J. Vatikiotis, Politics and the M ilitary in Jordan: A Study ofthe Arab Legion 1921-1957 (New York: Frederick 
A. Praeger, 1967),p. 140; Riccardo Bocco and Tareq TeU, “Frontidres, tribus, et Etat(s) en Jordanie orientate i. 1’dpoquedu Mandat,” 
Maghreb-Machrek 147, (Janvier-Mars 1995), p. 44; Riccardo Bocco and Tariq Tell, “Pax Britannica in the Steppe: British Policy 
and the Transjordan Bedouin,” in Eugene L. Rogan and Tariq TeU, eds^ Village. Steppe and State: The Social Origins o f Modem 
Jordan (London: British Academic Press, 1994), pp. 108-127; Brigitte Curmi, “Jordanie: Les mddecins militaires, prdcurseurs de 
modemite scientiEque,” Maghreb-Machrek 146, (Octobre-Ddcembre 1994), p. 52; and Nahed Hattar, “AI-'Asha’ir wa-l-‘Asabiyya 
wa-I-Dawla,” [The Tribes and Solidarity and the State] as-Safir, 12 March 1998. Upon the instructions o f King Hussein, children 
of bedouin origins are offered free seats in Jordan’s public universities, a policy that through the years amounted to a quota system. 
See an-Nahar, 12 August 1998.
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stability of Abdullah’s regime. British authorities in Transj ordan created a Transjordanian opposition 

to Syrian and Palestinian nationalists by encouraging anti-nationalist feelings among Transj ordanian 

leaders. This, the British hoped, would facilitate the expulsion of nationalist figures who threatened 

Abdullah’s regime and the Emirate’s relations with the French authorities in Syria. In fact, British 

efforts at the time converged with Transjordanian hostility towards the Umu 'aroon" i.e. Palestinian 

Arabs 'borrowed’ by the Mandatory authorities to fill administrative posts in Transjordan. These 

feelings were openly expressed in the Balqa’ intifada o f1932, to which the roots of what later would 

be called the policy of “Jordanization” (al-ardarta) may be traced.12 By 1924, most Syrian 

nationalists had been evicted from the Emirate. As for the Palestinian nationalists, many were 

allowed to stay but only after severing their nationalist connections. Nevertheless, Abdullah would 

not allow the Transjordanian elite access to the upper echelons of power. He rather almost 

exclusively depended for the administration ofhis government on individuals whose roots lie outside 

Transjordan. These were either first- or second-generation Syrians and Palestinians who hailed from 

the West Bank, or second- and third-generation Circassians. Abdullah thus created a group of non- 

Transjordanians who attained power and privilege solely because they hinged their fortunes upon 

his. “Loyalty to the [Hashemite] monarchy was the only guarantee of their status; their vested interest 

in the survival and prosperity of Hashemite Jordan was almost as great as that of the Hashemites 

themselves. It was a mutually beneficial relationship, so much so that the partnership of Hashemite 

kings and an expatriate elite of 'k ings men’ survived well beyond Abdullah’s demise.”13

,zSee Mustafa Hamameh, “Siyasaat al-Intidab al-Britani al-Iqtisadiyya fi-l-Urdun: 1932-1946,” [British Mandatory 
Economic Policies in Jordan] in Mustafa Hamameh, ed., Al-Iqtisad al-UrduttL al-M ushkilaat 1wa-l-Afaaq [The Jordanian Economy: 
The Problems and the Horizons] (Amman: Markaz al-Dirasaat al-Istratijiyya, 1994), pp. 31-32.

,3Satlof£ From Abdullah to Hussein, p. 7. See also pp. 6-7.
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On 22 March 1946 the Anglo-Transjordanian Treaty was signed recognising the 

independence of Transjordan from Great Britain and Abdullah sovereign king. The regime and 

Transjordan’s survival were both financially and militarily dependent on British support, however. 

The next year, on 1 February 1947, a new constitution was promulgated. It replaced the 1928 

Organic Law, renaming Transjordan the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. Thus by the end of 1946, 

the transplanted Hijazi regime was heading a ruling coalition composed of the following elements: 

the ruling Hashemites, a loyal Transjordanian elite, coopted (or assimilated) Syrian, Hijazi, and 

Palestinian communities, and the bedouin-staffed army. But regional developments would 

profoundly change the character and nature of the Hashemite Kingdom and, consequently, radically 

alter its socio-political composition.

Changing Social and Political Realities

In the inter-war period, Abdullah was perpetually vexed by two ambitions: to annex whatever 

Arab parts remain of Palestine after Zionist settlement, and to rule over a rejuvenated Greater Syria.14 

If, to Abdullah’s chagrin, the latter objective proved elusive, the 1948 Arab-Israeli War provided him 

the opportunity to accomplish the former. Thus on the morrow of the 1948 War, and until the official 

annexation (or ‘union,’ in Hashemite parlance) resolution of the Jordanian parliament was 

promulgated on 25 April 1950, Abdullah followed a policy of “creeping annexation” vis-a-vis the 

Transjordanian-controlled parts of Palestine.13 The process began in earnest with the convening of 

the “Jericho Congress” on 1 December 1948. The congress, a show of Palestinian support and

l4For Abdullah’s relations with the Zionist movement see Avi Shlaim, The Politics o f Partition: KingAbdullah, the Zionists, 
and Palestine. 1921-1951 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990); andltamar Rabinovich, The RoadNot Taken: Early Arab 
Israeli Negotiations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), pp. 111*167. For the British connection see Richard L. Jasse, “Great 
Britain and Abdullah’s Plan to Partition Palestine: ‘ A Natural Sorting Out’,” Middle East Studies 22,4, (October 1986), pp. 505-521.

l5See Avi Plascov, The Palestinian Refugees in Jordan: 1948-1957 (London: Frank Cass, 1981), chapter one.
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allegiance to Abdullah arranged by his officials and Palestinian cronies, closed with the adoption of 

a (multi-version) resolution calling for the union of Palestine and Jordan under a single kingdom 

ruled by Abdullah. This was followed by a set of linguistic, economic, and legislative policies aimed 

at diluting Palestinian identity and consolidating Hashemite control in the annexed parts ofPalestine. 

Henceforth, Palestine and Transjordan, the two wings of the Kingdom of Jordan, were referred to 

as the West Bank and the East Bank respectively. The term Palestine was eschewed in official 

political discourse. Even civil society organizations operating under the Mandate in Palestine were 

required to substitute ‘Jordanian’ for ‘Palestinian’ in their names and move their headquarters to the 

East Bank.16 Financial loans were selectively offered to pro-Hashemite landlords and notables in 

Palestine to solidify Hashemite support Moreover, in 1949 a law was promulgated offering 

Jordanian citizenship to all Palestinian Arabs under Jordanian rule.

The most important consequence of the flight of Palestinians from their homes to the West 

Bank and to Transjordan proper during and after the 1948 War, and the subsequent unity decision 

of 24 April 1950, was the creation of a new demographic reality in Jordan. Before the war the 

inhabitants of the West Bank numbered some 425,000 while those in the East Bank were around 

375,000. The 1948 War added close to 360,000 Palestinian refugees to the West Bank and another 

110,000 to the East Bank. These Palestinian refugees were not a monolithic bloc, however. Rather, 

some were bedouins while others were villagers or town-dwellers. The urbanites among them were 

either educated professionals, merchants, artisans, or landowners who settled in towns rather than 

in refugee camps after they fled their homes.17 In 1951-52, after the ‘union’, Palestinians constituted

l6See Laurie Brand, “‘In the Beginning was the State...’: The Quest for Civil Society in Jordan,” in Augustus Richard 
Norton, etL, C ivil Society in the Middle East: VoL I (Leiden: E J. Brill, 1995), p. 157.

l7See Esmond Wright, “Abdullah’s Jordan: 1947-1951,” Middle East Journal 5 ,4, (Autumn 1951), pp. 454-455.
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64.57 percent of the kingdom’s total population, with this percentage rising to 68.81 percent if the 

pre-1948 Palestinians of Amman are included. By 1961, Palestinians represented 43 percent of the 

population of Transjordan, excluding the West Bank population. The 1967 Arab-Israeli War further 

compounded Jordan’s demographic predicament Israel’s occupation of Arab East Jerusalem, the 

West Bank, and the Gaza Strip triggered the movement of some 300,000 Palestinians from those 

areas to the East Bank.18 The shift from a population characterized by a Transjordanian majority to 

one with a clear and potent Palestinian majority was effected. Consequently, the kingdom’s already 

acute socioeconomic and political divisions were further exacerbated, inviting a transformation in 

the socio-political composition of the kingdom. The regime had to now contend with a population 

adhering to incompatible visions and definitions of Jordan.

Henceforth, the most important cleavage in Jordanian society would be the socio-political 

and national distinction between the politically dominant Transj ordanians and the refugee and 

immigrant Palestinian communities.19 Many causes gave rise to the concomitant antagonism between 

the two communities. Of crucial significance was (and still is) the clash in national identities, 

loyalties, aims, and priorities held by the two communities. The Transj ordanians were mainly 

concerned with the economic and social development of the East Bank; the Palestinians, on the other

“ All statistics are taken from Yazid Yusif Sayigh, Al-Urdun wa-l-Filastiniyun: D irasafi Wihdat al-M asir aw al-Sira" al- 
Hatmi [Jordan and the Palestinians: A Study of a United Destiny or the Certain Struggle] (London: Riad El-Rayyes Books, 1987), 
pp. 12-14; and ?eXsxG\ibsex, Jordan: Crossroads o f Middle Eastern Events (Boulder. Westvicw Press, 1983),p. 1. It should be noted, 
however, that statistics on the exact number ofPalestinians in Jordan vary depending on the source consulted. See also Ali S. Zaghltd, 
“Social Change in Jordan,” Middle Eastern Studies 20,4, (October 1984), p. 53-55. In fact, on 7 August 1988, just after announcing 
Jordan’s disengagement from the West Bank, King Hussein argued that “Jordanians o f Palestinian origin on the East Bank are less 
than 40 percent ofour population.” See die text ofhis news conference in Foreign Broadcast Information Service-Near East and South 
Asia-88-152 (henceforth FBIS-NES).

“ See Lauri A. Brand, “Palestinians and Jordanians: A Crisis of Identity,” Journal o f Palestine Studies 24,4, (Summer
1995), pp. 46-61; idem, “‘In the Beginning was the State...’,” pp. 156-160; Hiilei Frisch, “Ethnicity, Territorial Integrity, and 
Regional O rder Palestinian Identity in Jordan and Israel,” Journal o f Peace Research 34,3, (August 1997), pp. 257-269; Fathi, 
Jordan-An Invented nation?, pp. 210-221; and, though outdated, Aqil H.H. Abidi, Jordan: A Political Study, 1948-1957(London: 
Asia Publishing House, 1965), pp. 168-177.
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hand, were particularly concerned with returning to Palestine. Although some Palestinians called for 

co-existence with the kingdom, many considered it a temporary base, pending their return to 

Palestine. Hence citizenship did not carry similar connotations for all naturalized Jordanians. 

Especially for the camp dwellers and the Palestinians who came to Jordan after the 1967 War, 

Jordanian citizenship was a mere convenience, rather than a jealously guarded identity or a symbol 

of patriotic loyalty. Moreover, both communities differed in their attitudes toward the nascent Israeli 

state. Whereas the kingdom’s political elite, especially the ruling Hashemites, were more than 

willing to reach a modus vivendi with Israel, the Palestinians regarded Israel as the source of misery 

and dispossession. They judged any accommodation with the Israeli ‘enemy’ a treasonous act. The 

establishment in May 1964 of the Palestine Liberation Organization, claiming monopoly over the 

allegiance of Palestinians everywhere, further complicated Transjordanian-Palestinian relations. 

Other sources of tension were also present

In general, the Palestinians were economically more advanced, educationally superior, and 

politically more sophisticated than their Transjordanian counterparts. They were more susceptible 

to radical ideological currents, of the secular or Islam ic kind. They were also disenchanted for being 

relegated to a secondary role in the new polity. Before the 1967 War, Palestinians also resented the 

one-sided, East Bank concentrated, nature of the reg im e’s economic development, financial, 

agricultural, and industrial policies - despite the fact that many Palestinians living on the East Bank 

were able to gain financia lly  from these policies.20 Of course, with the passage of time many of these 

socioeconomic differences have been altered. Intermarriage, shared schooling and employment

“ See Gad G. Giibar, “The Economy of Nablus and the Hashemites: The Early Years, 1949-56,” Middle East Studies 25,
I, (January 1989), pp. 51-63.
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environments have ameliorated differences among the two segments. Nevertheless, Palestinian 

grievances persist till present days, with Palestinians resenting the multitude discriminations they 

face from public sector officials, court judges, and in enrolment in public universities.21 Palestinians 

also complain that despite constituting around eighty percent of the business community, thus 

dom inating the private sector and supplying the state with most of its tax revenues, they remain 

underrepresented in cabinets, the bureaucracy, the foreign service, and a host of government 

agencies.22 Transjordanian*;, on the other hand, feared Palestinian economic and political competition 

in their own country. They resented the superiority demonstrated towards them by Palestinians, and 

looked down with contempt upon the wretched refugees. Relations between Transjordanians and 

Palestinians were, at best, fraught with mutual political and economic suspicion and competition.

The aforementioned transformations engendered changes in the kingdom’s pre-1948 

hierarchy of power. To the old social structure was introduced a majority Palestinian contingent, 

often hostile to the existing regime and its allied social coalition. The new social hierarchy was now 

composed of roughly three m ain socio-political segments: the ruling Hashemites; a now expanded 

Transjordanian community which included, in addition to the indigenous Transjordanians, the 

assimilated Palestinian, Syrian, and Hijazi communities that had moved to Transjordan before 1948;

21 For example, Palestinians complain about the mistreatment and discriminations they face in courts presided over by East 
Jordanian judges. They equally resent the enrolment quotas, often applied by Royal Decree, fhvoring less qualified East Jordanian 
students and thus depriving most Palestinian students from enrolling in public universities, which in Jordan are more prestigious than 
private ones. Palestinian students earn the highest grades in university entrance exams, but end up with close to one-fourth of the 
annually allotted seats. Interviews in Amman and Mahis, November-December 1998. Palestinians who moved to Jordan after the 
1990-91 Gulf War also suffered from discriminatory measures. Professional diplomas, such as those forjudges and lawyers, were 
not recognized by Jordanian officials. Nor were university credits for students recognized in fulL According to Palestinians, these 
measures aimed at delaying the entry o f Palestinians from Kuwait to the Jordanian market. See Lamia Radi, “Les Paiestiniens du 
Koweit en Jordanie,” Maghreb-Machrek 144, (Avril-Juin 1994), p. 61.

n See Hazim Saghiyye, “Urduniyoun wa Filastineyoun Amam Mirath 1970 al-Ba’is,” [Jordanians and Palestinians Before 
the Depressing Legacy of 1970] al-ffayat, 16 April 1996; and Asher Susser, “The Palestinians in Jordan: Demographic Majority, 
Political Minority,” in Ofra Bengio and Gabriel Ben-Dor, eds.. M inorities and the State in the Arab World (Boulder Lynne Rienner, 
1999), pp. 91-109.
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and a large Palestinian community whose loyalty to the kingdom has at times been both elusive and 

suspect This latter Palestinian segment may be further divided along temporal and domicile lines. 

Temporally, there were three major waves of incoming Palestinians to the East Bank: after the 1948 

War, between the 1948 and the 1967 Wars, and after the 1967 War, in addition to numerous minor 

flows.23 By way of domicile, the Palestinians are either housed in the refugee camps or, in the case 

of the professionals and better off, in urban areas.

The Jordan inherited by King Hussein from his grandfather Abdullah via his father Talal had 

been transformed fundamentally. Facing an array of internal and external threats to the stability of 

the Hashemite Kingdom, the regime had to organize state-society relations in a manner conducive 

to its survival.24 How the king and his coterie of associates accomplished this, and the concomitant 

constraining impact this organization had upon the regime’s autonomy in taking foreign policy and 

alignment choices, is the subject of the following section.

3.3 Organizing Monarchy-Society Relations in Jordan

Any organization of state-society relations almost always rests on a particular institutional 

foundation. This refers to the depository of laws and regulations delimiting the contours of political 

organization, participation, and debate. These may either be enshrined in a country’s constitution and 

legal system or, alternatively, they are embedded in norms, routines, and conventions constraining 

the relation between various socio-economic and political actors, and whose sum total constitutes

23 An additional fourth wave took place after the 1990 Iraqi invasion o f Kuwait by Palestinians and Jordanians working in 
the Gulf states. Estimates put the number of returnees between 250,00 and 300,000, most of whom are Palestinians. See Edouard 
Maciejewski and Ahsan Mansur, cds., Jordan: Strategy fo r Adjustment and Growth (Washington, D.C.: International Monetary Fund,
1996), p. 2; and Radi, “Les Palestiniens du Koweit en Jordanie,” p. 55.

Z4For a discussion o f these threats see Tall, “From Abdallah to Hussein," pp. 9-12.
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state-society relations. The following discussion examines how the Hashemite regime organized its 

relations with the active sectors of society to guarantee its survival and inhibit the emergence of 

viable alternatives to its rule.

3.3.1 The Political-Legal and Coercive Edifice

Perhaps the political-legal edifice is the best starting point in analyzing the organisation of 

state-society relations. After all, an analysis of the political-legal edifice reveals, among other things, 

the ruling regime’s intentions regarding which actors it wants to include or exclude from the political 

arena, which identities it seeks to strengthen or underm ine, and, finally, which social groups and 

sectoral interests it recognizes or tries to exclude.

The political system in Jordan is dominated by the ruling Hashemites and their 

Transjordanian allies, i.e. ‘the king’s men.’ The kingdom’s political structure is almost totally 

dominated by Transjordanians and coopted Palestinians.25 This group’s control over the political 

system is seemed by monopolizing most offices of political or military value. Its executive arm is 

the “establishment:” a group of high-level decision makers and the high-level decision enforcers.26 

It is composed of the king, who is the chief executive; the inner cabinet, especially the prime 

minister, the deputy prime minister, the interior and information (or propaganda) ministers; the army 

and its high command; the Chief of the Royal Hashemite Diwan (Court) and the royal coterie of

“ In reality, these categories are neither as water tight nor static as they are presented here. They should be considered as 
ideal-type, though reductionist, conceptual categories. Transjordanian opposition to Hashemite rule has often been strong - as in the 
case o f Layth Shbeilat, nor are all Palestinians poised against the regime. Indeed, it is important to note that during the September 
1970 clashes, the large majority of the Palestinians in the Jordan Arab Army remained loyal to the Hashemite monarchy. Moreover, 
Jordan’s Palestinian subjects did not rise up en mass against the regime. For an excellent analysis of the shifting terrain o f identity 
politics in Jordan see Linda L. Layne, Home and Homeland The Dialogics o f Tribal and National Identities in Jordan (Princeton, 
N J.: Princeton University Press, 1994).

“ See Uriel Dann, “Regime and Opposition in Jordan Since 1949,” in Menahem Milson, ed , Society and Political Structure 
in the Arab World (New York: Humanities Press, 1973), pp. 145-181.
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advisors, Mends, and Hashemite relatives. The ‘establishment’ is staffed by Hashemites, 

Transjordanians, and coopted Palestiniannotables and their families. The latter category is composed 

of two groups. On the one hand, Palestinian arrivals in Transjordan before 1948, a group that has 

fully assimilated into Transjordanian society, providing many able prime ministers and politicians 

who have served loyally under both Kings Abdullah and Hussein.27 On the other hand, there are the 

Palestinian notables and politicians who were coopted into the regime before the 1950 annexation 

of the West Bank, mainly by offering them ministerial and Parliamentary roles. However policy 

formation on sensitive issues is the preserve of Hashemites, Transjordanians, and the pre-1948 East 

Bank Palestinians. The king’s closest aides, especially the Chief of the Royal Court, depending on 

their personality and relation with the king, play a role in the actual decision-making process.28 The 

king accepts second views from them, even if they run counter to his.29 The Royal Court proper and, 

in later years, the National Security Council, are two powerful advisory structures in the Palace, 

surpassing the power of the cabinet. The cabinet (especially after 1957 and until 1989) was an 

executive arm of the king, not a policy debating forum. Only after the political liberalization of 1989 

did it earn more leeway in debating some domestic policies. Finally, foreign policy is the cherished 

preserve of the Palace, especially the king.

Loyalty to the Hashemite monarchy is the single most important criteria in the selection of 

ministers or in the promotion of senior officers in the army and security agencies. Among the

nOfthe nine prime ministers who served under Abdullah three were ofPalestinian origin. They are Ibrahim Hashem, Tawfic 
Abul Hilda, and Samir al-Rifa‘i. All three later served as prime ministers under Hussein. Zayd al-Rifa‘i, Samir’s son, was a close aid 
to Hussein and later served as prime minister and Speaker of both Majlisal-A "yan (House of Senators) and M ajlis al-Umma (House 
of the Nation). Between 1948 and 1988, Jordan’s Foreign Ministers were either Palestinians or ofPalestinian origin.

“ Interview with Leila SharafL Former Minister of Information. Senator. A m m a n ,  8 December 1998.

“ Interview with Marwan al-Qasem. Former Chief of the Royal Court and former Foreign Minister. Amman, 13 December
1998.
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minority groups the Circassian and the Shishans have played a prominent role in the Royal Guard, 

the Armored Corps, and the Air Force.30 Hashemites and Sherifians are often appointed to strategic 

positions in the Palace, the army, and as liaisons with the tribes.31

Under King Hussein, the Hashemite regime relied also on coercive measures to consolidate 

its hold over the domestic arena and secure its survival. At times of open domestic confrontation 

(1956-57, 1958, 1963, 1966, and 1970-71), loyal bedouin regiments of the army were deployed 

against the regime’s opponents. The bedouin dominated officer corps and the elite Royal Guards 

shielded the monarchy from many a coup attempt. On most other occasions, the regime resorted to 

more subtle coercive measures against the domestic opposition. The security servic.es, especially the 

General Intelligence Directorate (Mudiriyyat al-Mukhabarat al- 'Amma), have been successful in 

suppressing political activity deemed threatening to the survival of the regime. Preventative measures 

are often taken against undesirable political activists to ensure central control: official papers and 

the certificate of ’good behavior’ (husun solouk), the latter essential for employment in the public 

sector, are withheld by the authorities as a pressure tactic against undesirable individuals.32 The 

police, the security services, and the civil adm inistration is staffed by loyal Transjordanians: the East

“ See Observer, 3 December 1972.

’'For example, before appointed heir and later proclaimed King, Amir Abdullah Bin Hussein was, since 1993, commander 
of the elite Special Forces of the Jordanian army. King Hussein had also appointed his nephew Prince Ghazi Bin Muhammad as 
Advisor for Tribal Affairs at the Royal Court, in other words as his liaison with the tribes. Sharif Zayd Bin Shakir, King Hussein’s 
distant cousin, held almost every important security post at one time or another in the kingdom, including army Chief o f Staff He 
also served as Chief of the Royal Court, and was Hussein’s preferred choice for prime minister during times of crisis, as was the case 
in 1989, 1991, and 199S. He was later awarded the title Prince upon retirement. On his part, after assuming the reigns o f the 
monarchy, King Abdullah H named his first cousin Prince Talal Bin Muhammad as National Security Council Advisor. Prince Ghazi 
Bin Muhammad was retained as Advisor for Tribal Affairs at the Royal Court. King Abdullah II also appointed Samir Zayd aI-Rifa‘i 
as Secretary-General at the National Security Council. Samir Zayd al-Rifa’i is the son of Hussein’s long time confident and friend, 
Zayd aI-Rifa‘i, and grandson of Samir al-Rifa’i, Prime Minister during King Abdullah I’s reign. See as-Safir, 27 January 1999; an- 
Nahar, 12 August 1998; and The Estimate, 9 April 1999.

“ See Sayigh, Al-Urdun wa-l-Filastiniyun, pp. 48-49.
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Bank urban elite, small-town and village people, and bedouin tribes with strong allegiance to the 

Hashemite monarchy. After the 1970-71 clashes between the regime and Palestinian organizations, 

the army’s main armored, mechanized, and elite units were almost completely Transjordanized. A 

similar, though slower, policy was initiated in the public sector, with Transjordanians ultimately 

comprising around eighty-five percent of the civil administration.33

The prerogatives of the Hashemite-Transjordanian coalition are buttressed by legal 

m echanism s enshrined in the Constitution of the kingdom. The 1952 Constitution provided for a 

strong executive embodied in the person of the king. This is not without precedent. The 1952 

Constitution grew out of the Organic Law of 1928 and the kingdom’s first Constitution of 1947.

Promulgated on 16 April 1928, the Organic Law vested both executive and legislative power 

” in the hands of the (then) A m ir. The Amir was aided by a cabinet responsible to him  and an 

Executive Council (previously a Consultative Council) whose role was purely advisory. The Am ir 

was empowered to appoint, dismiss, and accept the resignation of the members of the Executive 

Council and the prime (until 1939 chief) minister. The Organic Law also established a Legislative 

Council subordinate to the Amir, the prime minister, and the British resident. The Amir convened, 

dismissed, and dissolved the Legislative Council whose sessions were headed by the prime m iniste r 

who was in turn responsible to the Amir. In accordance with the Organic Law, an Electoral Law was 

enacted on 17 June 1928. Among other things, it guaranteed communal representation and 

institutionalized the overrepresentation of those social groups upon whose loyalty the regime 

depended, i.e. the bedouins, the Circassians, and the Christians. In short, the Organic Law was 

tailored to serve the interests of the Hashemite Amir and the British authorities. Its absolutist

33Interviews in Amman, November-December 1998.
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monarchical nature allowed the Amir to control the population while he was being controlled by the 

British government34

After the 1946 Anglo-Transj ordanian Treaty recognized the independence of Transjordan a 

new Constitution was promulgated on 1 February 1947 replacing the 1928 Organic Law and 

transform ing  the Emirate into a hereditary constitutional monarchy. The new Constitution introduced 

a bicameral National Assembly (Majlis al-Umma) consisting of a popularly elected Lower House 

(Majlis al-Nicwwab), and an Upper House or Senate (Majlis al-A ‘yan, or Majlis al-Malik) composed 

of Senators appointed by the king. However, the king retained all effective authority. In addition to 

his right to appoint and dismiss the cabinet, the king was empowered to appoint the presidents of 

both Houses, and dismiss the legislature. Though it provided for the sharing of legislative power 

between the king and the Legislative Council, the 1947 constitution provided no checks on the 

prerogatives of the king, who reigned supreme.

The union decree of 1950 and the assassination of King Abdullah in 1951 heralded the third 

phase of Jordan’s constitutional development During the short reign of King Talal (6 September 

1951-11 August 1952), the old-guard Palace politicians, but especially Prime Minister TawfiqAbul 

Huda, supervised the promulgation of a new Constitution.35 The background to this episode is Abul 

Huda’s attempt to placate reformist parliamentarians calling for a revision of the 1947 constitution.

Parliamentary elections on 29 August 1951 had swelled the ranks of the opposition parties

MSee Naseer H. Aruri, Jordan: A Study in Political Development (1921-1965) (The Hague: Mardnus Nijhaff 1972), p. 77. 
For the Organic Law see Aruri, pp. 77-78; and Ahmad Serhal, Al-Nudhum al-Siyasiyya wa-t-Dusturiyyaft Lubnan wa Kafat al-Duwal 
a l-:Arabiyya [The Political and Constitutional Systems in Lebanon and All the Arab States] (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr at-‘Arabi, 1990), 
pp. 260-263. See also Hazim Nusaibe, Tarikh al-Urdun al-Siyasial-M u ‘cserma bayn 'Amey 1952-1967[The Contemporary Political 
History o f Jordan between 1952-1967] (Amman: Al-Majma‘ al-Malaid libohouth al-Hadara al-lslamiyya, 1990).

■“For details see Satloff From Abdullah to Hussein, pp. 42-107; and Hani Hourani, Tarikh al-Hayat al-Niyabiyya fi-l- 
Urdmv 1929-1957 [The History of Parliamentary Life in Jordan: 1929-1957] (Cyprus: Sharq Press, 1989), pp. 49-51.
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to 18 of the 40 seats in the Lower House (compared to 14 in the 1950 elections held following the 

‘union’ of the East and West Banks of the Jordan River). The National Socialist Front of Suleiman 

al-Nabulsi, the Arab Socialist Ba‘th Party, and the Communist Party alone mustered 16 deputies, an 

increase of 2 from the 1950 elections. Vociferous and eloquent, West Bank Ba‘thists such as 

Abdullah al-Rimawi and Abdullah Na‘was hammered the government for constitutional reforms.36 

However Abul Huda saw in this an opportunity to consolidate his own political position. Robert 

Satloff argues that Abul Huda sought to offer “a new division of political authority that would satisfy 

Parliament’s thirst for change but that would, in fact, tilt the balance of power from the monarchy 

to the new ruling elite. What he came up with,” Satloff concludes, “was a new constitution whose 

lack of substantive change belied its high-sounding rhetoric.”37

The 8 January 1952 Constitution named the king the head of state, the supreme commander 

of the army, and the highest executive power. The king exercises his executive power through his 

ministers (article 26). He appoints the prime minister, dismisses him, or accepts his resignation 

(article 35). He also calls for, or postpones, elections to the Lower House (article 34). The most 

important innovation of the 1952 Constitution was to transform the hitherto non-responsible cabinet 

into one that, with the prime minister, is collectively accountable to the Lower House (article 51). 

The Lower House is empowered to dismiss cabinet by an absolute majority vote of no confidence 

(article 53).38 This meant that the legislature was permitted, at least theoretically and for the first

36See Kamel S. Abu Jaber, “The Legislature o f the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan: A Study in Political Development,” 
Muslim World 5 9 ,3-4, (July-October 1969), pp. 228-231.

37SadofL From Abdullah to Hussein, p. 43.

“ Originally, the Constitution demanded a difficult two-thirds vote of no confidence for the government to resign. In 19S4 
the constitution was amended reducing the two-thirds to an absolute majority vote.
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time, to exercise control over the executive branch and to take a role in decision-making. An attempt 

to curb absolute royal authority was made by giving the Lower House the power to override the royal 

veto by a (difficult) two-thirds vote in both the Upper (Senate) and Lower Houses (article 93).

Assembly and the king,” the latter has always resisted sharing legislative authority with the National 

Assembly. Furthermore, while the Lower House can dismiss cabinet, the king may dissolve the 

Lower House by Royal Decree (Irada Malakiyya), and call for new elections (article 34). When the

necessary matters (article 94). On the sensitive topic of administrative detention and martial law, the 

19S2 Constitution left the executive’s hands unshackled, reflecting Abul Hilda’s intransigence 

despite reformist protestations. Thus article 8 reads: “No person may be detained or imprisoned 

except in accordance with the provisions of the law.” The ambiguity of the latter part of this article 

allowed the king much leeway to imprison opponents at will. Moreover, section 1 of article 125 

empowered the king to declare martial law “In the event of an [undefined] emergency necessitating 

the defense of the realm” (article 124), while section 2 of article 125 empowered the king to issue, 

in case of martial law, by Royal Decree, “such instructions as may be necessary for the defense of 

the Kingdom.” Again, the vagueness of these stipulations deflated the reformist rhetoric of the new 

Constitution.39

In addition to the preceding constitutional prerogatives, specific laws gave the regime extra

19See text o f 19S2 Constitution in Abdelaziz Suleiman Ma'aita, “Political Leadership and Modernization: A Case Study 
o f Jordan, 1921-1988,” PhJD. dissertation, (United States International University, 1988), pp. 382-429. See also Satloff Front 
Abdullah to Hussein, p. 44.

Moreover, though article 25 clearly stipulates that “legislative power is vested in the National

National Assembly is dissolved or not in session, the Constitution empowers the king to rule by royal

decree (article 40) and the cabinet, with the king’s approval, to promulgate provisional laws on
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constitutional powers. The 1935 Emergency Defense Law (technically enforced since 1939), the 

Political Parties Law (1955), and the Anti-Communist Law (1953) provided the regime broad 

authorities to restrict the rights of citizens.40 For example, under the Defense Regulations, the 

government could restrict or limit any form of political activity, public assembly, or publication 

deemed, by the government, detrimental to public interest. Moreover, the government could arrest 

or exile without trial citizens whose activity was considered a threat to national security. Such legal 

prerogatives structure the contours of acceptable political participation, organisation, and opposition.

To inhibit the coalescence of a viable opposition, the Hashemite regime effectively 

manipulated electoral arrangements. These were usually shaped to ensure the election of loyal 

candidates to Parliament and to strengthen local interests against West-Bank-wide ones. Election 

results were manipulated by giving soldiers the right to vote wherever they were stationed on 

election day, and by restricting su ffrag e  to persons who paid taxes on some form of asset. The former 

ruse guaranteed regime candidates on the West Bank substantial votes, while the latter worked in 

favor of the traditional property owners and to the detriment of emerging professional opposition 

figures. Furthermore, the electoral system was designed to overrepresent the sparsely populated, pro

regime, southern regions of the East Bank, as well as pro-regime West Bank districts.41 The loyal 

ethnic and religious Transjordanianminorities were also overrepresented in the Lower House.42 This 

amounted to an electoral system of proportional overrepresentation of regime allies and

“ The texts ate reprinted in Abidi, Jordan: A Political Study, pp. 223-229.

“ Hence in the 1950s, the Jerusalem district and Ramallah, with populations of 150,000 and 120,000 respectively were 
represented by only three members in the lower House: On the other hand, the districts of Karak, Ma'an, and Tafila, in the southern 
East Bank, with a population of only 90,000, were represented by five members.

“ Minorities were also overrepresented in the Legislative Council provided for in the Organic Law o f 1928. The Law gave 
Circassians one seat for every 5,000 inhabitants, while giving the Moslem Arab population one seat for every 27,000 inhabitant. See 
Abu Jaber, “The Legislature o f the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan,” p. 223.
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underrepresentation of opposition factions. The regime resorted to similar gerrymandering tactics 

in the elections of 1989 (the first held for the full Lower House since 1967), 1993, and 1997.43 Apart 

from the usual pressures on undesirable candidates, a final, and desperate, measure used by the 

regime in the 1950s to prevent the election of objectionable candidates was to call them for National 

Guard training near election time.

The success of the regime in constraining the political activities and opportunities of the 

Palestinian segment of society hinged on its ability to integrate them into Jordanian society, and 

manipulate existing internal divisions among them. The regime’s main instrument in achieving the 

political integration of the Palestinian refugees was to grant them Jordanian citizenship and its 

derivative political rights and obligations. By this the regime sought to dilute Palestinian identity and 

suppress separatist Palestinian feelings, enforcing its claim ofbeing a viable country for Palestinians. 

Citizenship was also a source of material benefits for the refugees who, as Jordanian citizens, could 

travel in search of work in the Arab world. Economic benefits were thus coupled with political rights 

to provide for the refugees’ integration in the new entity.

Education and enrolment in UNRWA’s (UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestinian 

Refugees) Work Projects were other means to integrate the refugees into the new polity. Vocational 

train ing and education prepared the second generation refugees for participation in the life of their 

new state. The regime supported integrative schemes such as the resettlement of refugees through 

agricultural projects and the building of proper dwellings to replace the existing tents. These schemes 

gave Palestinian refugees a sense of permanency in Jordan, and the regime hoped that better living

43 Sec Marsha Pripstein Posusney, “Behind the Ballot Box: Electoral Engineering in the Arab World,” MERIP 28,4, (Winter
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conditions will accelerate their integration into Jordan. Indeed, until the 1960s, the refugees did not 

try to organize as a distinct group, focusing rather on integrating into Jordanian society.44

The persistence of conflict among West Bank political groups enabled the regime to 

manipulate their internal divisions. In the traditional Nashashibi-Husayni conflict the Hashemites 

relied on their clients the Nashashibis. Hashemite supporters among the Palestinians were favored 

by the regime in the distribution of economic resources. This created tensions between those who 

opposed the regime and those who were willing to benefit from the resources made available by it. 

Furthermore, Palestinians residing in Jordan since 1948 felt threatened by the wave of separatist 

Palestinian nationalism of the late 1950s and 1960s. The regime accommodated the former group 

and cultivated their loyalty by bestowing political patronage upon them.45

Political cooptation was another tool used by the regime to extend its authority over the 

Palestinians, and to elicit a degree of acceptance from the Palestinian population. The practice of 

selectively appointing Palestinian elites to senior government positions commenced well before the 

annexation of the West Bank in 1950 and continued in later years.46 From the outset, influential 

Palestinian notables not associated with the Husayni faction in Jerusalem were appointed to the 

Senate, to cabinet posts, and to governorships, and the election of their followers to the Lower House 

was arranged by the authorities. Moreover, Palestinians who had served in the British Mandatory 

civil service, were immediately incorporated into the upper ranks of the Jordanian bureaucracy. The

“ See Plascov, The Palestinian Refugees in Jordan, p. 40.

45See Sayigh, Al-Urdun wa-l-Filastiniyun, p. 43; and Shaul Mishal, West Bank/East Bank: The Palestinians in Jordan, 
1949-1967 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1978), p. 45.

“ See Mishal, West Bank/East Bank, p. 8. In 1949 three West Bank Palestinians served as cabinet ministers: Rnhi Abdel 
Hadi, from Nablus, in Foreign Affairs; Khulusi Khayri, from Ramallah, in Trade and Agriculture; and Musa Nasir, from Ramallah, 
in Communications.
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regime was also effective in neutralizing Palestinian nationalist opposition figures through 

cooptation, usually by offering them m inisterial or ambassadorial posts.47 However, coopted 

Palestinians, loyalists or not, were often kept away from important and sensitive portfolios, such as 

the premiership, the M inistries of Interior and Information, and the high security and army posts.

Cooptation was also attempted through institutional channels. On 24 November 1974 King 

Hussein dissolved the 15 April 1967-elected Parliament Taken after the October 1974 Rabat 

Summit which declared the PLO ‘the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people,’ 

Hussein explained his decision as part of a general plan to restructure state institutions, henceforth 

restricting the kingdom to Transjordanians only. Palestinians were thus offered two choices: either 

remain in Jordan as Arab guests, or acquire Jordanian citizenship and integrate fully into Jordanian 

society. The objective, however, was to exclude the radical elements among the kingdom’s 

population from the government, thus limiting “the right of representation to those who accepted 

Jordanian citizenship, ... generally assumed to be of the moderate bourgeois class with vested 

interests in law and order being maintained in Jordan.”48

As a strategy to inhibit the emergence of a viable alternative to Hashemite rule, cooptation 

was also employed vis-a-vis the kingdom’s East Bank population. On 16 April 1978, the king created 

the National Consultative Council (al-Majlis al-Watani al-Istishari, NCC). Marketed as a tentative 

replacement for the dissolved Parliament, the creation of the NCC was yet another regime strategy 

to coopt and thus depoliticize strategic sectors of Jordanian society. In his letter to the prime

‘7See Clinton Bailey, Jordan's Palestinian Challenge 1948-1983: A Political History (Boulder: Wcstvicw Press, 1984), 
pp. 17 and 135. Palestinian opposition figures such as Anwar Nusseibeh, Qadri Tuqan, Anwar al-Khatib, Rashad al-Khadb, and 
Hanna ‘Atailah were offered ministerial or ambassadorial posts in the 1960s.

**NabeeI A. Khoury, “The National Consultative Council of Jordan: A Study in Legislative Development,” International 
Journal o f Middle East Studies 13,4, (November 1981), p. 430.
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minister, the king stated that “the Council's membership shall be [formed] from men with high 

qualities and correct popular representation and allegiance to the state, the nation, and the 

Constitution;” furthermore, the NCC’s function is “to provide opinion and advice and discuss the 

general policy [of the government] and consider all legislation and laws promulgated by the 

government in ... cooperation with the government and in the spirit of the public good.”49 NCC 

members were to be appointed by the king, however.

The creation of the NCC came on the morrow of a concerted effort, beginning in 1976, by 

a wide coalition of popular organizations, unions, and professional syndicates demanding, among 

other things, the restoration of parliamentary life, the easing of censorship on the press, and an end 

to violations of democratic liberties. By then different social groups had organized themselves in the 

syndicates, unions, and popular organizations. Given the regime’s ban on party politics since 1967, 

they used these organizations as channels for voicing socioeconomic grievances. This movement 

culminated in the holding of the Popular Congress (al-Mu. 'tamar al-Sha'bi), gathering an array of 

popular, union, and syndicate groups. In March 1978, a delegation representing the Congress met 

with the king, asking for the release of political prisoners and the restoration of democratic liberties. 

At the same time, and in tandem with these popular pressures, fissures within the ruling elite began 

to appear, with some elements calling for the restoration of political parties while others advocated 

greater elite participation in the affairs of the state. Against this background, the regime decided to 

form the NCC.50

“ Quoted in ‘Issam A h m a d  al-Fayycz, “al-Majlis al-Watani al-lstishari: Limadha Al’an?” [The National Counsultative 
Council: Why Now?] al-ffuriyya, 14 April 1978. The N .C C  included ten Palestinians residing in Jordan. See al-Ra ‘i al-'Am, 21 
April 1978.

“ This reconstruction o f events is based on the analysis in al-Fayyez, “al-Majlis al-Watani al-lstishari.” See also Middle East 
Contemporary Survey, 1977-78, p. S84; and Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1978-79, p. 629; and subsequent volumes.
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The foimation of the NCC was thus a maneuver by the regime to contain popular demands, 

fragment the opposition, and coopt certain social forces, while at the same time uniting its allies 

under an umbrella institution. Because NCC members were appointed by the king and its functions 

were purely advisory, its creation allowed the regime to appear as if it was responding to popular 

demands, though all along it stubbornly ignored their call for holding free elections and the 

restoration of parliamentary life. This, the regime hoped, would inhibit the organization of a 

burgeoning popular opposition movement beyond tolerable political confines, and lure to its side the 

movement’s weaker elements. Thus the creation of the NCC allowed the regime to use “the 

country’s political institutions to coopt intellectuals and businessmen, to appease traditional sectors 

of society and to mobilize support for Royal policies.”51 At best, Council members were expected 

to “perform quasi-legislative functions, represent certain sectors of society, and provide a legitimate 

forum for the presentation of diverse views. Being appointed into an institution having only 

consultative status, however, N.C.C. members can neither challenge the King nor act independently 

of him.”52 The Council was later dissolved on 7 January 1984, two days before Parliament was 

recalled to session by Royal Decree.53

The regime’s use of the kingdom’s political-legal and coercive edifice is but one method of

s'Khoury, “The National Consultative Council o f Jordan,” p. 428. See also Muhammad Suleiman al-Dajani and Mundher 
Suleiman al-Dajani, At-Madkhal ila al-Nizam al-Siyasi al-Urduni [An Introduction to the Jordanian Political System] (Amman: 
Palmino Press, 1993), pp. 130-131.

“ Khoury, “The National Consultative Council of Jordan,” p. 428.

“ Parliament had been dissolved in November 1974, ostensibly in compliance with the Rabat resolutions a month earlier. 
Amendments to the Constitution in 1974 and 1976 allowed for the indefinite postponement of elections for a new Lower House, 
enahling the regime to avoid holding elections only on the East Bank, an act that would symbolize its final disengagement from the 
West Bank. Parliament was reconvened by Royal Decree in January 1984 partly to fill vacancies caused by the passing away of a 
number o f deputies, but also in response to growing demands at the time by different political groups and personalities for greater 
political freedoms. A constitutional amendment allowed the Lower House to elect deputies for the West Bank vacant seats, while by- 
elections were held in March 1984 to fill the Erst Bank seats. See Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1983-84, pp. 511-514.
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ensuring its survival and inhibit the emergence of a viable alternative to Hashemite rule. Another 

method is to organize regime relations with strategic sectors of the population. The following section 

explores how the regime organized its relation with the tribes and the bedouins.

3.3.2 Organizing Monarchy-Tribal Relations

Following his grandfather’s footsteps, King Hussein carefully cultivated the loyalty of his 

tribal subjects. He m aintained a determ ined  interest in the welfare of the tribes, and paid close 

attention to their internal developments. This populist relationship with the tribes has earned 

successive Hashemite monarchs a great measure of tribal loyalty. By and large, “the ordinary 

tribesman, whether in the desert or on the farm or in the military, gave his automatic loyalty to the 

monarchs.”54 Like Abdullah, Hussein also used the institution of the army to organize relations 

between the Hashemite monarchy and the bedouin tribes to secure their loyalty. Major 

Transjordanian tribes - such as the Huwaytat, the Bani Sakhr, and the Sirhan - are heavily 

represented in the army. The upper echelons of the army are Transjordanian and bedouin 

dom inated 55 Eventually, the bedouin dominated the officers corps and the mobile strike forces. By 

the 1970s the Arab Army was “essentially a tribal army, a force based on and reflecting the social

3<Gubser, “Jordan: Balancing Pluralism and Authoritarianism,” p. 92.

55The importance of the army and its upper echelons to the king may be gleaned from King Hussein’s famous letter to his 
brother, and then Crown Prince, Hassan. In the letter Hussein criticizes Hassan for “meddling” in the affairs of the Arab Army. The 
famous passage from the letter reads: “I have intervened from my sickbed to prevent meddling in the affairs of the Arab Army. This 
meddling seemed to be meant to settle scores, and included retiring efficient officers known for their allegiance and whose history 
and bright records are beyond reproach. At the forefront were Field Marshal and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff” Abdel Hafiz 
Mira‘i al-Ka’abneh. See the text ofKing Hussein’s letter iaAsharq al-Awsat, 27 January 1999. Indeed, one week after assuming the 
reigns o f the monarchy, King Abdullah H retired ten high-ranking army commanders, probably for their close connections with 
Hassan. Four deputies to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff were retired. These are the number two man in the army Tahseen 
Shurdum (Infantry), Eid al-Rawdaan (Military Intelligence), Hamza ai-‘ Azab (Administration), and Mahmoud Fahad (Personnel). 
See as-Safir, 23 February 1999.
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structure of what were once the major bedouin tribes.”56 Moreover, members of the military 

establishment enjoy an array of social and economic privileges. The military establishment is amajor 

employer in the Jordanian economy, and the sole source of income for many bedouin and rural 

families.

As part ofhis neo-patrimonial strategy, Hussein deployed traditional, religious, and pan-Arab 

symbols to consolidate his relations with the tribal and conservative segments of the population. He 

perceives and presents himself as “the head of a family as much as the king of a country.”57 Indeed, 

Jordan ians, especially those from tribal backgrounds, often referred to him either as Sayyidna or Abu 

Abdallah, in deference to his fatherly persona. His posters and pictures, dotting the Jordanian 

landscape, always present him as the compassionate father figure. As the head of the extended 

Jordanian fam ily , Hussein tapped into the existing patriarchal social structure to rally support from 

the traditional sectors of society, especially the bedouin tribes, whose first loyalty is to the family. 

In their turn, the Hashemites have cultivated strong personal ties with the bedouin and the tribal 

chiefs. Moreover, prominent bedouin tribes and clans are represented in the Royal Court to ensure 

the loyalty of their constituencies. The Tribal Council, a department of the Royal Court, serves to 

promote the loyalty of the bedouin to the monarchy and maintains the monarchy in close touch with 

the rural areas of the East Bank.58

Monarchy-tribal relations however have not been always smooth. Indeed, during “the 

difficult years” of Hussein’s reign, in the 1950s, when pan-Arab sentiment was at its zenith, tribal

’‘Paul A. Jureidini and R_D. McLaurin, Jordan: The Impact o f Social Change on the Role ofthe Tribes The Washington 
Papers, 108, (New York: Praeger, 1984), p. 22.

37H. M. King Hussein of Jordan, Uneasy Lies the Head (London: William Heinemann Ltd., 1962), p. SO.

5>See Samir A. Mutawi, Jordan in the 1967 War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), p. 12.
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loyalty to the monarchy was not always guaranteed.59 Amidst the national liberation wave sweeping 

across the Arab world, and much of the Third World, Jordanian tribes split along bedouin (badawi) 

and peasant (falahi) lineages.60 Those from bedouin backgrounds stood solidly behind the monarchy,

parties, but especially the Communist and the Ba'thi ones. The army officers among this latter group 

formed an Egyptian-styled Jordanian Free Officers Movement It was this group that organized the 

failed 13 April 1957 mutiny at the al-Zarqa’ military camp led by Army Chief of Staff Ali Abu 

Nuwwar, and it fell to the army’s bedouin cadres and officers to shield the monarchy at its moment

without even knowing if its occupant were still alive. Such loyalty left an indelible mark on Hussein, 

who thereafter never overlooked the bedouin’s bedrock role in maintaining the army and the 

Hashemite system in general.”62 After the coup, the new Chief of Staff, Habis al-Majali, purged the 

army of all suspected elements. Later, in the 1960s, under the supervision of the fiercely loyal and 

energetic Wasfi al-Tall, and through public spending, employment, and health projects, the regime 

succeeded in reintegrating those tribes that had swerved towards the radical camp. This restoration 

of the old pact between the Hashemite monarchy and the tribes proved pivotal during the bloody

^For a discussion see Kamal S. Salibi, The Modem History o f Jordan (London: I. B. Tauris & Co. Ltd., 1993), pp. 197*221. 
The quote is the title of chapter nine.

“ See Hattar, “Al-’Asha’ir wa-l-‘Asabiyya wa-l-Dawla;” and idem, “Akhta’ wa Akhtar Hawl ai-Urdun,” [Mistakes and 
Dangers Concerning Jordan] as-Safir, 23 February 1999.

“ For details see SattlofT From Abdullah to Hussein, pp. 165-172. For Hussein’s account see al-Hussein BinTalal, Mihnati 
KamalUc Ahadeeth Malakiyya [My Vocation as King; Royal Conversations] (Amman: n.p., 1979), pp. 128-145. See also Ali Abu 
Nuwar, Hina Talashat al-'Arab: Muthakkarat fi-l-Siyasa al-'Arabiyya, 1948-1964 [When the Arabs Dispersed: Memoirs of Arab 
Politics] (London: DarAl Saqi, 1990), pp. 308-328.

while those from peasant origins affiliated themselves with different radical political trends and

of crisis.61 Indeed, at al-Zaraq’ “the bedouin showed themselves willing to fight for the throne

“ SartlofL From Abdullah to Hussein, p. 168.
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September 1970 confrontation with the Palestinian organizations in Jordan. The pact endured for 

well over two decades, after which cracks in the monarchy-tribe alliance began reappearing, most 

notably in the worrisome riots of 1989 (which started inMa'an), 1996(inKarak)and 1998 (Ma‘an).

In addition to deploying political-legal mechanisms and organizing monarchy-tribal relations, 

the Hashemite regime has also attempted to control the number, scope, and functions of political 

parties. The following section explores this theme.

3.3.3 The Role o f Political Parties

Organized political practice, based upon popular, ideologically-oriented political parties, 

emerged in Jordan only after the 1950 ‘union’ of the two Banks. Until then, British authorities had 

actively inhibited the emergence of popular political parties.63 The introduction of a politically- 

sophisticated Palestinian community after 1950, and the prevailing atmosphere of political upheaval 

sweeping through the Arab world, opened the way for the emergence of popular, ideological parties. 

In fact, between 1950 and 1957 (when political parties were later banned), no less than seven 

ideological political parties were established in Jordan.64 The regime responded on 30 March 1955, 

promulgating Law number 15, better known as the Political Parties Law.

Although article 3 of Law 15 guaranteed the right of all Jordanians to “establish political 

parties, as long as their objectives were legitimate and their means peaceful,” the details of the Law

°For a dicussion see Abdallah Naqrash, Al-Tajriba al-Htzbiyya fi-t-U rdun [The Party Experiment in Jordan] (Amman: 
Lajnar Tarikh al-Urdun, 1991).

64See Hani Hourani, ed., Al-Ahzab al-Siyasiyya al-Urehmiyya [Jordanian Political Parties] (Amman: Sindbad Publishing 
House, 1997), Table 4, p. IS. These were: Hizb al-Jabha al-Wataniyya (National Front Party), Hizb al-Ba‘th al-Arabi al-Ishtiraki 
(Arab Socialist Resurrection Party), al-Hizb al-Shuyoo‘i al-Urduni (Jordanian Communist Party), Hizb al-Tahrir (Liberation Party), 
Harakat al-Qawmiyoun al-‘Arab (Movement o f Arab Nationalists), al-Hizb al-Suri al-Qawmi. al-Ijtima‘ i (Syrian Social National 
Party), and al-Hizb al-Watani al-Ishtiraki (National Socialist Party).
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told a different story.65 Section 3 of article 5, as well as article 11, gave the cabinet the power to grant 

or reject applications for party licences and disband any existing political party; moreover, cabinet 

decisions were final and could not be appealed. Furthermore, article 10 empowered the cabinet to 

disband any political party as long as it, that is the cabinet, was convinced that “(1) its objectives are 

no longer legitimate, or its means no longer peaceful..., or (2) it violated its basic by-laws, or (3) it 

presented to the pertinent official authorities... fraudulent documents, or (4) it received material or 

moral support from any foreign source, or (5) it broke any of this Law’s stipulations.” Given that 

cabinet, and no other authority, had a monopoly over the interpretation of these conditions, especially 

the claim that a party received ‘moral support’ from a foreign source,66 the Political Parties Law was 

actually intended to exclude anti-regime factions from the political arena. The right to establish 

political parties was thus reserved to pro-regime groups. This amounted to a legal intervention by 

the regime to structure the opposition’s political organization, or the lack of it.

In the 1950s, legal prerogatives were used to prevent the formation of a number of parties 

who opposed the policies of the regime. These were the leftist Hizb al-Jabha al-Wataniyya (National 

Front Party), Hizb al-Ba‘th al-Arabi al-Ishtiraki (Arab Socialist Ba‘th Party), and Hizb al-Shuyoo‘i 

al-Urduni (Jordanian Communist Party), and the Islamist Hizb al-Tahrir (Liberation Party).67 The 

Moslem Brotherhood, on the other hand, albeit ruthlessly repressed in other neighboring states, was

“ Sec Hani Hourani, “Qanun al-Ahzah al-Siyasiyya waTatawwural-Hayatal-Hizbiyyaal-Urduniyya,” [The Political Parties 
Law and the Development o f Jordanian Party Life] in Hani Hourani et al, eds., Al-Murshid ila al-Ahzab al-Siyasiyya [Guide to 
Political Parties] (Amman: Al-Urdun al-Jadid Research Center and Sindbad Publishing House, 1995), p. 20. All other quotations from 
Law 15 are also taken from p. 20. For a list o f Jordanian political parties and their ideological orientations see idem, cd., Al-Ahzab 
al-Siyasiyya al-Urduniyyar, and Abla M. Amawi, “Jordan,” in Frank Tachau, ed.. Political Parties o f the Middle East and North 
Africa (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1994), pp. 270-295.

“ This stipulation probably reflects the regime’s fear from Egyptian and Syrian meddling in domestic affairs.

"See Hourani, Al-Ahzab al-Siyasiyya al-Urduniyya, Table 4, p. 15.
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allowed to operate in Jordan. This is largely because it shared the regime’s anti-Communist policies, 

allying itself with the Hashemites in their battles against Palestinian and Arab nationalist opponents, 

but also because the regime did not want to risk pushing the Brotherhood to the opposition’s side. 

The Brotherhood was handsomely rewarded for supporting the regime at its moments of peril. When 

martial law was declared on 17 April 1957, after the failed al-Zarqa’ coup attempt, the Brotherhood 

was the only political organization allowed to retain its legal status under the cover of a charitable 

foundation.68

Similar tactics were used with West Bank Palestinians. For example, and until the 1967 loss 

of the West Bank to Israel, the regime concentrated its energies on restricting the activities of the 

Palestinian opposition parties and inhibiting the emergence of a united, effective political leadership, 

representative of Palestinian opinion on the West Bank.69 The most effective legal measures in this 

regard were the aforementioned Emergency Defense Regulations, the Political Parties Law, and the 

Anti-Communist Law. These laws enabled the regime to suppress any form of political activity, 

dissolve or prohibit any form of political organization, that threatened (or was felt to threaten) the 

regime’s control over the political arena.

On the morrow of the September 1970 civil war, and as part of King Hussein’s 1972 United 

Arab Kingdom proposal to unite both East and West Banks, the Hashemite regime experimented 

with establishing a single, all-inclusive, party. Thus it founded in 1972 the Jordanian National Union

41 See Ibrahim Gharaybeh, Jama ‘a t al-Dchwan al-Muslimin fi-l-Urdun: 1964-1996 [Th Moslem Brotherhood in Jordan] 
(Amman: Markaz al-Urdun al-Jadid lii-Dirasaat/Dar Sindibad Iil-Nashr, 1997), p. 67; Marion Boulby, “The Ideology and Social Base 
o f the Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood: 1945-1993,” Ph.D. dissertation, (University ofToronto, 1996), pp. 67-70; and Nivine Abdel 
Min‘em Mas'ad, “Jadaliyyat al-Istib‘ad wa-L-Musharaka: Muqarana bayna Jabhat al-Inqadh al-lslamiyya 6-l-Jaza’irw a Jama‘at al- 
Dchwan al-Muslimeen fi-l-Urdun,” {The Dialectic ofExclusion and Participation: A Comparison between the Islamic Salvation Front 
in Algeria and the Moslem Brotherhood Group in Jordan] al-Mustaqbal al-'Arabi 145, (March 1991), pp. 54*74.

“ See Amnon Cohen, Political Parties in the West Bank under the Jordanian Regime, 1949-1967(Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1982); and Mishal, West Bank/East Bank, pp. 92-110.
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(al-Ittihad cd-Watani al-Urdunni, JNU), later renamed the Arab National Union. The regime sought 

to use the JNU to achieve a number of objectives: fill the political vacuum left from the 1970-71 

crisis, organize an overarching political and popular coalition that reaches beyond the tribes and the 

army, and, consequently, encourage national mobilization and unity in an effort to gain a measure 

of popular support The project proved stillborn, however, lasting only two years. The PLO rejected 

the idea of unity, and Wasfi al-Tall, the brain behind the whole project was assassinated in Cairo 

in 1971.70

Attempts at restricting party life on both banks of the River Jordan ultimately led to a state 

of coexistence between the radical, though banned, political parties and the regime for close to four 

decades. The regime acknowledged its inability to neutralize these radical parties, while the latter 

recognized the futility of attempts aimed at challenging the Hashemite monarchy. By the time the 

1989 Parliamentary elections were held, the regime had come to accept the existence of these parties. 

However it did not relinquish its efforts to control and undermine their influence whenever the 

occasion arose.

The preceding analysis has surveyed how the Hashemite regime deployed the kingdom’s 

political-legal and coercive edifice, organized its relations with the tribes and the bedouin population, 

and selectively restricted political activity to inhibit the emergence of a kingdom-wide viable 

alternative to Hashemite rule. Yet despite its success in this latter objective, the regime was not 

capable of spreading its control over all the active segments of society and, consequently, its

70 Adrian Abu Odeh was appointed on 11 October 1972 Secretary General of the Union. See Hourani, “Qanun al-Ahzab al- 
Siyasiyy a wa Tatawwur al-Hay at al-Hizb iyy a al-Urduniyya,” p. 21; idem, “Al-Ahzab ai-S iy asiyya al-Urduniyya: Tarikhiha, Itijahatiha 
al-Idyologiyya wa-l-Siyasiyya wa Waqi'iha,” [Jordanian Political Parties: Their History, Ideological and Political Orientations and 
their Reality] in Hourani, cd., Al-Ahzab al-Siyasiyya al-Urduniyya, p. 16; and Mutawi, Jordan in the 1967 War, p. 188. For a 
biography of Tall see Asher Susser, On Both Banks ofthe Jordan: A Political Biography afW asfi Al-Tall (Essex: Frank Cass, 1994).
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autonomy in taking foreign policy and alignment choices was severely constrained. Indeed, what is 

most interesting about the organization of political life in Jordan, is that whenever the regime 

prohibited party politics, or ensured the election of a pliable Parliament, the opposition channeled 

its resources and energies away from party or Parliamentary life to the realm of the professional 

syndicates (al-naqabat al-mihaniyya).n Over the years, the naqabat became “substitutes for political 

parties,” amassing a political weight that the regime could not afford to ignore.72 The naqabat were 

the vehicles for the expression of public opinion.73 Their memberships and internal battles reflected 

the population’s variable political affiliations. It is thus necessary to look at the organization of state- 

society relations, or the lack of it, in Jordan beyond the realm of political parties. For there, even 

under the shadow of martial law, political life survived, and the regime’s attempt to control the 

active sectors of society was resisted successfully.74

3.3.4 Professional Syndicates, Labor Unions, and Popular Organizations

This section focuses on the relation between the regime and a number of active social groups, 

namely the professional syndicates, the labor unions, and popular organizations. Whether or not the 

Hashemite regime successfully penetrated and controlled these different sectors, or even intended 

to do so, is indicative of the parameters of political participation and opposition it was willing to 

tolerate, even after martial law was declared in 1957 and then in 1967. It also reflects the level of

n Naqabat may be translated as syndicates or unions. In this study, whenever the reference is to peasant or professional 
naqabat, the English term used is syndicates. Alternatively, when it is used in reference to labor, the term union is employed.

^Interview with Taher ai-Masri. Former Prime Minister, Foreign Minister, and Speaker o f the Lower House. Senator. 
Amman, 2 December 1998.

73 Interview with Leila Sharafr Amman, 8 December 1998.

’‘Martial law was lifted nineteen months after the April 1957 coup attempt at al-Zarqa’. It was later reinstated on the eve 
of the 1967 War, and maintained until April 1989 when it was frozen and later lifted.
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control the regime commands over the domestic political arena and, consequently, whether the 

organization of state-society relations plays either an enabling or a constraining role regarding 

foreign policy and alignment choices. This in turn reflects the level of autonomy the regime 

commands in taking foreign policy and alignment choices.

The Professional Syndicates

The founding of Jordan’s professional syndicates dates back to the kingdom’s politically 

tumultuous decades, the 1950s and 1960s. The Lawyers syndicate was founded in 1950, followed 

by the Dentists and Journalists in 1952, the Doctors in 1954, the Pharmacists in 1957, and the 

Engineers in 1958. The Agricultural Engineers syndicate was founded in 1966, while those of 

Nurses, Geologists, and Veterinarians were later formed in 1972.75 Established by members of the 

social and educated elite, the objective of these naqabat was to organize professional practice, 

oversee standards, defend the rights of professionals in the public or private sectors, and provide 

services for needy members. Nevertheless, since their founding, professional syndicates were 

involved closely in political activity, stagging strikes and petitioning the government on different 

occasions. Indeed, several syndicate activists were seasoned leaders of different political parties.76 

Their membership was also predominantly Palestinian, a consequence of this segment’s vocational 

preferences and higher education levels.

At the outset, the Hashemite regime did not impede the development of professional

75See Hussein Abu-Rumman, D alil al-Naqabat al-Mihaniyya al-Urduniyya [Guide to Jordanian Professional Syndicates] 
(Amman: Markaz al-Urdun ai-Jadid lil-Dirasaat, 1995).

7sFor example, the doctors Abdel Rihman Far'oun (al-Watani al-Ishtiraki), Abdel Rihman Shuqair and Ya'qoub Zayadeen 
(ai-Jabhaai-Wataniyya). The lawyers YihyaHamouda(al-Jabhaal-Wataniyya), Abdallah al-Rimawi, and AbdallahNa'was (aI-Ba‘th). 
See Mustafa Hamameh, M askro' al-Mujtama ‘ al-tAadani wa-l-Tafunvwui al-D im uqraiifi-l- Watan at- 'ArabL Al-Urdun [The Project 
on Civil Society and Democratic Transformation in the Arab World: Jordan] (Cairo: Markaz Ibn-Khaldun lil-Dirasaat al-Inma’iyya, 
1995), pp. 80-82.
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syndicates. On the contrary, it encouraged their creation, allowing them to draft independently the 

details of their respective statutes.77 The regime may have even indirectly empowered the naqabat 

when it agreed to the latter’s condition that membership in professional syndicates be made 

compulsory for all professionals. Otherwise professionals were not allowed to practice. Yet because 

the kingdom’s Constitution contained no article addressing clearly the subject of syndicate 

formation, laws legalizing professional syndicates were promulgated based on article 31 of the 1952 

Constitution. Falling under the chapter pertaining to the prerogatives ofthe king, article 31 stipulates 

that “The King approves laws and promulgates them. He directs the enactment of rules and 

regulations for the enforcement of these laws.” The intentions behind this legal choice are dubious, 

given that article 16 - which states that “Jordanians shall have the right to form societies [al- 

jam ’iyyat\ and political parties provided their objects are lawful” - is a more appropriate choice. Be 

that as it may, the regime allowed the syndicates a broad space to organize their internal structures, 

a policy it would later regret.

Though weak and low-profiled in the 1950s, successive political debacles catapulted the 

syndicates to the fore of political life. The banning of political parties in 1957, the loss of the West 

Bank in 1967, and the bloody clashes between the regime and the Palestinian organizations in 1970- 

71, all these events created a vacuum in Jordanian political life, one that was ultimately filled by the 

professional syndicates. They gradually emerged as “the real political parties in the country.”78

^See Zayd Hamza, “Al-Infhah al-Siyasi wa Ada’ al-Munazamaat al-Naqabiyya wa-l-Mihaniyya,” [The Democratic 
Openness and the Performance of the Syndicate and Professional Organizations] in Hussein Abu-Rumman, ed., Al-Masar al- 
Dimuqratifi-1-Urdun...HaAyrt?! [The Jordanian Democratic Path~WhereTo?I] ( A m m a n - Markaz al-Urdun al-Jadid Iil-Dirasaat/Dar 
Sindbad lil-Nashr, 1996), pp. 158-159.

"Interview with Ibrahim ‘Izziddine. Former Minister of Information and former Minister of State for Prime Ministerial 
Affairs. Amman, 14 December 1998.
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La the aftermath of the 1967 defeat, when, both regime and society were in a state of shock, 

syndicates moved to fill the political void. In coordination with several prominent national figures, 

leaders of the professional syndicates formed the Professional Rally (al-Tajammo' al-Mihani). Its 

purpose was to involve professional cadres in a critical reassessment of the role played by public and 

private (party) institutions in the 1967 defeat. By so doing, the Rally hoped to lay the groundwork 

for a renewed political effort in the kingdom. Still reeling from the shock of the 1967 defeat, the 

regime stood helpless in the face of such unprofessional political involvements by the syndicates. 

It rather attempted to appease the Rally by partaking in financing the syndicates’ headquarters, then 

still under construction. King Hussein even received the leadership of the Rally and blessed their 

efforts. After this successful first step, labor unions, banned political parties, and different Palestinian 

factions in Jordan joined the Professional Rally, which was renamed the National Rally (al- 

Tajammo' al-Watani).19 However this underm ined the role of the naqabat, who were soon 

overshadowed by the Palestinian factions. As a result, the naqabat assumed a back seat to the more 

radical Palestinian organizations who dom inated the Jordanian political arena, as well as internal 

syndicate politics, until they were later crushed by the regime in 1970-71.

The decimation of the Palestinian movement in Jordan in 1970-71, and the consequent 

unleashing of the mukhabarat against opposition groups, was instrumental in shifting political 

practice to the professional syndicates.80 Henceforth the syndicates would become the mouthpiece 

of the opposition parties, voicing political views against those of the regime. Not without a price,

’’For al-Tajammo' al-M ihani and al-Tajammo' al-W atani see Zayd Hamza, ‘“ Odwiyyat al-Naqabaat,” [The Membership 
ofthe Syndicates] Paper Presented at the Conference on Professional Syndicates, Urdun al-Jadid Research Center, (Amman, 1998), 
pp. 5-6, also printed in al-Dustur, 24 September 1998; Hamza, “Al-Infitah al-Siyasi wa Ada’ al-Munazamaat al-Naqabiyya wa-l- 
Mihaniyya,” p. 1S9; and Brand, “‘In the Beginning was the State...’,” p. 166.

10See Hamarneh, Al-Urdun, p. 62.
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however. In the 1950s, the regime had identified the radical political parties as the enemy. After 1967 

the label was passed to the armed Palestinian organizations in Jordan. By the time these 

organizations were routed in 1970-71, the syndicates had become the regime’s principal source of 

threat The king denounced them on numerous occasions, reminding them to limit their activities to 

professional responsibilities, and desist from meddling in political issues.81 Many members of the 

regime perceived the syndicates as an extension ofthe PLO.82

As soon as the regime eliminated the threat from the Palestinian organizations in 1970-1971, 

it turned against the naqabat. The latter had sided with the Palestinian organizations during their 

confrontation with the regime. Then in 1972 the regime introduced changes to the existing syndicate 

laws. These changes empowered the cabinet to dissolve professional syndicates, their councils, and 

the Professional Rally if it deems it necessary for security purposes. Moreover, the new syndicate 

laws stipulated that cabinet had to approve the creation of professional syndicates, and that its 

decisions were final and not open for appeal.83 Clearly, these new legal prerogatives aimed at 

providing the regime greater control over the syndicates. Yet apart from disbanding the Professional 

Rally, on grounds that its activities were of a political rather than a professional nature, the regime 

shied away from dissolving any professional syndicate. In a country where all other avenues for 

political protest and participation were closed, the regime opted not to take that “sensitive” step.84 

Syndicates remained the only vehicle for some measure of political activity and for the expression

“ Interview with Leila Sharaf Amman, 8 December 1998.

“ Interview with Mustafa Hamarneh. Director, Center for Strategic Studies, University o f Jordan. A m m a n ,  29 December
1998.

“ See Hamarneh, Al-Urdun, p. 8 1.

“ Interview with Leila Sharaf Amman, 8 December 1998.
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of public frustration.

In the absence of political parties, elections for leadership posts in the different syndicates, 

or for the Syndicates’ Council (majlis al-naqabat), became purely political showdowns. The 

headquarters ofthe different syndicates, atowering building in the Shmaysani neighborhood known 

as mujama ‘ al-naqabat, became the hub of political activity. Citizens - well beyond the syndicates’ 

membership rosters - monitored these elections “to gauge the shifting relative power of the illegal, 

but nonetheless operative, political parties in the country.”85 Everyone, including the regim e, knew 

which candidate or list was supported by which (banned) political party or organization. Fateh, the 

Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, both the Iraqi and Syrian wings of the Ba‘th, the 

C om m unists, and the Moslem Brotherhood all supported or fielded candidates and lists in these 

elections.

The regime used a number of tactics to control and intimidate the syndicates. It fielded its 

own candidates during elections for the executive boards of the different syndicates, and instructed 

its supporters to vote for these candidates. Alternatively, and to intimidate syndicate leaders, 

intelligence officers were sent to monitor the syndicates’ public meetings. Their task was to be 

visible, and report on, but not interfere in, syndicate activities. Occasionally, agents would instigate 

troubles during public gatherings as an excuse to break them up, or they would arrest a loud 

syndicate leader.86

Though constrained, the political functions of the professional syndicates as mouthpieces for 

the political opposition continued after 1971. But it was in reaction to Sadat’s visit to Jerusalem in

“ Brand, “‘In the Beginning was the State...*,” p. 166. 

“ Interview with Leila Shara£ Amman, S December 1998.
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November 1977 that the syndicates mobilized to regain the initiative and assume a greater political 

role. The presidents of the different unions met and established the Council of Professional Unions 

(Majlis al-Naqabat al-Mihaniyya, CPU), whose task was to coordinate the activities ofthe different 

syndicates.87 These developments transpired at a time when a generational change was occurring 

within the syndicates. Until the mid-1970s, the syndicates were led by the generation who came to 

political consciousness in the 1950s. This generation of leaders upheld Arab nationalist affiliations. 

By the end ofthe 1970s, however, the syndicates had been infiltrated and controlled by radical leftist 

groups, namely the Communist ,  Fateh, and the PFLP.88 This change of leadership, at a time of great 

political turmoil in the region, allowed the syndicates to resume their role as mouthpieces for the 

political factions controlling them and for popular sentiments at large.

The syndicates took a vocal stance against a host of issues. On the morrow of Israel’s 

invasion ofLebanon in 1978, and under the auspices ofthe CPU, the General Secretariat for Patriotic 

and Popular Forces in Jordan (al-Amana al- 'Amma lil-Qrwa al-Wataniyya wa-l-Sha ‘biyya fi-l- 

Urdun) was founded. Gathering members from across the political spectrum, including Communists, 

Ba‘thists, Fateh, and some independents, this new body sought to devise a novel framework for 

political action. It functioned for some four years, but by 1982 political squabbling had prevented 

it from launching a framework for joint political activity. By 1983, and as a consequence of further 

divisions caused by the internal split in the PLO, its activity was frozen.89

Syndicates also voiced opposition against any peaceful settlement with Israel and the Camp

,7Sec Brand, Palestinians in the Arab World: Institution Building and the Searchfor State (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1988), p. 178.

“ See Hamarneh, Al-Urdun, p. 85.

“ See Laurie A. Brand, Palestinians in the Arab World, p. 179-180; and as-Safir, 3 July 1980.
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David Accords of September 1978. They denounced the security  forces’ crack down on student and 

popular demonstrations organized after the signing of the March 1979 Washington Treaty. In this 

case, the naqabat, in a statement signed by the general-secretaries of nine syndicates, denounced 

state transgressions against individual rights and freedoms, and called upon the regime to respect the 

right of free organization and expression, allow the press to operate freely, cancel martial laws and 

emergency courts, and guarantee the freedom of the judiciary.90 They also championed different 

Palestinian and Arab causes. Numerous conferences and bazaars were held to commemorate and 

celebrate Land Day (Yawm al-Ard), the Palestinian Prisoner’s Day (Yawm al-Aseeral-Falastinf), the 

intifada, and to denounce American raids onLibya. These activities enabled professional syndicates, 

and thus the political parties controlling them, to expand the parameters of political activity 

sanctioned by the regime, at a time when they were being steadily tightened after the middle 1980s. 

This probably explains why the regime attempted to clip the wings of the syndicates during Zayd al- 

Rifa'i’s second tenure as Prime Minister, from 1985 to 1989.

Rifa‘i was bent on forcing a showdown with the syndicates who, in turn, braced themselves 

for a battle for their very existence. In 1988 some elements in the press, most probably at the behest 

of the cabinet, launched a scathing attack against the syndicates. Charging that the syndicates had 

deviated from their professional responsibilities, they questioned the constitutionality and necessity 

of the syndicates. The syndicates responded by releasing a manifesto charging that the campaign was 

being orchestrated by the regime, and that its aim  was to liquidate them.91 In fact, in that same year,

90See as-Safir, 14 April 1979.

’‘See Hamarneh, Al-Urdun, pp. 85-87.
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the Rifa‘i cabinet had started studying anew syndicates law.92 However the anticipated confrontation 

never materialized, largely because of the upheavals that took place in Jordan’s southern cities in 

April 1989, and the consequent dismissal ofthe Rifa‘ i cabinet Thus the new law under consideration 

was never promulgated. According to Taher al-Masri, the 1989 upheavals were in part caused by the 

hard line position Rifa‘i took vis-a-vis the professional syndicates.93

Both the Palace and the security services may have desired a greater measure of control over 

the syndicates. The intelligence services even formed a separate department to deal with issues 

relating to the syndicates. Their efforts were thwarted for several reasons, however. The syndicates 

were not a political party that could be easily penetrated or controlled. They were rather the arena 

where all the “refuseniks” gathered in opposition to the regime and operated as a group.94 This made 

it more difficult for the regime to persecute them as individuals. Moreover, cognizant that they 

would be vulnerable to greater regime intim idation and control if each syndicate operated 

independent of all the others, on political matters syndicates functioned collectively, thus shielding 

themselves from regime pressures. They organized their political activities through the CPU. 

Syndicates were also well-off, and raised their financial resources independently. This allowed them 

a measure of autonomy from the state.95 Moreover, and unlike the trade unions, the constitutions of 

the professional syndicates are not subject to the Ministry of Labor. Thus the ministry cannot 

interfere in their affairs at will. That professionals were successfully self employed, and not

■"Interview with Zayd al-Rifa'i. Former Chief ofthe Royal Court and Prime Minister. Current Speaker of M ajlis cd-A 'yan 
and M ajlis al-Umma. Amman, 14 December 1998.

"Interview with Taher al-Masri, Amman, 2 December 1998.

94Interview with Leila Sharaf Amman, 8 December 1998.

"Interview with Ibrahim Tzziddme, Amman, 14 December 1998.
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employees of the state, strengthened their immunity from government intimidations. Finally, 

members of the professional syndicates, considered a part of the social elite, had sufficient political 

and family connections, and economic clout, to counter at least some of the pressures from the 

security forces.96

Despite tireless efforts by the security services and successive cabinets, the professional 

syndicates successfully resisted numerous attempts by the regime to corporatize them, bringing them 

under state control. Syndicates were largely successful in protecting their organizational resources 

and autonomy, m aintaining  an active opposition role in the kingdom’s political life, even after 

politics was legally banned. As substitutes for political parties, mirroring public sentiments, they 

accumulated a political weight that the regime could neither afford to ignore nor violently repress. 

Certainly the structure of their organizational composition contributed to their independence, but so 

did the regime’s willingness to tolerate some form of pluralism in the kingdom. The active role of 

the naqabat is an indicator of the Hashemite regime’s inability to spread its control over all the 

active sectors of society. Consequently, this constrained its ability to ignore domestic pressures when 

taking foreign policy and alignment choices.

The Labor Unions

Compared to the record of professional syndicates, the story of Jordan’s labor unions is an 

unhappy one. Pursued perennially by repressive government action, Jordan’s labor unions were never 

able to muster the political prestige enjoyed by the professional syndicates. The genesis of a 

burgeoning labor force in Transjordan dates back to the 1920s and 1930s. However because of a 

number of legal prerogatives - such as the Exile and Expulsion Law, the Collective Punishment Law

96See Brand, Palestinians in the Arab World, p. 179; and idem, “‘In the Beginning was the Stale...’,” p. 167.
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(1928), and the Defense Law (1935), Jordanian authorities, in collaboration with British officials, 

succeeded during this period in inhibiting the emergence of an organized labor movement on the 

East Bank.97 The ‘union’ ofthe two B anks in 1950 injected the Jordanian labor force with a more 

experienced and organized Palestinian labor movement. Labor leaders also capitalized on the 

relatively relaxed political atmosphere in Jordan between 1953 and 1957 and, with the help of the 

International Labor Organization and politicians from the Ba‘th and the Communist parties, pressed 

the government ofF awzi al-MuIqi to legalize labor union activities. The combination of these factors 

resulted in the promulgation of Labor Unions Law number 35 of 1953, legalizing the right to 

organize labor unions, but outlawing their involvement in any form of political activity. Despite 

government procrastination in approving the formation of new unions, and threats by private 

enterprises to discharge en mass unionized workers, on 1 May 1954, six labor unions formed the 

General Federation ofLabor Unions (al-Ittihad al- ‘Amm li-Naqabat al- 'Ummal, GFLU). It was later 

legalized by the government on 25 July 1954. The GFLU played an instrumental role in organizing 

workers from different sectors in their respective unions. By the end of 1955,25  out of the existing 

37 unions had joined the GFLU, and membership in the GFLU rose from 465 in 1955 to 9,566 in 

1957.98

From the founding of the GFLU in 1954 until the political openings of 1989, regime-labor 

relations passed through four distinct phases. From 1954 and until the declaration of martial law in

97See Hani Hourani, Muhawalaat al-Tanzim al- 'Ommali f i  Sharqi al-Urdun: 1926-1984 [Attempts at Labor Organization 
in East Jordan] (Amman: Maktabat Amman, 1993).

’‘See Hani Hourani, Al-Haraka al- 'Ommaliyya al-Urduniyya (1948-1988) : Marahel Tatawuriha -wa Qadayaha al-Rahina 
[The Jordanian Labor Movement: The Stages of its Development and its Current Issues] (Nicosia: TiLO . Co. Ltd., 1989), pp. 16-17. 
Hourani’s book, upon which this section draws heavily, is the best study o f the history o f Jordan’s labor movement until 1988. 
Hourani is the ideologue ofthe left-wing Jordanian Democratic People's Party (HAS HD).
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April 1957, labor unions mobilized around a host of vocational and political concerns. The 

promulgation in 1955 of the Labor Compensation Law was the result of sustained labor union

strikes or other forms of political agitation, as was the case during the labor-organized 

demonstrations against the Baghdad Pact in 1956.

Once martial law was introduced in 1957, labor union activity was curtailed significantly,

union leadership fled the kingdom fearing persecution by the authorities in Amman, others were 

sum m arily jailed. Union activity came increasingly under the jurisdiction of the security services. 

Union representatives were not allowed to travel without prior permission from the mukhabarat. 

Several unions, such as those for cement workers, farmers, government employees, and public 

teachers, were forced to dissolve themselves. By 1961 the number of unions decreased to 16, whith 

the number of union members falling in 1960 to less than 9,000 members. The promulgation of 

Employment Law 21 of 1961 signaled the regime’s intention to penetrate and control the labor 

movement and inhibit its emergence as an independent organization beyond state control. On the 

surface, Law 21 granted workers a number of rights: it allowed them to organize unions, limited 

working hours, organized employer-employee relations, fixed wages for extra-time working hours, 

and even allowed workers to strike. But a vague article buried in the law allowed the government 

to punish striking workers as long as the strike jeopardized public safety, and enumerated a number 

of punishments for workers who instigate these strikes. Given that it was the government who 

decided whether or not a strike jeopardized public safety, technically, then, this legal stipulation

lobbying with government officials. Political differences with state policies were voiced through

and the emasculation of the Jordanian labor movement commenced in earnest While part of the
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negated the workers’ right to strike, and sanctioned its punishment." At the same time, leadership 

positions in the different unions and in the GFLU were shifting slowly to the hands of pliant pro

regime leaders bent on controlling and emasculating the labor movement. These leaders, such as 

Muhammad Jawhar, the president of the GFLU, resisted all attempts to transform the labor 

movement into a broad-based popular movement Rather, they ensured that unions remained weak 

skeletal structures, void of any real bargaining power with private business. As a result, many 

workers lost confidence in their leadership, and abstained from union organizing. Such behavior 

further weakened the labor movement allowing the regime greater control over its activities.100

The 1967 fiasco allowed labor unions a much-needed reprieve from regime interference. 

Largely to placate the domestic opposition, the regime relaxed its controls over society. After two 

years of confusion, and beginning in the middle of 1969, the labor movement resumed its struggle 

for workers’ rights. Often accompanied by strikes, these struggles revolved around a number of 

demands, such as a wage increase, medical insurance, paid medical leaves, compensation for 

transportation expenses, and fixing the minim um  wage. However the most important achievements 

of the labor movement in this period were the extension ofthe right to union organizing to spheres 

where it had hitherto been banned - such as in the cement sector; the use of strikes to pressure 

employers; and finally , the banning of punitive dismissals (al-fasel al-ta ‘assufi). By 1969, the 

number of organized unions had increased to forty, compared to twenty in 1967, while union 

membership jumped to 40,000 in 1970, compared to 26,000 in 1967.101

"See Hamarneh, Al-Urdun, pp. 97-98.

'“ See Hourani, Al-Haraka al-'Ommaliyya al-Urduniyya, pp. 20-25.

101 See ibitL, p. 34.
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Despite these palpable accomplishments, the atmosphere ofrelaxed political liberties inpost- 

1967 Amman was detrimental to the progress of the labor movement The radical Palestinian 

organizations in Jordan attracted large numbers of workers to their ranks. Palestinian o rganizations 

replaced unions and workers in their struggles with their employers. Instead of strugg ling  as a labor 

movement to achieve workers* rights, workers opted to address their problems through their 

respective political organizations rather than through their unions. Moreover, by supporting 

conservative union leaders in executive elections to the GFLU, Palestinian organizations impeded 

the ability of workers to achieve all their rights. Both union leaders and Palestinian organizations 

preferred piecemeal, rather than comprehensive, resolutions to labor demands, always under the 

pretext of ‘consolidating the unity of the ranks’ in the struggle against Israel. This behavior proved 

divisive, however, serving to undermine the power of organized labor in Jordan.102

The hiatus in the regime’s control over the labor movement proved stillborn, however. No 

sooner had the army ejected the Palestinian movement from Jordan in 1971, the regime, through the 

Ministry of Social Affairs and Labor, under whose jurisdiction labor unions fell, launched a 

systematic campaign to weed out political agitators from the labor unions and to control their 

leadership. This latest assault on the unions was in keeping with the regime’s visceral hostility 

towards any form of uncontrolled labor organizing, but also to punish them for supporting the 

Palestinian organizations during their clashes with the army.

On 5 October 1971 the Minister of Social Affairs and Labor replaced the GFLU’s Executive 

Committee with a provisional one. This pliant Committee was responsible for holding new elections 

for the GFLU. The opening round in what proved to be a hard battle between the regime and the

'“ See IbicL, pp. 26-34.
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workers over the control of the labor unions was well under way. Then labor unions were placed 

under the supervision of the Directorate of Labor (in the Ministry of Social Affairs) which was, in 

turn, headed by an intelligence officer and supervised directly by the General Intelligence 

Directorate. Through its collaborators in the temporary Executive Committee of the GFLU, the 

Ministry of Social Affairs passed a law changing the Committee’s composition, raising the number 

of representatives on it from pro-regime unions, while decreasing those of the recalcitrant ones.103 

The objective was to enable pro-regime unions to control the Committee and, through them, ensure 

greater regime control over the labor unions. Once this first hurdle was passed, and in preparation 

for the upcoming elections for a new Executive Committee, a decree was promulgated by the 

Ministry of Social Affairs on 14 December 1971 calling for new elections in the different unions. 

The decree stipulated that the ministry must approve, in advance, the names of the candidates 

running for elections. At the same time, ‘temporary’ Labor Law number 67 was promulgated. This 

new law empowered the Minister of Social Affairs to dissolve any union found (by the minister) 

involved in political activity, and deny any labor activist from running in union elections.104

The 1972 labor union elections proved to be a resounding victory for the regime in its attempt 

to install a new, pro-regime, labor leadership. The regime sponsored, and succeeded in electing, pro

regime candidates to leadership posts throughout the labor movement The mukhabarat scrutinized 

every name and list, deleting out the names of candidates whose loyalty to the regime was not 

guaranteed, or forced them to rescind their candidacy. Many of the newly elected union leaders were 

loyal Transjordanians who had joined the labor force in the 1960s. Yet despite all these measures,

‘“ The number o f representatives on the GFLlTs Executive Committee for the pro-regime Naqabat al-Naql al-Bcarri (Land 
Transportation Union), headed by Sami Hassan Mansour, were doubled.

'“ See Hourani, Al-Haraka al~ ‘Ommaiiyya al-Urduniyya, pp. 37-40.
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workers’ struggle to protect those rights earned before 1970 did not cease. In some cases, unions 

were successful in forcing employers to abide by their obligations towards their workers. Sim ilarly, 

in 1973, opposition elements in the union movement were able to pass a new constitution for the 

Executive Council of the GFLU, thus nullifying the more oppressive articles of the 1971 

constitution. This trend continued in the 1974 union elections. Opposition unionists succeeded in 

electing their candidates to fourteen out of a total of twenty-one unions, a stunning accom plishm ent 

considering the constraints placed upon union activity. Moreover, in the elections for the posts of 

president and vice-president of the Executive Council, the regime had to resort to drastic measures 

to ensure the victory of its candidates.105 Independent union activity was also manifested politically. 

The union movement publicly supported the 1974 Rabat declaration and the struggles of the 

Palestinian movement in the occupied territories and in Lebanon.106

Early in 1976 the regime resumed its efforts to corporatize the labor movement through 

reorganizing the unions. By now a separate Ministry of Labor had been established, a move 

indicative of the regime’s growing desire to further control the labor unions. On 19 January 1976, 

roughly two weeks before the beginning of union elections for the 1976/77 round, the Labor Law 

was amended. The new amendments empowered the Minister ofLabor to independently, and without 

consulting with the GFLU, issue decrees that in effect reorganize the labor movement in a manner 

conducive to regime control: namely, to limit the number of unions and restructure their internal 

composition. Transpiring just before the upcoming union elections, these tactics aimed at altering 

the balance of power in the Executive Committee in favor ofrepresentatives from pro-regime unions,

‘“ For example; Jamal al-Najdawi, who ran against Sami Hassan Mansour for the post of president and was considered a 
favorite for the post, was detained by the security services and was later forced to withdraw his nomination. See IbicL, pp. 55-56.

‘“ See Ibid., pp. 41-58.
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to the detriment of independent ones, most probably to avoid a repetition of die 1974 scenario. The 

now common tactics of the security forces were used to intimidate union members. Laurie Brand 

describes one incident where “individuals who constituted an entire election list were held in a room 

until elections were over; it was announced that the list had withdrawn from the election.”107 

However the results of the elections indicate that the opposition unions were defeated, but not 

annihilated. Opposition unionists won the elections in thirty unions, compared to thirty-four for the 

pro-regime unionists. Nevertheless, the regime managed to secure a majority representation for its 

allied unions in the Executive Committee.108

This trend of regime control despite resistance from many unions continued throughout the 

1970s. When the Third Labor Congress was held on23-26 October 1978, an assortment of pro-labor 

recommendations were declared by the attending delegates, most of which were never implemented. 

This was partly due to the interference of the security forces, but also the failure of the unions to 

transform themselves into mass movements. In the 1980s, facing deteriorating economic conditions, 

reflected in very high unemployment rates, diminished work opportunities in the Gulf states, and 

competition from foreign workers, the Jordanian labor movement was retreating in the face of 

increased regime pressures. By the mid-1980s most unions had come under the control of pro-regime 

candidates. The only exceptions were the Unions of Bank Employees and Health Service Workers, 

which were controlled by leftist forces, and the Union of Private Education Employees, which was 

controlled by the Islamists. The extent of regime control was manifested in the 1987-88 union 

elections. Most unions did not even hold new elections. They rather simply announced the reelection

""Brand, Palestinians in the Arab World, p. 195.

,(nSee Hourani, Al-Haraka al- 'Ommaliyya al-Urduniyya, pp. 58-67
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of their existing leadership.109

In addition to the aforementioned reasons, restrictions against union organizing am ong  civil 

servants, agricultural workers, and employees of some state-owned companies also contributed to 

the weakness of Jordan’s labor movement110 Given that employment in the public sector is 

conditional upon a certificate of good behavior (husun solouk) from the mukhabarat, som eth ing  a 

worker with an activist past was unable to receive, many workers veered away from union activity. 

After all, given a choice between employment in the public sector and membership in a union, most 

workers opted for the former.

The independent labor unions and their progressive leaders fought hard for workers’ rights 

in Jordan, resisting regime interference in their internal affairs on every occasion. Despite these 

valiant efforts, the mukhabarat ultimately succeeded in penetrating and controlling most labor unions 

in Jordan, paving the way for their corporatization by the regime. Thus in this battle over the control 

of the active sectors of society, the regime could claim victory. The regime ensured that labor unions 

were not being used as bases for independent political organization. In  so doing, they not only 

stultified the emergence of organized labor in Jordan, but also impeded the development of class 

consciousness among the workers. This has served to perpetuate and consolidate existing family, 

tribal, and/or regional forms of political identification. In turn, the regime would later manipulate 

these forms of political identification to maintain its control over political life when political parties 

were restored in 1992.

The Popular Organizations

>09See IbitL, pp. 91-100; and Hamameh, Al-Urdun, p. 100.

1 '"See Miaq al-Khadb, “Jordanian Society in the Grip of Contradictions,” World M arxist Review 26,10, (October 1983),
p. 64.
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Popular organizations in Jordan have elicited varied responses from the Hashemite regime 

depending on their activities. Because the regime in Amman has not imposed state control over 

numerous aspects of life, it permitted many popular organizations a broad measure of independence 

in organizing their affairs. Indeed, it is among institutions such as municipal councils, cooperatives, 

village councils, chambers of commerce and industry, philanthropic and charitable societies, and 

clubs, as well as the aforementioned professional syndicates, that “the greatest degree o f pluralism 

is realized in Jordan.”111 These organizations have played a significant role in the national decision

making process, advocating political, economic, and social positions on different occasions.

Early in the kingdom’s history, most social organizations (al-jam 'iyyat al-ahliyya) were 

founded by religious and ethnic minorities. This is certainly true of clubs and community centers 

created by the Shishan, the Circassian, the Greek Orthodox, and the Catholic communities. These 

were largely philanthropic organizations, involved mainly in intra-community services. They 

represented no political threat to the Hashemite regime, who sponsored them and regulated their 

activities through the General Union for Charitable Organizations (al-Ittihad al- ‘Am lil-Jam ‘iyyat 

al-Khayriyya) and the Ministry of Social Affairs.112 After 1948 and 1967, more such organizations 

were created to aid incoming Palestinian refugees.

Other popular organizations were not so apolitical, however. In this case the response of the 

regime was always swift In November 1974 the Women’s Union in Jordan (al-Ittihad. al-Nisa ’i fi-l-

1 nGubser, “Jordan: Balancing Pluralism and Authoritarianism,” p. 104. See also Zayd J. Sha’sha, “The Role o f the Private 
Sector in Jordan’s Economy,” in Rodney Wilson, ed., Politics and the Economy in Jordan (New York: Routledge, 1991), pp. 79-89. 
For the story of Jordan’s Chamber o f Commerce see Pete W. Moore, “Doing Business with the State: Explaining Business Lobbying 
in the Arab World,” Ph.D. dissertation, (McGill University, 1998).

>IZSee Taher al-Masri, “AI-D imuqratiyya fl-l-Urdun: Nadhra Mustaqbaliyya,” (Democracy in Jordan: A Futuristic 
Perspective] al-Madwa 5 ,3 , (October 1994), p. 11.
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Ur dun, WUJ) was founded, quickly branching out throughout the kingdom. Gathering Jordanian 

women from both East and West Bank origins, the WUJ organized an array of social and cultural 

events, setting up classes for different kinds of activities (sewing, knitting, typing) in the refugee 

camps and in the poorer towns across Jordan. The leadership of the WUJ included women from 

different political persuasions, such as Communists, the Democratic Front, the PFLP, Fateh, and 

some independents. As soon as the WUJ started dem anding changes in official policies, especially 

on economic and employment issues and the always-sensitive Palestinian question, it found itself 

heading towards a confrontation with the regim e. The Ministry of Development, under whose 

jurisdiction the WUJ fell, charged that the WUJ was propagating anti-Jordanian stances in different 

international conferences. WUJ projects were promptly canceled. Then, in 1981, the Interior Ministry 

ordered the WUJ closed, on the pretext that it had violated its own constitution. However the real 

reason for the closure of the WUJ lies elsewhere. It was, as Laurie Brand explains, an attempt “to 

restrict the WUJ and bring its activities under the auspices of another women’s organ isa tion, the 

General Jordanian Women’s Union (GJWU), which the ministry had been working to establish and 

which was founded just a few days prior to the closure of the WUJ.”113 The order was later rescinded 

in the higher court, but the activity of the WUJ was nevertheless frozen. Lacking any program of its 

own, it seems that the real purpose behind the creation of the GJWU was to m ake it “unlikely if not 

impossible that another women’s organization would be able to establish kingdom-wide branches 

and serve a mobilizing and representative function for women across Jordan.”114 Because its 

leadership voiced criticisms of regime policies, the WUJ was thus denied the necessary

u3Brand, Palestinians in the Arab World, p. 202. The story of the Women’s Union in Jordan is from pp. 200-203. 

1 “Brand, “‘In the Beginning was the State...*,** p. 174.

113

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



organizational autonomy and resources it required to organize independently beyond regime control.

The regime also tried to counteract the influence of political parties among the kingdom’s 

youth. In 1986 social centers in the refugee camps were transformed into youth clubs (andiya 

shababiyya), and responsibility forthem was transferred from UNRWA to the Ministry of the Youth. 

In these clubs, political differences among the different Palestinian factions, the Communist, and the 

Islamist groups were played out openly, with elections reduced to fora for settling political feuds. 

However no single political group was ever capable of claiming monopoly control over any club. 

Political parties also endeavored to attract the kingdom’s youth in affiliated groupings. These took 

the shape of youth organizations founded by political parties, but technically independent from the 

party structure. One such attempt was made by the Communist Party and the Democratic 

Organization Front (Majd) when they joined forces and founded the Union of Jordan’s Democratic 

Youth (Ittihad al-Shabab al-Dimuqrati al-Urduni). Sim ilarly, in 1987, the PFLP founded an 

affiliated youth organization. The regime considered these organizations illegal, and they were 

continuously harassed by the security services. To counteract the influence of political parties on the 

youth, it responded with its own youth organizations, such as the Hussein Youth Camps (Mu ‘askarat 

al-Hussein lil-Shabati). However these organizations, be they founded by political parties or the 

regim e, remained largely ineffective.115

Of greater import to the regime was union organ ising among university students,116 Prior to 

1962, the absence of universities in Jordan relieved the regime from the burden of student 

organization at the university level. To be sure, students in secondary schools and training institutes

113 See Hamameh, Al-Urdun, pp., 117-120.

1 “For a discussion of student union organizing see Brand, Palestinians in the Arab World, pp. 212-220.
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participated in many marches and strikes in the 1950 and 1960s. When martial law was declared in 

1957, and until the 1967 defeat, university students organized outside Jordan, namely in Egypt. In 

1959, the General Union of Jordanian Students (GUJS) was formed in Cairo, modeled upon the 

General Union of Palestine Students (GUPS). Most Palestinians from Jordan opted to join GUPS. 

Transjordanians, on the other hand, inspired by the Palestinian revolution, gathered in GUJS. Only 

after the ignom inious defeat of 1967 did the GUJS start operating openly in Jordan, mainly in 

support of Palestinian political issues. Yet once the reign of the Palestinian organizations came to 

a brutal end in 1971, many student leaders were either jailed or fled the kingdom. Student 

organisation was banned, as was as all other forms of political activity. The rem ain ing student 

activists slipped underground.

By 1973-74 enough pressure had accumulated on the regime that it allowed the formation 

of the Union of Jordan University Students. The union was soon controlled by partisans of Fateh, 

the C om m unist Party, and the Democratic Front It organized a number of student gatherings, 

especially in support of the 1974 Rabat declaration. When efforts by university officials to elect pro

regime representatives to the union’s leadership failed, the union was dissolved, on the pretext that 

its constitution required amending. As a result, student political activity moved to the licit academic 

societies (al-jam'iyyat al-'ilmiyya), attached to the different university faculties. In turn, these 

societies became the political mouthpieces of university students.

In July 1977 the National Union of Jordanian Students was founded. It was concerned with 

educational and academic, rather than political, issues. Yet student activity, in the form of marches 

and sit-ins, to achieve a number of political and educational demands, continued. They reached a 

crescendo in the student uprising of April 1979, a result ofthe then general political upheavals in the
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kingdom in protest of the Camp David Accords. In these protests, Palestinian and East Bank students 

joined ranks against the regime. Henceforth the security forces would tighten their grip on student 

activists. Student organizing remained outlawed, and students affiliated with the illegal political 

parties were expelled from their universities. Nevertheless, student protests continued as economic 

hardships and political pressures became increasingly intolerable.

In mid-April 1986 students at Yarmuk University demonstrated against US air strikes on 

Libya. These demonstrations overlapped with student grievances over increased tuition fees, 

stringent academic standards, and a un iversity  decision in early May to expel 32 student activists. 

The campus of Yarmouk University had by now become a hotbed of Islamist and leftist groups, 

particularly the Communist Some 2,000 students demonstrated on campus on 13 May to protest the 

university’s expulsion decision. On 15 May a large sit-in organized by students representing the 

entire array of Jordan’s political spectrum was crushed by bedouin army troops, leaving in their wake 

at least three students dead and some 200 injured. The violence at Yarmuk University was the most 

serious the kingdom had witnessed since the 1970-71 clashes. In the wake of the assault on Yarmuk 

University, the Rifa‘i cabinet introduced legislation aimed at tightening its control over the 

kingdom’s universities. The new legislation, which was passed by Parliament’s both Houses in July 

and August 1986, invested the cabinet, through the Ministry of Higher Education, with complete 

authority over university affairs, a move opposed by some deputies and Senators, political groups, 

and university faculty.117 Henceforth university campuses were kept on a short leash, with suspicious 

West Bank students barred from returning to their universities, and radical students and faculty

1 i7H ithato university affairs had been regulated by the Council for Higher Education, established in 1980. It was chaired 
by the prime minister, and included the Ministers of Education and Planning the presidents of the universities, two members 
representing private and public community colleges, six specialists appointed by Royal Decree, and, interestingly, the Commander 
in Chief o f the Armed Forces.
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routinely arrested by the security forces.118

The above discussion suggests that, with the exception of the General Jordanian Women’s 

Union, popular organizations in Jordan are not corporatist organizations created by the regime to 

occupy social and political space that may have otherwise been filled by groups beyond its control. 

More often than not, the regime reacted to the creation of popular organizations by social and 

political groups beyond its control. These popular organizations were able to form despite the 

regime’s ban on political activity. Consequently, the regime responded by either outlawing or 

replacing them. However it was unable to subdue or eliminate them completely. The regime 

possessed neither the institutional structure, nor it seems the desire,119 to organize society along strict 

corporatist lines, thus ensuring its control over the active sectors of the population. Consequently, 

the regime’s ability to take foreign policy and alignment choices suspended from domestic 

constraints was severely limited.

Although the regime successfully corporatized the labor union, it was unable, or even 

unwilling, to penetrate and control the professional syndicates and the different councils, 

cooperatives, chambers, and popular organizations. This is indicative of the broad parameters of 

political participation and opposition permitted by the regime, even after martial law was declared 

in 1957 and then in 1967. In other words, it reflects the wide latitude of social, personal, and 

economic pluralism the regime was willing to tolerate, despite its authoritarian bent It also reflects 

the low level of control the regime commands over the active sectors of the population, and, 

consequently, how the organization of state-society relations in the kingdom has impacted upon the

1 '*For the riots and subsequent events see Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1986, pp. 431-433.

"*This impression was conveyed in conversations with Leila Shara£ Ibrahim. ‘Izziddine, and Mustafa Hamameh.
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regime’s autonomy in taking foreign policy and alignment choices. That regime institutional control

did not penetrate all the active sectors of society ultimately constrained the regime’s autonomy in 

taking foreign policy and alignment choices.

3.3.5 The Practice o f Populist Rentierism

The Hashemite regime has deployed an array of populist distributive and clientalist policies 

aim ed at creating the material foundations for securing the loyalty of strategic sectors of the 

population. It actively intervened in shaping macro economic policies, and in encouraging private 

sector initiatives. In some cases, state action and support was instrumental in the emergence and 

enrichment of particular social formations, such as the influential merchant class.120 Ultimately, these 

policies led to the emergence of a populist rentier political economy, underpinned by a state strong 

in its allocative as opposed to extractive capabilities.121 This brand of populist rentierism enabled the

regime to organize a loyal socioeconomic and political coalition, whose economic felicity hinged

largely on the political survival of the Hashemite monarchy.122

Since the creation of Jordan, and due to the paucity of natural resources, the regime has 

depended on foreign aid, mainly in the form of budgetary assistance, to finance its welfarist

tZ0See AblaM. Amawi, “The Consolidation of the Merchant Class in Transjordan during the Second World War,” in Rogan 
and Tell, eds., Village, Steppe and State, pp. 162-186.

lztFor a theoretical statement see Giacomo Luciani, “Allocation vs. Production States: A Theoretical Framework,” in 
Luciani. The Arab State, pp. 65-84. For the low levels of tax revenue as a percentage of GDP in Jordan see International Monetary 
Fund, Government Finance Statistics Yearbook, various years; and Madqewski and Mansur, eds., Jordan: Strategy fo r Adjustment 
and Growth, Chart 4.3, p. 23.

lZ2See Jawad aI-‘Annani, “Falsafat al-Iqtisad al-Urduni Bayn al-Fikr wa-l-Tatbeeq Khilal Nisf Qarn," [The Philosophy of 
the Jordanian Economy Between Theory and Practice in Half a Century] in Hamameh, cd., Al-lqtisad al-Urduni, pp. 92-97. On 
rentierism see Hazem Beblawi and Giacomo Luciani, eds., The Rentier State (London: Croom Helm, 1987).
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socioeconomic policies.123 Between 1921 and 1957, Great Britain earned the burden of providing 

this aid. Abdullah’s acceptance of the Transjordanian throne in 1921 was tied to a monthly subsidy 

of £5,000. British subsidies to the Crown, civil administration, and the Arab legion grew to roughly 

£100,000 per year by the mid-1920s, £2 million by the mid-1940s, and £12.5 million by 1957.124 In 

1957, just after the Suez War of 1956, the United States replaced Britain as the major external 

financier of the Jordanian treasury. While in 1951 annual American aid to Jordan bordered on 

US$1.4 million, by 1958 it had climbed to US$34 million, if not US$40 million. By 1970, Jordan 

had received close to US$700 million in American assistance.125 Between 1952 and 1966, budget 

support accounted for 30 percent of all government revenues and between one fifth and one third of 

Gross Domestic Product126

After the 1967 War, and as part of a plan to bolster the defensive capabilities of the 

confrontation states, Arab states began shouldering the responsibility for Jordan’s budgetary aid. In 

the 1967 Khartoum Arab Summit meeting, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Libya pledged an annual aid 

grant of JD 40 million.127 Grants from rich Arab countries, from the United States and other countries

inFor the share of external revenues in government expenditures see International Monetary Fund, Government Finance 
Statistics Yearbook, various years; and Hashem Garaibeh, “Government Income Sources and the Development of the Taxation System 
- the Case o f Jordan, Egypt and Kuwait,” in Beblawi and Luciani, eds. The Rentier State, Table 9.2, p. 202.

1MSeeRexBrynen, “Economic Crisis and Post-Rentier Democratization inthe Arab World: The Case o f Jordan,” Canadian 
Journal o f Political Science 25 ,1, (March 1992), p. 78. See also Tal, “From Abdullah to Hussein,” p. 6 .1 Pound Sterling (£) equaled 
1 Jordanian Dinar (JD), which equaled around 2.8 American Dollars ($).

123 American aid figures are from Tal, “From Abdullah to Hussein,” p. 6. The USS40 million figure is from Aruri, Jordan 
A Study in Political Development, p. 63.

U6Sce International Monetary Fund, Government Finance Statistics Yearbook, various years; Brynen, “Economic Crisis 
and Post-Rentier Democratization in the Arab World,” p. 78; and Nail A. H. Aikaycd, “The Relationship Between Foreign Aid and
Development: The Jordanian Experience,” Ph.D. dissertation, (University of Southern California, 1981), Table 17, p. 176.

u7See Khalil Hammad, “The Role of Foreign Aid in the Jordanian Economy, 1959*1983,” in Bichara Khader and Adrian
Badran, eds., The Economic Development o f Jordan (London: Croom Helm, 1987), p. 24.
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rose from US$88 million in 1966 to US$149 million in 1968 and US$129 million in. 1969.128 By the 

end of 1970 Jordan was receiving close to US$100 million annually in Arab budget support Kuwait 

and Libya would later suspend their aid grants after the clashes of September 1970 between the 

Jordanian regime and the Palestinian organizations. However any derivative loss in foreign aid was 

picked up by the United States, which resumed its budgetary support in 1971. Between 1971 and 

1972 American cash transfers galloped to US$97.5 million, as compared to ameagerUS$7.3 million 

for 1969-1970.129 Arab aid to Jordan resumed after the 1973 War. In October 1974, the Rabat Arab 

Summit agreed on an annual aid grant of US$300 million to Jordan, to be paid by several oil-rich 

Arab states, but mostly Saudi Arabia. Later, in the November 1978 Baghdad Arab Summit, held on 

the morrow of the Camp David Accords between Egypt and Israel, and as a reward for not joining 

the peace bandwagon, Jordan was promised an annual budget grant amounting to US$ 1.2 billion for 

ten years.130 Arab grants to Jordan peaked to US$1.2 billion in 1980 and 1981, then dropping to 

US$950 million in 1982. Between 1969 and 1982, foreign aid receipts amounted to 20-40 percent 

of Gross National Product (i.e. of income and spending in Jordan). In 1979 and 1980 foreign aid as 

a percentage of government revenues (excluding loans) peaked to 63 percent, steadily falling 

thereafter to around 28 percent between 1986 and 1988, rising again in 1989 to 37.3 percent and in 

1990 to 33.5 percent. In the 1970s and 1980s, Arab financial aid to Jordan amounted to 90 percent 

of foreign aid, the bulk of which was provided by Saudi Arabia followed by the United Arab

l2,See Central Bank of Jordan, Annual Report and Monthly Statistical Bulletin, various issues; and Eliyafau Kanovsky, 
“Jordan’s Decade of Prosperity: Will it Persist?” in Colin Legum, cd.. Middle East Contemporary Survey (VoL 7:1982-83) (New 
York: Holmes & Meier, 1985), p. 372.

IZ9See Stephen S. Kaplan, “United States Aid and Regime Maintenance in Jordan, 1957-1973,” Public Policy 23,2, (Spring 
1975), p. 203.

130See Brand, Jordan's Inter-Arab Relations, p. 99.
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Emirates.131

The Hashemite regime has used foreign aid to accomplish a number of objectives. The 

kingdom’s chronic budget deficit problems, dating back to the 1950s, have mainly been covered by 

foreign budgetary aid. According to one former aide to King Hussein, whenever the Jordanian 

treasury registered a budget deficit, the prime minister would politely ask the king to make a tour 

around Gulf capitals.132 Launched in 1962, comprehensive socioeconomic planning, in the form of 

successive five and three years plans, was also significantly financed through foreign aid.133 

Advances in industrial production, though yet underdeveloped, were crucially tied to the availability 

of foreign aid.134

Much more important, foreign budgetary assistance has enabled the regime to organize what 

Rex Brynen has called a “complex system of externally financed neo-patrimonialism,” deployed to 

neutralize or coopt important political forces, and bind elites and social groups to the regime.135 For 

example, between 1967 and 1972, external aid financed a growing public sector, the single most 

important source of employment in Jordan, with government expenditures representing about one 

third of GDP.136 The regime bartered public sector employment of its Transjordanian subjects for

I3lSee Central Bank of Jordan, Annual Report and Monthly Statistical Bulletin, various issues; and Nabeel ‘Ammary, “al- 
Urdun wa-I-Khaieej: AI-Afaaq al-Mustaqbaliyya,” [Jordan and the Gulf: Future Horizons] in Hamameh, etL, Al-Iqtisad al-Urduni, 
Table 1, p. 649, and p. 64S.

‘“ Interview in Amman, December 1998.

l33See Muhyeddin K. Khasawneh, “Foreign Aid and Development Planning: Jordan as a Case Study,” D.P.A. dissertation, 
(Golden Gate University, 1992); and Alkayed, “The Relationship Between Foreign Aid and Development.”

1MSee Francois Rivier, Al-Numau al-Sina 'i f i  Iqtisad Mou ffa la t al-Urdun (Industrial Growth in an Assisted Economy:
The Case o f Jordan], trans. George Abi Salih (Beirut: CERMOC, 1982).

'“ Brynen, “Economic Crisis and Post-Rentier Democratization in the Arab World,” p. 78.

,3®See Michael P. Mazur, Economic Growth and Development in Jordan (Boulder: Westview Press, 1979), pp. 96*98.
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loyalty to the Hashemite monarchy. In a span of fifteen years, civil servants increased 300 percent, 

from 27,000 in 1970 to 74,000 in 1985.137 By the end of the 1980s, the public sector had come to 

employ close to 60 percent of the total labor force. Around a quarter of this percentage is employed 

in the different security apparatuses, with the security and defense budget constituting roughly h a lf  

of the total national budget138

Foreign capital inflow, in the form of direct budgetary transfers, also served to finance the 

kingdom’s import surplus. Due to the country’s very narrow production base, the economy is highly 

dependent on imports, which represent nearly 60 percent of GDP. Foreign aid has allowed the regime 

to afford populist distributive policies, and general consumption levels far exceeding those that can 

be expected from the available production capacity in the domestic economy.139 This included 

providing subsidies on an array of food staples, such as wheat, rice, meat, barley, and sugar. Foreign 

aid also enabled the regime to afford a loyal and well-equipped army. To ensure the loyalty of the 

elite combat units of the Arab Army, the regime, especially King Hussein, provided generously for 

their material and military requirements. This has been a source of great confidence for the military 

in dealing with both external and internal threats, sustaining its proud self-image as the protector of 

the Hashemite monarchy. It has also provided regime opponents on numerous occasions cause for 

deterrence as well as defeat.140

l37See Jamil E. Jreisat, “Bureaucracy and Development in Jordan,” Journal ofAsian and African Studies 24,1-2, (1989),
p. 99.

l3,See Wahib al-Sha‘ir, “Tayrubat al-Urdun m&‘ aI-Qita‘ayn al-‘Am wa-l-Khas wa Mustaqbal al-Tajruba,” [Jordan’s 
Experiment with the Public and Private Sectors and Its Future] in Al-Q ita' al- ‘Am wa-l-Khas fi-l-W atan al- ‘Arabi [The Public and 
Private Sectors in the Arab World] (Beirut: Markaz Dirasat al-Wihda al-‘Arabiyya, 1990), pp. 643-645.

l39See Hammarf, “The Role of Foreign Aid in the Jordanian Economy,” Table 2 3 , p. 16.

,40See Kaplan, “United States Aid and Regime M a in te n a n c e  i n  Jordan,” p. 203-209. However not all foreign aid used to 
pay for military purchases horn abroad are accounted for in the kingdom’s balance o f payments.
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Jordan’s position as an indirect beneficiary of the Arab oil economy also contributed to the 

emergence of an externally financed neo-patrimonial political economy centered around the 

Hashemite monarchy. Jordanian rentierism, an indirect product of the 1973-74 and 1979-80 world 

oil price hikes and the Arab oil economic boom, placed huge economic resources at the disposal of 

the regime. That these resources were for the most part not derived from the domestic economy (i.e. 

in the form of tax revenues) meant that the regime could selectively distribute them in the form of 

material rewards to guarantee the loyalty of strategic sectors of the population. This amounted to a 

veritable appeasement (istirda *) policy directed at the regim e ’s social constituency.141 Loyal tribal 

leaders were major recipients of financial rewards from the regime. They became dependent on the 

regime’s generosity to retain their social power and status. State resources were mainly targeted at 

the loyal, and crucial, Transjordanian elite and population to achieve similar objectives. In fact, state 

investment funds were disproportionably directed towards the provision of services and 

infrastructure to those areas of the country predominantly populated by Transjordanian rather than 

Palestinian citizens.142 According to estimates by one political insider, close to ninety percent of the 

kingdom’s Transjordanian population lives off state expenditures.143

Jordanian rentierism contributed also to Palestinian acquiescence to Hashemite rule. 

Jordanian citizenship enabled a great number of Palestinians to ‘exit’ by migrating to the Gulf states 

in search of work. The remittances sent by Palestinian (and Jordanian) workers in the Gulf states to

I4lThe arabic term is the way one former aide to King Hussein described the regime’s distributive policies. Interview in 
Amman, December 1998.

'"See Brynen, “Economic Crisis and Post-Rentier Democratization in the Arab World,” p. 82.

‘"The Jordanizationofthe public sector and the army after the 1970-71 clashes meant that some 350,000 (200,000 public 
employees and 150,000 soldiers) were employed by the state. When this number is multiplied by 5, the family average in Jordan, this 
means that close to 1,750,000Transjordanians, ofapopulation of4J  million, live off the state. Interview in Amman, December 1998.
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their families were important sources of income and sustenance. By 1984 these remittances reached 

some US$1.2 billion, an amount equivalent to more than a quarter of GDP.144 This opportunity for 

• economic felicity  was instrumental in ensuring Palestinian acquiescence to Hashemite rule and in 

integrating Palestinians into Jordanian society. By providing its Palestinian subjects the opportunity 

to benefit materially as Jordanian citizens, the regime hoped to demonstrate the economic benefits 

that accrued from the continuity of Hashemite rule. Similarly, in the 1970s, socioeconomic planning 

aimed at increasing work opportunities in the hope that material incentives would gain the regim e 

allegiance from the Palestinian segment. By the 1980s - when Jordan’s economy was reaping the 

benefits of the oil boom, the relocation of many Arab and foreign companies from Beirut to Amman 

due to the civil war in the former capital, and hyper activity at the port o f‘Aqaba due to the Iran-Iraq 

War - Palestinians found themselves playing the dominant role in the economy.143 Palestinians also 

held the highest positions in the business and financial sectors, excelling in the trade, service, small 

and medium scale manufacturing sectors. This mainly Palestinian private sector was “subordinate 

to, if not parasitic upon, the state.”146

3.4 Monarchy-Society Relation after Political Liberalization

On 18 April 1989, rioting broke out in the southern city of Ma‘an. The primary catalyst was 

an increase in the price of fuel decreed by an austerity program negotiated with the International

'“ See Central Bank o f Jordan, Annual Report and Monthly Statistical Bulletin, various issues; NLAJ. Share, “The Use of 
Jordanian Workers’ Remittances," in Khader and Badran, eds.. The Economic Development o f Jordan, pp. 32-44; Charles B. Keely 
and Bassam Saket, “Jordanian Migrant Workers in the Arab Region: A Case Study of Consequences for Labor Supplying Countries,” 
Middle East Journal 38,4, (Autumn 1984), pp. 684-698.

,43See Bailey, Jordan "s Palestinian Challenge, p. 136; and Kanovsky, “Jordan’s Decade of Prosperity,” p. 375.

‘“ Brand, “‘In the Beginning was the State...’,” p. IS6.
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Monetary Fund after Jordan defaulted on a US$8.3 billion foreign debt. Within days the rioting 

spread to the southern towns of al-Karak and al-Tafilah, then north to Madaba and Salt, and 

ultimately to university students in Amman, claiming up to ten lives. Nine syndicates representing 

some 40,000 doctors, lawyers, and other professionals joined the rioters in demanding the resignation

mismanagement of public funds.

After thirty-five years on the Hashemite throne, habat nisan (April’s conflagration), as the 

riots came to be known, was the first large-scale domestic challenge faced by King Hussein from his 

hitherto loyal southern constituency. The king, who cut short a visit to Washington and returned to 

Jordan, had every reason to worry. After all, close to eighty percent of the army was recruited from 

the southern towns. His Palace lieutenants, the Royal Guards, and other individuals placed in 

strategic positions in the army and the security services all hailed from southern towns. Now their 

fathers and brothers were rioting.147 Nor was the rioting without symbolic value. The rioters brought 

down and tore apart the Jordanian flag, which carries the royal insignia and the royal red color, the 

proud symbols of the Hashemites. They also burned and attacked government institutions. Crown 

Prince Hassan, who later appeared on the scene of the rioting, was stoned and forced to retreat. So 

was Abdel Hadi al-Majali, then Director-General of Public Security. Shocked and taken aback by 

the extent of the rioting, “the king realized he had to bow his head for the storm.”148

“’Interviews in Amman, November-December 1998. For detailed discussions see Tareq Tell, “Les Origines Sociales de 
la Glasnost Jordanienne,” in Riccardo Bocco and Mohammad-Rcza Djalili, eds., Moyent-Orient: Migrations, democratisatian, 
mediations (Paris: Presses Universitairesde France, 1994), pp. 201-219; and Laurie A. Brand, “Economic and Political Liberalization 
in a Rentier Economy: the Case o f the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan," in Iliya Harik and Denis J. Sullivan, eds.. Privatization and 
Liberalization in the Middle East (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992), pp. 167-188.

of then Prime Minister Zayd al-Rifa‘i, whose cabinet had become a symbol of corruption and

“•interview in Amman, November-December 1998.
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The roots of habat nisan lie in the socioeconomic dislocations wrought by the crisis brewing 

since 1982 or 1983 in Jordan’s system of populist rentierism. As aforementioned, this system was 

financed largely by petrodollar Arab budgetary grants and workers’ remittances, both a direct 

consequence of the Arab oil boom in the 1970s. By the early 1980s, as world oil prices declined, the 

oil boom came to an end. Consequently, Arab budgetary aid to Jordan dropped from a height of 

US$1.3 billion in 1980 and again in 1981 to US$600 million in 1987 and US$427 million in 1988. 

Given that state expenditures were growing at around 6 percent annually , external grants dropped 

from over one-third of state expenditures to less than one-fifth, with the annual budget deficit rising 

to around 10 percent of GDP. Remittances of Jordanian workers (through official channels) also 

plunged from a high of US$1.2 billion in 1984 to less than US$1 billion in 1987 and just US$980 

million in 1988.149 Other macroeconomic indicators reveal an even bleaker economic picture.

By 1983 Jordan’s economy had abruptly shifted from one enjoying high-levels of prosperity 

to one suffering from a worsening recession. Between 1982 and 1987 G D P rose by a feeble 2 percent 

annually, implying annual per capita decline of close to 2 percent. G N P, which is a better measure 

of incomes, registered zero growth. This translated into an average annual decline of almost 4 

percent on a per capita basis. According to the Ministry of Labor, the unemployment rate rose to 4.5 

percent in 1983, and 8 percent in 1986, though the World Bank puts the latter figure at 13 percent. 

Between 1983 and 1987 private consumption per capita, a measure of living standards, declined by 

a staggering 23 percent. More threatening, however, was the declining trend in the Central Bank’s

,49See Central Bank of Jordan, Annual Report and Monthly Statistical Bulletin, various issues; Rex Brynen, “The Politics 
o f Monarchical Liberalism: Jordan,” in Bahgat Korany, Rex Brynen, and Paul Noble, eds.. Political Liberalization and 
Democratization in the Arab World: Comparative Experiences (Boulder Lynne Rienner, 1998), pp. 81-82; and Eliyahu Kanovsky, 
“Jordan’s Economy: From Prosperity to Crisis,” in Ami Ayalon and Haim Shaked, eds.. Middle East Contemporary Survey (VoL 
12:1988) (Boulder. Westview Press, 1990), p. 358.
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foreign exchange reserves. These declined from about US$1.2 billion in 1979-81 to US$413 m illion 

towards the end of 1987. By mid-1988 the Central Bank’s foreign exchange reserves was down to 

a meager US$19 million, the equivalent of two or three days of commodity imports.150

This worsening economic situation was exacerbated by the king’s decision on 31 July 1988 

to disengage from the West Bank, thus relinquishing Hashemite claims to the territory lost in the 

1967 War. The disengagement decision sent political and economic jitters throughout the Palestinian 

community in Jordan, as well as among West Bank residents. They responded by exchanging their 

dinars for US dollars. On the West Bank, the dinar’s black-market rate plummeted to nearly par 

value with the dollar. The loss in the dinar’s value continued, forcing the authorities in Amman to 

float the dinar for the first time in the kingdom’s history. This was followed in November 1988 by 

the unveiling of the government’s first major austerity program , consisting of a freeze on 

development spending, a ban on the import of many luxury goods, and a sharp fee raise on foreign 

workers ’ permits, custom duties, and taxes on hotels and restaurants.151 The damage had already been 

done, however.

Despite reductions in foreign grants and workers’ remittances, the Jordanian regime had 

decided to maintain its populist domestic economic policies between 1984 and 1988. Wary of the 

political fallouts of reduced spending, the government resorted increasingly to foreign borrowing on 

commercial terms to cover the growing budget deficit As a result the external outstanding public 

or publicly guaranteed debt rose steadily during this period, reaching US$8 billion by the end of

150See Central Bank of Jordan, Annual Report and Monthly Statistical Bulletin, various issues; and Kanovsky, “Jordan’s 
Economy: From Prosperity to Crisis,” pp. 333,3S5 and 363.

131 See Robert Satloff “ Jordan’s Great Gamble: Economic Crisis and Political Reform,” in Henri J. Barkey, ecL, The Politics 
o f Economic Reform in the Middle East (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1992), pp. 134-136.

127

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



1988 (127 percent of GDP), while the outstanding short-term debt reached US$400 million. 

Consequently, Jordan’s externally-scheduled debt-service payments rose to around US$1.4 billion 

in 1989. On28 February 1989 Maher Shukri, Deputy-Govemorofthe Central Bank, announced that 

Jordan was asking the IMF for standby credit to contain the kingdom’s financial crisis. By the time 

the IMF team arrived in Amman in March 1989, Jordan was already US$185 million in arrears on 

external debt payments, of which US$77 million was on interest152

The government negotiated a medium-term growth-oriented structural adjustment program 

with the IMF. On 13 April 1989 it formally requested aUS$275 million standby credit from the IMF. 

The adjustment program called for promoting private savings, reforming the tax system, containing 

monetary expansion, and reducing the budget deficit The latter objective was the lynchpin of the 

whole program. To reach these objectives the government had to cut spending and imports and raise 

revenues and exports. The austerity program introduced in late 1988 was not judged sufficient to 

achieve these objectives. Thus on 16 April 1989, after resisting IMF pressures to cm subsidies on 

bread, sugar, rice, and milk, the government decreed price increases on an array of other goods. The 

price of petroleum products was raised 11-33 percent, alcoholic beverages 40-50 percent, cigarettes 

25 percent, soft drinks and m ineral water 18 percent, and detergents 25 percent.153 Habat nisan was 

triggered by the increases in petroleum prices. Its protagonists were the kingdom’s southern 

population, hitherto the regime’s loyal shield, who had benefitted the least from the economic boom 

of the early 1980s.154 What transpired after habat nissan deserves close scrutiny to establish whether,

l5JSee SatiofL “Jordan’s Great Gamble,” pp. 136-137; and Brynen, “The Politics of Monarchical Liberalism,” p. 81.

153 See Maciejewski and Mansur, eds., Jordan: Strategy fo r Adjustment and Growth, pp. 13-14 and 49.

^See Tell, “Les Origines Socialcs de la Glasnost Jordanienne;” and Satloff “Jordan’s Great Gamble,” p. 139.
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and to what extent, monarchy-society relations changed after 1989, and, consequently, how this 

change affected the regime’s already constrained ability to take foreign policy and alignm en t choices. 

The Limits o f Political Liberalization

The regime responded to the riots of habat nissan with a controlled process of political 

liberalization initiated from above.155 On 24 April 1989 the king dismissed his long-time friend and 

confident Rifa‘i, signaling his acceptance of one of the rioters’ primary demands. On 28 April the 

interim cabinet ofSharifZayd Bin Shakirtook office (April 1989-November 1989). A distant cousin 

of the king, Bin Shakir had planned the assault against the Palestinian organizations in 1970 in his 

capacity as Assistant Chief of Army Operations, and was a popular figure among Transjordanians.156 

He would later prove to be the king’s favorite choice for prime minister at times of crisis. After some 

debate and deliberations among Palace advisors and the cabinet’s inner circle, the king decided that 

Parliamentary elections should be held at once.157 He had already alluded to this possibility in a 

nation-wide speech broadcasted two days after accepting the resignation of Rifa'i’s cabinet. Martial 

law was thus frozen.

In a politically-relaxed atmosphere, and to the surprise of many regime opponents, 

Parliamentary elections were held on 8 November 1989. By all accounts, the 1989 elections, the first 

held since 1967, were the freest in the kingdom’s history. The regime went out of its way to reassure

l35Fortheoretical statements see Brynen, Korany, and Noble, eds.. Political Liberalization and Democratization in the Arab 
World: Theoretical Perspectives, pp. 3-27 and 333-337. For Jordan see Valerie York, “A New Era for Jordan?” The World Today 
46, 2, (February 1990), pp. 27-31; John M. Roberts, “Prospects for Democracy in Jordan,” Arab Studies Quarterly 13, 3-4, 
(Summer/Fall 1991), pp. 119-138; Abla M. Amawi, “Democracy Dilemmas in Jordan,” MERIP 174, (January-February 1992), pp. 
26-29; and Katherine Rath, “The Process of Democratization in Jordan,” Middle Eastern Studies 30,3, (July 1994), pp. 530-557.

‘“ See Robert B. Satloff Troubles on the East Bank Challenges to the Domestic Stability o f Jordan Washington Papers 
No. 123 (New York: Praeger, 1986), p. 84.

137For an analysis of the deliberation process see Malik Mufti, “Elite Bargains and the Onset of Political Liberalization in
Jordan,” Comparative Political Studies 32,1, (February 1999), pp. 105-109.
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suspicious subjects that the elections would be free from intimidation. Banned journalists were 

allowed to resume their work, and political prisoners incarcerated for their involvement in the April 

riots were released. The most important step taken by the regime to allay public suspicions regarding 

its sincere intentions in the upcoming elections was the waiver of article 18H of the revised 1986 

Election Law. This article empowered the regime to reject the candidacy of anyone affiliated with 

an illegal party or organization. Given that political parties were still banned in Jordan, many 

candidates affiliated with leftist political parties feared that the regime might use this clause to reject 

their applications. That it chose not to is indicative of the regime’s realization of the need to defuse 

political tensions in the kingdom after the April riots; that it chose not to lift the ban on political 

parties reflects its incremental approach in dealing with habat nissart, moving carefully and slowly 

from one step to the next The regime would also waive another clause prohibiting those previously

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



candidates fielded by the Moslem Brotherhood, while the rest went to independent Islamists. Arab 

nationalists and leftists won 13 seats, bringing the total number of opposition deputies to 45. The 

remaining 35 went to an assortment of conservative and centrist candidates. The regime deployed 

the usual gerrymandering tactics, overrepresenting rural and southern areas and the ethnic-religious 

minorities, while underrepresenting the urban centers, where voting along ideological lines was more 

common, and where Palestinians were heavily concentrated.160 Though election results sent shock- 

waves throughout the Jordanian political establishment, the king seems to have accepted them with 

an open mind. According to his interlocutors at the time, and as early as middle 1989, the king had 

realized that democracy was a growing global trend, bound to spread geographically and deepen in 

different societies. “This is democracy” was the way he reacted to election results.161 But this was 

very early on in the liberalization process. Soon this same Lower House would cause the king a royal 

headache.

The National Charter

King Hussein discussed publicly the idea of aNational Charter (al-Mithaq al-Watani) forthe 

first time on lOMay 1989. It was part of efforts then underway to ease tensions in the kingdom after 

habat nissan. The next step came during Bin Shakir’s aforementioned interim cabinet The king 

attended one of the cabinet’s meetings and declared that “the time has come for us to organize 

ourselves, and the Mithaq is a good way to start doing that”162 After the 1989 elections the idea was

‘“ For example, though Jordan’s three main urban centers, Amman, ai-Zarqa’, and Irbid city, account forroughly 65 percent 
of the population, they were allocated only 45 percent of the 80 seats. Similarly, the populous Second District in Amman, with 73,435 
registered voters, was allocated only 3 seats, whereas Ma’an, with only 25,535 registered voters, was allocated 5 seats. The Christian 
population, which comprises around 6 percent of the total population, was allocated 9 seats, though its demographic weight warrants 
only 5. Finally, the Circassians and Shishens were allocated 3 seats though their demographic weight warrants only 1.

Interviews in Amman, November-December 1998.

,MThe king’s quote, and much of what follows on al-Mithaq is based on interviews in Amman, November-December 1998.
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carried overto Mudar Badran’s cabinet (November 1989-June 1991). At this juncture, however, the 

king and his advisors subscribed to a particular notion of a Mithaq, rather different from the one that 

was later promulgated.

King Hussein conceived of a short document that would be drafted by a committee composed 

of twelve or fifteen hand-picked personalities. This document would carry equal, if not more, weight 

as the constitution. Its chief objective would be to affirm the legitimacy of the Hashemite monarchy 

in Jordan. This short Mithaq would then be put to a referendum, and once passed, it would be used 

by the king to govern the kingdom. The idea was resisted by some members of Badran’s cabinet, and 

also by some of those who were supposed to be included as members in the drafting committee. 

Ibrahim ‘Izziddine, for example, who served as minister for prime ministerial affairs under Bin 

Shakir and minister of information under Badran, advocated broadening the bases of the public 

dialogue under way, and suggested a political reconciliation between the regime and all existing 

political factions, especially the opposition groups. Taher al-Masri, a former foreign minister of 

Palestinian extraction, who was supposed to be a member of the drafting committee, insisted on the 

creation of a genuine national document, one that included every political faction, and rejected the 

idea of a referendum. The idea of a short charter was thus abandoned.

Now thinking turned to an all inclusive document The most enthusiastic supporters for this 

new formula were Prime M inisters Bin Shakir and Badran, Salem Masa‘deh, who served as minister 

of interior and deputy prime minister in both Bin Shakir’s and Badran’s cabinets, and ‘Izziddine. 

Masri, who later replaced Badran as prime minister (July 1991-November 1991) was also a supporter 

of an all inclusive National Charter. This group of individuals played an instrumental role in the 

realization of the Mithaq, and pressed their colleagues in government to work towards its
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implementation- Indeed, because it included different factions, not everyone in Badran’s cabinet was 

enthusiastic about the idea of a Mithaq.

Badran, Masa‘deh, and ‘Izziddine were responsible for creating a commission charged with 

drafting al-Mithaq al-Watani. The sixty-member Royal Commission was created on 9 April 1990. 

Gathering representatives from all the kingdom’s political, professional, and social trends, the Royal 

Commission was headed by the northerner Ahmad ‘Ubaydat A former Chief of Intelligence, and 

prime minister (1984-1985), ‘Ubaydat was considered a trusted regime loyalist and a genuine 

enthusiast for the Mithaq. During the Commission’s deliberations, the referendum issue resurfaced. 

In his speech to the Royal Commission on April 9, the king had alluded to the need of presenting the 

Commission’s work to the public upon its completion. Several members of the Commission 

interpreted these comments as a desire on the part of the king to put the Mithaq to a national 

referendum. As a result, members of the Commission were split into two camps: those who wanted 

to discuss the referendum issue before moving forward with drafting the Mithaq, and another who 

rejected any discussion of the referendum on the grounds that it was unconstitutional. After much 

internal haggling, and the soliciting of expert advise, the Commission decided not to put the Mithaq 

to a referendum. This was due to at least three reasons: First, because section 2 of article 24 of the 

Constitution, which pertains to the subject of how the people exercise their powers, did not mention 

the referendum m echanism ; second, it was felt that the Mithaq was too complicated a legal document 

to be put to a public referendum; third, and perhaps most important, the Commission wanted to spare 

the king any embarrassment in case the result of the referendum was anything less than an 

overwhelming majority. Instead, it was decided to present and ratify the Mithaq in a large public 

spectacle, the General National Congress (al-Mu 'tamar al-Watani al- ‘Am), attended by some 2,000
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individual, representing all elected bodies in the kingdom, to which representatives from the Army, 

the tribes, and other social segments were also invited. Thus, after eight months of sometimes 

difficult deliberations, al-Mithaq al-Watani was ratified on 9 June 1991.163

In its final form, the Mithaq was a genuine effort by a small number of individuals, working 

under royal directives, to organize the political structure of the kingdom in anticipation of the official 

lifting of martial law and the restoration of party life. In his speech at the founding of the Royal 

Commission, the king declared that its function is to draft “a national charter that... sets the rules 

of general national activity and delimits its methods, and places general regulations for the practice 

of political pluralism, and represents the starting line for a new beginning towards the future.”164 The 

Mithaq amounted to an explicit political contract, or a “contractual com m itm ent” (iltizam ta 'aqodx) 

in ‘Izziddine’s words, between all those who accepted it, including the Hashemite monarchy and the 

kingdom’s different political trends.165 The Mithaq thus aim ed at demarcating the new parameters 

of political activity accepted by the regime. At the heart of this process was the regime’s desire to 

elicit the support of all political factions to the Hashemite monarchy before party life was resumed 

in the kingdom. This the regime obtained by binding all political parties, through their acceptance 

of the Mithaq, to operate under the Constitution, and hence under Hashemite rule.166 Indeed, one 

participant in the Royal Commission described the Mithaq as “an insurance policy on the Hashemite

ls3See Ahmad ‘Ubaydat’s comments in Hamed al-Dabbas, ed., Al-Mithaq al-Watani wa-l-Tahawwul al-Dimuqrati fi-l- 
Urdun [The National Pact and the Democratic Transformation in Jordan] (Amman: Al-Urdun al-Jadid Research Center and Sindbad 
Publishing House, 1997), pp. 124-125 and 229-233.

; “ Quoted in Ahmad ‘Ubaydat, “Limaza al-Mithaq al-Watani,” [Why the National Charter] in Ibid., p. 30.

l63See ‘Izziddine’s comments in IbieL, pp. 205-207.

'“ Interview with Ibrahim ‘Izziddine, Amman, 14 December 1998.
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regime’s future, in return for which the regime permitted political pluralism.”167 Henceforth the 

different political factions in the kingdom could disagree on anything but the Hashemite monarchy’s 

right to rule. The Mithaq was very clear on this point It declared that Jordan’s political system is “a 

hereditary parliamentary monarchy, where the commitment of all to legality (al-shar ‘iyya) and the 

respect of the Constitution, in text and spirit, engenders the unity of the people and the leadership.”168 

The Mithaq elaborated on, and provided a very general mechanism for the implementation 

of, a number of constitutional articles. As a national and political contract, the Mithaq dovetails 

between two principles: pluralism and national unity. It declares political and intellectual pluralism 

the guarantee for national unity (Chapter 1, article 10). As such, the Mithaq provided for an array 

of personal and political rights. It guarantees the right to organize professional syndicates in all 

economic sectors, even in the agricultural sector, where syndicate organizing was hitherto banned
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governing party organizing (Chapter 2, section 4). It accepts the principle of organizing and joining 

political parties, as long as their platforms do not contradict the articles of the Constitution. Then, 

in a departure from the 1955 Political Parties Law, it gives the judiciary, and not the cabinet, the sole 

prerogative to judge over party transgressions of the political parties law. Concerning the internal 

regulations of the parties, the Mithaq attempts to inhibit external financial sponsorship of Jordanian 

political parties. Thus it stipulates that “the leadership or members of a party should not be affiliated 

organizationally or financially with any non-Jordanian group, nor should party or organizational 

activity be undertaken on the orders or directives of any foreign state or group.” Furthermore, parties 

should only depend on domestic sources of revenues, which shall be declared and open to auditing 

by the authorities. In addition to inhibiting external interference in domestic politics, this latter 

stipulation may have also been intended to limit the financial, and hence organizational, resources 

of parties. Nevertheless, and to placate Palestinian, pan-Arab, and pan-Islamist sentiments, the 

Mithaq declares that party activity on behalf of Palestine, Arab unity, or Islamic solidarity is 

considered a form of national activity, and is hence licit. Finally, the Mithaq prohibits any form of 

party organizing, activity, or propaganda in the ranks of the army and security forces. It also prohibits 

parties from forming armed groups or militias. In an effort to prohibit underground party activity, 

parties must also have public headquarters; moreover, charitable, public, and religious institutions 

are not to be used for party activity.

National unity is discussed at length in the Mithaq. A separate, and rather incoherent, chapter 

entitled “Jordanian-Palestinian Relations” (Chapter 7) is dedicated to this topic, thus underscoring 

its importance. Two themes are advanced in this chapter: that relations between Jordan and Palestine 

are “special,” and that there is no contradiction between the Palestinian national identity and its
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Jordanian counterpart. Instead the contradiction exists only between the former and “the colonial 

Zionist project” That the authors of the Mithaq avoided discussing relations between 

Transj ordanians and Palestinians suggests that they intended to demarcate a clear line between two 

entities, Jordan and Palestine, rather than between two historically intertwined identities, Jordanian 

and Palestinian.169 This is certainly due to the sociological composition of the kingdom’s population. 

Thus the Mithaq calls for the consolidation of national unity in Jordan because “it is impossible to 

realistically separate between the citizens of ... the Jordanian Arab people along their different 

origins.” This formulation has in fact always been a time-honored theme of the king, to which he 

often returned in his speeches. The separation between Jordan and Palestine is also deployed to reject 

equivocally the ‘Jordan is Palestine’ option.170 The Mithaq insists that the special relationship 

between Jordan and Palestine should not be used by anyone “to subtract from the duties and 

obligations of citizenship, or be a reason to weaken the Jordanian state from the inside, and create 

the conditions that could lead to the implementation of the Zionist project to make Jordan a 

substitute for Palestine.” Safeguarding Jordan’s national security is thus the responsibility of “all 

citizens.”

The Mithaq was promulgated when King Hussein was riding a high tide of public support 

as aresult of his alignment choice during the 1990-91 Gulf War. The king’s popularity dwarfed all 

other political movements in the kingdom. The regime felt increasingly confident about the steps it 

was taking towards restructuring the political life of the kingdom. Once the Mithaq was completed, 

attention turned to replace some thirty pieces of martial law legislation, introduced since 1957, with

l49See Fahd ai-Fanck, “Al-Mithaq wa-l-Tlaqa ai-tlrduniyya al-Filastiniyya,” [The Charter and the Jordanian-Palestinian 
Relation] in al-Dabbas, etL, Al-Mithaq cd-Watani wa-l-Tahcnrmd al-Dimuqratifi-l-Urdun, p. 167.

l70See ‘Ubaydat’s comments in Ibid., p. 192.
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alternative civil legislation. The process was a very complex one. Through the years m artial law had 

spread from the political and security spheres to all other spheres in the government. Successive 

cabinets resorted to martial law directives to implement executive policies. Public agencies and 

employees had grown accustomed to implementing these directives, a process that with time sow 

the seeds of bureaucratic malaise and corruption. The introduction of civil legislation, in addition 

to the Mithaq, allowed legislative and judicial oversight over executive decisions, something that 

was unthinkable under martial law. This, however, did not undermine executive abilities in initiating 

and shaping legislation. As ‘Izziddine comments, “there was no regression in executive powers [after 

1989], rather only in the executive’s ability to take erroneous and non-transparent decisions.”171 By 

July 1991 most martial law provisions had been lifted, while as early as January 1990 anti

communist legislation had been abolished.

Most notably the Mithaq paved the way for the promulgation of a new political parties law 

replacing that of 1955. This new Political Parties Law 32 of 1992, promulgated during the second 

Bin Shakir cabinet (November 1991-May 1993), reflected the regime’s post-Mithaq attitude to 

political organization, but also the active legislative role played by the 1989-elected Lower House. 

One indicator of this latter role may be gleaned from the attempts by the Lower House’s Legal 

Com m ittee  to introduce changes to the original draft law presented by the cabinet. Most of these 

changes aim ed at restricting executive control over the creation, supervision, licensing, and 

dissolving of political parties.172 Thus, while cabinet’s draft law stipulated that “Jordanians have the 

right to form political parties and join them according to the articles of this law,” the Committee

l7,Interview with Ibrahim ‘Izziddine, Amman, 14 December 1998.

171 Sec the discussion in Hourani, “Qanun al-Ahzab aI-Siyasiyya.waTata.wwur al-Hayai al-Hizbiyyaal-Urduniyya,” pp. 24-
35.
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attempted to defended the inalienable right of citizens to form and join political parties by relating 

this right to the Constitution rather than to the Political Parties Law. In this round cabinet had its 

way. Thus article 4 ofLaw 32 retained the cabinet’s version of the draft law, but substituted the more 

limited and specific term ‘this law’ (hatha al-qanun) with the wider term ‘the law’ (al-qanuri).m

The other contentious issue between cabinet and the Lower House centered around who was 

empowered to license the creation of political parties and judge whether or not they abided by their 

founding principles. Cabinet’s draft law empowered the minister of interior to license the formation 

of a new party, as well as ensure that it was abiding by its own principles and by-laws. The Lower 

House, on the other hand, argued that since the formation of political parties is a constitutional right, 

the m inis te r of interior is empowered only with registering (tasfeel) a new party, rather than licensing 

(tarkhees) it. Parliament also identified the Supreme Court of Justice (Mahkamat al- ‘Adi al- ‘Ulya) 

as the institution suited to investigate whether or not a political party was abiding by its own 

principles. In this round Parliament emerged victorious. Thus article 10 ofLaw 32 stipulates that the 

minister of interior only “announces” the formation of a party. In case he refuses to do so, he must 

explain the reasons behind his decision to the party’s founders. According to article 11 ofLaw 32, 

any member of the party founders may then appeal the minister’s decision at the Supreme Court of 

Justice. If the Court rejects the m inister’s decision, the latter is obliged to announce the party’s 

formation. By identifying the judiciary, whose verdict is final (article 25, section B), as the only side 

that can withhold licensing from political parties, or abolish them after their formation (article 15), 

and compared to the 1955 Law which empowered cabinet to license and abolish political parties, 

Law 32 was a palpable victory for pluralism in Jordan. By 1994 some twenty parties had been

l71For the text ofLaw 32 see al-Dajani and al-Dajani, Al-Madkhal ila al-Nizam al-Siyasi al-Urduni, pp. 503-508.
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legalized.

In addition to the above regulations, Law 32 regurgitated the articles of the Mithaq pertaining 

to the prohibitions against party affiliation with foreign actors and the acceptance of external 

funding. This latter provision stirred fierce debate in the Lower House, with Islamist deputies 

attempting unsuccessfully to defend the principle of external funding.174 After all, Islamist groups, 

especially the Amman branch of the Moslem Brotherhood, who are dependent for funding on Gulf 

sources, were the main target of this provision. Law 32 also prohibited party recruitment in the 

armed forces, and extended this prohibition to the judiciary. Moreover, the centers and funds of 

professional syndicates, charity and popular organizations may not be used for party purposes (article 

14). Law 32 stipulated that every party should “adhere to the principle of political pluralism in 

thought and opinion and organization” (article 21, section B). This article seems to be directed at 

Islamist parties, for fear they may use elections to abolish the electoral process.

The Mithaq also paved the way for the introduction of other pieces of legislation, most of 

which attempted to widen the parameters of political activity and accountability in the kingdom. 

These attempts were also championed by many Lower House members of the Eleventh Parliament 

of 1989, some of whom took their legislative responsibilities with utmost earnestness. Law 12 of 

1992 detached the Supreme Court of Justice from the Court of Cassation (Mahkamat al-Tammyeez), 

endowing the former with an independent status. The Supreme Court became the highest judicial 

authority forjudging administrative complaints. Citizens could now appeal administrative decisions, 

and the Supreme Court was empowered to compensate them if it deems fit, an untenable prerogative

174See Beverley Milton-Edwards, “Facade Democracy and Jordan,” British Journal o f Middle East Studies 20,2, (1993),
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under martial law. In 1993 Law 6 created the National Security Court (Mahkamat Amn al-Dawla). 

Hitherto this court was attached to military courts, and its verdicts were not subject to appeal. The 

new law detached it from military courts, and made its decisions subject to appeal at the Court of 

Appeal and Cassation (Mahkamat al-Ist 'inaf wa-l-Tamyeez). Members of the 1989-elected Lower 

House also initiated legislation forthe LawofHlegitimate Profitability (Al-Kasb Ghayr al-Mashrou *) 

and the Law of Economic Crimes (Al-Jara 'im al-Iqtisadiyya). These Laws were meant to empower 

the Lower House to fight corruption in the public and private spheres. The former, however, was not 

passed by the Upper House.175

Another fruit of the liberalization process initiated by the regime from above after habat 

nissan is the Press and Publications Law 10ofl993.176 This law replaced the highly restrictive Press 

and Publications Law 23 of 1973. Law 23 of 1973 had allowed the government to “close any paper 

without reason, and without right to appeal,” thus enforcing a regiment of self-censorship among 

Jordanian journalists.177 By contrasts, Law 10 of 1993 guaranteed press and publication freedoms 

for all Jordanians (article 3), as long as the published material does not advocate violence, racism, 

and confessionalism (article 9, section D). It gives political parties the right to publish their own 

newspapers (article 6), and journalists the right to protect their sources, except from the judiciary 

(article 5, section D). In its attempt to curb government control over the media, the law limited 

government shares in any publishing company to 30 percent of its capital (article 19, section D).

17SSee Musa al-Kiylani, “Al-Ada’ al-Dimuqrati lii-Hukumaat al-Urduntyya: 1989-1993,” [The Democratic Performance 
of Jordanian Cabinets] in Abu-Rwmnan, etL, Al-Masar al-Dimuqrati fi-1-Urdun..Jla Ayn?!, pp. 92-93.

176For the text ofLaw 10 see ad-Dustour, 28 December 1992. The Law was passed by Parliament on 27 December 1992, 
but was published in the official gazette in 1993.

lTTSee the discussion in Adam Jones, Press. Regime, and Society in Jordan since 1989 (Montreal: Inter-University 
Consortium for Arab Studies, 1997), pp. 8-10. The quote is from p. 8.
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Moreover, and in case cabinet, upon the recommendation of the minister of information, rejected a 

publication application, the decision is open to appeal at the Supreme Court of Justice (article 20, 

section F). The law also prohibits the government or any other public institution from publishing any 

newspaper or political magazine (article 19 section C). Daily newspapers must have a capital of no 

less than JD50,000, of which 50 percent must be paid in advance, though dailies published by 

political parties are exempted from this provision (article 24, sections A and C).

The law was not without prohibitions, however. Article 40 listed a number of these: 

Publications are not allowed to publish articles that insult the king or the royal family (section 1); 

that are related to the armed forces (section 2); that may undermine national unity (section 4); or that 

“contain personal insults of the presidents of the Arab or Islamic or friendly states or of the heads 

of their diplomatic missions ... in the kingdom” (section 6). This latter provision reflected the 

importance the executive places on foreign aid, which by far outweighs those on political freedoms.

But these were the limits of the top-down political liberalization initiated by the regime. Its 

patience with the 1989-elected Lower House was growing rather thin, and the king’s apprehensions 

regarding the public mood towards a possible peace treaty with Israel would soon move him  to 

reverse some of the steps taken since 1989 towards expanding the political arena. By the king’s 

calculations, the Lower House had gone beyond all limits.178 In a speech to the Senate on 4 July 

1993, the king noted that the past four years “were not easy,” given that four different cabinets had 

all been under the mercy of a turbulent Lower House.179 Parliament had made corruption charges 

against  three loyal regime figures, Zayd al-Rifa‘i, Abdel Hadi al-Majali, and Fayez al-Tarawneh,

17xThis, and other information in this section, is based on interviews conducted in Amman, N'ovember-December 1998.

1T9Quoted in Hani Hourani, “Intikhabat al-Urdun al-Barlamaniyya al-Muqbila," {Iordan's Next Parliamentary Elections] 
al-Hayat, 6 August 1993.
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and had taken steps to question them.180 Moreover, Abdel Latif ‘Arabiyyat, the Islam is t Speaker of 

the Lower House (1990-1993), and upon the launching of the Madrid Conference, had declared that 

the Islamist-dominated Lower House will not allow the passage of any peace treaty arising from the 

Madrid negotiations.181 This meant that the ratification of any subsequent peace treaty required a 

different constellation of forces in the Lower House than that elected in 1989.

The Eleventh Parliament had also outlived its domestic and regional efficacy for the regime. 

Domestically, it had served the regime well in defusing socioeconomic tensions manifested in habat 

nissan, but also the wrenching impact on the Jordanian public of Iraq’s crushing defeat in Desert 

Storm. Regionally isolated on all sides, and the target of increasing intimidation by the rulers of the 

Gulf states, the regime retaliated by setting up a satellite channel that beamed Parliamentary debates 

to Gulf states. It sought to embarrass Gulf rulers by highlighting to their public the absence of a 

democratic political life in their countries compared to what was transpiring in Jordan’s Lower 

House.182 This tactic proved useful in the short run. Yet as some Arab states grew increasingly 

uneasy with Jordan’s democratic experiment, the regime, ever eager to mend its relations with them, 

was willing to sacrifice the democratic experiment at home for better relations with Jordan’s 

neighbors.183 All these factors conspired against  the 1989 Parliament One final factor accounting 

for the reversal of the liberalization process deserves mentioning, however.

‘“ Majali, the leader of the East Jordanian ‘Ahd [Allegiance] Party, later became the Speaker of the 1997-elected Lower 
House. Tarawneh became Chief of the Royal Court (February 1998-August 1998) then Prime Minister (August 1998-March 1999).

‘“ Interview with Abdel Latif ‘Arabiyyat. Former deputy (1989-1993), Speaker of the Lower House (1990-1993), and 
member of the Royal Committee for drafting the National Pact. Senator, and member of the Executive Office and Vice-President of 
the Islamic Action Front. Amman, 2 December 1998.

"interview with Mahmoud el-Sharif Amman, 3 December 1998.

'“ ‘Arabiyyat contends that some of Jordan’s neighbors, probably Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Syria, urged the regime to 
dismiss Parliament and elect a docile Lower House. Interview with ‘Arabiyyat, Amman, 2 December 1998.
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King Hussein’s commitment to democracy and political liberalization had been somewhat 

vague from the outset.184 He was profoundly enthusiastic about the process of political liberalization 

unfolding in the kingdom since 1989. The genuinely spontaneous reception he received from 

Jordanians of all walks of life when he returned to the kingdom on 24 September 1992 after his first 

cancer operation seems to have only strengthened his desire, as he privately put it at the time, “to 

institutionalize democracy in the country.” His interlocutors quote him as saying in private 

conversations that “I have to leave the country in a very organized institutional form, for it to 

continue after me. I cannot leave it like this.” But it seems the king did not fully fathom the 

consequences institutionalizing democratic processes would have on his own style of rule. Very 

much so a hands-on person, loath to intellectual pontification, and a veteran of years of unchallenged 

rule, it seems the king did not appreciate that institutional procedures were bound to limit his ability 

to interfere at will in the details of the kingdom’s political life. He had barely started to savor the 

limitations of institutional procedures when regional events took a different course and ushered in 

new political exigencies.

The political liberalization initiated after habat nisan restructured the regime’s relation with 

the different components of society. Jordanians, after years of political and economic frustrations, 

responded enthusiastically to the lifting of a host of legal and extra-legal restrictions on political 

activity. Consequently, political participation and organizing flourished, and the old taboos 

discouraging political activity were jettisoned. This loosening of the pre-1989 organization of state- 

society relations in the kingdom further exposed the regime’s ability to take foreign policy and 

alignm ent choices to domestic pressures and constraints. Indeed, as the analysis undertaken in the

'“ The following analysis is based on interviews in Amman, November-December 1998.
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next chapter of the regime’s alignment choice during the 1990-91 Gulf crisis will demonstrate, short 

of risking a bloody clamp down against its own population, or a reversal of the liberalization 

experiment, the Hashemite regime could ill afford to ignore domestic pressures and constraints when 

taking foreign policy and alignment choices.

A Peace to Halt All Political Liberalization

The 1990-91 Gulf War and the king’s first trip for cancer treatment abroad in 1992 had 

postponed the brewing confrontation between Palace and Parliament. But the August 1993 Oslo 

agreement between Israel and the PLO, which took the king by complete surprise, convinced him 

that Jordan had no option but to join the post-Oslo peace bandwagon.185 Once the Palestinians signed 

the Oslo Accord with Israel in September 1993, the taboo prohibiting separate peace deals with Israel 

was lifted. The king began planning  his personally-orchestrated “peace offensive” towards Israel, 

while recognizing that a separate peace treaty with Israel was not a popular foreign policy choice 

among all Jordanians.186 To accomplish this task, the king felt he needed greater control over the 

domestic political arena. The mukhabarat who, to their utter chagrin, had been restrained by royal 

directives since late 1989, were once again unleashed against the regime’s political opponents. 

Ironically, the battle for the peace treaty would be played out in the kingdom’s recently revived 

representative institutions.

As the tenure of the Eleventh Parliament approached its end, the regime started thinking of 

a new electoral law, one that would ensure that the experience of 1989 would not be repeated. 

Parliament was dissolved on 4 August 1993 by Royal Decree, four months before the end of its

'“ Interviews in Amman, November-December 1998. See also Mohamed Heikal, Secret Channels: The Inside Story o f Arab- 
Israeli Peace Negotiations (London: HarperCollinsPuMtsAerr, 1996), pp. 459-460.

‘“ Interview with Taher al-Masri, Amman, 2 December 1998.
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tenure. On 17 August, and to the objection of most political parties in the kingdom, the king ratified 

an amendment to the existing 1986 Election Law replacing the 1989 unlimited vote system with the 

single nontransferable vote system. Given Jordan’s complex sociological anatomy, the former system 

is much more representative of the kingdom ’s political topography than the latter. In 1989 citizens 

were allowed to cast a number of votes equal to the number of seats in their respective districts. This 

procedure had worked to the advantage of the well-organized and populist Moslem Brotherhood. The 

1993 amendment, which was labeled the “one citizen one vote” rule, limited the number of votes 

cast by each voter in multiseat constituencies to one.187 This electoral ruse aimed at, simultaneously, 

diminishing the weight of Islamist, Arab nationalist, and leftist opposition parties in the Lower 

House, and ensure the election of a pliant Parliament, one that would not harass the executive, and 

would serve as a ruber stamp for royal decisions, especially as the king was preparing for a peace 

treaty with Israel.188 The overlap between domestic and foreign politics in Jordan could not have 

been more conspicuous.

The elections for Jordan’s Twelfth Parliament were held on 8 November 1993. 536 

candidates representing Jordan’s variegated political currents, parties, and tribes competed for the 

Lower House’s 80 seats.189 The same gerrymandering techniques of 1989 were deployed, despite

1I7In 1993 voting fell along conservative tribal-family lines, because most voters opted to vote for their tribal or family 
candidate. By contrast, in 1989, when voters were able to cast multiple votes, voters were able to vote along tribal, family, and 
political-ideological lines. Consequently, the 1989 law worked to the advantage of the most organized and populist political 
organization, the Moslem Brotherhood.

‘"Some suggest that in the 1993 elections the Moslem Brotherhood was willing to accept a deal with the regime, whereby 
it would accept the same number of seats it had in the Lower House, or even less than that, as long as the regime did not amend the 
Election Law. See Hani Hourani, “Intikhabat al-Urdun al-Barlamaniyya al-Muqbila,” al-ffayat, 6 August 1993.

U9Forthe 1993 elections see Hani Hourani, “Intikhabat al-Urdun al-Barlamaniyyaal-Muqbila,” al-ffayat, 5-9 August 1993; 
Abla M. Amawi, “The 1993 Elections in Jordan,” Arab Studies Quarterly 16,3, (Summer 1994), pp. 15-27; Tim H. RiedeL “The 
1993 Parliamentary Elections in Jordan,” Orient35,1, (1994), pp. 51-63; and Frdddric Charillon and Alan Mouftard, “Jordame: Les 
elections du 8 novembre 1993 et le processus de pant,” Maghreb/Machrek 144 (Avril-Juin 1994), pp. 40-54;
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profound changes in the demographic composition of some constituencies in the intervening years. 

The “one citizen, one vote” rule ensured that voting behavior would follow mainly tribal affiliations. 

The results of the elections were what the regime had aimed for. The total number of opposition 

seats dropped to a mere 23 seats (compared to some 45 in 1989), of which 16 went to the Moslem

candidates.190 Leftists and Arab nationalists won 6 seats (compared to 13 in 1989), while another 

opposition seat went to an independent Islamist Of the remaining 57 seats, the regime could depend 

on the votes of at least 50 or 51 pro-regime deputies, most of whom were supported by pro-regime 

tribal constituencies. The resultant Lower House, described as “quasi-tribal” by Taher al-Masri, 

ensured the regime an easy and safe Parliamentary majority.191

On 23 November 1993, during the first session of the newly-elected Parliament Taher al- 

Masri was elected Speaker of the Lower House. Masri had served as prime minister from June 1991 

till November 1991. A liberal ofPalestinian origins, Masri’s appointment as prime minister was then 

intended to pave the way for Jordanian-Palestinian coordination in the anticipated peace 

negotiations. Masri was also prime minister when the Madrid Conference convened in late October 

1991. This tenure had labeled him a safe regime loyalist. Indeed, his election as Speaker was 

supported by the Palace, in part to keep a close tab on the Lowe House. Shortly after his election, 

a conflict ensued between the independent Masri and the untutorably conservative regime loyalist 

Abdel Salamal-Majali, then prime minister (May 1993-Januaiy 1995). Masri insisted that Parliament

l90The LAF was licenced on 8 December 1992. For a statement of its principals see Hizfa Jabhat al-‘Amal al-Islarai,.4/-<Vtzam 
al-Asasi (Basic Law] (n.p.: n.p., 1995); and Hani Hourani et al., Islamic Action Front Party (Amman: Al-Urdun al-Jadid Research

Brotherhood’s political arm, the Islamic Action Front (compared to 22 in 1989) which fielded 36

Center, 1993).

’’‘Interview with Taher al-Masri, Amman, 2 December 1998.
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play its role in the political life of the kingdom. Majali, on the other hand, was dismissive of 

Parliament, an attitude resented by most deputies and some of his own ministers.192 The regime 

wanted a fully cooperative Speaker to ensure the smooth passage in the Lower House of an 

anticipated peace treaty with Israel. Regime pressure upon Masri ultimately led him to announce on 

18 October 1994 that he would not run for a second tenure.193 He was swiftly replaced by the 

northerner Sa‘d Hay el al-Surur, a regime loyalist of unquestionable allegiance.

On 26 October 1994 Jordan and Israel signed the Wadi ‘Araba Peace Treaty. Despite 

vociferous objections by opposition deputies, on 6 November 1994 the Lower House of Parliament 

ratified the treaty by a vote of 55 to 23, with the Speaker of the House, Surur, in keeping with 

Parliamentary tradition, not voting, and Masri conspicuously absent from the session. Declaring the 

vote a present to the king, Surur boasted that “today is a day that will be remembered for democracy. 

* * * o.« » ’ — »»—i:— ni« Mav» a xtnvomiw ratified the Deace
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majority of51 to 19.On.31 July the Senate approved the Abolition Law by a vote of 30 to 3 .The 

law came into effect on 16 August when King Hussein issued the necessary Royal Decree. Both the 

peace treaty and the Abolition Law spurred the hitherto quiet professional syndicates back to action. 

The Professional Syndicates after 1989

After the elections o f1989, the naqabat's role in political life was overshadowed temporarily 

by Parliament. During the 1990-91 Gulf War the naqabat were in complete unison with the regime. 

However when the 1993 elections produced a docile Parliament, lacking meaningful representation 

of the kingdom’s political spectrum, the politics of opposition moved back to the naqabat. That this 

undertaking was not assumed by the recently legalized political parties reflects their nascent and 

weak status, and a failure on their part to fully represent the tapestry of trends and interests 

constituting Jordan’s political map.195 By now a number of changes had transpired in the naqabat, 

however. The quality of the leadership declined in many syndicates, and internal bickering between 

different political factions was common.196 Moreover, whereas the naqabat had traditionally been 

the bastions of leftist and Arab nationalist opposition parties, by the early 1990s Islamist parties 

began infiltrating the naqabat and controlling their Executive Committees. This was most evident 

in the 1994 elections for the all-important Engineers syndicate. Leftist candidates were routed in the 

elections for president and for the Executive Committee. On the other hand, Islamist members 

succeeded in electing all their candidates, while the post of president went to the independent

,95See Hani Hourani, “Kharitar al-Ahzab al-Urduniyya,” [The Map of Jordanian Parties] Asharq al-Awsat, 26 August 1993; 
and al-Masri, “Al-Dimuqratiyya fi-l-Urdun,” p. 12.

,94For the internal divisions in the Engineers Syndicate see al-Hiwar, 16 October 1995.
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Islamist Layth Shbeilat.197

When the Israeli-Jordanian Peace Treaty was signed in October 1994, ten syndicates issued 

a statement condemning the treaty. The statement declared that the conferees “agreed to prohibit 

dealings with the Zionist enemy under any pretext and in any held, whether through cooperation, 

meetings, or conferences.” Any member of these syndicates, the statement continued, “who violates 

this will be subject to professional accountability,” in other words, will be suspended from her or his 

respective syndicate.198 Under Shbeilat’s leadership, the Engineers Syndicate went as far as placing 

a black list at the syndicate’s entrance on which the names of ‘collaborators’ would be registered.

By mid 1995, the vociferous opposition of the naqabat to the peace treaty, to attempts at 

norm aliz ing relations between Jordan and Israel (labeled tatbi 0, to a proposed personal income tax, 

and to the government’s austerity measures convinced the regime - especially the more conservative 

elements of the political and security establishments - that it was high time containing them.199 The 

regim e first responded by waving an old stick: that there was no constitutional basis for the 

naqabat's existence and, concomitantly, that the regime may dissolve them at will. The naqabat took 

these threats seriously, but refused to budge.

Pressure on the naqabat mounted when King Hussein personally raised the idea of mahnanat 

al-naqabat (the professionalization of the syndicates), thus signaling to the naqabat that they should 

concern themselves with purely professional matters, and steer away from political activity. Next,

1,7Interestingly, leftist parties, represented by the “green list," voted for Shbeilat. See al-SabeeL, 1 March 1994. On the same 
theme see also Asharq al-Awsat, 30 March 1993.

,wFor the statement see FBIS-NES-94-209. The ten syndicates were the Lawyers, Doctors, Dentists, Pharmacists, 
Veterinarians, Engineers, Agricultural Engineers, Nurses, Geologists, and Writers.

19,1 Arabiyyat argues that the assault on the naqabat was planned by conservative elements who wanted to retain their 
privileged positions, and that it was part and parcel of an attempt to clip the wings o f the Islamists. Interview with ‘Arabiyyat, 
Amman, 2 December 1998.
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and in an alarming move in mid October 1995, the king declared that “we had erred when we 

legislated that it is compulsory on every professional to be a syndicate member.”200 The king was

compulsory on every professional), something the syndicates always considered their privilege, and

harassing the naqabat, inhibiting them from holding general meetings, and meddling in their internal 

elections. Attempts were also made to split the ranks of syndicate members. For example, on the 

evening of 20 November 1995, a group of200 pro-regime members of the Engineers syndicate held 

a rally in the headquarters of the professional syndicates. Describing themselves as the 

representatives of the silent majority, they demanded that syndicates stop meddling in political 

affairs. Later, a delegation representing this group visited then Prime Minister Bin Shakir (January

1995-February 1996), who supported and encouraged their efforts. Syndicate leaders interpreted 

these moves as part of a concerted regime plan to ultimately reorganize and control, or at worst 

dissolve, the naqabat.201

The confrontation between the naqabat and the regime peaked before and after the gathering 

for the A m m an Economic Summit on 29 October 1995, which was boycotted by the syndicates. By 

then, and after the defection to Jordan of Hussein Kamil in August 1995, the naqabat had added yet 

another item to their ledger of grievances against the regime: opposition to any Jordanian 

involvement in the toppling of the Iraqi regime. Early in October, rumors circulated in Amman that 

the government was preparing a draft legislation, to be tabled in Parliament’s upcoming regular

“"Quoted in al-Belad, 18 October 1995.

“ 'Details for this section are from an-tVahar, 28 August I99S; al-Ahali, 28 September I99S; al-Hiwar, L6 October 1995; 
al-Hadath, 18 October 1995, al-Osbo' al- "Arabi, 23 October 1995; al-Sabeel, 24 October 1995; and al-Ahali, 23 November 1995.

raising the delicate subject of ilzamiyyat al-'odwiyya (that membership in the naqabat was

the basis of their organizational independence and political effectiveness. The regime also began
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session in December. Among other things, the legislation would decree that membership in the 

naqabat was optional, that syndicates engaged in non-political professional activity only, and hence 

were liable to executive censorship in case they engaged in any political activity, and that 

government employees and West Bankers would be excluded from the naqabat?5111 Then on 9 

November, in a speech to senior Army, General Intelligence, Public Security, and Civil Defense 

officers, the king launched a fierce attack against the press and the naqabat, signaling that his 

patience with both groups was running thin. Attacking the press for slandering the kingdom’s image 

and achievements, the king warned that “democracy does not mean crossing red lines in order to 

undermine national unity in this country and blow up everything of value in this country, tarnishing 

every achievement in this country.” Then, towards the end of his speech, the king turned to the 

naqabat and declared: “Concerning our professional [syndicates] ... and their chieftains. Is their 

behavior constitutional? Do they truly represent the thousands and thousands of active people in this 

country? Do they serve their professions, for whose members they claim to care? Will these crooked 

conditions continue? What is the difference between politics and professions? Why is politics not 

left to the politicians and those who are freely elected by the people to represent them in the House 

of Representatives?” He continued, most probably in reference to the naqabat's prohibition on 

cooperation with Israel: “Is it right for the few, some of whom are ungrateful, thankless, and 

unappreciative, to prevent the engineers, for instance, or the doctors from participating in the 

country’s upcoming progress? Is this democracy or dictatorship?”203 That the king chose to make

202See Asharq al-Awsat, 4 November 1995.

203 In the speech, the king was partly reacting to criticisms in the press of his decision to grant Hussein Kamel refuge in 
Jordan, and to the celebrations in the Jordanian press of Yitzhak Rabin's assassination. See Asharq al-Awsat, 13 November 1995. 
For the text of the speech see FBIS-NES-95-218.
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these statements in front of the kingdom’s senior security chiefs was cause for great concern among 

syndicate leaders. Shbeilat was again arrested on 9 December 1995 for his increasingly vocal 

criticism of the regime’s policies. He was sentenced to three years in prison for presum ably 

slandering King Hussein, Queen Noor, and (then) Crown Prince Hassan. In a clear signal to both 

Palace and Parliament, the Engineers syndicate responded by reelecting Shbeilat for a second term 

while he was still under incarceration. Shbeilat won 5,000 votes, leaving for his competitors less than 

90 votes.204

The anticipated confrontation between the naqabat and the government did not materialize, 

however. When the reform-minded government of Abdel Karim Kabariti was formed (February

1996-March 1997), it assumed a conciliatory approach towards the naqabat. This was in tandem 

with the regime’s policy at the time to eschew a violent showdown with the naqabat, partly because 

it knew that the anti-normalization campaign was m ainly a manifestation of public discontent with 

the reversals in the liberalization process.205 To mollify the naqabat, Kabariti appointed Kamal 

Nasser, president of the Lawyers syndicate as Administrative Development Minister in his cabinet. 

Later, in a meeting with the leaders of the naqabat in March 1996 Kabariti assured them that the 

government had no intentions to infringe upon their rights. Moreover, when on 23 March 1996, some 

22 senior Senators, presumably backed by former Prime Minister Rifa‘i, called for an end to the

“ *566 as-Safir, 11 [December 1995; and Lamis Andoni, “Walking a Tightrope,” Middle East International, IS March 1996, 
p. 10. Shbeilat was charged with sedition for criticizing the king in a lecture he gave in Tafila on 9 December 199S entitled “Fi Thikra 
Wa‘d Balfour Mawqif al-Hukkam" [On the Anniversary of the Balfour Declaration: The Rulers’ Positions]. In the lecture Shbeilat 
criticized the king’s comments after Yitzhak Rabin’s assassination. See also as-Safir, 30 December 199S and an-Mahar, 2 February 
1996. Shbeilat later sent a scathing letter from prison to his colleagues denouncing the corruption of the regime. See A I-Be lad, 26 
June 1996. Shbeilat had also been arrested in September 1992, under the fabricated pretext that he was involved in a secret plot to 
topple the regime. He was latter released after the king decreed a general amnesty on 12 November 1992 on the occasion of his fifty- 
seventh birthday. See an-Nahar, 13 November 1992.

i03See Rami Khouri, “The Kabariti Government, and the Road from Protocol to History,” Jordan Times, 13 February 1996.
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'political role” of the naqabat, and voted that the Higher Council for Explaining the Constitution

(al-Mcqlis al- ’Ali li-Tqfseer al-Dustour) should offer its judgement on the constitutionality of the

naqabat, Kabariti was incensed, and defended the naqabat as part of Jordan’s constitutional heritage. 

His suggestive reply to the senators was that “the government will not allow itself to assume any 

attitude or practice that contravenes the Constitution.” Kabariti’s stance against the Senators earned

On 8 November 1996 Shbeilat was released from prison by royal directives, and King 

Hussein personally drove him from Swaqa prison to his mother’s home.207 The naqabat continued 

their activity, however. In January 1997, they spearheaded a mass protest against an Israeli trade fair 

held in A m m an. The protest, the largest since the 1991 Gulf War, was attended by Ahmad ‘Ubaydat, 

who now emerged as a prominent voice in the anti-normalization campaign.20® The running battles 

between the naqabat and the regime continued throughout 1997. On 29 November 1997, in the 

Speech from the Thrown inaugurating the Thirteenth session of Parliament, the king declared that 

the “government w ill... present new legislation to the esteemed Parliament to develop the parties 

and unions [read professional syndicates] laws, guarantee good performance, control practices, and

204See details in Alasvtaq, 24 March 1996; al-Hayat, 24 March 1996; and Lamis Andoni, “First Test for Kabariti,” Middle 
East International, 29 March 1996, p. 10

^Shbeilat, however, would not be silenced. In an open letter to the king dated 3 February 1997, Shbeilat attacked “official 
agencies who have played, and continue to play, a primary role in demolishing the social fabric of our beloved country." Shbeilat 
then criticized the Peace Treaty and the ‘one citizen, one vote* law. The latter, Shbeilat added in a subtle but suggestive phrase, has 
absented “your great original partner (Parliament) in our Parliamentary Monarchical system.” See Layth Shbeilat, “Risala ila Jalalat 
al-Malik, Al-Mawdou‘: ai-Wihda al-Wataniyya,” [A Letter to his Majesty the King, the Subject; National Unity] in as-Safir, IS 
February 1997. Shbeilat would be arrested again on 20 February 1998. This time he was charged with inciting riots and slandering 
the king in a  sermon he gave in a mosque in Ma‘an. Interestingly, Ahmad ‘Ubaydat volunteered to defend Shbeilat. See Jordan Times, 
21 and 23 February 1998. He was later released on 9 October 1998. Since his release Shbeilat has been calling for the creation of 
a democratic constitutional monarchy in Jordan.

him the immediate support of both Islamist and leftist opposition groups, as well as that of the

naqabat.206

201 See The Star, 16 January 1997.
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preserve the rights of the public and the interest of the homeland, with God’s assistance.”209 This 

raised eyebrows among syndicates’ leaders. Buton20May 1998, the king showed up, unannounced, 

at a meeting held by the leaders of the professional syndicates. Their meeting was originally planned 

to discuss the agenda for a future meeting with the king after the latter had accepted an open 

invitation by the presidents of the naqabat to visit their headquarters. The king was reported to have 

praised the role of the naqabat, while at the same time reiterating his belief that they should focus 

on professional responsibilities. Most probably, the visit intended to bolster domestic unity in 

response to external developments, namely the then stalemate in the peace process, in which the king 

had invested his personal credibility.210 Most importantly, the king’s visit to the naqabat's 

headquarters seems to have “satisfied the ego” of the syndicates’ leadership.211 They considered it 

a recognition of their political stature in the kingdom.

The meeting with the king was followed by another between syndicate leaders and then 

Crown Prince Hassan. It was held in the Royal Court on 1 September 1998, and was part and parcel 

of an effort by the regime to contain the naqabat through dialogue with them. Indeed, when the king 

was away for treatment, Hassan, also the Regent, launched an extra-institutional national dialogue 

with opposition parties, groups, and personalities. This dialogue, which often took place in dinner 

parties arranged by respected independent figures, was an acknowledgment by the regime that the 

kingdom’s real political forces were outside the representatives institutions, namely the Lower

109 See al-Arab al-Yawm, 2 December 1997. For the text of the speech see FBIS-NES-97-334. 

“ "For details see The Star, 21 May 1998.

“ 'Interview with Taher al-Masri, Amman, 2 December 1998.
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House.212 Hassan’s meeting with the naqabat, and earlier with the Moslem Brotherhood, was in line 

with the king’s instructions, contained in the Royal Letter of Designation to the new Prime Minister 

Fayez al-Tarawneh (August 1998-March 1999), in which the king called upon the government to 

“open up to all parties and groupings, interact with them through give-and-take, and exchange advice 

and consultations with them on all the affairs and concerns of the country.”213 In the meeting with 

the naqabat, Hassan stressed the importance ofthe professional syndicates’ role in society, a position 

rather different than that of the Majali government, which had ignored and marginalized the 

syndicates.214

The regime’s effort to contain the naqabat seems to have been somewhat successful. In 

middle October 1998, and in an unanticipated move, the naqabat1 s Executive Council decided to 

ban all activities by political parties in thesiaqabat’s headquarters. Political parties often preferred 

to hold their activities there to avert the need to seek prior approval for their functions from the 

security agencies. At a time when opposition parties were in retreat, the move was interpreted as an 

attempt by the naqabat's Executive Council to dissociate itself from political parties, and thus 

transform itself into a separate political pole capable of dealing independently with the regim e. This 

development was a blow to the Islamist groups, especially the IAF, who after boycotting the 1997 

Parliamentary elections had channeled their energy towards controlling the Executive Councils of 

the different syndicates.215 Be that as it may, the Council’s decision served regime efforts aimed at

a2Interviews in Amman, November-December 1998. 

a3See the text of the letter of designation in FBIS-NES-98-232.

a4See The Star, 3 September 1998; and FBIS-NES-98-244.

a3See as-Safir, 16 October 1998. For the relation between the Islamists and the naqabat sccAIaswaq, 24 November 1997.
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pulverizing the opposition.

Further Reversals in the Liberalization Process

The Lower House and the professional syndicates were not the only victim s ofthe reversals 

in the political liberalization process. On 15 May 1997 King Hussein issued a Royal Decree altering 

the Press and Publications Law of 1993. The new provisional law, labeled the Temporary Press and 

Publications Law of 1997, was thus issued without passing through the Lower House.216 The second 

Majali government (March 1997-August 1998) argued that this temporary law was necessary to put 

an end to the tabloid press, which had mushroomed after the promulgation of the Press and 

Publications Law of 1993. Indeed, whereas in 1988 the number of daily and weekly publications in 

Jordan was 8, by 1996 this number had risen to 48. It seems, however, that the regime was concerned 

with the damage Jordan’s press was causing to relations with neighboring Gulf states, especially 

Saudi Arabia, at a time when these relations were slowly being restored.217 The regime was also 

intent on stifling domestic dissent in the run-up to the November 1997 Parliamentary elections, as 

well as criticism to its economic austerity measures.218

The amendments to the 1993 Law were far-reaching. They targeted mainly the opposition’s 

weekly publications which were considered the main source of alternative information to the regime- 

dominated major daily newspapers.219 For example, article 13, section B ofthe 1997 Temporary Law 

stipulated that the editor-in-chief of any publication should have had “no less than ten years

:,6For the amendments to the 1993 Law see al-Ra 7,18 May 1997. See also Jamal al-Shalabi, Al-Tahawwul al-Dimuqrati 
w a Huriyyat al-Sahafa fi-l-U rdun [The Democratic Transformation and the Freedom o f the Press in Jordan] (manuscript).

II7Interviews in Amman, November-December 1998.

2,*See Guardian Weekly, 9 November 1997.

2l*The political weeklies are divided as follows: Al-Ahali represents the Left; al-Ahd is pro-regime; Akhbar al-Usbou' is 
Arab nationalist; and al-Sabeel represents the Islamists.
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experience” in the field of journalism. This article was directed at the younger editors of the weekly 

publications, most of whom did not posses this requirement. Moreover, whereas the 1993 Law had 

exempted the editors of party publications fiom some of the requirements demanded from their 

counterparts in the independent press, the 1997 Law confirmed these requirements on the former. 

A new section was added to article 15 of the 1993 Law prohibiting specialized publications “from 

printing material other than that for which it was licensed” (section C). This was another ruse 

deployed by the regime to prevent cultural and social weeklies from commenting on political and 

economic issues. As for the all-important sections C and D of article 19 in the 1993 Law prohibiting 

the government and other official agencies from printing a daily or weekly publication, and from 

participating in more than 30 percent of the capital of any publishing enterprise, these were 

summarily canceled in the new Law. Indeed, the government’s percentage in the shares ofthe major 

daily newspapers remained extremely high. It owned 75 percent of the shares of the daily Sawt al- 

Sha 'b (which was later dissolved), 60-65 percent ofthe daily al-Ra 'i, 35-39 percent ofthe daily ad- 

Dustur, and 65 percent of the English daily Jordan Timesr20 Naturally this gave the regime much 

leverage over controlling appointments to the editorial boards of these major daily newspapers and, 

concomitantly, over publication decisions.

The most damaging amendment to press liberties was that targeting article 24 of the 1993 

Law. While the 1993 Law stipulated a gross capital of no less than JD50,000 for daily and JD15,000 

for weekly publications, the 1997 Law raised these figures to a staggering JD600,000 and JD300,000 

respectively. The result was the closure of no less than 13 weeklies who were unable to meet the new

“ ’See al-Shalabi, Al-Tahawwul al-Dimuqrati wa Huriyyat al-Sahqfa fi-l-Urdurt, p. 45; and al-Kiylani, “Ai-Ada’ al- 
Dimuqrati lil-Hukumaat al-Urduniyya,” p. 89.
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financial requirements. Given that the government also controlled the visual and audio media, the 

1997 Temporary Law allowed the regime to restore a firm grip over the dissem ination of information 

in the kingdom. The 1997 Law also added a host of new prohibitions to the 1993 Law. Whereas 

article 40 in the 1993 Law prohibited the publication of offensive or dam aging  “news and 

information” concerning the king, the royal family, the armed forces, and friendly states, the 

amendments to article 40 expanded the menu of prohibited titles to include “news, articles, analyses, 

information, reports, drawings, or pictures, or any other form of publication.” This in effect placed 

a heavy self-censorship burden upon journalists. F inally, whereas in the 1993 Law fines for offences 

under article 40 did not exceed JD6,000, the new amendments im posed a  m inim um  fine of JD 15,000 

and a m axim um  of JD25,000, while giving the courts the right to suspend publication of any paper 

found in violation of articles 40 and 42 (publication of court proceedings before a ruling is given).

The promulgation of the 1997 Temporary Law was condemned by opposition parties as well 

as the naqabat. The Journalists syndicate was not even consulted before the 1997 Law was issued. 

The Executive Councils of a number of professional syndicates - Doctors, Engineers, and Writers - 

submitted their resignations in protest over the government’s move. They later reversed their 

positions when the government refused to rescind the 1997 Law.221 The IAF went as far as labeling 

the 1997 Law a return to martial law. To protest this Law, the IAF, joined by other opposition parties 

and independents, boycotted the upcoming Parliamentary elections.

The by-now familiar gerrymandering techniques were deployed again in the elections for 

Jordan’s Thirteenth Parliament In fact before the elections were held, amendments to the existing 

electoral law were introduced by Royal Decree. These aimed at increasing the number of seats

“ ‘See ai-Ra'i, 20 May 1997.
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allocated for the rural areas, further underrepresenting the urban areas, the traditional bastions of the 

opposition.222 When the elections were held on 4 November 1997, they registered the lowest voter 

turnout since 1989, especially in the urban areas. In Amman and in al-Zarqa’, for example, voter 

participation did not exceed twenty percent, unlike in the rural areas where voter turnout reached 

eighty percent in some cases. Given that the IAF, eight other leftist and Arab nationalist opposition 

parties, as well as the naqabat boycotted the elections, the opposition in Jordan’s Thirteenth 

Parliament would be represented by, at best, 15 o f the Lower House’s 80 deputies (compared to 23 

in 1993). Of these opposition deputies 7 were independent Islamists, another 7 leftists and Arab 

nationalists, and one independent opposition candidate. Of the remaining 65 seats 3 were won by 

pro-regime candidates from the National Constitutional Party (NCP), a right-of-center party headed 

by the regime loyalist Abdel Hadi al-Majali. The remaining 62 seats went to nonpartisan independent 

centrists, most of whom are pro-regime moderate or tribal representatives.223 The result was a Lower 

House even more pliant than the one elected in 1993.

On 26 January 1998, less than three months after the regime’s victory in the Parliamentary 

elections, Jordan’s Supreme Court of Justice ruled that the 1997 Temporary Law was 

unconstitutional. The Court argued that the Law contravenes the first paragraph of article 94 of the

“ The Decree raised the number o f constituencies from 9 to 13. The former constituency ofMa’an was split into al-‘Aqaba 
and Ma'an governorates. AI-'Aqaba was allocated two Moslem seats, while Ma'an was given three Moslem deputies. In the 1993 
elections, the Ma'an constituency, including al-‘Aqaba, elected five deputies. The other three new constituencies are: Madaba, 
formerly Amman’s sixth district; Jarash, formerly Irbid’s second district; and 'Ajlun, formerly Irbid’s third district. The three new 
governorates elect the same number of deputies they were allocated as electoral districts: Madaba elects one Christian and two 
Moslem deputies; Jarash is represented in the Lower House by two Moslem deputies; ‘Ajlun has one Christian and two Moslem 
representatives. The govemorate o f Amman, which, according to the Department of Statistics, held an estimated population of 
1,631,000 in 1995, thus accounting for 38 per cent ofthe kingdom’s 4,291,000 total population, elects 18 deputies, corresponding 
to 22.8 per cent o f the 80 seats in the Lower House. The newly created al-’Aqabah constituency, with an estimated population of 
85,800, was allocated under the Royal Decree one seat less than Ma’an, the population o f which is estimated to be 85,880. The 
govemorate o f ai-Karak holds four per cent o f Jordan’s total population, but it is allocated seven Moslem seats and two Christian 
seats, more than 10 per cent o f the Lower House’s seats. See Jordan Times, 18 May 1997.

“ For results ofthe 1997 elections see Jordan Times, 6 and 17November 1997; and The Star, 6 and 13 November 1997.
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Constitution upon which, interestingly, the Royal Decree was based.224 The Court reasoned that 

because Parliament was in session, and since there was no need for emergency legislation, the law 

should have passed through Parliament, and hence its promulgation was unconstitutional.

The regime was unperturbed, however. Armed with a solid majority in the Lower House, the 

Majali government (March 1997-August 1998) introduced a new draft Press and Publications Law 

to Parliament This new Law proved to be even more restrictive to press freedoms than the 

Provisional Law of1997. The draft Law was first reviewed by the Lower House’s National Guidance 

Committee (Lajnat al-Tawjeeh al-Watani). The Committee recommended a number of changes to 

the government’s draft It scrapped articles pertaining to the court’s ability to imprison journalists, 

slashed financial penalties against journalists from tens ofthousands of Jordanian Dinars to hundreds 

in some cases, and lowered capital requirements for daily and weekly publications. However when 

it discussed the government’s draft law, and as a result of sustained pressure from the executive, the 

Lower House opted to ignore most of the Committee’s recommendations. The main changes 

introduced by the Lower House to the government’s draft included a decrease in the m inim um  

capital for a weekly publication from JD300,000 to JD100,000 and a decrease in the maximum fines 

against publishers and publications in case they violate the articles of the Law.225

By the time it was put to a vote in the Lower House in August 1998, the most damaging 

articles of the government’s draft Law had been left intact. The Law contained a number of articles

S4The first paragraph o f article 94 reads: “Whatever the National Assembly is not in session, the Council ofMinisters, with 
die approval o f the King, shall have the power to make provisional law to deal with situations entailing the adoption o f necessary 
measures which cannot be delayed.”

“ Sec Jordan Times, 10 August 1998; and al-Quds al-'Arabt, 12 August 1998. The Committee proposed the reduction of 
the minimum capital for weekly publications from the JD300,000 (US$420,00) demanded by the government to JD30,000 
(US$42,000). But the Lower House decided on the, still, relatively high amount of JD100,000 (US$140,000).
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granting the executive sweeping powers to censor and close newspapers found in violation of an 

array of vaguely-worded prohibitions. For example, the infamous article 42 of the draft Law (37 in 

the new Law) prohibits the publication of any material that “disparages the king and the royal 

family;” relates to “the number ofthe Jordanian Armed Forces or their weapons, hardware, locations, 

and movements unless the publication of such information has been authorized by a responsible 

authority in the Jordanian Armed Forces; or any report, picture, or com m entary that is harmful to the 

Armed Forces or security organs;” “infringes on the judiciary or undermines its independence;” 

“contains any contempt or harm to any ofthe religions and denominations;” “harms national unity, 

incites crime, provokes grudges, or sows the seeds ofhatred, divisions, and estrangement among the 

members ofthe community;” “harms the dignity, personal freedoms, or reputation of individuals;” 

contains “personal insult to the heads of Arab, Islamic, or friendly states, or the heads and members 

of diplomatic missions accredited to the kingdom;” “encourages perversion or leads to moral 

corruption;” “contains false information or rumors;” “contains the proceedings of the secret sessions 

of the parliament without prior permission;” refers to “state secrets and documents that are protected 

under the provisions of the law;” undermines “confidence in the national currency;” and “incites 

strikes, sit-ins, or public gatherings in violation ofthe provisions ofthe law.” According to article 

47 of the 1998 Law, journalists and publishers who do not abide by these rather broad prohibitions 

are liable to fines of up to JD10,000, and JD20,000 if the offence is repeated. “Paying the fine,” the 

article adds alarm ingly, “shall not prevent the prosecution of the responsible [party] according to the 

valid provisions of the law.”

Articles introduced in the 1997 Provisional Law were also carried over to the 1998 Law, with 

only m inor  changes. For example, article 23 of the new 1998 Law stipulates that “Every press
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publication must have a responsible chief editor who must have worked as a full-time journalist for 

a period of not less than eight years and must have been a member of the Press Association for not 

less than three years.” Similarly, article 26 prohibits “a specialized publication to write on any field 

other than the licensed one or to change the field of its specialization without the prior approval of 

the minister, upon the recommendation of the director.”

Most damaging to press freedoms, however, are the first and second sections of article 44 of 

the government’s draft law (article 39, section A in the 1998 Law), which were passed by the Lower 

House without any amendments. This article prohibits the publication of “anything pertaining to any 

stage of the investigation into any case or crime in the kingdom, unless it has been authorized by the 

public prosecution.” The article goes on to add that it is “prohibited to publish the minutes or 

deliberations of the courts in any case that is still under consideration and before the final sentence 

has been announced, except with the permission ofthe court.” The rather elastic terminology of this 

article places on reporters the onus of self-censorship, and all but terminates the possibility of any 

form of investigative reporting pertaining to corruption cases. Finally, buried in the end of the new 

Law, article 50 authorizes the courts to indefinitely suspend a publication under investigation, as 

long as it deems this in the service of “the public interest and national security.”226

Despite the objections of opposition parties, professional syndicates, and a considerable 

number of independent personalities and organizations, the Lower House, in a tumultuous session, 

passed the new Press and Publications Law on 10 August 1998. Of the 48 deputies attending the

“‘For details of the draft and final Law sec The Star, 13 August 1998; Shihan, 15 August 1998; al-Quds al- ‘Arabi, 19 
August 1998;Alaswaq, 25 August 1998; and al-SabeeL, 25 August 1998. For the official text of the 1998 Press and Publications Law 
see FBIS-NES-98-250.
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final voting session, 38 voted in favor, while 10 voted against, the Law.227 Attention now focused 

on the Senators of the Upper House, who must also ratify the Law before it earns the royal approval. 

A number of Senators were openly against the new Law. Kabariti, Leila Sharaf, a former m inister 

of information, Badran, Dhuqan al-Hindawi, a former deputy prime m inister, Adnan Abu Odeh, a

Ma‘shar, both former ministers of trade and industry, and Taher Kan‘an all lined up against the new 

Law. Expectations were high among journalists and opposition parties that the Upper House may 

opt to return the Law to the Lower House, a possibility the government was desperately trying to 

avoid lest it find itselfhaving to deal with opposition and independent deputies again. When the Law 

reached the Upper House, the government exerted much pressure on the Senators to pass it through 

the House’s Legal Committee as fast as possible, not even allowing for the correction of the Law’s 

linguistic and typographical mistakes.228

On 17 August 1998 the Upper House convened to vote on the new Law in the presence of 

the government. Kabariti spearheaded the attack against the new Law. In a scathing speech, Kabariti 

delivered a cogent critique ofthe proposed Law, arguing that its severe prohibitions even go beyond 

those allowed by the Constitution under martial law. He also noted that the Law’s prohibitions 

negate the directives of the king concerning transparency and accountability in public matters. Other 

Senators followed Kabariti’s lead, some calling for extended deliberations ofthe Law’s articles. But 

the government, headed by the dismissive Majali, and aided by the adroit Speaker of the Upper 

House Zayd al-Rifa‘i, was determined to pass the Law without any amendments, and thus obviate

^S ee Shihan, IS August 1998. Cognizant that their votes will not prove effective, many opposition deputies opted to leave 
Parliament before the final evening voting session was held.

former minister of information and long-time advisor to King Hussein, Hamdi al-Taba‘ and Raja’i

^S ee al-Quds al-'Arabi, 17 August 1998; and al-Belad, 26 August 1998.
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the need to return it to the Lower House. Indeed, Rifa'i skillfully and deliberately ignored putting 

to vote a number of suggestions advanced by the Senators. When he did allow such votes, as with 

Kabariti’s suggestion that a Higher Press Council (Majlis A ‘la lil-Sahafa) be formed to ensure a fair 

application of the Law, Rifa‘i did not allow the suggestion to become an additional article in the Law 

since that would have entailed returning it to the Lower House. Instead the suggestion was 

considered a mere recommendation to the government Finally, every article of the Law was put to 

a vote, and after four hours the new Press and Publications Law of 1998 was passed without a single 

amendment. Of the 35 Senators attending the session, 27 voted for the Law, with 8 voting against 

i t  The Law was swiftly confirmed with the royal seal of approval and activated when published in 

the official gazette on 1 September 1998.229

The regime had gone too far, however. The peace process, marketed as the panacea of 

Jordan’s economic problems was now stalled, and the kingdom’s economic burdens were 

mounting.230 In an attempt to broaden the kingdom’s political base and defuse tension between the 

government and the opposition, ‘Ubaydat and Masri, who by now had emerged as the kingdom’s 

most outspoken domestic and foreign policy critics, and had boycotted the 1997 Parliamentary 

elections, were appointed to the Senate in September 1998.231 Moreover, and after its promulgation, 

the 1998 Press and Publications Law was frozen, mainly because the regime realized that to apply 

it entailed canceling much of the kingdom’s political life. But the domestic price payed for Jordan’s

“’Details for this section are from ad-Dustour, 18 August 1998; al-Hayat, 19 August 1998; The Star, 20 August 1998; and 
al-Belad, 26 August 1998.

““Interview with Leila Sharaf Amman, 8 December 1998.

“ ‘See Jordan Tunes, 13 September 1998. ‘Ubaydat and Masri had been excluded from the previous Senate because of their 
opposition to regime policies. In feet, ‘Ubaydat was asked to resign from the Senate in 1994 after criticizing the 1994 peace treaty 
with IsraeL He was particularly vocal against the bilateral water arrangements as outlined in the treaty.
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peace treaty with Israel was rather high. The process of political liberalization underway since 1989 

was all but halted, if not reversed. Ahmad ‘Ubaydat, one time Chief of Intelligence turned liberal 

democrat and vocal critic of regime policies, best described the kingdom’s dilem m a. In a speech 

delivered as early as June 1994 at a stocktaking conference on Jordan’s democratic experiment, 

‘Ubaydat lamented how “in the absence of constitutional institutions,... Parliamentary elections and 

the Lower House, we used to complain [nashku] of a constitutional vacuum, and now, after... the 

commence of the period of peaceful transition towards democracy and democratic practice along the 

bases of party and political pluralism, and after completing the National Pact, I feel we complain of 

a political vacuum.”232 Mahmoud el-Sharif went even further, concluding that “peace was a 

catastrophe for the democratization process in Jordan.”233 An explanation of why the regime opted 

for such a course of action has already been advanced: the regime’s felt need to maintain a firm grip 

over the domestic political arena. However this has to be complemented by another factor the 

existence of conservative elements in the political establishment, the tribes, the army, and especially 

the different security institutions, who consider the existence of a vibrant Lower House, strong 

political parties, and a free press a palpable threat to their own vested interests and a recipe for future 

chaos.234 That the process inaugurated in 1989 has not been completely reversed or abolished is 

evidence that these elements have not succeeded in implementing their agenda fully, and is cause 

for hope that this process may be resumed in the future.

m Sce ‘Ubaydat’s speech in Abu-Rumman, «L, Al-Afasar al-Dimuqratifi-1-U rdun..JlaAyn?!, pp. 326-328. The quote is 
from p. 327.

33Interview with Mahmoud el-Shari£ Amman, 3 December 1998.

Interviews in Amman, November-December 1998.
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The preceding narrative helps explain why the organization of state-society relations in 

Jordan exposed the Hashemite regime’s foreign policy and alignm ent choices to domestic pressures 

and constraints. That the regime failed to corporatize the different professional and popular 

syndicates and organizations, and was unable to spread its control over all the active sectors of 

society, ultimately constrained the regime’s autonomy in taking foreign policy and alignment 

choices. The political liberalization launched after habat nisan, and its effects on the organization 

of state-society relations in the kingdom, served to exacerbate the regime’s susceptibility to domestic 

pressures when taking foreign policy and alignment choices. When the regime’s peace process policy 

proved domestically controversial, it responded by reversing the liberalization process, and 

consolidating its control over society.

Yet an alternative configuration in the organization of state-society relations may provide 

regimes greater autonomy when taking foreign policy and alignment choices. As the following 

sections demonstrates, the corporatist organization of state-society relations in Asad’s Syria provided 

the Ba'thi regime this very luxury. The proceeding analysis begins with a survey of the process of 

state formation in Syria since independence. It then examines briefly the roots of Syria’s turbulent 

politics from independence until unity with Egypt was concluded in 1958. After all, the experience 

of unorganized, praetorian politics before 1958 moved Nasser, and later the Ba‘th, to organize state- 

society relations along tight corporatist lines. An ensemble of corporatist institutions was first 

planted under Egyptian auspices between 1958 and 1961. It was later consolidated and expanded 

after the Ba‘th’s seizure of power in 1963 and Asad’s ascension to the helm in November 1970. In 

the process, the Ba‘th created a powerful populist authoritarian system of rule. This system allowed 

the Asad regime substantial control over society and, consequently, enabled Asad to enjoy a
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substantial degree of autonomy when taking foreign policy and alignment choices.

3.5 The Political Economy of State Formation in Syria

When Syria gained independence in 1946, it was a political entity lacking an all- 

encompassing central authority and a common sense of national community. The Syrian landscape 

and population was divided along overlapping regional, ecological, sectarian, and class cleavages. 

These cleavages were rooted in the peculiar historical trajectory of Syria’s political economy of state 

formation.

In the early nineteenth century, under Ottoman rule, the land constituting present-day Syria 

was scattered among four different provinces, each ruled independently from Istanbul. The largest 

was the Vilayet of Damascus, which also included the area of Transjordan and eastern Palestine. To 

the north was the Vilayet of Aleppo. The (then) northern and southern Syrian coasts fell under the 

jurisdiction of the Vilayets of Tripoli and Acre, respectively. In 1887 and 1888 the Ottoman 

authorities introduced a series of administrative reforms to reorganize the Syrian lands. Henceforth 

these lands were divided into the following administrative units: the Vilayet of Aleppo in the north, 

which included Alexandretta in the northeast; the Vilayet of Beirut, comprised of the Sanjaks 

(smaller provinces) of Beirut, Latakia, Tripoli, Acre and Nablus; the Vilayet ofDamascus, stretching 

from just below ‘Aqaba in the south to the borders of the Vilayet of Aleppo in the north; the Sanjak 

of Jerusalem; and the autonomous Mutasarrifate of Mount Lebanon. By and large, these 

administrative units overlapped with a region commonly known as Bilad al-Sham, also dubbed 

geographic or natural Syria (Suriyya al-tabi ’iyya) - an area stretching from the Taurus Mountains 

in the north to the Sinai Peninsula in the south, and from the Mediterranean Sea on the west to the

168

Reproduced with permission o fthe copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Syrian Desert on the east This administrative system was maintained until the outbreak of World 

War I.

The defeat of the Ottoman Empire during World War I exposed the region to the imperial 

designs of Britain and France. While Sharif Hussein of Mecca was corresponding with Sir Henry 

McMahon, then British High Commissioner in Egypt, to secure the independence of Arab lands after 

the war, Britain was engaged in its own negotiations with France. These negotiations between Sir 

Mark Sykes and Georges Picot, representing the British and French governments respectively, aimed 

at delineating post-war British and French territorial spheres of influence in the Arab provinces of 

the Ottoman Empire. On 16 May 1916, a secret agreement, the Sykes-Picot Agreement, was 

concluded between Britain and France, dividing the Ottoman lands into British and French spheres 

of influence. The Allied supreme council meeting at the San Remo conference of 19-25 April 1920 

adopted the Sykes-Picot Agreement as a Mandate system. Consequently, Syria and (what later 

became known as) Lebanon were placed under French Mandate, while Iraq and Palestine were 

placed under British.235

Only one hurdle stood between France and its control over Syria: Amir Faisal, Sharif 

Hussein’s son. In October 1918, flanked by his armed Hijazi troops, Iraqi and Syrian military officers 

who had deserted the Ottoman army and joined him during the war, and a group of young Syrian and 

Palestinian nationalists, Faisal had set himself tip in Damascus as the head ofthe Arab Government 

France objected to Faisal’s actions, and smelled British interference in its own sphere of influence. 

On 7 March 1920, the popularly-elected Syrian National Congress proclaimed Faisal king over

“ See Albert Hourani, Syria and Lebanon: A Political Essay (Oxford: Oxford University Press, [1946] 1968), pp. 41-58; 
and Zeine N. Zeine, The Struggle fo r Arab Independence: Western Diplomacy and the Rise and Fall o f Faisal's Kingdom in Syria 
(Delmar, N.Y.: Caravan Books, [1960] 1977).

169

Reproduced with permission o fthe copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



geographic Syria, with the proviso to respect the national aspirations of the Lebanese population.

Faisal’s kingdom proved stillborn, however. On 14 July 1920, the French Commander-in-Chief and 

High Commissioner for Syria and Lebanon, General Henri Gouraud, sent Faisal an ultim atum , 

demanding the unconditional recognition of the French Mandate. Faisal hesitated at first, but on 20 

July, one day prior to the passage ofthe ultimatum’s deadline, and to spare Damascus from French 

occupation, acquiesced to Gouraud’s demands. By then French troops had commenced their march 

towards Damascus, and on 24 July clashed with the small Sharifian army and its supporters from the 

popular quarters at Khan Maysalun. The battle was brief, and the next day French troops entered 

Damascus unhindered.236

The Syria occupied by France was a mixture of religious, ecological, regional, and class 

contrasts. In the hinterland the populace was predominantly Arab Sunni Moslem, amounting to some 

57.4 percent of the total population. The northwestern coastal and mountainous areas are the 

historical locales of Syria’s largest religious minority, the ‘ Alawis, also referred to as Nusayris, in 

reference to one of the sect’s early theologians, Muhammad Bin Nusayr al-Numairi. An off-shoot 

of Shi‘a Islam, ‘Alawis comprise around twelve percent of Syria’s total population. A compact 

religious minority, they are concentrated in the Latakia region, comprising seventy-five percent of 

that region’s population. The main bulk of the ‘Alawi community is concentrated in the small 

villages dotting the mountain ranges named after them, Jebal al- ‘Alawiyeen, the ‘Alawi Mountains, 

where they form an overwhelming rural majority. Towards the turn of the twentieth century, these

a‘For Faisal’s short reign see Khayriyya al-Qasmiyya, Al-Hukuma al-A rabiyyaft Dimashq bayna 1918-1920 [The Arab 
Government in Damascus between 1918-1920] (Beirut: AI-Mu’asasa al-1 Arabiyya lil-Dirasat wa-l-Nashr, 1982); Yusef al-Hakim, 
Suriyya w a-l-’Ahd al-Faisali [Syria and the Faisal Era] (Beirut: Dar al-Nahar Iil-Nashr, 1966); Zeine, The Struggle fa r Arab 
Independence, pp. 118-171; Philip S. Khoury, Urban Notables and Arab Nationalism: The Politics o f Damascus, 1860-1920 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), pp. 78-92.
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mountain ‘Alawis were subdivided into three socioeconomic groups: the rural notables, the lesser 

rural notables, and the peasants who owned their own property, with only a small number 

sharecropping land owned by notable ‘Alawi families. Much friction existed between the rural 

notables and the other two groups. The lesser rural notables are ex-peasants. Early in the twentieth 

century, they accumulated enough fields and village influence to enjoy a more comfortable life than 

the peasants, and were thus able to provide some of their children a secondary education.237 The 

mountain ‘Alawis are organized politically along shifting rival tribal coalitions (Kalbiyyeen, 

Matawira, Khayyateen, Haddadeen) and religious sects (Shamseyeen, Qamariyeen, and 

Murshidiyeen). A second ‘Alawi concentration inhabited the cities and towns of the Latakia coast, 

and later, as a result of southward migration triggered by rural overpopulation, the lower plains of 

the provinces of Horns and Hama. When France ceded the Alexandretta province to Turkey in 1939, 

‘Alawis from that province joined their coreligionists in the Latakia region. In the coastal cities and 

towns of Latakia, the ‘Alawis were in a minority vis-a-vis the Sunni and Christian communities. In 

these coastal towns, and throughout the Ottoman era, the ‘Alawis were discriminated against by the 

powers of the day. They were excluded from public employment, and on many occasions were 

forced to sell or cede half their land to Sunnis or Christians in return for protection from an 

intim idating neighbor or a greedy tax collector. In the lower plains, ‘Alawis were mostly poor 

sharecroppers working the holdings of absentee Sunni and Greek Orthodox landowners. Scattered 

and dom inated politically and socioeconomically by the landowners, these ‘Alawis lacked the 

powerful tribal organization  and ties of their mountain coreligionists. In the second half of the

237An example of this social strata is Hafiz al-Asad’s family. For their biography see Seale, Asad o f Syria, pp. S-I3; and 
H a n n a  R a t a t n  Syria's Peasantry, the Descendants o f Its Lesser Rural Notables, and Their Politics (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1999), pp. 193-197.
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twentieth century, a third socioeconomic group began crystalizing. It comprised the descendants of 

the lesser rural notables, who transgressed their rural backgrounds, received a public education, and

religious persecution and oppression, heightened the ‘ Alawi’s sense of communal identity, as well

twentieth century, however, largely a consequence ofthe spread of education and communications, 

and the mobilizing efforts of maverick ‘Alawi intellectuals among the peasantry.238

Another Shi‘a off-shoot, the Isma‘ilis, constitute some 1.5 percent of the population. They 

are concentrated in the Salamiya and Misyaf districts near Hama, where in the nineteenth century 

the Ottoman Sultan Abdulhamid II offered them land to settle in. Because Ottoman authorities 

treated them as a Moslem sect, they did not experience the persecution and oppression visited upon 

the ‘Alawis, and made swift economic and social advances in the early twentieth century. The Druze 

are Syria’s third religious minority. Mountainous peasants with small holdings, organized around 

competing ruling families and clans, they make-up ninety percent of the population in the Jabal al- 

Druze region in the southwest, but only three percent of Syria’s total population. Unlike the ‘Alawis, 

their absolute numerical superiority in the mountain enclave insulated them from persecution at the 

hands of the orthodox Sunni authorities. However like ‘Alawis, they tended to be deeply divided 

internally. Despite its clannish and social differentiations, Druze society is glued by a common 

religious bond and a historical memory ofpast greatness. Consequently, the Druze have always stood

“ ‘For the ‘Alawis see Yusef al-Hakim, Suriyya wa-l- 'Ahd al-'Uthmani (Beirut: AI-Matba‘a al-Katholikiyya, 1966), pp. 
68-71; Peter Gubser, “Minorities in Power The Alawites of Syria,” in R-D. McLaurin, ed., The Political Role o f M inority Groups 
in the Middle East (New York: Praeger, 1979), pp. 17-48; Mahmud A. Faksh, “The Alawi Community o f Syria: A New Dominant 
Political Force,” Middle Eastern Studies 20,2, (April 1984), pp. 133-133; Fuad L Khuri, “The Alawis of Syria: Religious Ideology 
and Organization,” in Richard T. Antoun and Donald Quataert, cds., Syria: Society, Culture, and Polity (New York: State University 
of New York Press, 1991), pp. 49-61; and Batatu, Syria’s Peasantry, pp. 17-22 and 11 l- l  12.

sought a better life in the major urban cities. Rural poverty and dispossession, combined with

as their unbending and defiant spirit. ‘Alawi political so lidarity  is a phenomenon of the middle
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united in the face of external threats.

Syria is also home for numerous Christian sects - Greek Orthodox and Catholic, Maronites, 

Syrian Orthodox and Catholics, Armenian Orthodox and Catholics. These amount to some fourteen 

percent ofthe total populations. However the largest among them is the Greek Orthodox, comprising 

4.7 percent of the total population. A small Jewish community also existed in Syria, amounting to 

some 30,000. Its size dwindled immensely since the creation of Israel.

Ethnically, the Syrian population is predominantly Arab. In addition to the Arab Sunni 

population, the main religious minorities - the ‘Alawis, Druze, Isma‘ilis, and Greek Orthodox - are 

Arabic-speaking. The main ethnic minorities are the Armenians, most of whom arrived in Syria after 

World War I, comprising four percent of the total population; the Kurds, with a long history of 

domicile in Syrian lands, 8.5 percent; the Turkoman, three percent; and a negligible Circassian 

com m unity  who escaped from Russian conquests in the Caucasus. The latter three ethnic minorities 

are predominantly Sunni Moslem. When divided along religious lines only, Syria’s Sunni population 

amounts to 68.7 percent of the total population.239

In addition to these religious and ethnic cleavages, the Syrian landscape suffered from 

ecological tensions between nomadic tribes, on the one hand, and the peasants and settled urban 

communities, on the other. Bedouin tribes in the northeastern Jazira region were a constant headache 

to setded urban com m unities. Only early in the twentieth century were central authorities successful 

in contain ing  the tribes and encouraging their settlement, a trend later reversed temporarily under the 

French Mandate. Regionally, there was tension between the more prosperous, predominantly Sunni-

239For population figures and the different cleavages see Moshe Ma'oz, “Society and State in Modem Syria,” in Milson, 
ecL, Society and Political Structure in the Arab World, pp. 29-54; Tabitha Petran, Syria (London: Ernest Benn, 1972), pp. 27-29; 
and Nicholas Van Dam, The Strugglefor Power in Syria: Politics and Society Under Asad and the Ba 'th Party (London: LB. Tauris,
1996), p. 1.
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inhabited, urban areas, and the largely impoverished, minority-inhabited, rural areas. Moreover, 

regional political and economic tensions between the two main provincial Syrian capitals, Damascus 

and Aleppo, was rife. Damascus, traditionally the capital of the Vilayet of Syria, looked westward 

and southwards, towards Beirut and the Hijaz respectively. Aleppo, the capital of the Vilayet of 

Aleppo, turned northwards and eastwards, trading with the Anatolian interior and Mesopotamia.

Class contrasts were also ubiquitous, especially between the urban-based Sunni oligarchy and 

rural notables, on the one hand, and the rural and urban middle and lower classes. In the second half 

of the nineteenth century the urban notables (a'yan) controlled the newly-founded provincial and 

municipal councils, and used their administrative and judicial procedures to enrich themselves. Every 

reform policy introduced by Istanbul was abused by the urban-based Sunni oligarchy, as well as 

village shay/chs, to increase their wealth and land possessions at the expense of both the rural 

peasants and the urban middle classes. For example, the Ottoman Land Law of 1858, originally 

intended to protect the rights of small landowners by registering their lands, produced the opposite 

results: many peasants, apprehensive that land-registration may incur further taxes or conscription, 

opted to register their lands in the name of a local shaykh or an urban notable. Consequently, 

peasants became poor tenants or farm workers, and vast tracts of land were concentrated in the hands 

of less than a hundred elite urban family. These abuses of the 1858 law exacerbated the class gap 

between the urban - and some rural - notables and the rural middle and lower classes, especially the 

peasants.240

Particularly in the case ofthe religious minorities, then, religious, ecological, regional, and

240See Ma'oz, ‘‘Society and State in Modem Syria,” pp. 37-40. See also Abdul-Karim Rafeq, “Land Tenure Problems and 
their Social Impact in Syria around the Middle of the Nineteenth Century,” and Peter Sluglett and Marion Farouk-Sluglett, “The 
Applications ofthe 1858 Land Code in Greater Syria: Some Preliminary Observations,” inTarifKhalidi, etL, Land Tenure and Social 
Transformation in the Middle East (Beirut: American University o f Beirut, 1984), pp. 371-396 and 409-421 respectively.
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class cleavages tended to overlap. This impeded the emergence of a Syria-wide political community 

and central authority, and encouraged separatist tendencies and inter-sectarian conflict Moreover, 

the policies of the French Mandate served to exacerbate these centrifugal trends. The process of 

centralization, pursued intensely in the nineteenth century by the occupying Egyptian forces of 

Muhammad Ali and then by the Ottoman authorities, and later embraced by Faisal’s government 

was reversed during the French mandate. After the occupation of Damascus in July 1920, the Syrian 

lands were divided along overlapping regional and religious lines. In April 1920, the independence 

oiJabal al-Druze was proclaimed. In September, the separate States of Damascus and Aleppo were 

formed, with the latter’s Sanajak of Alexendretta - home to a substantial Turkish-speaking 

community - enjoying a largely autonomous administration. In the same month, the Territory of the 

‘Alawis was established in the Latakia region, renamed the State of the ‘Alawis in July 1922, and 

adm inistered  as a separate autonomous state. Moreover, the coastal towns of Tripoli, Beirut, Sidon 

and Tyre and their respective hinterlands; the wheat-producing regions of Ba‘albek and the Beqa‘; 

and the districts of Rashayya and Hasbayya, stretching southwards from the foot of Mount Hermon 

to the Palestinian border, were detached from geographic Syria and appended to the newly created 

state of Greater Lebanon. After a brief federation between the States of the ‘Alawis, Damascus, and 

Aleppo, from June 1922 to December 1924, the Syrian lands were re-divided once again. In January 

1925, the States of Damascus and Aleppo were joined in a single State of Syria, later renamed the 

Syrian Republic, with its capital Damascus, but in which the Sanjak of Alexandretta maintained its 

special status. The independence of the State of the ‘Alawis from the Syrian hinterland was also 

restored, and after 1930 was renamed the Government of Latakia. This organization continued 

unaltered until 1936, when the Governments of Latakia and Jabal al-Druze were attached to Syria,
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only to be given almost complete autonomy in 1939, but finally re-attached to Syria again in 1942. 

Undertaken largely to contain the spread of nationalist ideas from the urban centers of Damascus, 

Aleppo, Horns, and Hama to the rural ‘Alawi and Druze regions, these adm inistrative divisions 

undermined the hold of the idea of a Syrian-Arab community planted during Faisal’s short tenure. 

It also exacerbated the fault-lines between Syria’s political center and the autonomous rural areas.

The policies of the French mandate served to impede national unity and deepen communal 

contrasts in other ways as well. Granting the religious minorities autonomy in adm inistering  their 

internal educational, religious, and personal affairs served to polarize the different communities 

further. The French recruited religious or ethnic minorities, especially the ‘Alawis and the 

Circassians, into special military units. These troupes speciales were deployed against Sunni 

demonstrations and uprisings, a practice that sowed animosity between the Sunni urban communities 

and the minorities.241 The bedouin tribes of the Syrian desert were also granted political and 

administrative autonomy throughout the mandate period. The French opted to regulate their affairs 

through their tribal chiefs, and invested the head of the largest tribe, the Ruwala, with broad powers 

over the other tribes.242 The French authorities also encouraged separatist movements and elites 

among the ‘Alawis and the Druze to undermine the credibility of the nationalist movement in 

Damascus, and impede the crystallization of a Syrian national identity. They thus pitted the 

impoverished countryside against the hostile urban centers, the hub of Arab nationalist and

24tSee Moshe Ma'oz, “Attempts at Creating a Political Community in Modem Syria,” Afiddle East Journal 26,4, (Autumn 
1972), pp. 396-398; and Alasdair Drysdale, “The Syrian Armed Forces in National Politics: The Role ofthe Geographic and Ethnic 
Periphery,” in Roman Kolkowiez and Andrzej Korbonski, eds., Soldiers. Peasants, and Bureaucrats: Civil-M ilitary Relations in 
Communist and Modernizing Societies (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1982), pp. 52-57.

:‘2See Christian Velud, “Syrie: Etat mandataire, mouvement national et tribus (1920-1936),” Maghreb-Machrek 147, 
(Janvier-Mars 1995), pp. 48-71; and Edmund Burke in, “A Comparative View o f French Native Policy in Morocco and Syria, 1912- 
1925,” Middle Eastern Studies 9 ,3 , (May 1973), pp. 181-182.
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independence sentiments. The insouciance of the urban nationalist leadership towards the plight of 

the ‘Alawi and Druze countryside served to further fuel these separatist sentiments. Finally, the 

French exploited existing factionalism within the urban elite, and governed through local 

collaborators, counterposing them against the nationalist politicians, a strategy that was not entirely 

effective.243 In sum, the French authorities successfully played-off “minority against majority, 

countryside against  nationalist towns, and elite against elite,” deliberately retarding the emergence 

of a  unified Syrian national and territorial identity, and making any post-independence centralization 

effort a difficult enterprise.244

The torturous process ofknitting together a Syrian state commenced in earnest on the morrow 

of War World n. After the war, France’s regional prestige was battered severely. Pressured by Great 

Britain, whose regional influence reached a zenith after World War II, France agreed to hold 

Parliamentary elections in July 1943, paving the way for the restoration of constitutional 

government, effectively, though not formally, ending the Mandate over Syria. The elections resulted 

in an overwhelming victory for the National Bloc (al-Kutla al-Wataniyya), the most important 

political organization of the Mandate era, consisting of an alliance of nationalists in Syria’s four 

major cities: Damascus, Aleppo, Homs, and Hama. Its leader, Shukri al-Quwatli, was elected 

president on 17 August 1943. The restoration of constitutional government in Syria signaled to the 

religious minorities the inevitability of Syrian unity and independence, attend supported by the new

243 Sec Itamar Rabinovich, “The Compact Minorities and the Syrian State, 19t8-1945,” -/burna/ o f Contemporary History 
14,4, (October 1979), pp. 693-712; Philip S. Khoury, Syria and the French Mandate: The Politics o f Arab Nationalism, 1920-1945 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987), especially, pp. 60-70 and 515-534. Factionalism was not necessarily detrimental to 
die urban nationalist politicians, however. In fact, it enabled them to incorporate into their ranks elements o f a younger, more radical, 
group o f nationalists, who were in a position to challenge the old guard’s leadership. See Philip S. Khoury, “The Paradoxical in Arab 
Nationalism: Interwar Syria Revisited,” in James Jankowski and Israel Gershoni, eds.. Rethinking Nationalism in the Arab Middle 
East (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), pp. 273-287.

244Khoury, Syria and the French Mandate, p. 534.
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regional master: Great Britain. Consequently, the Druze approached the National Bloc government, 

and proposed the abolishment of their mountain’s autonomy and its incorporation into the nascent 

Syrian state. By early 1944, this process was well under way. The process was more complicated for 

the ‘Alawis, however. Although by the late 1930s unionist sentiments, mainly of the Pan-Syrian 

genre modeled on the secular ideas of the Parti Populaire Syrien (later labeled the Syrian Social 

National Party), which advocated the unity of geographic Syria, had made inroads among educated 

y oung ‘ Alawis in the Latakia region, separatist sentiments and mistrust ofthe nationalist urban Sunni 

leadership were still predom inant. Consequently, Damascus resorted to harsher tactics to subjugate 

the ‘Alawi region. Popular ‘Alawi leaders were imprisoned, a Sunni nationalist was appointed 

provincial governor, and the local government and administration underwent a process of 

“sunnification.”245

The process of incorporating the ‘Alawi and Druze areas into the Syrian state continued after 

Syria gained independence in 1946. A ‘Alawi uprising in 1946 was crushed, and its leader, Sulayman 

al-Murshid, executed. A second uprising in 1952, headed by Sulayman’s son, Mujib, was also 

quashed. Sectarian representation in the Syrian Parliament, a measure introduced by the French 

authorities, was first reduced and then abolished in 1953. The jurisdictional prerogatives granted to 

the Druze and ‘Alawis in personal status matters were similarly abolished. Finally, in 1954, a major 

uprising in the Druze mountain, was also squashed brutally. Henceforth, the autonomy and seclusion 

of the ‘Alawi and Druze regions was terminally ended, and their incorporation under the authority 

of the central government in Damascus was finally achieved.246

2,3 See Rabinovich, “The Compact Minorities and the Syrian State, 1918-1945,” pp. 706-709.

246See Ma'oz, “Society and State in Modem Syria,” pp. 66-70.
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From Arab Nationalism to Ba ‘thism

The integration ofthe hitherto separatist regional enclaves under central authority was only 

one of two major processes set in motion when the National Bloc gained power in 1943. The other, 

which became more apparent only after France vacated Syria on 17 April 1946, was the beginning 

of the end of the “politics of notables” era: the rule of a small, urban, political elite who had 

dominated Syrian political life virtually unchallenged since the middle nineteenth century.247

Under Ottoman rule the urban notables acted as intermediaries between the local population 

below them and the foreign rulers and governors above them, whether in the imperial capital Istanbul 

or in the provincial capitals of Damascus and Aleppo. Access to local authorities, and the ability to 

cater through patronage to the demands of their followers, were the twin commodities sustaining 

urban notables in this intermediary position. The material bases of their power and influence was 

rooted in control of land or land tax in the vicinity of the towns, urban real estate, regional and long 

distance trade, as well as pious trusts (awqaf). The urban notables played this balancing act until 

World War I dismantled the Ottoman Empire. To retain their pre-war position at the apex of local 

politics, they distanced themselves from the empire’s dominant ideology at the time, Ottomanism - 

a supranational ideology emphasizing secular equality and allegiance to the Ottoman ruler who 

symbolized the state - and embraced another ascending ideology, Arab nationalism. In the interwar 

years, with Syria under French occupation, Arab nationalism emerged as an ideological tool 

deployed by the urban notables to retain their political and social influence, but also to win French 

recognition of their political status. Not unlike the experience of other colonized societies, Arab

2<7See Albert Hourani’s 1968 article “Ottoman Reform and the Politics of Notables,”reprinted in Albert Hourani, The 
Emergence o f the Modern Middle East (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1981), pp. 36-66.
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nationalism was an ideology calibrated by the nationalist  elite to serve their own interests. It was to 

be neither too revolutionary, lest their control over the local population be jeopardized, nor too 

placid, lest the mandatory powers ignore them, and their politics be dismissed by their own ilk as 

mere collaboration. Thus their preferred strategy was to instigate periodic popular protests coupled 

with negotiations with the French authorities.248

The notables’ interwar position was not im m une to challenge from local forces, however; 

these challenges emanated from a number of quarters. One was from a group of younger, newly- 

educated elites, subscribing to a more radical brand of Arab nationalism, advocating the unity of 

geographic Syria and Iraq, to which they sometimes also added the Hijaz. The response of the urban 

notables to this rising elite, gathered around the League of National Action ( ‘Usbat al-‘Amal al- 

Qawmi), a purist political movement which outlawed any contact with the Mandatory authorities, 

was to coopt them and their ideology into the mainstream nationalist movement, a process that by 

1937 was close to completion.249 Another challenge, in the form of episodic but sustained political 

mobilization, originated from those urban popular quarters where vertical ties of patronage were

2<*For a general survey see Philip S. Khoury, “Continuity and Change in Syrian Political Life: The Nineteenth and 
Twentieth Centuries,” American Historical Review 96,5, (December 1991), pp. 1374-1395. For the debates around Ottomanisn and 
Arab ism see C. Ernest Dawn, “From Ottomanism to Arab ism: The Origin of an Ideology,” Review o f Politics 23,3, (July 1961), pp. 
378-400; idem, “The Rise of Arab ism in Syria,” Middle East Journal 16,2, (Spring 1962), pp. 145-168; the contributions in Rashid 
Khalidi et al. eds., The Origins o f Arab Nationalism  (New York: Columbia University Press, 1991); and Hasan Kayali, Arabs and 
Young Turks: Ottomanism, Arabism, and Islamism in the Ottoman Empire, 1908-1918 (Berkeley: University o f California Press,
1997). For the story of the urban notables until 1920 see Khoury, Urban Notables and Arab Nationalism; and under the French 
mandate see idem, Syria and the French Mandate. For a corrective that underscores the need to study Arab nationalism from the 
bottom up see Philip S. Khoury, “The Urban Notables Paradigm Revisited,” Revue chi Monde Musulman et de la M iditerrannde 55- 
56,1-2, (1990), pp. 215-228; and James L. Gelvin, Divided Loyalties: Nationalism and Mass Politics in Syria at the Close ofEmpire 
(Berkeley: University o f California Press, 1998). For comparative examples see Christopher Clapham, Third World Politics: An 
Introduction (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985), pp. 33-37.

Z4,See Khoury, “The Paradoxical in Arab Nationalism,” pp. 273-287; and Albert Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal 
Age, 1798-1939 (New York: Cambridge University Press, [1962] 1983), pp. 292-295.
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weak or absent as a result of im m igration and rapid population growth.250 These agitations were 

ultimately contained by the urban notables, however, who, as long as the French were still an 

occupying force, could regain the initiative and reassert their leadership over the nationalist 

independence movement and their own strategy in dealing with the French authorities.

Independence was a bag of mixed blessings for the agrarian oligarchy, however. Although 

they could now use their control over state institutions to guarantee their socioeconomic privileges 

and monopoly over the political process, they nevertheless lost the fig-leaf of foreign occupation 

behind which they had maneuvered for many years. Independence exposed them to the pent-up 

pressures of a society caught in the throws of rapid population growth, hyper inflation, collapsing 

traditional industries, rural-to-urban migrations, the spread of modem education to the middle and 

lower classes, and, perhaps most importantly, the dissemination of radical ideologies, the kind of 

which the narrowly construed nationalism of the traditional urban elite was unable to compete with.

The first post-independence challenge to the authority of the urban notables came from the 

younger, middle-class, educated strata of society, who reached political consciousness in the interwar 

period.251 Products of a modem education, and frustrated by their exclusion from leadership positions 

and the socioeconomic privileges of the urban notables, they began agitating for a share of political 

power. Given Syria’s parliamentary system of politics, their only route to power was through the 

ballot box. This, of course, entailed mobilizing hitherto quiescent sectors of the population. One

“ "See James L. Gelvin, “The Social Origins o f Popular Nationalism in Syria: Evidence for a New Framework,” 
International Journal o f Middle East Studies 26, 4, (November 1994), pp. 645-661; and idem, “The Other Arab Nationalism: 
Syrian/Arab Populism in Its Historical and International Contexts,” in Jankowski and Gershoni, cds.. Rethinking Nationalism in the 
Arab Middle East, pp. 231-248.

23 'For an analysis of this elite transformation see Michael H. Van Dusen, “Syria: Downfall o f a Traditional Elite,” in Frank 
Tachau, ed.. Political S ite s and Political Development in the Middle East (New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1975), pp. 115-155.
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example of this new, middle-strata, elite was Akram al-Hawrani (1912-1996), a charism atic  and 

firebrand young Sunni politician from Hama.

Bom into a once landowning but now impoverished family, Hawrani joined the SSNP in 

1936, only to quit the party the next year and join the Youth Party (Hizb al-Shabab) centered in 

Hama. Groups such as the Youth Party represented an alternative to those setup by Syria’s ruling 

agrarian oligarchy, such as the National Bloc (renamed the National Party after independence). In 

the 1943 elections Hawrani won a seat in Parliament as a Youth Party candidate. Henceforth he 

championed the cause of the destitute and impoverished sharecroppers of the Hama plains, 

Hawrani’s natural allies in the battle against the local landowning class. Hawrani’s tenacious efforts 

earned him the support of a substantial following among the local peasants who in 1949 elected him 

to Parliament again. In January 1950 Hawrani and a group of like-minded social reformers founded 

the Arab Socialist Party (al-Hizb al- ‘Arabi al-Ishtirafd, ASP), with branches in different parts of the 

country, especially the countryside, but based mainly in Hama and the northcentral regions of Syria. 

The ASP was Syria’s first peasant-oriented party, committed to their economic and political 

liberation. Its main objective was the reform of the agrarian structure. Towards this end it called for 

limits on land holdings, the redistribution of property, and an end to the practice of evicting peasants 

from the land. Moreover, Hawrani singlehandedly drew attention to the link between the national 

cause and agrarian reform. Neither, he argued, could be advanced without the other. Militant ASP 

cadres were instrumental in inciting the peasants of the Hama plains against their landlords. The 

ASP’s mobilizing tactics culminated in a three-days anti-feudalist rally convened in Aleppo in mid- 

September 1951. Thousands of peasants from all over Syria converged on Aleppo to participate in 

this dramatic rural show of force. The peasants of the sleepy plains were finally awakening from a
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long slumber.252

Hawrani’s efforts were not limited to the peasants of Hama, however. The stirring in the 

plains reverberated in the coastal towns of Latakia and in the ‘Alawi mountains. Hawrani also 

possessed an acute understanding of the future potential of the military establishment In the 

aftermath of World War II, he encouraged his followers, especially those of peasant extractions or 

humble urban origins, to join the Homs Military Academy. In 1949, Hawrani’s influence among the 

officer cadets was widespread enough as to enable him to play an instrumental role in the three 

successive coups of that year.253

Another example of this emergent new middle-strata politicians were two Damascene 

teachers from upper middle-class families, the Greek Orthodox Michel ‘Aflaq (1910-1989) and the 

Sunni Sal ah al-Din al-Bitar (1912-1980). Both ‘Aflaq and Bitar belonged to a generation of Syrians 

disillusioned by the impact of World War I on Arab lands, and nourished on the dreams of Arab 

unity. After attending the Sorbonne, they returned to Syria in 1932 and enrolled as teachers in the 

al-Tajheez al-Oula (First Preparatory) high school in Damascus. In 1940 they founded a loosely 

organized group called Harakat al-Ihya’ al-'Arabi (Arab Revival Movement). In 1942 they 

abandoned their teaching careers and devoted themselves to full-time political activism. Their 

favorite organizational device were the small study-circles (halaqat), linking teachers to their student 

disciples. In time, the students in these circles formed their own halaqat in provincial towns and

“ For Hawrani’s role see Sami al-Jimdi,^4/-Sa ‘th [The Ba’th] (Beirut: Oar al-Nahar lil-Nashr, 1969), pp. 62-65; Seale, The 
Struggle fo r Syria, pp. 38-41 and 120-121; Pecan, Syria, pp. 87-89; Seale, Asad o f Syria, pp. 41-46; George Jabbour, Al-Fikr al- 
Siyasi al-Mu ‘asir f t  Suriyya [Contemporary Political Thought in Syria] (London: Riad al-Rayyes lil-Kutub wa-I-Nashr, 1987), pp. 
74-77; and Batatu, Syria "s Peasantry, pp. 124-130. For a discussion o f Syria’s diverse peasant population and their travails see 
'Abdalla Hanna, Al-Qadiyya al-Zira 'iyya wa-l-Harakaat al-Falahiyya f i  Suriyya wa Lubnan [The Agrarian Issue and the Peasants 
Movements in Syria and Lebanon] (Vols. I and II) (Beirut: Dar al-Farabi, 1975 and 1978); and Batatu, Syria‘s Peasantry, pp. 5-130.

“ For Hawrani’s influence among officer cadets see Michael H. Van Dusen, “Intra- and Inter-Generational Conflict in the 
Syrian Army,” Ph-D. dissertation, (Johns Hopkins University, 1971), pp. 301 and 313.
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villages. By 1943 ‘Aflaq and Bitar’s group had acquired the name al-Ba‘th al-‘Arabi (Arab 

Resurrection), and on 10 July 1945 they applied for formal recognition as a political party. The 

government rejected their application, however. When French troops withdrew from Syria in 1946, 

the party finally achieved official status and was allowed to publish its own newspaper (al-Ba 'th). 

The party’s first official conference was held between the fifth and the seventh of April 1947 in the 

Rashid Coffee House in Damascus into which crowded some 240 young men mostly from Syria, but 

some from Lebanon, Iraq, and Transjordan, to debate and later adopt the constitution of the Ba‘th 

party.254 What then was the creed of Hvzb al-Ba 'th al-'.Arabi (Arab Ba‘th Party)?

The Ideology o f the Ba ’th

Ba‘thism in Syria is the inheritor of the ideas and some of the personnel of the League of 

National Action, the main challenger to the urban landowning elites’ national leadership after World 

War I. The league’s departure from the urban notables’ docile brand of Arab nationalism, and its 

insistence on comprehensive Arab unity, paved the way and provided the slogans for the emergence 

of the radical, post-World War II, generation of Arab nationalists.255 The defining ideological kernel 

ofthis latter group is their uncompromising embrace of radical secular Arab nationalism, democratic 

populism, and a mild form of Jacobin etatism. More than any other thinker of his generation, ‘ Aflaq

^ F o r the formation of the Ba'th see Kamei S. Abu Jaber, The Arab Ba’th Socialist Party: History, Ideology, and 
Organisation (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1966), pp. 23-28; NabiIM.Ka.ylam, “The Rise ofthe Syrian B ath, 1940-1958: 
Political Success, Party Failure,” International Journal o f Middle East Studies 3 ,1, (January 1972), pp. 3-5; Jalal al-Sayyid, Hub 
al-Ba 'th al- 'Arabi [Arab Ba‘th  Party] (Beirut: Dar al-Nahar lil-Nashr, 1973), pp. 15-40; John F. Devlin, The Ba 'th Party: A History 
from  its Origins to 1966(Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 1976), pp. 7-15; Shibli al-A'ysami, The Ba 'th Party: The Period o f Its 
Foundation (1940-49) (Madrid: FARESO, 1977); Seale, Asad o f Syria, pp. 29-35; Raymond A. Hinnebusch, Authoritarian Power 
and State Formation in B a'tkist Syria: Army, Party, and Peasant (Boulder Wcstview Press, 1990), p. 93; John F. Devlin, “The Baath 
Party: Rise and Metamorphosis,” American Historical Review 96,5, (December 1991), pp. 1396-1407; Jozeif Ilyas, ‘Aflaq wa-l- 
Ba ‘th: N isfQ am  min al-Hidal ['Aflaq and the Ba'th: Half a Century o f Struggle] (Beirut: Dar al-NIdal, 1991), pp. 24-30; and Batatu, 
Syria's Peasantry, pp. 133-143.

^S ee Khoury, “The Paradoxical in Arab Nationalism,” p. 285; Jabbour, Al-Fikr al-Siyasi al-Mu 'a sirfi Suriyya, pp. 163- 
164; and die discussion in Nadine Mdouchy, “Les nationalistes arabcs de la premi&re gdn&ation en Syne (1918-1928),” Bulletin 
d 'ttu d es Orientates 47, (1995), pp. 109-128.
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supplied the broad contours ofBa'thi ideology. It was later enshrined in the Constitution ofthe Ba‘th 

Party adopted in April 1947.

Ba‘thi ideology rests on the belief in an organic trinity: the unity (wihda) of all Arabs in a 

single state, the freedom (huriyya) ofthe Arab world from foreign control and domestic exploitation, 

and socialism (ishtirakxyya), interpreted as social justice for the poor and the underprivileged.256 

‘Aflaq interprets the unity of the Arab nation as an historical teleology; it is the foundational 

ontology of Arab nationalism, often dubbed al-fikra al- ‘arabiya, also referred to as al-qawmiya al- 

'arabiyya. Its privileged position in Ba‘thi ideology is reflected in the opening line of the Party’s 

Constitution, which declares that “the Arabs form one nation, has a natural right to live in a single 

state, which is free to direct its own potentials .”257 However unity cannot transpire without the reform 

of Arab character and society, one that entails a transformation of the Arab self, guided by the 

precepts and ideals oflslam, Arab ism’s spirit For Islam, according to ‘Aflaq, is the ideal expression 

of the Arab idea, the apogee of Arab civilization, and the reservoir of Arabism’s ethical dimension.

In addition to connoting a break with colonial occupation and control, freedom in Ba‘thi 

parlance also involves the liberation ofthe Arab individual’s free will. Moreover, it refers to the 

emancipation of the masses from political tyranny and exploitation at the hands of the agrarian 

oligarchy (articles 6 and 42). In this respect, the role of the Party is crucial. ‘Aflaq divides society

“ ®For the ideology o f the Ba'th see ‘ Aflaq’s essays and pamphlets collected in Michel ‘Aflaq, F iSabil al-Ba 'th (In the Path 
ofResurrection] (Beirut: Dar al-Tali'a, 1963); idem, Ma 'rakat al-Masir cd-Wahed [The Battle of the Common Destiny] (Beirut: Dar 
al-Adaab, 1963); and idem, Nuqtat al-Bidaya: Ahadith Ba 'd  al-Khames mirt Huzairan (The Point of Commencement: Conversations 
after the Fifth o f June] (Beirut: al-Mu’assasa al-‘Arabiyya Iil-Dirasat wa-l-Nashr, 1971). For interpretations see Tarif Khalidi, “A 
Critical Study o f the Political Ideas o f Michel Aflak," Middle East Forum 42 (1966), pp. 35-68; Gordon H. Torrey, “The Ba'th: 
Ideology and Practice,” Middle East Journal 23,4, (Autumn 1969), pp. 443-470; N. Salem Babikian, “A Partial Reconstruction of 
Michel ‘ Aflaq’s Thought: The Role oflslam in the Formulation of Arab Nationalism,” Muslim World 67,4, (October 1977), pp. 280- 
294; Shibli al-A'ysami, Unity, Freedom, Socialism  (Madrid: FARESO, 1977), pp. 11-46; Devlin, The Ba 'th Party, pp. 23-45. All 
following quotations pertaining to die Ba'th’s ideology are from ‘Aflaq’s oeuvre.

^ F o r the text ofthe Constitution see Qasem Sallam, Al-Ba ‘th wa-l-Watan al- 'Arabi (The Ba'th and the Arab Homeland] 
(Paris: EMA, 1980), pp. 279-288. For an English translation see Devlin, The Ba 'th Party, pp. 345-352.
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into two camps: the old, static camp dominated by private interests, and the new, dynamic, 

necessarily idealistic camp personified by the Ba'th Party. In the ensuing confrontation between the 

two camps, the dormant Arab spirit is awakened first among the struggling cadres of the party, who 

undertake a transformation (inqilab) or revolution in their thinking and morales. Among them begins 

the resurrection of the Arab spirit. The Party is the vanguard in the resurrection of Arab society, it 

is “the nation of the revolt” (ummat al-inqilab), a microcosm of the larger nation it aspires to 

recreate. The “revolutionary” (inqilabi) character ofthe party is thus rooted in its holistic vision of 

its mission: to struggle to liberate completely the Arab homeland from foreign colonialism, to 

struggle to gather all Arabs in one state, and to overturn the corrupt economic, social, political, and 

intellectual status quo in the Arab homeland (article 6). This mild dose of Jacobin etatism in 'Aflaq’s 

writings and in the Constitution was juxtaposed uncomfortably with an emphasis on the desirability 

of democratic transformations, rendering the Ba'th’s ideological program inconsistent. Indeed, a 

number of leading Ba'thi figures, especially Munif al-Razzaz, endorsed representative government 

and parliamentary democracy.258 Moreover, article 14 of the Constitution announces that “the system 

of rule in the Arab state is a constitutional parliamentary system.” Article 5 also declares that the 

Ba'th is a “popular” (sha'bi) party, where “sovereignty is the property of the people who alone are 

the source of all power and leadership.”

The Ba'th is also a “socialist party” (article 4). Yet unlike that of universal Marxism, the 

Ba'th’s socialism neither abandons its nationalist context, nor aims at eradicating social classes. It 

is rather nationalist populist, and seeks a harmonious and prosperous just society, guaranteeing a

M,Far Razzaz’s position see his 1952 book Ma 'alem al-Hayat at- 'Arabiyya al-Jadida [Signposts of the New Arab Life] 
reproduced in Munif al-Razzaz, Al-A ‘mat al-Fikriyya wa-l-Siyasiyya [The Intellectual and Political Works] VoL I, (np: Mu’assasat 
M unif al-Razzaz lil-Dirasaat al-Qawmiyya, 1986), pp. 13-311.
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good life for all Arab citizens. It entails economic p lanning, the redistribution of pan-national wealth, 

and the establishment of an economy that ensures economic justice and equality for all citizens. To 

protect its Arab character, and in deference to Islamic injunctions, Ba‘thi socialism promises to 

safeguard private property and inheritance rights, a theme underscored by both ‘Aflaq and the 

Constitution (article 34). In fact ‘Aflaq labored to distinguish his brand of socialism from the 

materialism of Marxism. While the latter divides society into two camps, the proletariat and 

bourgeoisie, ‘Aflaq posits an alternative binary: that between “the Arab people” (al-sha ‘b al- ’Arabi) 

and all the other segments of society conspiring to impede its resurrection, be they of the upper 

classes, such as the landed oligarchy, or the lower classes, such as the reactionary religious 

establishment Moreover, and since the Ba‘thi trinity is interlocked, socialism, by eradicating 

exploitation and enabling all the members of society to partake in its wealth and achieve their full
•  * .
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also fixed by the state (article 32). The state should oversee both domestic and external trade (article 

36). In the social sphere the Party commits itself to guarantee public health services and intellectual 

or manual labor for all citizens (articles 39 and 40). It also promises to establish free unions and 

syndicates for workers and peasants, as well as special work courts consisting of representatives of 

the state and the workers’ and peasants’ unions, whose responsibility is to arbitrate disputes between 

these unions, factory managers, and the state’s representatives (article 40). Howthese syndicates and 

courts can be free, yet operate in a an economy guided by the state, is another Ba‘thi ideological 

inconsistency left unresolved by the party’s founders.259 

The Rural Intelligentsia

When the Ba‘th Party held its first official conference in 1947, it had already absorbed the 

followers of another Sorbonne graduate, Zaki al-Arsuzi (cal900-1968). A ‘Alawi bom in Latakia, 

Arsuzi studied philosophy in Paris from 1927 until 1930. In early 1939, he founded al-Hizb al- 

Qawmi al- 'Arabi (Arab Nationalist Party), which lasted less than a year. He subsequently gathered 

around Him a group of adoring disciples, which included Sami al-Jundi and Abdel Halim Qaddur, 

and created a new political party, called al-Ba‘th al-'Arabi (Arab Resurrection). By late 1944, 

Arsuzi’s group had disintegrated. Perhaps some ofhis followers grew increasingly disillusioned with 

their master’s ideas about the Arab’s racial superiority. Moreover Arsuzi came to doubt the utility

^T he organizational structure of the Ba'th Party is hierarchical. At the lowest ring is the halaqa (circle), the smallest 
administrative unit in the party, composed of three to seven members. A number of circles make-up a.firqa (division). Two or more 
divisions compose a.shu ‘ba (section), and two or more sections form afa r ' (branch). The representatives o f the branches o f a specific 
state gather in al-Mu ’tamar al-Qutri (Regional Congress) and elect al-Qiyada al-Qutriyya (Regional Command), which is headed 
by an Amin "Am (Secretary General), and runs the affairs of a specific qutr (region, Le^ Syria, Iraq, Lebanon). The members o f the 
different Regional Commands, plus at least five additional members from each region and one member per section for those areas 
where the party’s organization has reached only section or branch levels, gathers in al-Mu ’tamar al-Qawmi (National Congress), and 
elect al-Qiyada al-Qawmiyya (National Command), which includes the secretaries ofthe differentRegional Commands. The National 
Command is the party’s highest executive body, and (theoretically) has sweeping organizational and policy-formulation prerogatives. 
See Devlin, The Ba ’th Party, pp. 15-20.
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of political activity, and shunned political involvement Consequently, between 1945 and 1947 most 

of his supporters, labeled al-liwa ’yyoun, because they hailed from Alexandretta, who were 

predominantly ‘Alawis, migrated over to ‘Aflaq and Bitar’s Ba‘th Party.260

The most famous member ofthis group is Wahib al-Ghanem, a physician from a middle-class 

religious family. He first followed his mentor from Alexandretta to Damascus, and in 1943, upon 

completing his medical degree, left Damascus and commenced his practice in Latakia. He soon 

became a trusted friend of the mountain villagers. In turn, some of their children gathered around 

him in typical Ba‘thi student-circles, learning the lore of his party. Later, he played an instrumental 

role in the merger of the Arsuzi and ‘Aflaq groups, and became a founding member ofthe first Ba‘th 

Executive Bureau. After the founding conference, Ghanem set up the party’s Latakia branch in his 

own clinic. His recruits were mainly plebeian young men of rural-minority backgrounds, hitherto 

excluded from urban patronage and clientage networks, whose families’ ex-peasant and lesser 

notable status enabled them to descend from the mountains and acquire a secondary education in the 

schools of the coastal cities. Other students came under the influence of Arsuzi’s liwa ‘yyoun, now 

employed as teachers in the coastal schools, and operating under the Ba‘th. These student recruits 

were the backbone of the Ba‘th in the jostling for turf and sentiments as it battled its way against 

alternative ideological currents vying to win the allegiance of Syria’s post-independence population: 

namely the SSNP, the Communist Party, and the Moslem Brotherhood. In time, the students carried 

the Ba‘th’s revolutionary message to the poor neighborhoods of Latakia and up to the villages in the

“ “Batatu contends that in 1939 Arsuzi divided his group into two sections: one political, called al-Hizb al-Q awm ial-Arabi, 
and another cultural, called al-Ba'th al-'Arabi. See Batatu, Syria's Peasantry, p. 13S. Sami al-Jundi, who was briefly a disciple of 
Arsuzi, offers a different narrative. See al-Jundi, Al-Ba 'th, pp. 19-32 and 35-36. For Arzusi’s career see also Muta* Safedi, Htzb al- 
Ba 'th: Ma 'sat al-Mawlid, Ma 'sat al-Nihaya [The Ba'th Party: The Tragedy ofBirth, the Tragedy of Ending] (Beirut: Dar al-Adaab, 
1964), pp. 55-66. For his life and writings see Zairi al-Arsuzi, Al-Mu 'allafat al-Kamila [The Complete Writings] Vols. I-IV 
(Damascus: Matabe' al-Idara al-Siyasiyya Iil-Jaysh wa-l-Quwaat al-Musalaha, 1972-1974).
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‘Alawi mountains. A similar process transpired among the Druze of the southwest Druze students 

educated in Damascus or in Suwayda, the provincial capital, carried the new Ba‘thi creed to the 

mountain peasants and were instrumental in its spread in Jabal al-Dnize.261 In many ways, these 

students are the Syrian equivalent of the left-wing rural intelligentsia Gramsci longed for in his 

incomplete but brilliant essay “The Southern Question,” who could bridge a revolutionary alliance 

between Italy’s northern workers and the southern peasant masses.262 In Syria, this rural intelligentsia 

undertook the revolutionary mobilization ofthe rural community under the banner ofthe Ba'th. That 

they were mostly of rural and minority backgrounds was largely the consequence of their natural 

susceptibility to the secular, social reformist, populist ideology of the Ba'th. This was especially true 

of the children of relatively well-offDruze, Isma'ili, ‘Alawi, and Christian Orthodox peasants. From 

the perspective of these hitherto neglected and subdued minorities, the secular social reformism of 

the Ba'th constituted apromising springboard for a break with provincialism and sectarianism. It was 

also an opportunity to partake in national politics from a position of equals rather than subordinate 

groups. The founders of the Ba'th had also resigned themselves to the difficult truth that the 

Damascenes’ conservative predilections had rendered the city inhospitable to their brand of secular 

revolutionary proselytizing.263

After graduating from secondary school, most of these recruits joined the army, enrolling in 

the Horns Military Academy. Charging no fees for admission, and demanding a two years tenure 

only, it was the only institution that offered them the prospect for upward social mobility, social

“ ‘For a discussion of this process see Seale, Asad o f Syria, pp. 27-37; al-Jundi, Al-Ba 'th, pp. 36-39 and 45; Safadi, Hub 
al-Ba 'th, p. 68; and Hinnebusch, Authoritarian Power and State Formation in Ba 'dust Syria, pp. 94-97.

“ ‘See Antonio Gramsci, The Modem Prince and other Writings (New York: International Publishers, 1992), pp. 28-51.

263See al-Jundi, Al-Ba'th, pp. 39-40.
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status, and a monthly stipend. The higher education required for a professional civilian career was 

beyond their families’ means, a privilege hitherto reserved for the children of the landowning and 

mercantile classes. Nor did joining the military entail abandoning one’s political affiliations. After 

all, and as early as 1934, the army had already been infiltrated by SSNP cadres, and later by 

Hawrani’s followers. It also had been politicized in a series of coups undertaken after the 1948 War: 

Husni al-Za‘im’s, on 30 March 1949, Sami al-Hinnawi’s, on 14 August 1949, and Adib al- 

Shishakli’s, on 19 December 1949 and 19 November 1951, who was later deposed in an army 

mutiny on 25 February 1954.264 

Two Become One, Briefly

The experience of political persecution and exile under the heavy-handed regime of Shishakli 

(1949-1954), and the encouragement ofa number of army officers, convinced Hawrani, ‘Aflaq, and 

Bitar to merge their parties. This was undertaken sometime in late 1952 or early 1953, when the 

leaders were in exile in Beirut, sheltered from the wrath of Shishakli’s dictatorial final year in 

power.265 The merger of Hawrani’s al-Hizb al- 'Arabi al-Ishtiraki and ‘Aflaq and Bitar’s Hizb al- 

Ba‘th al-'Arabi produced Hizb al-Ba'th al-‘Arabi al-Ishtiraki (Arab Socialist Ba‘th Party). The 

outcome was a unified party by name only, however. The Hawrani- ‘ Aflaq-B itar triumvirate were 

constantly feuding with one another. Hawrani’s peasant contingent and militant cadres remained

ZMFor details see Khaled al-‘Azm, Mudhakarat Khaledal- ‘Azm [The Memoirs ofKhaled al-'Azm] Vol. n , (Beirut: Al-Dar 
al-Mutahida lil-Nashr, 1973), pp. 179-284; Nadheer Fansa, Ayaam Husni al-Za'im: 137 Yawm Hazat Suriyya [the Days o f Husni 
al-Za'im: 137 Days that Shook Syria] (Damascus: Mu’assasal al-Nawawi lil-Tiba'a wa-l-Nashr wa-l-Tawzi\ 1993); and Seale, The 
Struggle fo r Syria, pp. 58-99.

245The tuning ofthe merger is debatable. ai-‘Aysami argues it took place on 13 November 1952, Jundi in 1954, Devlin by 
February 1953, Seale sometime in 1953, and Batatu in 1952. See respectively Shibly al-‘Aysami, Hizb al-Ba 'th al- ‘Arabi al-lshtiraki: 
Afarhalat al-Numu wa-l-Tawaso '. 1949-1958 [Arab Ba'th Socialist Party: The Period of Growth and Expansion] (Beirut: Dar al- 
Tali'a, 1978), p. 70; al-Jundi, Al-Ba'th, p. 36; Devlin, The Ba'th Party, p. 64; Seale, Asad o f Syria, p. 47; and Batatu, Syria's 
Peasantry, p. 136. For the role ofthe officers see Naji *AQoush, Al-Thawra wa-l-Jamahir: Marahel al-Nidal al- 'Arabi wa Dawr al- 
Haraka al-Thawriyya 1948-1961 [The Revolution and the Masses: The Stages o f Arab Struggle and the Role of the Revolutionary 
Movement] (Beirut: Dar al-Tali‘a, 1962), p. 49.
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loyal to him on a populist basis. Similarly, the Ba'th’s provincial cells, especially in Latakia and 

Dayr al-Zur, were not completely incorporated under the leadership of the Damascus cell of'Aflaq 

and Bitar, and improvised their own internal structures without applying those of the party. The 

merger also caused friction between the leadership of the Ba'th and its cadres, who were not 

consulted in advance.266 Nevertheless, the new party was an impressive coalition of complementary 

class allies bound together by grievances against common class enemies: the agrarian oligarchy and 

commercial and industrial bourgeoisie.

When the merger was concluded, 'Aflaq and Bitar’s Ba'th had developed into the main party 

of the salaried, white-collar, urban middle class in Syria, namely schoolteachers and government 

employees determined to challenge the old order. It was also the party of former students of rural, 

ex-peasant, and minority backgrounds, who by 1950 had started enrolling in the army.267 Yet with 

the exception of Ghanem, the party leadership was not well attuned to the needs of the peasantry. 

'Aflaq’s theoretical explorations lacked a sustained appreciation of Syria’s agrarian problem. 

Hawrani’s contribution was to enlist his followers, the peasants of the Hama plains, in the new 

expanded party. Similarly, the Ba'thi rural intelligentsia played an instrumental role in drawing the 

rural peasantry of the 'Alawi and Druze mountains into the Ba'th. At the nexus of this coalition of 

class forces was the strategic middle class-peasant alliances in Hama, Latakia, and Jabal al-Druze, 

held togther in the latter two provinces by the rural intelligentsia. The Ba'th Party developed

“‘See al-Jundi, Al-Ba'th, pp. 68 and 40; Van Dusen, “Syria: Downfall of a Traditional Elite," pp. 133-135; and Devlin, 
The Ba'th Party, pp. 65-66.

M7For example, SalahJadid graduated in 1951 from the Horns Military Academy, while Asad enrolled in September 1951. 
See Van Dusen, “Intra- and Inter-Generational Conflict in the Syrian Army,” p. 409; the picture of the 1951 graduating class in Abdel 
Karim Zahr al-Din, Mudhakarati 'Art Fatrat al-Irtfbalft Suriyya ma Bayn 28 Aylaul 1961 wa 8 Adhar 1963 [My Memoirs about the 
Secessionist Period in Syria: Between 28 September 1961 and 8 March 1963] (Beirut: n.p., 1968), after p. 528; Scale,/Lrari o f Syria, 
p. 39; and Batatu, Syria’s Pesantry, p. 198.
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gradually into “the main instrument through which the middle-class, peasant coalition was shaped. 

Its nationalist-populist/etatist ideology best expressed the common interests of the two classes. Its 

core, recruited from the rural intelligentsia, best incorporated the link of middle class and village.”268 

The merger of Hawrani’s party with ‘Aflaq and Bitar’s also doomed the efforts of Syria’s 

nascent industrial and commercial bourgeoisie, represented by the Aleppo-based People’s Party 

(Hizb al-Sha'b), to dissociate themselves from the increasingly unpopular agrarian oligarchy 

gathered around the National Party, and establish, in alliance with reformist political parties, the 

foundations of a social pact based on some measure of agrarian reform and the political 

incorporation of the peasants and workers and their participation into a market-based but state- 

mediated economy.269 As envisioned by its protagonists among the industrial and commercial 

bourgeoisie, the objective of this alliance was to secure Syria’s transition from an agrarian to an 

industrialized society serving their own economic interests, wrestle political power away from the 

agrarian oligarchy and into their own hands, and consolidate a controlled liberal political system 

capable of safeguarding the interests of Syria’s business class. Thus reformist themes dotted the 1950 

Constitution, which was drafted by a Parliamentary committee chaired by Nazim al-Qudsi of the 

People’s Party, and was meant to serve as the lynchpin of the proposed social pact. The Constitution 

called for the enactment of laws limiting the private ownership of land and for the distribution of 

state lands to the peasants (article 22). It also obliged the state to “provide work to citizens and ... 

guarantee it by directing and promoting the national economy” (article 26). The rights of workers 

were guaranteed, as was their right to form unions, though within the limits of the law. Moreover,

“‘Raymond A. Hinnebusch, “Class and State in Ba'thist Syria,” in Antoun and Quataert, eds-, Syria: Society, Culture, and 
Polity, p. 32. Sec also Van Dusen, “Syria: Downfall o f a Traditional Elite," pp. 137-138.

Z69For an analysis o f this process see Heydemann, Authoritarianism in Syria, pp. 30-54.
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elementary education was made compulsory and, like secondary and professional education, was 

rendered free for all Syrians (article 28).270 However the industrial and commercial bourgeoisie’s 

hopes to organize a reformist social pact failed to materialize. Their reformist agenda differed widely 

from that advanced by the peasants and workers, who now demanded a broadening of state welfare 

programs and social security.271 They were also supported by the Ba‘th and the Syrian Com m unists, 

who jealously competed among themselves for the workers’ and peasants’ allegiances, and by 

Hawrani’s demands for radical agrarian reform. The watershed event that finally convinced the 

industrial and commercial bourgeoisie to abandon their efforts at negotiating a reformist social pact 

was the September 1954 Parliamentary elections held on the morrow of Shishakli’s overthrow.

In these elections, the Ba‘th fielded thirty candidates in different provinces, and m anaged to 

elect sixteen, with two additional independent deputies joining the Ba'th’s parliamentary bloc. In 

Latakia Ghanem captured a seat, and in Damascus Bitar defeated the secretary general of the SSNP 

in a second round of voting. However the most stunning victory was Hawrani’s, whose list in Hama 

managed a clean sweep against the agrarian oligarchy.272 The 1954 election also brought to 

Parliament the secretary general of the Syrian Communist Party, Khaled Bakdash, and two SSNP 

candidates. It registered a substantial decline in the Parliamentary weight of the National and 

People’s Party, and hence a retreat in the influence of landed and business interests in the Syrian 

political arena. Henceforth, the industrial and commercial bourgeoisie opted to join ranks with the 

agrarian oligarchy in a desperate attempt to defend their class interests against popular demands for

""See Majid Khadduri, “Constitutional Development in Syria: With Emphasis on the Constitution of 1950,” Middle East 
Journals, 2, (Spring 1951), pp. 151-157.

n iSee Heydemann, Authoritarianism in Syria, pp. 74-76.

I72See al-‘Azm, Mudhakarat Khaled al-'Azm , VoL H, pp. 285-324; and Petran, Syria, pp. 107-108.
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far-reaching socioeconomic reform, particularly from the newly radicalized peasants and trade 

unions, as well as the ideological parties.273 In the middle 1950s, th is conservative alliance  was 

already engaged in a losing rearguard battle.

Despite this reconfigured political landscape, neither the representatives of landed and 

business interests nor the ideological parties could ignore the inescapable realities of Syrian politics 

in the 1950s. Once the 1949 coups introduced the army high command into the political arena, it was 

difficult to extricate the military from politics. Since those first coups, a “duality of power” (izdiwaj 

al-sulta) had developed between the civilian politicians and the military officers.274 Although the 

latter were not a monolithic group, they nevertheless became the most important single force in 

domestic politics and the final arbiters in the unremitting political intrigues of the Syrian political 

elite. This combustible mix of a politicized army, the ideological parties’ intense politicization of 

unorganized social forces, the discrediting of the agrarian oligarchy’s credibility - especially after 

the 1948 War - and the erosion of its traditional patronage networks, and the absence of political 

institutions that could control and mediate the consequent socio-political polarization, created the 

ideal conditions for praetorianism in Syria. Inaugurated during the 1949 coups, this dynamic 

intensified in the middle 1950s, and continued for another decade.275

In the second half of the 1950s, Syria and the Ba’th were entangled in the cobweb of regional 

and domestic politics, whose result was an unforseen union between Egypt and Syria. A brief 

analysis of the events leading to this union sheds light on the unruly consequences of Syria’s

273See Heydemann, Authoritarianism in Syria, pp. 72-80. 

n*See aI-‘Azm, Mudhaknrat Khaled al-'Azm , VoL II, pp. 270-274.

:75For a theoretical discussion see Huntington, Political Order in Changing Societies, pp. 192-263.

195

Reproduced with permission o fthe copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



praetorianism at the time. It is also a classic example of how the radicalization of Syrian politics in 

the 1950s, at atime when existing political institutions were unable to organize and absorb emergent 

political forces, unleashed intense competition between the ideological parties over the newly- 

politicized sectors of society. Thus the Ba'th Party competed with the Syrian Com m unists over the 

political allegiances of workers, peasants, and students. This domestic struggle for Syria overlapped 

with an external one, and steadily drove D am ascus into Cairo’s arms.

A Stillborn Union

Calls for some form of federal relationship between Syria and Egypt were often made by 

Ba'thi ministers in Sabri al-‘Asali’s cabinet of 31 December 1957. These calls were rooted in the 

jockeying for power so characteristic of the political elite dom inating the then checkered-like terrain 

of Syrian politics. In 1957 this elite was composed of the following main groups. The largely 

discredited landowning and capitalist elites gathered around the National and People’s parties, and 

their allies among the tribal chiefs. Next was the political heavy-weight Khaled al-'Azm, the m inister 

of defense and finance in 'Asali’s cabinet, who commanded a substantial political following gathered 

in the Democratic Bloc (al-Kutla al-Dimuqratiyya) . ' Azm was a popular, Moscow-leaning, Nasser- 

loathing, witty Damascene politician, who represented the economic interests of the more 

progressive wing of the national bourgeoisie. By 1957 'Azm had done more than any other Syrian 

politician to draw Damascus toward the Soviet orbit, and had allied himself domestically with the 

Syrian C om m unists. Finally, there was the Ba'th, who spearheaded the progressive camp in 

Parliament under the speakership of Hawrani, and competed with 'Azm and the Syrian Communists 

over control of the political arena.

The officer corps of the Syrian army was similarly fractured into competing factions. The
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Ba'th. faction was led by Captain. Mustafa Hamdun and Abdel Ghani QanuL It was supported by the 

left-leaning but independent Colonel Abdel Hamid al-Sarraj, then chief of the all-important 

Deuxieme Bureau (military intelligence). Another faction- known as the Liberationists, in reference 

to Shishakli’s Arab Liberation Movement (Harakat al-Tahrir cd-‘Arabi) - opposed the Ba'thi 

officers and tended to support 'Azm. It was headed by Lieutenant-Colonel Amin al-Nafouri. A third 

faction, swinging between the Ba'th and the Liberationists, was led by To'me al-‘ Awadatalla and 

Ahmad al-Hunaydi. A fourth faction consisted of the conservative Damascene officers (al-dubbat 

al-shawam), so-called because its leaders hailed from prominent Damascene fam ilies. It was led by 

Colonel 'Omar Qabbani and Lieutenant-Colonel Hisham al-'Azm. Finally, there was the independent 

Colonel ‘ Afif al-Bizri, who had leftist sympathies, and was suspected of being a com m unist. Given 

this intense praetorian factionalism, and the weakness of the institutional bases of power, politics 

in Syria was a contest between shifting and rival but intertwined civilian and military coalitions. In 

19S7, the main such coalition was composed of an uneasy alliance between the Ba'th Party,‘ Azm’s 

bloc, and the Communists, grouped in the Pan-National Gathering (al-Tqfamu' al-Qawmf), and their 

sympathizers in the army, including Sarraj and Bizri.276

1957 was also a climactic year in “the struggle for Syria.”277 Bom just after World War II, 

by the middle 1950s this struggle between competing regional and international actors tipped Iraq, 

Great Britain, and the United States against Egypt and the Soviet Union. The prize was nothing less

^ F o r these political and military factions see Seale, The Struggle fo r Syria, pp. 244-246; Petran, Syria, pp. 117-118 and 
127, note 7; al-‘Azm, Mudhakarat Khaledal-'Azm , Vols. I and II, and especially VoL H, p. SOI and VoL m , p. 121; and Mufti, 
Sovereign Creations, p. 82.

277See Seale, The Struggle fo r Syria; Wilbur Crane Eveiand, Ropes o f Sand: America's Failure in the Middle East (New 
York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1980), pp. 202-233; Andrew Rathmell, Secret War in the Middle East: The Covert Struggle fo r 
Syria, 1949-1961 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1995), pp. 91-144; David W. Lesch, Syria and the United States: Eisenhower’s 
Cold War in the Middle East (Boulder Westview Press, 1992), pp. 61-126; and Mufti, Sovereign Creations, pp. 65-81.
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than control over Syria’s foreign and domestic politics. Starting in 1955, and in close succession, a 

number of regional and domestic events moved Syria steadily to the left, and closer to Cairo. In 

1955, Nasser and the Ba‘th resisted the inclusion of Syria in the Baghdad Pact This amounted to a 

victory for the leftist parties in Syria. Then the assassination of Colonel ‘Adnan al-Malki on 22 April 

1955 by an SSNP operative unleashed a Ba‘thi-Ied campaign to discredit the SSNP and drive it out 

of the political arena. SSNP officers were systematically purged, thus allowing the Ba‘th and Sarraj 

to slowly consolidate their positions in the army. Their efforts were facilitated when Syrian 

intelligence uncovered in autumn 1956 an ill-conceived plot - involving Iraq, Great Britain, the CIA, 

the exiled Shishakli, SSNP officers who had escaped the post-Malki purges, and conservative 

politicians and officers - aimed at reversing Syria’s slide towards Cairo and Moscow. The failure of 

this plot, and the consequent trials and purges, all but destroyed the pro-Western, pro-Iraqi 

conservative forces in Syria. Moreover, as the purges were decimating the conservatives, Arab 

nationalist sentiments in Syria soared in the aftermath ofNasser’s nationalization of the Suez Canal 

Company on 26 July 1956, and the subsequent brief tripartite (France, Britain, Israel) invasion of 

Egypt

Unwilling to allow Syria’s drift to the Soviet sphere, Washington retaliated. The Eisenhower 

Doctrine, promulgated in January 1957, pledged American support for local anti-Communist 

regim es. America’s regional allies were encouraged to take action against Syria, and the CIA planned 

and financed military coups in Syria in March, April, and August 1957. All three coups failed, 

however. Each was followed by a purge of the officers corps, weeding out the conservative
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Damascene officers.278 Yet given the failure of the coups, Washington now hoped that one or all of 

its regional allies, especially Jordan, Iraq, and Turkey, would intervene m ilitarily  to install a new, 

more amenable, regime in Damascus. Yet there was little desire in Am m an and Baghdad for such 

an escapade, and Turkey opted instead for intimidating military maneuvers along the Syrian-Turkish 

borders throughout September 1957. These maneuvers served to draw Damascus closer to Cairo and 

Moscow, however. Denouement in this ‘Syrian crisis’ was reached on 13 October, when Nasser 

dispatched Egyptian troops to Latakia. Ostensibly to deter a Turkish invasion, Nasser had other 

objectives in m ind: to upstage his regional rivals in the struggle over Syria, especially Saudi Arabia, 

and check the rise of Moscow sympathizers, namely ‘Azm, the Syrian Communists led by Bakdash, 

and Chief of Staff Bizri, whom Nasser concluded was a communist279

By late 1957, then, Nasser had won yet another round in the ongoing struggle for Syria. 

However the domestic struggle for Syria, especially among the Syrian Com m unists  and the Ba'th, 

inside as well as outside the army, remained intense. The Ba‘th and Nasser were apprehensive ofthe 

growing popularity of the Syrian Communists, especially among peasants, workers, and students. 

Moscow’s m ilitary and economic munificence towards Damascus in the past year contributed to a 

rise in the popularity of the well-organized Syrian Communists. The Ba‘th were also apprehensive 

of ‘A tm ’s intentions to create a new party, one that might eclipse them as well as the other pro- 

Egyptian groups in Syria. These exaggerated fears seem to have played a determining role in the 

Ba‘th leaders’ decision to postpone indefinitely the upcoming municipal elections scheduled for the

^F orthe I9S7 failed coups see al-‘Azm, Mudhakarat Khaled al- 'Azm, VoL H, pp. 499-503; Muhammad ‘Umran, Tajribati 
fi-l-Thawra [My Experience in the Revo lution] (Beirut: n.p., 1970), pp. 12-13; Evcland, Rapes o f Sand, pp. 253-254; RathmciL Secret 
War in the Middle East, pp. 136-140; Mufti, Sovereign Creations, pp. 83-85; and Lesch, Syria and the United States, p. 138.

^ F o r the ‘Syrian crisis’ see Lesch, Syria and the United States, pp. 138-209.
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middle of November 19S7. Instead of risking a bad show at the polls, and allow the Syrian 

Communists to gain more political ground, the Ba‘th opted to play the unity card.280

Once the municipal elections were canceled, the Ba'th lost no time clamoring for a federal 

arrangement between Syria and Egypt They suggested that a ministerial delegation travel to Cairo 

to launch official negotiations. ‘Azm cautioned against precipitous action, and advised instead 

exploring Cairo’s real intentions on this important subject Such an opportunity arose when Prime 

Minister ‘ Asali met Nasser in Cairo early in January 1958. When he broached the topic with Nasser, 

the latter responded that the Egyptian people were still not ready for a federal union or for unity with 

Syria, and suggested instead bilateral cultural, m ilitary, economic, and legal treaties to pave the way 

for such a long-term objective. This was in tandem with Nasser’s foreign policy principle of past 

years. It called for Arab solidarity in foreign affairs, under Egyptian leadership, but without entering 

into “unionist, frontier-smashing” arrangements.2*1 Confident that Nasser was not about to respond 

positively to the Ba‘th’s appeals, ‘Azm decided to defeat the Ba‘th in their own game. Supported by 

his Syrian Communist allies, ‘Azm called for immediate integral unity between Syria and Egypt. Not 

to be outmaneuvered, the Ba‘th intensified their appeals for a federation with Egypt, with the Ba‘thi 

faction in the army accusing Bizri ofhindering this prospect It was in this atmosphere of acute army 

factionalism and the breakdown of civilian government, and after a nightlong meeting ofthe Military 

Command Council on 11 January 1958 failed to achieve consensus among the different army 

factions, that Bizri elicited from the officers a draft plan for immediate and total unity between Egypt

z*°For a discussion of the events leading up to the union see Muhammad Hasanayn Hcfkal, Afa-l-Ladhi Jcara f t  Suriyya 
[What Has Transpired in Syria] (Cairo: al-Dar al-Qawmiyya lil-Tiba‘a warl-Nashr, 1962), pp. 15-41; Seale, The Struggle fo r  Syria, 
pp. 307-327; al-‘Azm, Mudhakarat Khaled a l-‘Azm, VoL m , pp. 106-188 and 196-198; and Mufti, Sovereign Creations, pp. 87-96; 
and Heydemann, Authoritarianism in Syria, pp. 80-83.

21‘Seale, The Struggle fo r Syria, p. 325.
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and Syria. Without consulting the political leadership, he led an officers’ delegation to Cairo to put 

their demands directly to Nasser.

At the outset Nasser was not impressed by Bizri’s demarche. But on the second day of 

negotiations he surprised Bizri and accepted the offer for immediate unity only if the Syrian officers, 

and by implication the political leadership, accepted four conditions: that the Syrian army terminate 

completely its meddling in political issues; that Nasser be granted full authority to discharge any 

officer from the army and appoint officers in civilian post; that the contemplated merger be a union 

rather than a federation, governed by a presidential rather than, as was the case in Syria, a 

parliamentary system; and finally, that all Syrian political parties agree to dissolve themselves into 

a single corporatist political organization called the National Union (al-Ittihad al-Qawmf). Taken 

aback, Bizri, who all along seems to have assumed that Nasser will reject the offer, agreed to the 

conditions after eliciting the approval ofthe entire Military Command Council.282 Nasser’s change 

of heart, and his consent to an im m ediate merger of the two countries, was rooted in his desire to 

finally wrest control of the Syrian domestic political arena, thus preventing the Syrian Communists 

from assuming power, and arrest the country’s steady slide into the Soviet orbit, a prospect he 

considered a challenge to Cairo’s regional stature. Indeed, on the need to check the Syrian 

Communists, Cairo and Washington were in agreement283

On 22 January 1957, upon his return from Egypt Bizri toured the Syrian politicians and

^ F o r Bizri’s position see Mufti, Sovereign Creations, pp. 91-93.

“ ‘Azm suspects that Washington encouraged Nasser to enter into the union to ensure that Syria does not become a Soviet 
satellite. See aI-‘Azm, Mudhakarat Khaled al-'Azm , VoL III, p. 110. In fact, evidence exists that there was coordination between 
Nasser and Washington in this regard, though not to the degree ‘Azm suggests. Washington shared intelligence information with 
Cairo on Bizri, and upon investigating this information Nasser was convinced that Bizri is a communist In December 1957, Nasser 
asked Washington to keep its hands off Syria for a m a x im u m  period of three months, and not to undertake any act that would turn 
Bizri, ‘Azm, and Bakdash into heroes. See Lesch, Syria and the United States, p. 202.
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informed them of the agreement reached in Cairo. When the cabinet later met to discuss the draft 

agreement, ‘Azm proceeded to dissect the terms ofthe agreement, revealing the multitude ways in 

which it compromised Syrian sovereignty. ‘Azm’s remarks fell on deaf ears, however. Given the 

weight of the officers in Syrian politics, and the Ba‘th’s support for the proposed union, Quwatli,

‘ Asali, and the rest of the cabinet could only tow the line. Nor was anyone willing to openly resist 

the union mania then sweeping across Syria. Thus on 31 January, the Syrian political elite departed 

en mass to Egypt. After two days of further consultations, the birth ofthe United Arab Republic was 

announced on 1 February 1958 from the balcony of Shwikar Palace. Standing behind Quwatli and 

Nasser as they saluted the cheering crowds below, ‘Azm was unable to hide his indignation. The 

expression on his face was that of someone who had just caught a glimpse of the devil.284

With the exception of ‘Azm and the Communist leadership, the union with Egypt was 

warmly welcomed by most Syrian political groups, each for a peculiar idiosyncratic reason, 

however.285 The People’s Party welcomed it as a relief from the political domination of the leftist 

parties and the army. ‘Asali and his National Party were under the erroneous impression that Nasser 

would turn to them in the management of Syrian affairs. The leadership of the Ba‘th perceived the 

union as a panacea to its local problems. Having failed to pulverize the entrenched power of the 

agrarian and capitalist elites by legislative and electoral methods, the Ba‘th expected the union to 

neutralize the dominant coalition oflandowners and capitalists, consolidate a new reformist political

ZMThe picture is reproduced in al-*Azm, Mudhakarat Khaled al-'Azm, VoL in, before p. 149.

asThe Syrian protagonists in the union saga received ceremonial posts: ‘Asali and Hawrani were appointed vice-presidents, 
until the former was relieved o f his duties in October 1958 after being accused o f receiving money from Iraq; Quwatli was given the 
honorific title "First Citizen* o f the UAR; and Bhar was appointed Minister of State.
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agenda, and ensure Syria’s transition to a populist-industrializing political economy.286 Moreover, 

given their hostility to the Communists, Ba‘thi leaders assumed that Nasser would rely on them in 

administering the affairs of the Northern (Syrian) Region, and hence provide them the opportunity 

to reclaim the political ground lost to the Syrian Communists in the past years. The leaders of the 

Ba‘th may have even privately welcomed the dissolution of their party. They considered this a 

solution to the internal fissures plaguing the party and the leadership at the time, but also a method 

for neutralizing efforts underway by second-echelon cadres, dismayed by the leaders’ perpetual 

bickering, to strip them of most of their powers.287

The process of consolidating Cairo’s authority in Syria began by the swift depoliticization 

of the army. Some 4,800 commissioned and non-commissioned officers were either purged or 

transferred to Cairo between 1958 and 1961. The Communists were the first target of the purges, 

followed by Hawrani’s followers, then ‘Aflaq’s, and finally anyone suspected of anti-Union 

sentiments. To quarantine their political activities, the Ba‘thi officers were among the first batch 

transferred to Cairo in March and August 1958, followed by another substantial group in 1959. Yet 

the purges managed to annihilate only two factions ofthe Syrian officers’ mosaic: the Liberationists, 

and that led by ‘Awadatalla and Hunaydi.288 Otherwise, Hawrani’s Ba‘thi faction m aintained its 

unity. The Damascene officers benefitted from Cairo’s preoccupation with their C om m unist, 

Liberationist, and Ba‘thi counterparts, and regrouped under the leadership of Lieutenant-Colonel 

Abdul Karim al-Nahlawi. The Union years also led to the emergence a new circle of officers,

“ See Heydemann, Authoritarianism in Syria, p. 85.

lr7See ‘Umran, Tajribatifi-l-Thawra, p. 16; and Mufti, Sovereign Creations, p. 89. 

2,1 See ai-Jundi, Al-Ba'th, p. 85.
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unmatched in its cohesiveness, stealth, and durability, attributes which later allowed its members to 

defeat their rivals and assume the levers of power in Syria.

Languishing in their exile in Cairo, a group of non-Hawrani Ba‘thi officers reconstituted the 

party’s military organization and formed al-Lafna al- ‘Askariyya (Military Committee) in 1959. This 

secret committee was originally founded by Lieutenant-Colonels Mazy ad Hunaydi, M uham m ad 

‘Umran, Bashir Sadeq, and Captain Abdel Ghanni ‘Ayyash. However in 1960, Hunaydi, Sadeq, and 

‘Ayyash were discharged from the army and assigned to diplomatic posts abroad. Consequently 

‘Umran drew into the Military Committee Majors Salah Jadid and A hmad ai-Mir, and Captains 

Hafiz al-Asad, Abdel Karim al-Jundi, ‘Uthman Kan‘an, and Munir al-Jerudi.289 Henceforth, the core 

of the Military Committee consisted o f‘Umran, Jadid, Asad, al-Mir, and Jundi. The predom inant 

sociological profiles of these officers correspond to those of the aforementioned rural intelligentsia: 

officers of middling and lesser rural or village notability. In their secret deliberations, the members 

of the Military Committee concluded that the ‘ Aflaq-Hawrani-B itar triumvirate was responsible for 

the party’s fragmentation, and had thus become defunct; a fresh effort was deemed necessary to 

rebuild the party anew. The Military Committee’s existence and intentions remained a tightly kept 

secret, hidden from the Ba‘th Party’s civilian leadership until December 1964 when, in a meeting 

of the National and Regional Commands, and as a result of intra-Military Committee conflict, 

‘Umran divulged the secret of its existence and the plans to gain power.290

2” The confessional composition ofthe group is as follows: Hunaydi is a Druze; Sadeq, ‘ Ayyash, Kan‘an, Uthman, and 
Jerudi are S u n n i s ;  ‘Umran, Jadid, and Asad are ‘Alawis; and al-Mir and al-Jundi are lsma‘ilis.

290For the origins o f the Military Committee see al-Jundi, Al-Ba'th, pp. 8S-86; Munif al-Razzaz, Al-Tajruba al-Murra (The 
Bitter Experience] reproduced in Razzaz, Al-A 'mal al-Fikriyya wa-l-Siyasiyya, VoL H, pp. 87-88; ‘Umran, Tajribati fi-l-Thawra, 
pp. 18-19; Seale, Asad o f Syria, pp. 60-64; and, most importantly, Batatu, Syria’s Peasantry, pp. 144-156, which includes brief 
biographies ofits members. See also Elizabeth Picard, “Clans militaires et pouvoir ba'thist en Syrie," Orient 20,3, (September 1979), 
pp. 49-58.
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Cairo’s heavy-handed measures in the army extended also to the political parties. The 

Communist Party was persecuted in both Syria and Egypt in late 1958, driving its cadres 

underground or into jail. The Ba'th Party, whose cadres had all along resented ‘Aflaq’s unilateral 

February 1958 dissolution decision, was next on Nasser’s agenda. He initially attempted to split the 

party and wrestle the leadership of the National Command from ‘Aflaq. When that attempt failed 

during the Ba£th’s Third National Congress - held between 28 August and 1 September 1959 in 

Beirut, Nasser denounced the Ba‘th in a blistering speech on 21 December 1958. The Ba‘thi 

ministers promptly resigned their cabinet posts, along with Hawrani. A crackdown against the Ba‘th 

soon ensued. The Ba‘th responded in kind, however. When the party’s Fourth National Congress 

convened in August 1960 in Beirut, a resolution was adopted calling for the reconstitution of the 

party’s Syrian regional branch. By early 1960, then, the Ba‘th had grown disillusioned with both 

Nasser and the Union, with Hawrani’s faction calling openly for Syria’s secession.291

The Union’s most enduring legacy on the future course of state-society relations in Syria was 

Nasser’s insistence on restructuring Syria’s political economy and reorganize state-society relations 

along strict corporadst institutional lines. The objective of this effort was to organize a controlled, 

relatively inclusionary, populist coalition, upon which the Union regime could rest. It would include 

peasants and workers, but exclude the agrarian oligarchy. Given the social conflicts that ravaged 

Syria before February 1958, Nasser concluded that a corporadst organization of state-society 

relations was the ideal strategy to suppress social conflicts and extend state control over society’s 

strategic sectors, namely the peasants, labor, and the business class. In opting for this route, Nasser,

231 See al-Jundi, Al-Ba 'th, pp. 74-75 and 80; ‘ Alloush, Al-Thawra wa-l-Jamahir, pp. 128 and 143; Devlin, The Ba'thParty, 
pp. 169-186; and Middle East Journal, 14 ,1, (Winter 1960), p. 199.
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and the Union officials implementing his directives in Syria, ultimately laid the Egyptian foundations 

of “a distinctive developmental model that was populist, industrializing, and authoritarian in 

character and organized along rigidly corporatist lines.”292 The following section pays special 

attention to the origins of the corporatist institutions of populist authoritarianism around which state- 

society relations were organized in Syria during, and long after, the Union years.

3.6 Organizing State-Society Relations in Syria: Egyptian Foundations

Nasser’s desire to rid Syria of its pre-Union conflicts and consolidate his control over the 

Northern Region of the UAR rested on a three-pronged strategy which involved expanding the scope 

of the Syrian public sector, reorganizing agrarian relations, and the corporatist organization of 

Syria’s peasant, labor, and business sectors.

Under the guise ofthe economic integration of the Southern (Egyptian) and Northern (Syrian) 

Regions of the UAR, Union officials, implementing Cairo’s directives, successfully expanded the 

regulatory control of state institutions over the Syrian economy. Trade barriers between the two 

Regions were removed, price and supply controls were imposed, an extensive regime of import 

restrictions was introduced, and economic policy became the preserve of the central legislature in 

Cairo. These measures steadily undermined the power of Syria’s capitalist classes, forcing them to 

relinquish control of strategic industries (petroleum, shipping, textile, mining, banking, and 

insurance) to the public sector. Consequently, the public sector replaced the private sector as the 

m ain source of capital accumulation and industrialization in Syria. The result was the 

institutionalizing in Syria, from Cairo, and by Egyptian officials, of a state-led model of economic

292Heydemann, Authoritarianism  in Syria, p. 87.
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development, with its attendant populist ideology and concomitant statist norm s and expanded 

bureaucratic capabilities. Obviously, the main losers in this enterprise were Syria’s agrarian and 

capitalist elites, whose pre-Union control over economic policy and state institutions was being 

eroded gradually.293

In  the domain of rural reorganisation, Union officials promulgated a number of decrees 

aimed at improving the position of sharecroppers and agricultural laborers vis-a-vis landowners. 

Hitherto relations between peasants and landowners were based on customs and seasonal market 

pressures, a practice that placed the peasants under the mercy of landowners. The peasants’ 

disadvantaged position assumed legal status when they were uniquely and intentionally excluded 

from the Syrian Labor Code of 1946. However the promulgation of Law 134 of 4 September 1958, 

or the Agricultural Relations Law (Qanun Tandheem al- 'flaqat al-Zira ’iyya), paved the way for the 

institutional regulation of the working conditions of sharecroppers and agricultural laborers, and their 

relations with landowners. Law 134 classified peasants into different types, set limits on the 

landowners’ share of the crop according to the nature of the land, fixed working hours, introduced 

the concept of minimum wages for paid laborers, and included provisions for workers’ 

compensation, health, housing, and employment services. It also obliged landowners to honor both 

written and oral contracts, and laid down conditions and stiff penalties in case a landowner opted to 

terminate a tenant’s lease. Moreover, Law 134 allowed peasants to bargain collectively with 

landowners and, for the first time in Syria’s history, sanctioned the formation of peasant syndicates 

(naqabatzira ’iyya). Despite these progressive strides, the Agricultural Relations Law also facilitated 

the corporatist organization of peasants. It involved the state directly in collective bargaining

3See Ibid.. pp. 94-105.
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between peasants and landowners over minimum wages. The site for such bargaining was the 

specialized five-men provincial committees headed by a representative from the Ministry of Labor 

and Social Affairs, and included a single representative of the Ministries of Agriculture and Labor, 

landowners, and peasants. The dominant position of state officials in these committees was meant 

to facilitate state control over peasants. Law 134 also proscribed peasant strikes and demonstrations. 

Moreover, albeit Union authorities resisted their formation, Law 134 delineated the conditions 

regulating the membership, formation, and operation of peasant syndicates. Syndicates were 

prohibited from calling for strikes and participate in any form of political activity; they were also 

obliged to operate free of charge and obtain a permit from the Ministry of Labor and Social A ffairs. 

They were also placed under the purview of the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs, which was 

granted extensive control over their activities.294

State institutional control over peasants was extended by other means as well. The Egyptian 

experience in land reform was emulated in Syria when article 28 of the Agrarian Reform law (Qanun 

al-Islah al-Zira ‘i), or Law 161 of 27 September 1958, stipulated that peasants who receive private 

or public lands are legally obliged to join state-administered agricultural cooperatives (ta ‘awniyyat 

zira ‘iyya).295 The functions and internal structure of these cooperatives were regulated by state 

institutions, namely the Institute of Agrarian Reform (Mu ’assasat al-Islah al-Zira 7), and state

^S ee Abdel Hadi ‘ Abbas, Al-Ard wa-l-Islah al-Zira ‘i f i  Suriyya [Land and Agrarian Reform in Syria] (Damascus: Dar al- 
Yaqadha Iil-Ta’lif wa-I-Taijama wa-i-Nashr, 1962), pp. 262-281; Heydemann, Authoritarianism in Syria, pp. 109-117; and Eva 
Garzouzi, “Land Reform in Syria,” Middle East Journal 17,1-2, (Winter-Spring 1963), pp. 83-90.

295 Law 161 fixed the maximum limit for individually-owned landholdings at 80 hectares of irrigated land or land covered 
with trees and 300 o f non-irrigated. It also allowed each landowner an additional 10 irrigated hectares and 40 non-irrigated per 
dependent up to a total of 40 irrigated hectares and 160 non-irrigated. Thus the final maximum landholding limits were 120 hectares 
for irrigated land and460 for non-irrigated. For Law 161 and for the cooperatives see ‘Abbas, Al-Ard wa-l-Islah al-Zira 'ifi  Suriyya, 
pp. 116-122 and 206-222, and pp. 303-322 for the text of Law 161; and Bou Ali Yasin, Hikayat al-Ard wa-l-Falah al-Suri.- 1858- 
1979 [The Story o f the Land and the Syrian Peasant] (Beirut: Dar al-Haqa’iq, 1979), pp. 50-54.
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officials supervised an array of procedures and duties attached to them. Moreover, cooperatives were 

organized along pyramidal corporatist lines, with a central Syria-wide General Cooperative Union 

(al-Ittihad al-Ta‘ammi al-’Am) supervising the work of the different province level General 

Cooperatives Committees (Jam 'iyyat Ta'awuniyya ‘Amma), which in turn oversee the functions of 

cooperatives at the local, village levels. Thus, and in addition to ensuring the proper functioning of 

agricultural cooperatives, these regulations and institutions ensured state-control and supervision of 

peasant activities. In sum, then, the Union’s agrarian reforms weakened the economic autonomy of 

landowners and improved the peasant’s welfare and income. However, and in tandem with Cairo’s 

state-capitalist corporatist organizational policies, peasants were denied political and organizational 

autonomy, and were instead incorporated into the Union’s ruling coalition along strict corporatist 

lines.

A similar corporatist organizational approach informed Cairo’s attitude towards the Syrian 

labor movement. The implementation of this policy was bound to entail harsh measures, however. 

After all, Syria’s labor unions date back to 1924, when the Printing Workers Union was founded. 

In 1938 a General Federation of Labor Unions (al-Ittilnad. al- ‘Am li-Naqabat al- ‘Ummal, GFLU) was 

established. Throughout the French Mandate, the GFLU was active in the struggle for national 

independence. Once independence was won, the GFLU turned against the ruling agrarian oligarchy 

and their allies, the industrial and commercial bourgeoisie. Moreover, and since the promulgation 

of the Syrian Labor Code (Law 279) on 11 June 1946, Syrian labor unions had waged successful 

battles and staged numerous strikes to expand their legal authority and political influence. In what 

amounted to radical and sweeping provisions at the time, Law 279 had granted workers the right to 

form unions as well as a limited right to strike, fixed daily work hours in the different trades,
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regulated holiday and sick leave, and made provisions for the compensation of workers injured in 

industrial accidents. Most importantly, it allowed labor unions a high degree of autonomy in the 

sphere of collective bargaining, stipulating the formation of special bodies for the arbitration of 

individual and collective disputes arising from employment contracts.296 Furthermore, the alliance 

between labor and the leftists parties in the 1950s had heightened the political mobilization of the 

unions and buttressed their position in the political sphere. Yet only two weeks after the creation of 

the UAR, Cairo moved to reorganize labor-state relations along rigid corporatist lines. The objective 

was to integrate the Syrian labor movement into the National Union, thus bringing it under 

corporatist state control.

The first salvo in this process was the informal cancellation of the right to strike.297 Then in 

May 1958, the radical, Communist-controlled Iraqi Petroleum Company Workers and Employees 

Union was dissolved after its leaders rejected government efforts to impose state control over 

collective bargaining. Cairo’s opening moves did not pass unnoticed by union leaders, however. 

Nasser then appointed a dependable Ba‘thi leader, Mustapha Hamdun, to head the newly-established 

Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs. Under Hamdun’s tenure, the ministry  sought to consolidate 

Ba‘thi control over labor unions, waging war against Communist-controlled local unions and 

national federations, and manipulating electoral rules to exclude untrustworthy candidates from 

union elections. Thus when the September 1958 elections for the Executive Committee of the GFLU

^ S ee  Ahmad Sweidan, Ma'zaq al-'Amal al-Naqabi f i  Suriyya [The Predicament of Union Work in Syria] (Damascus: 
Mu’assasat al-Karmel lil-Dirasaat. 1980), pp. 5-8; A. Aziz. Allouni, “The Labor Movement in Syria,” Middle East Journal 13,1, 
(Winter 19S9), pp. 64-76; and Elizabeth Longuenesse, “Labor in Syria: The Emergence ofNew Identities,” in Ellis Jay Goldberg, 
ed., The Social H istory o f Labor in the M iddle East (Boulder. Colorado: WcstviewPress, 1996), pp. 103-106.

^T h e following narrative is based on Sweidan, Ma 'zaq al- 'Amal al-Naqabifi Suriyya, pp. 8-11; Petran, Syria, pp. 140-142; 
Heydemann, Authoritarianism in Syria, pp. 120-126; and Longuenesse, “Labor in Syria,” pp. 109-110.
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were contested by a Ba‘thi list and another list fielded by independents, the former won by a margin 

of twenty-four votes only after the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs barred thirty-six non-Ba‘thi 

unions from voting. Another step in the process of organizing workers along corporatist lines was 

taken in April 1959, when a new Uniform Labor Code, Law 91, was promulgated in the UAR.

In comparison with its 1946 counterpart, the new Code included a host of organizational 

items intended to institutionalize tight corporatist controls over both unions and workers. It “replaced 

the existing Syrian union structure - many small local syndicates affiliated with twenty-six industrial 

or regional federations and two national federations - with a more narrowly hierarchical structure 

closely controlled by state authorities.” In this new scheme, “some sixteen-hundred ... [unions] in 

the two provinces were to be merged into thirty-seven general federations representing a total of 6 

million workers. There would be no more than one federation in each province for each registered 

profession, and only one national federation.”29® The new Code also placed the process of collective 

bargaining under state control, and empowered the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs to regulate 

the founding of unions, the election of union leaders, and the use of union funds. Moreover, Law 91 

formally outlawed strikes, weakened protections against arbitrary dismissals, and introduced, in what 

amounted to a novelty in Syrian labor affairs, a host of fines for variable breaches of discipline. 

Moreover, these breaches were defined by the employers. Minimum wages, hitherto fixed by 

regional committees which included truly representative union members, were now fixed by the 

state. The new Code also stipulated that the National Union had to approve the nomination of all 

candidates for union positions, thus enabling the state to staff unions with loyal functionaries. By 

January 1960, these measures had made enough damage to labor organizational autonomy that

B*Heydemann, Authoritarianism in Syria, p. 122.
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representatives of more than three-hundred unions convened a conference in Damascus and 

petitioned Nasser demanding the restoration of trade union rights. They called for the restoration of 

the right to strike, an end to unwarranted dismissals, the amendment of the new Code, the 

termination of the National Union’s control over labor affairs, and a ten percent increase in the 

minimum wage, commensurate with the decrease in wages experienced in 1959. Cairo’s response 

was swift and harsh. The recalcitrant union leaders were arrested. This elicited the resignation of the 

GFLU’s Executive Committee. It is an indication of the success of the regime’s corporatist 

organization of the labor movement that Nasser’s lieutenant in Syria, Abdel Hakim ‘Amer, 

responded swiftly to the September protests by installing a new leadership and by integrating the 

unions more closely into the National Union. Henceforth “union leaders ... occupied themselves 

mainly in National Union, Arab, and international affairs; they frequently traveled abroad.”299 By the 

end of 1960, when trade unions included some 62,000 members, the Syrian labor movement had 

been successfully incorporated into corporatist state institutions supervised by the state bureaucracy.

A similar, though more moderate, restructuring policy was applied to business associations. 

Of all the different chambers, however, Union officials reserved special treatment for the Chambers 

of Agriculture spread throughout the Syrian provinces. Traditionally the defenders of the agrarian 

oligarchy’s interests, in September 1958 a presidential decree was promulgated stipulating the 

thorough reorganization of the Chambers of Agriculture. Consequently, landowners were ejected 

from them, and the chambers were brought under the purview of the Ministry of Agriculture. A new 

institution, the Union of Chambers of Agriculture, was created in February 1960 by the Ministry of 

Agriculture to coordinate agricultural policies. Other chambers, such as those of commerce and

29*Petran, Syria, p. I4 t.
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industry, were also reorganized to allow for public sector representation on their boards of directors. 

Consequently, their input into economic policy formation was curtailed considerably.300 That Nasser 

resisted a sweeping reorganization of the Chambers of Commerce and Industry reflected his early 

ambivalence towards Syria’s capitalist class and his willingness to tolerate a role for the private 

sector in the economy. However by July 1961, when the Socialist Decrees were inaugurated, 

Nasser’s cautious attitude had turned into outright hostility. The decrees fully nationalized banks, 

insurance companies, and three industrial firms, including the Khumasiyya industrial combine, long 

the symbol of the industrial bourgeoisie’s economic weight, and partially nationalized twenty-four 

industrial companies. The decrees also imposed a progressive income tax, fixed ceilings on 

compensations paid to company presidents and directors, and allotted workers a twenty-five percent 

share in company profits and representation on company boards.

The July decrees were promulgated when an anti-Union critical m ass  had emerged in Syria, 

especially among disillusioned officers who resented their Egyptian superiors, leftist political parties 

reeling under Cairo’s heady-handed oppression, and the now emasculated landed oligarchy whose 

political and economic influence was undermined severely by the UAR’s agrarian reforms. However 

it was the industrial and commercial bourgeoisie who stood to lose most from the July decrees, and 

who, after their promulgation, became convinced that Nasser was unwilling to honor previous 

assurances to protect private property and the autonomy of the private sector.301 Hence when some 

thirty-seven officers of the Damascene faction, led by Nahlawi, and supported by Syria’s capitalists, 

Jordan, and Saudi Arabia, declared their first coup m anifesto early in the morn in g  of 28 September

““See Heydemann, Authoritarianism in Syria, pp. 118-120. 

M,See IbicL, pp. 129-130.
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1961, they encountered little Syrian resistance.302 This was partly due to the vague objectives 

advanced by the coup-makers, but also a consequence of the deep resentment felt in Syria towards 

the Union.

Albeit brief, the Union’s ideological and institutional legacies proved much more enduring 

than its most ardent opponents could have anticipated. In this respect, its impact on future Ba‘thi 

attempts to reorganize state-society relations in Syria was momentous. As Steven Heydemann notes, 

the Union years “represented a critical period in the construction of a durable populist authoritarian 

system of rule [in Syria]. Most important, it established the repertoire of repressive and corporatist 

countermobilizational strategies, a legacy of powerful state institutions, and a commitment to state 

management of the economy.” Moreover, Heydemann continues, “in giving new prominence to 

mass-based, populist ideologies, the [Union]... also promoted a move toward single-party politics 

and a reliance on the discourse of class conflict, anti-Westernism, and socialist revolution which 

would later characterize Syria under Ba‘thist rule.”303 These were later developments, however. 

Immediately after the secession, Syria’s business community, supported by the secessionist officers, 

sought to reestablish its control over Syria’s political and economic arenas.

The Shortest Road to Power

The secessionist coup catapulted Syria’s capitalists to the civilian helm. The agrarian

W2For the background causes of the secession see HcikaL, Ma-l-Ladhi Jam  f i  Suriyya, pp. 45-131; and Zahr al-Din, 
Mudhakarati ’An Fatrat a l-lnfisalfi Suriyya, pp. 22-62. On the eve of the 28 September coup Zahr al-Din, a Druze, was director of 
administrative and financial affairs in the First (Syrian) Army. He then served as commander-in-chief from 29 September 1961 until 
his arrest on 8 and then on 13 March 1963. He was later released in December 1963. See also Patrick Seale, “The Break-up o f the 
United Arab Republic,” The World Today 17, II , (November 1961); pp. 471-479; Ali A. HillaI,“AI-WihdaaI-MasriyyaraI-Suriyya: 
1958-1961,” [The Egyptian-Syrian Union] ai-M ustaqbalal-‘Arabi 13, (March 1980), pp. 67-72; and MustaphaKamil Al-Sayyid, 
“The Rise and Fall o f the United Arab Republic,” in Michael C  Hudson, etL, Middle East Dilemmas: The Politics and Economics 
o f Arab Integration (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), pp. 109-127.

^Heydemann, Authoritarianism in Syria, p. 85.
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oligarchy, domestically unpopular and systematically battered by Union policies, was obliged to 

concede political leadership to the business community. To consolidate its control over the political 

arena while extending the interests of the private sector, Syria’s business-dominated post-coup 

cabinets sought to organize a new socioeconomic coalition. This coalition would be based on a new 

social pact between business, landowners, workers, and peasants, and resting on a multi-dimensional 

corporatist trade-off between these different social forces: in exchange for the preservation of the 

rights gained during the Union years, peasants and workers were expected to accede to a business- 

dominated state, one that would be responsible for managing the process of capital accumulation and 

distribution in a manner serving primarily the economic interests of Syria’s capitalists. Moreover, 

and to win the allegiance of the agrarian oligarchy without alienating the peasants, the government 

promised to restrict agrarian reforms, but also to accelerate the distribution of seized lands and not 

to return any land already distributed to peasants to its previous owners.304

The business elite’s efforts to institutionalize this social pact crashed against the socio

political realities of secessionist Syria, however. Leftist parties, the urban intelligentsia, trade unions, 

civil servants, workers, peasants, and students opposed the secessionist regime and its economic 

policies. More importantly, the secessionist coup had reanimated the factional struggles in the army. 

The Union years had added new factions to the already deeply-divided officers corps. Chief among 

these were ex-Ba‘thiNasserist officers, who now sought to restore the Union immediately; unionists, 

such as the Socialists Unionist (al-Wihdawiyovn al-Ishtiraftiyoun) and the Arab Nationalists (al- 

Qawmiyyoun al- ‘Arab), who split from the Ba‘th and shared in the objectives of the Nasserists; and 

finally  a group of Independent officers not adhering to any ideology but disenchanted with the

**Scc IbicL, pp. 134-161.
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secessionist regime. In contradistinction, and despite its opposition to the secession, the Military 

Committee and its followers among Ba‘thi officers advocated a more studied and gradual approach 

to the restoration of the Union.305 This renewed factionalism confronted the secessionist civilian 

leadership with a formidable challenge to its authority, re-intensified Syria’s praetorian political 

dynamics, and ultimately unleashed a whirlwind of dizzying coups and counter-coups, involving 

shifting factional coalitions, each determined to capture the helm of the state.

The secessionist business-dominated cabinet installed on 29 September 1961 and headed by 

Ma’moon al-Kuzbari was ousted on 21 November, accused of being in cahoots with Amman. 

Parliamentary elections were then held on 1 December 1961, returning a conservative Parliament 

that elected Nazim al-Qudsi, a veteran People's Party leader with close links to the business 

community, president on 14 December. Yet when Qudsi convinced Parliament in February 1962 to 

revers the Union’s nationalization measures, and to introduce amendments to Agrarian Reform Law 

161 that all but emasculated it, the army rumbled.306 Although it was willing to accept some 

amendments to the nationalizations and the agrarian reforms, the army opposed what amounted to 

sweeping policy reversals. This confrontation, as well as Qudsi’s overtures to Iraq, triggered a coup 

by the Damascene officers on 28 March 1962, again led by Nahlawi. It was followed three days later 

by an army mutiny in Horns and Aleppo led by Nasserist officers under the command of Colonel 

Jasem ‘ Alwan. This mutiny was funded by Cairo, and supported by Ba‘thi officers discharged from 

the army after the secession, now operating under the directions of the Military Committee. However

303 See al-Razzaz, Al-Tajruba al-Murra, p. 88.

“ ‘For example, Law 3, of 20 February 1962, raised the maximum limit for individually-owned landholdings from 80 to 
200 hectares of irrigated land and from 300 to 600 of non-irrigated. These amendments exempted most landowners from the 
requirements o f the law. For a discussion o f Law 3 see Yasin, Hikayat al-Ard wa-l-Falah al-Suri, pp. 64-68.
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the Ba‘thi officers quickly backed-off from the coup when it became apparent that their Nasserist 

allies sought immediate union with Cairo, an objective the Ba‘thists officers were unwilling to 

support Frustrated by the army’s factionalism, Army Commander Abdel Karim Zahr al-Din called 

for an officers’ conference in Horns on 1 April. Representatives of the myriad officer factions agreed 

to exile Nahlawi and his comrades and reinstate President Qudsi. To bring some peace to the country 

and army, and in an attempt to reach some form of accommodation with Cairo, Qudsi appointed 

Bashir al-‘Azme prime minister on 16 April. ‘Azme’s cabinet reactivated Law 161 with only minor 

amendments, and renationalized some major industrial companies and banks. Nasser flatly rejected 

any accommodation with the secessionist regime, however. Qudsi consequently turned to the veteran 

Cairo-Ioather ‘Azm, who was appointed prime minister on 17 September.307

In the meantime the Fifth Congress of the Ba‘th Party was held on 8 May 1962 in Horns. By 

then the party had disintegrated into at least four factions: the National Command gathered around 

‘Aflaq; the Socialists’ Unionists’ Movement (Harakat al-Wihdawiyoun al-Ishtirakiyoun) led by 

Sami al-Jundi and Sam i Sufan; Hawrani’s faction; and a group of second-echelon cadres, labeled 

‘Regionalists’ (al-qutriyun), because they advocated a Syria-first policy. The Regionalists belonged 

mainly to the Dayr al-Zur, Latakia, and Hawran branches of the party, and had m aintained their 

organizational coherence despite ‘ Aflaq’s dissolution decision of February 1958. While the former 

two factions advocated the restoration of the Union with Egypt, the rest supported secession. The 

Congress, in which ‘Aflaq’s followers were heavily represented, resolved to reconstitute the regional 

Syrian branch of the party, but to exclude from it radicals who opposed the Ba'th’s unionist

307For details see Zahr al-Din, Afudhakarati 'An F atratal-htfisalfi Suriyya, pp. 190-231; a!-Jundi,.4/-fla‘rA, pp. 87-96; 
Seale, Asad a f Syria, pp. 68-71; and Mufti, Sovereign Creations, pp. 132-138.
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orientation and its veteran leadership. The Congress also condemned the secession, but supported 

a federative union with Egypt, run by a collective leadership. This was more than what Hawrani was 

willing to tolerate, however. Shortly after the Congress was concluded he denounced ‘Aflaq and his 

followers, and condemned any return to union with Egypt The next day, on 21 June 1962, ‘Aflaq, 

as secretary-general of the National Command, expelled Hawrani and his faction from the party. The 

merger of Hawrani’s party with ‘Aflaq and Bitar’s was formally over. It was a pyrrhic victory for 

‘Aflaq, however, for by then he was engaged in a losing power struggle with the Regionalists over 

the control of the party.308

As 1962 drew to a close, the secessionist regime grew increasingly isolated at home and 

abroad. Lacking a popular base of support, the Military Committee labored to put together an 

alliance of officers that could stage a successful coup. Their efforts were given a boost on 8 February 

1963, when the Iraqi Ba'thists toppled the regime of Abdel Karim Qasim. This event emboldened 

the Ba‘thi officers and strengthened their position in the emerging alliance. Moreover, and unlike 

their coup partners, the Ba‘thi officers possessed a civilian extension upon which they could depend 

to fill the post-coup political vacuum. By the end of February 1963 the alliance was in place. It was 

composed of non-Hawrani Ba‘thi officers led by the Military Committee, Nasserist officers led by 

Colonel Rashed Qutaini, then chief ofMilitary Intelligence, a group of anti-secessionist Independent 

officers led by Colonel Ziyad al-Hariri, then commander of the Golan front, and a small number of 

Socialist Unionist officers. Subscribing to different post-coup agendas, they nevertheless all shared 

a desire to topple the existing regime and purge the secessionist officers from the army. The expected

“ Sec al-Razzaz, Al-Tajruba al-Murra, p. 75; ‘Umran, Tajribatifi-l-Thawra, pp. 20-21; Devlin, TheBa'th Party, pp. 200- 
202; Itamar Rabinovich, Syria under the Ba ‘th 1963-66: The Army-Party Symbiosis (New Brunswick: Transaction Books, 1972), 
pp. 37-39; and Gubser, “Minorities in Power,” p. 41.
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coup was staged swiftly and surgically on the eve of 8 March 1963.309 By the end of the day Qudsi, 

Hawrani, and Zahr al-Din were arrested, while ‘Azm sought refuge in the Turkish embassy. A secret 

twenty-man National Council for the Revolutionary Command (al-Majlis al-Watani li-Qiyadat al- 

Thawra, NCRC), was formed. The NCRC was composed of twelve Ba‘thi officers and eight 

Nasserist and Independent officers. It instructed Bitar to form a new cabinet, and elected one of its 

own, Major-General Lu’ay al-Atasi, chairman of the NCRC to undertake the responsibilities of the 

head of state. Amin al-Hafiz, a non-Ba‘thi Sunni colonel exiled by the Qudsi regime was recalled 

to Damascus, promoted major-general, and appointed minister of the interior. He served as a front 

man for the Military Committee in the new cabinet The short reign of Syria’s capitalists was over, 

and a new, radical, chapter in the reorganization of state-society relations was about to begin.

3.7 Organizing Party-Society Relations in Syria: Radical Corporatist Restructuring

The 8 March 1963 coup - or ‘revolution’ in Ba‘thi parlance - inaugurated in Syria an 

unprecedented experiment in radical, populist authoritarian state building. The praetorian pre-Union 

years, and later attempts by capitalists to reverse the accomplishments of the Union, convinced the 

leaders and militant cadres of the Ba‘th Party that only a strategy of populist authoritarian state 

formation, with its concomitant thorough reorganization of state-society relations along strict 

corporatist lines, can consolidate Ba‘thi rule in Syria. This strategy hinged on the exclusion of the 

landed, industrial, and merchant elites from the process of capital accumulation, a prerogative to be 

monopolized by the Ba‘th-dominated and much expanded public sector. However it was also an

309For the 8 March coup and its aftermath see Zahr al-Din, Mudhakarati 'An Fatrat cd-lnfisalfi Suriyya, pp. 416-459; al- 
Jundi, Al-Ba'th, pp. 111-135; ‘Umran, Tajribati fi-l-Thawra, pp. 272-275; al-Sayyid, Hizb al-Ba'th al-'Arabi, pp. 180-188; 
Rabinovich, Syria under the Ba'th, pp. 43-74; and Seale, Asad o f Syria, pp. 72-85.
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inclusionary strategy, aimed at incorporating newly mobilized social groups into the Ba‘th’s populist 

ruling coalition along tightly controlled corporatist channels. Thus the Ba‘th Party spent the years 

following the March coup organizing the institutional infrastructure of control over the different 

components of Syrian society. By the late 1960s, they had created an amazing array of social and 

political institutions, ostensibly to incorporate peasants, workers, students, youths, women, and 

professionals into the Ba'th’s populist ruling coalition, but also to control them along rigid 

corporatist patterns. In their quest to reorganize Syria’s political economy and state-society relations 

after 8 March, the Ba‘th were not operating in an institutional vacuum. Rather, they inherited and 

expanded a number of institutional and normative features planted in Syria during the Union years.310 

Chief among these was the top-down corporatist organization of state-society relations. Thus the 

ensemble of corporatist institutions founded during the Union years was absorbed and subsequently 

consolidated by the Ba‘th, and similar corporatist institutions were created in those popular sectors 

spared by the Union’s restructuring measures. The practice of employing the public sector and the 

state bureaucracy as agents for capital accumulation and socioeconomic transformation was also 

adopted from the Union era. Moreover, under the Ba‘th, state institutions were politicized, packed 

with Ba‘thi-IoyaIists, and deployed in the battle for the populist transformation of society. The Ba‘th 

also embraced the populist discourse of the Union years, originally a hallm ark of Ba‘thi ideology, 

but now radicalized to help market the regime’s radical transformative project, and compete with 

Cairo’s softer populist version. The net result was the radical transform ation of Syria’s political, 

social, and economic landscape, and the organization of yet another layer in the institutional edifice 

imposed upon Syrian society from above. How this process unraveled in the aftermath of the 8

}I0See Heydemann, Authoritarianism in Syria, pp. 124-125 and 169-170.
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March coup is the theme of the following narrative.

Purging Army and Bureaucracy

Before the dust of the 8 March coup had settled, Ba‘thi officers, who had been discharged 

after the 1961 secession coup, slipped back into the army, were promoted and assumed strategic 

positions.311 Their main order of business was to redraft into active service large numbers of Ba'thi 

reserve officers. Another concern was to purge the army from those factions threatening the 

predominance of the Military Committee. This process was launched earnestly only days after the 

March coup. First to go were the Sunni upper- and middle-class secessionist officers, who 

constituted a factional m ajority  in the army. In response to popular clamoring for a restoration of the 

Union, negotiations with Nasser were launched on 14 March, and included the new Ba‘thi regime 

in Iraq. On 17 April an agreement was reached for a new Tripartite Union between Egypt, Syria, and 

Iraq.312 It was all ink and little intentions, however. The Military Committee, the real depository of 

power after the March coup, opposed any accommodation with Nasser’s allies in Syria, a policy 

advocated by moderate Ba‘thi politicians and officers. Apprehensive of the growing popularity of 

the Nasserists on the morrow of the April agreement, the Ba‘thi officers, led by the Military 

Com m ittee, allied themselves with the Independents and purged most of the Nasserist officers from 

the army between 28 April and 2 May. Subsequent pro-Nasserist demonstrations in Damascus and 

Aleppo were swiftly squashed. Then in a confrontation with the Independents between 23 June and

J,uUmran assumed at different times in 1963 the commands of the Seventieth Armored Brigade at Kisweh and the Fifth 
Armored Brigade at Horns; Jadid controlled the all-important Bureau of Officers* Affairs; Asad was put in charge o f the Dumayr air 
base and later in December 1964 was promoted major-general and became commander of the Air Force, a position he held until 1971; 
Abdel Karim al-Jundi assumed the command of the Rocket Forces at al-Qutayfah and Hunaydi took charge of Military Police. See 
Batatu, Syria‘s Peasantry, Table 12-1, pp. 146-149.

312For a comprehensive discussion see Malcolm H. Kerr, The Arab Cold War: Carnal 'Abd al-Nasir and His Rivals. 1958- 
1970 third edition, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1971), pp. 44-95.
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8 July, Hariri and his supporters were ousted from the army. Finally, a coup staged by Nasserist 

officers led by ‘Alwan on 18 July was ruthlessly crushed. In its aftermath the decimation of the 

Nasserist officers and their followers in the army as well as among politicians was completed. The 

bloody events of 18 July incurred Nasser’s public denunciations and his withdrawal from the 

Tripartite Union. Lu’ay al-Atasi tendered his resignation in the wake of the failed coup, most 

probably at the behest of the Ba‘thi members of the NCRC, and was replaced by Hafiz. In due time, 

the Military Committee’s control of the Bureau of Officers’ Affairs and the Horns Military Academy 

proved instrumental in the “ruralization” and “Ba‘thization” of the army, and in packing the officer 

corps with members from the religious m inorities, mainly ‘Alawis.313

In tandem with the purges in the army, the state bureaucracy was being hurriedly vacated 

from existing civil servants and restaffed by Ba‘thi supporters and sympathizers. In May 1963 the 

post-coup regime amended laws governing the hiring and firing of protected state employees, paving 

the way for large-scale dismissals among high civil servants, judges, teachers, provincial authorities, 

and even religious officials.314 Sami al-Jundi, who served as minister of national guidance and 

information in successive post-coup cabinets, describes a process whereby “the measure of a 

minister’s success was [a function of his] dism issal lists,” and how as soon as the Ba‘th Party 

appeared on the scene “the villagers’ caravans ... set out from the villages of the plains and

313The terms are Bantu’s in Syria’s Peasantry, chapter 12 and Hinnebusch’s in “Class and State in Ba'thist Syria,” p. 35. 
al-Razzaz contends that the preponderance of religious minorities in the Ba’th’s military organization and officer corps just after the 
March coup was not viewed suspiciously at first. That the majority o f Ba'thi reserve officers recalled to active duty after the coup 
belonged to the religious minorities was a natural reflection of the party’s popularity in the rural areas. However, confessionalism 
became a potent weapon later, when admissions to the Military Academy and the dismissal of reservists assumed a confessional 
coloring, favoring the ’Alawis in the former case and targeting the Sunnis in the latter. This gradually gave rise to a “taJaeel 
ta ’{/T(confessional cartel) in the army. See al-Razzaz,Al-T(grubaaI-&furra, pp. 158-160. Foradiscussion ofsectarianism in the army 
see Van Dam, The Struggle fo r Power in Syria, pp. 34-79.

314See Heydemann, Authoritarianism in Syria, pp. 172-175; and Middle East Journal, 20,3, (Summer 1966), p. 380 for 
the purges following the 23 February 1966 coup.
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mountains towards Damascus. And the perturbing qaf [the accented q of the ‘Alawi and Druze 

mountaineers] dominated its streets and coffeehouses and the ministries* waiting rooms.”315 By late 

1966 the process of staffing the state bureaucracy with Ba‘thi loyalists committed to the regime’s 

populist authoritarian strategy of state formation was close to complete. As the process of capturing 

the army and the state bureaucracy was under way, another battle was being waged inside the Ba‘th 

Party. It involved the Military Committee and its supporters among the party’s cadres, on the one 

hand, and ‘ Aflaq and Bitar and their supporters in the National Command and the party, on the other. 

The Battle for the Ba 'th

To consolidate their control over the Syrian wing of the party, the Military Committee 

entered into an alliance with the Regionalists and a far-left Marxist faction of the party led by the 

ideologues Hammud ai-Shufi and Yaseen al-Hafiz. The three groups shared a common antipathy 

towards ‘Aflaq and Bitar. The numerical preponderance of this alliance was apparent when the 

Syrian Region’s First Regular Congress was held in Damascus in September 1963. It elected Shufi 

secretary-general and Asad member of an eight-man Regional Command, but excluded from it 

‘Aflaq, Bitar, and their supporters. The next battle between ‘Aflaq’s National Command and his 

opponents in the Syrian Regional Com m and was fought-out in the pivotal Sixth National Congress 

held in October 1963. In this Congress ‘Aflaq and his supporters were outnumbered by the Syrian 

and Iraqi delegations. Consequently, ‘Aflaq barely retained his position as secretary-general, Bitar 

was dropped from the National Com m and, to which Jadid and Hafiz were elected, and was forced

3al-Jundi, Al-Ba 'th, pp. 136-137.
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to resign the premiership.316 Most importantly, the SixthNationai Congress furnished the ideological 

justification for the Ba‘th’s populist authoritarian state formation agenda. Albeit it was partly 

intended to outbid Nasser’s socialist reforms in Egypt, and thus gamer domestic support for the new 

regime, this novel ideological platform was far removed from the intentions of the Ba‘th Party’s 

original founders, paving the way for the radical corporatist reorganisation of state-society relations 

in Syria. The blueprint for this radical enterprise is contained in the “ideological report” (al-taqrir 

al-aqa ’idi) entitledBa ‘dal-Muntalaqatal-Nadhariyya (Some Theoretical Starting-Points) adopted 

by the SixthNationai Congress.317

Ba ‘d al-Muntalaqat al-Nadhariyya called upon the Ba‘th Party to abandon its original 

idealistic social-reformism and strive instead for the revolutionary transformation of Syrian society 

along rigorous scientific-socialist lines. Arab unity was replaced by Arab revolution as the primary 

objective of radical Arab nationalism; moreover, Syria’s role was to spearhead this socialist 

revolutionary transformation. Liberal parliamentarism was judged a bourgeois aberration, unfit for 

Syria’s socio-political realities. It is to be replaced by “popular democracy” (al-dimuqratiyya al- 

sha ‘biyya) supervised by a single, Leninist-styled vanguard party, the Ba‘th Party, organized along 

strictly pyramidal “democratic-centralist” (al-markaziyya al-dimuqratiyya) lines and linked to mass 

popular organizations through corporatist channels. This “centralism in the political organization of 

authority is ensured through the minority’s voluntary and honest submission to the majority, and the

J,sFor both congresses see Avraham Ben-Tzur, “TheNeo-Ba'th Party of Syria"Journal o f Contemporary H istory 3,3, (July 
1968), pp. 161-169; Rabinovich, Syria under the Ba 'th, pp. 7S-96; and Seale, Asad o f Syria, pp. 86-89. The Sixth National Congress 
also appointed Hafiz prime minister, ‘Umran deputy prime minister, and Jadid army chief of staff

3tTFor the complete text see Ba'd al-Muntalaqat al-Nadhariyya li-H izb al-Ba'th al-'Arabi al-lshtiraJa, Aqarraha al- 
Mu ’tamar al-Qawmi al-Sades [Some of the Theoretical Starting-Points of the Arab Ba'th Socialist Party, Adopted by die Sixth 
National Congress] (Beirut: Dar al-Taii‘a lil-Tiba‘a wa-I-Nashr, n.d.).
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submission of the lower organs [hay 'at] to the higher organs, and the submission of organs and

organizations to the central com m and* s decisions and directives.” Only then, according to the report, 

can “power... shift from the feudal bourgeois classes to the toiling classes.”

The corporatist nature of the proposed radical reorganization of state-society relations is 

advanced in section J. of the report: “The popular masses’ exercise of their democratic rights in a 

conscious, disciplined and responsible fashion entails their mobilization in organizational 

frameworks that will give them power and will enable their political and social indoctrination. These 

frameworks are the workers’ and peasants’ unions, the student unions, the youth organizations, 

organizations of officials and employees, women’s federations, etc.” After all, continues the report, 

“without organizational frameworks and popular councils the masses become a haze [sadeem] 

lacking power and awareness and void of a conscious responsible discipline.” Yet since “the party 

cannot contain all the popular masses, but only their vanguard [tali ’a,] it is hence the engine that 

steers and leads the popular organizations and councils,... ensuring the revolutionary and popular 

practice of democracy” (section J). Nevertheless, the report states confidently, a “principal party 

leading a front of political forces and exercising revolutionary authority does not necessarily lead to 

a disregard of democracy” (section K). In fact, this idea of a vanguard party cadre, responsible for 

the corporatist organization of society from above, became a hallmark of Ba‘thi organizational 

theorizing after the 8 March coup.31*

Popular democracy also entails a “regime of state capitalism,” one that serves the class 

interests of the new rulers and their social allies. In this case, the state bureaucracy is “necessarily

3 "See Hizfa al-Ba‘th al-4 Arab i al-Ishtirairi, Hawla Mafhum al-Hizb al-Thawri wa-l- ‘Itaqa bit-Bunyatayn al-Fikriyya wa-l- 
Tartzimiyya [On the Concept of the Revolutionary Party and the Relation with the Ideological and Organizational Foundations] 
(Damascus: Maktab al-Thaqafa wa-l-Dirasaat wa-l-I'dad al-Hizb L, n.d), especially pp. 17-19.
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a reflection of that [class] rule and one of its instruments. Therefore,” the report insists, “when the

party holds power it ought to develop the state apparatuses in a manner that places them at the 

disposal of the popular masses rather than as a burden upon them,... thus actively partaking in the 

concerns of socialist construction” (section M). To ensure the marginalization of capitalist forces in 

the economy, the report defends the principle of the “democratic administration of the means of 

production,” and calls upon “workers’ councils [to] play a fundamental role in administering 

productive industrial projects” (section L). Finally, the report stipulates that genuine popular 

democracy entails the “political and ideological indoctrination of the army,” and the “rejection of 

the principle of keeping the army away from politics” (section N). Thus the army is to be 

indoctrinated in the new Ba‘thi creed, a task for which Arsuzi was recalled from retirement

Ba 'd al-Muntalaqat al-Nadhariyya laid the theoretical foundations for the Ba‘th’s strategy

of radical populist authoritarian state formation after the March coup. The post-coup regime was to

be based on a coalition of mobilized but controlled class allies, namely the workers, peasants, 

students, teachers, revolutionary intellectuals, soldiers, and small tradesmen and artisans, brought 

together by their common interest in the socialist-populist transformation of society. The landed, 

industrial, and commercial elites were branded the enemies of the new regim e, as were the 

conservative urban groups sympathetic to the Moslem Brotherhood. The pre-coup liberal vision of 

an all-inclusive social pact was replaced by a radical, binary view of society. In this new vision 

socialist construction involved the nationalization of major sectors of the economy, state-led 

industrialization and capital accumulation, agrarian reform, and the collectivization of agriculture. 

In pursuit of this radical populist agenda, the Ba‘th Party’s task was to penetrate, reorganize along 

corporatist lines, and thus control the active sectors of Syrian society.
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The SixthNationai Congress also sanctioned the reorganization of the party’s cadres in Syria. 

Under this guise, the Regionalists were formally readmitted to the party and ‘Aflaq’s supporters were 

purged. By April 1965, when the Second Syrian Regional Congress convened, the Military 

Committee and the Regionalists were in complete control of the party, electing their supporters to 

the Regional Command. Munif al-Razzaz, who in late April replaced ‘Aflaq as secretary-general of 

the National Command, could not hide his astonishment at this turn of events: “It took Stalin years 

to impose his will on the party,” he later commented. “But the alliance of the military and 

Regionalists [in Syria] managed to overtake the party in less than two years!”319 The Military 

Committee was also in control of the Ba‘th Party’s military organization, from which the civilian 

leadership had all along been excluded. This ensured their control over both the military and civilian 

wings of the party apparatus.320 The tug-of-war between the National and Regional Commands over 

the control of the party continued for another year. By the end of 1965 two opposing groups had 

emerged: Jadid’s military faction, supported by the Regional Command and the party hierarchy, 

against an alliance of Hafiz and the ‘ Aflaq-Bitar wing of the party, supported by the National 

Command. At the heart of this confrontation was a contest between two party factions, divided along 

distinct social origins and rival class-shaped interpretations of Ba‘thism. Jadid’s embrace of radical 

class warfare against the capitalist urban establishment represented the ambitions of the provincial 

middle classes and the peasants. The other group, led by Hafiz, and representing the urban middle 

classes, advocated a more moderate, incremental approach to economic reforms, one in which the

3‘’al-Razzaz, Al-Tajruba at-Murra, p. 112.

“ In August 1965, and in an attempt to strengthen the hold of the National Command overthe party’s military organization, 
the Military Committee was replaced by the Military Bureau (al-Maktab al-'Askari), which was to be one of several bureaus of the 
Regional Command. The attempt failed, however, and the members o f the Military Committee, namely Jadid, maintained strict control 
over army affairs.
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state could elicit the cooperation of the capitalist classes.321 This was neither a strictly sectarian nor 

regional contest, but a complicated struggle for power in which rival coalitions “were built of a 

multitude of ties and ultimately the blocs that crystalized on both sides were cross-sectarian, civil- 

military coalitions unified and distinguished chiefiy by opposing ideologies.”322 The final act in this 

brewing confrontation was played-out on 21 February 1966 when in a desperate show of force, the 

National Command ordered the transfer of three Jadid loyalists from their sensitive army posts.323 

Jadid’s response was swift, staging a coup in the wee hours on 23 February 1966. By day’s end, 

Hafiz, ‘Umran, Bitar and a host of veteran party leaders had been incarcerated. Only ‘Aflaq was 

sparred imprisonment He later traveled to Lebanon and on to Iraq after the Ba‘th assumed power 

there in July 1968. Jadid, whom Jundi describes as “the real ruler of Syria since 8 March,” had 

outsmarted his rivals.324

The new Ba‘thi leadership in Syria, often labeled neo-Ba‘th - shibatiyoim (Februarists) in 

Ba‘thi parlance - was dominated by the military. It was of rural and minority background, armed with 

a profound antipathy towards the urban centers and business elites. Yet in spite of the ruthless intra

party struggles plaguing the Ba‘th between 1963 and 1966, the steady political economic and

niThis group was also supported by 'Umran, who in autumn 1964 was involved in a power-struggle with Jadid. 'Umran 
opted to align himself with the National Command, broke the Military Committee’s oath o f secrecy, and revealed to the civilian 
leadership its existence and true intentions. Consequently, the Military Committee stripped him of his party and government posts, 
and exiled him in December 1964 as Syria’s ambassador in Spain. He was later recalled by the National Command to Syria in late 
1965 to participate in the confrontation with the Regional Command. See al-Razzaz, Al-Tajruba al-Murra, pp. 114-117; and Seale, 
Asad o f Syria, pp. 95-96 and 100.

]2ZHinnebusch, “Class and State in Ba'thist Syria,” pp. 34-35.

323These were Major-General Ahmad Sweidani, then director of personnel; Major Salim Hatum, commander of the 
commando unit responsible for protecting the radio and television stations and the presidential palace; and Colonel ‘Izzat Jadid of 
die tanks corps.

n4aI-Jundi, Al-Ba'th, p. 142. For the events leading up to the 23 February coup see al-Razzaz, Al-Tajruba al-Murra, pp. 
112-198; Rabinovich, Syria under the Ba 'th, pp. 154-208; al-A'ysami, Unity, Freedom, Socialism, pp. 74-90; Seale, Asad o f Syria, 
pp. 97-103; and 'Aflaq’s speech in a special party meeting on 18 February 1966 reproduced in Zuhair al-Mardini, al-Ustaz: Qisat 
ffayat Michel ‘Aflaq [The Teacher The Story of Michel Aflaq] (London: Riad EI-Rayyes Books L td, 1988), pp. 302-323.
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institutional reorganization of Syrian society inaugurated after 8 March 1963 continued 

uninterrupted The following section traces the contours of this process as it unraveled in the years 

following the 8 March coup and well into the late 1960s, paying special attention to the Ba'th’s 

deepening and expansion of the organization of state-society relations in Syria along strict corporatist 

institutional channels.

3.7.1 Organizing the Corporatist Institutions of Ba*thi Rule

The Bacthi blueprint for the consolidation of a populist authoritarian system in Syria after the 

8 March coup was advanced along a number of axes simultaneously. On one front, state institutions 

were expanded and restructured, and financial, commercial, and industrial activity was brought under 

the purview of the public sector. These measures aimed at promoting the populist credentials of the 

new regime, as well as break the power of the capitalist classes. Similar aims were served by 

restructuring agricultural relations and deepening agrarian reforms. On another front, and guided by 

the Muntalaqat, the post-1963 regime sought to consolidate the institutional infrastructure for the 

corporatist organization of strategic social segments into the Ba‘th’s populist ruling coalition. This 

meant mobilizing the different components of society into Ba‘thi-controlled, functionally 

differentiated, compulsory or quasi-compulsory, non-competitive corporatist “popular organizations” 

(munadhamat sha 'biyya) for peasants, labor, students, women, youth, artisans, and professionals. 

With the exception of those of workers and professionals which predated the 8 March coup, all other 

popular organizations were formed by the Ba‘th before they had acquired a popular base, a tactic that 

later facilitated their corporatist control from the top. The aim of this institutional project was to 

“organize” (tandheem) and “politicize” (tasyees) the “masses” (al-Jamaheer) into the level of a 

“disciplined organization” (tandheem mundabit). Given that these organizations are based on

229

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



democratic-centralist principles, their sum total allowed the regime to mold society into a “popular 

pyramidal structure” (tasalsul harami jamahiri) controlled from above.325 This also ensured that the 

politically relevant segments of society are mobilized and represented in the regime’s populist 

coalition, but only in a controlled and subordinate manner. Moreover, by linking each of these 

corporatist organizations to a specialized Regional Command Bureau headed by a member of the 

Regional Command, and by ensuring that the national and local leaders of these organizations are 

party members appointed to leadership positions by the party, the Ba‘th Party was able to maintain 

its control over this ensemble of corporatist institutions.326 The cumulative impact of these measures 

was a high level of regime control over the active sectors of Syrian society.

Expanding the Role o f State Institutions

On the morrow of the 8 March coup, the leaders of the Ba'th moved to deepen state 

intervention in the economy, a pivotal step on the road towards the desired state-led socialist 

transformation. This was in tandem with the regime’s populist authoritarian state formation agenda, 

one that sought to finally break the power of capitalist elites. In one legislative decree after another, 

the Ba‘th were able to shift the onus of capital accumulation and economic planning from the private 

to the public sector, relegating the activity of Syria’s capitalists to a small sector of the economy.

The opening move in this process involved the nationalization of banks, a step taken mainly 

to halt the increasing rate of capital flight triggered by the March coup. Thus NCRC Legislative 

Decree 37 of 2 May 1963 transferred the ownership and administration of Syrian banks to the state.

323See the forward to al-Wikala aI-‘ Arabiyya al-Suriyya lil-Anba’, Al-Munadhamaat al-Sha 'biyyafi-l-Q utr at- 'Arabi ai-
Suri: Munihu. Takweeniha wa li-Chayat 'Amm 1977[Popular Organizations in the Syrian Arab Region: Since their Creation and until
1977] (Damascus: Mu’assasat al-Wihda lil-Tiba‘a wa-l-Nashr wa-l-Tawzi\ n.d), especially pp. 3-4.

326See Ameen Asber, Tatawwur al-Ntidhum al-Siyasiyya wa-l-Dusturiyya f i  Suriyya: 1946-1973 [The Development of 
Political and Constitutional Systems in Syria] (Beirut: Dar al-Nahar lil-Nashr, 1979X PP- 64-65.
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The next day the Ministry of Economy prohibited citizens from dealing in foreign currency, money 

orders, and travel cheques. Similarly, citizens departing Syria were prohibited from carrying Syrian 

or foreign currency, travel cheques, money orders, gold, or any form of money documents. Later, in 

August 1963, Legislative Decree 46 merged nationalized banks into five banking establishm ents, 

which were subsequently re-merged into a singly entity, the Commercial Bank of Syria. Next on the 

government’s nationalization agenda were the large and middle-sized companies. In fact, the 

nationalization of some industrial companies had commenced in April 1964, but only reached 

sweeping proportions with the promulgation of the Ramadan Socialist Decrees in January 1965.327 

Consequently no less than 106 industrial firms and import-export companies, were nationalized; and 

between 75-90 percent of their ownership was converted to the public sector. These included 

spinning, textile, cement, wool, and cloth companies. Furthermore, the presidents and board of 

directors of the nationalized companies were replaced by state-appointed boards composed of 

representatives of workers, the state, the workers’ union, and the Ba‘th Party. In February 1965 

Legislative Decrees 35 and 36 invested the Syrian Public Sector Import-Export Company with the 

administration of the nationalized import-export companies, and restricted to the public sector the 

importation of twenty-seven items including coffee beans, tea, copra, paper, tractors, rice, and raw 

sugar. On the other hand, Legislative Decree 76 of 24 May 1965 restricted the export of wheat, 

barley, flour, cotton, and cotton seeds to the state. These decrees broke the large merchants’ 

monopoly over foreign trade. On 4  March 1965 Legislative Decree 57 nationalized Syrian as well 

as foreign-owned fuel and petroleum companies, placing them under the supervision of the General

^ N a t i o n a l i s a t i o n  was also politically motivated. The Regionalist faction o f the Ba“Th Party deployed it to publicize its leftist 
credentials and to expose the economic conservatism of the National Command. See Jean Hannoyer and Michel Seurat, £ta t et sec tew  
public industriel en Syrie (Beirut: CERMOC, 1979), p. 11.
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Petroleum Organization. This was followed on 24 April by Legislative Decree 77 which nationalized 

the cotton-ginning industry and placed it under the supervision of the Cotton Marketing 

O rganization. Then on 13 May Legislative Decree 84 established the General Organization of the 

Public Industrial Sector (GOPIS), a state institution responsible for developing, organizing, 

administering, and coordinating the functions of the public industrial sector.328

Not that the sweeping nationalizations and trade restrictions were not resisted by capitalists 

and their allies among urban merchants and the Moslem Brotherhood. Strikes were the only weapon 

of resistance available for these groups, one they often employed to pressure the government to 

reverse some of its economic policies - as was the case in the spring uprising o f1964. These protests 

proved far from effective, however, given the regime’s willingness to deploy ruthless power against  

its class enemies in pursuit of its populist agenda. By the end of 1965, the ensemble of state 

institutions responsible for managing public sector companies was in place and under Ba‘thi control. 

Some 32,000 workers had been affected by the nationalizations o f1964-1965. The public sector now 

claimed ownership of around three-quarters of the economy, was in control of foreign trade, and 

involved actively in managing the private sector.329 Syria’s capitalists had been defeated and 

silenced. A sim ila r process of insinuating state institutions in agrarian affairs also transpired after 

the 8 March coup.

Less than four months after the 8 March coup, the Ba’thi regime inaugurated its own agenda 

for restructuring agrarian relations in Syria. This was Legislative Decree 8 8, promulgated on 23 June

32*The texts o f all these Legislative Decrees are reproduced in Syrian Arab Republic, Documents Relating to Socialist 
Conversion in the Syrian Arab Republic (Damascus; Ministry o f Information, 1966).

329See V.V. Vavilov, “The Nature o f the Socioeconomic Changes in Syria,” in E.S. Yafimov, cd., Problems o f the Economy 
and History ofthe Countries ofthe Hear and Middle East (Moscow; Institute of the Peoples of Asia, 1966), p. 54; and Heydemann, 
Authoritarianism in Syria, pp. 190-191. For the 1964 spring uprising see Rabinovich, Syria under the B a'th, pp. 109-117.
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1963. It canceled all amendments introduced previously by the secessionist cabinets to Law 161, and 

deepened agrarian reforms by reducing severely maximum limits on individually owned 

landholdings.330 Decree 88 also stipulated the distribution of seized lands to peasants whereby each 

peasant could now own up to eight hectares of irrigated land and land covered by tress, 30 hectares 

of rainfed land where the rainfall is over 350mm, or 45 hectares where the rainfall is less than 

350mm (article 13). Agrarian reform was to be administered by the Institute of Agrarian Reform, 

which was attached to the office of the presidency (article 15). The stipulation planted in article 28 

of Law 161 obliging peasants benefitting from land redistribution to join agricultural cooperatives 

was maintained, and the IAR was empowered to oversee their activities (article 28). These 

cooperatives were responsible for obtaining agricultural loans, for providing farmers with seeds, 

fertilizers, equipment, and advice, and for selling the main crops on behalf of their members (article

29). Supervised by a state employee appointed by the IAR, the cooperatives were the sinews through

which the state slipped into the daily activities of peasants and oversaw the reorganization of 

agricultural relations and production in rural Syria. The corporatist organization of agricultural 

cooperatives stipulated in Law 161 was also adopted unchanged by Decree 88: village cooperatives 

were gathered in district level leagues (rawabet), which were in turn grouped in province level 

federations (ittihadat) directed at the national level by the IAR (articles 31 and 32), and after 1969 

by the newly-founded General Federation of Agricultural Cooperatives. This latter peasant- 

administered national federation was under the authority of the Ministry of Agriculture,

noThe new limits varied regionally. For irrigated land they were IS-SS hectares; for rainfed land covered with trees they 
were 35-55 hectares; and for rainfed land they were 80-300 hectares (article I). Article 2 also allowed each landowner to bestow upon 
each wife and child up to eight percent of the area he is entitled to. For the text o f Decree 88 see Documents Relating to Socialist 
Conversion in the Syrian Arab Republic, pp. 149-168.
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complementing the ensemble of corporatist institutions organizing peasant-state relations.331

By 1969, when land reform was completed, some 52,000 families had benefitted from the 

redistribution of around 466,000 hectares of land, of which 61,000 (13 percent) was irrigated and

405,000 (87 percent) was rainfed. Moreover, while in 1963 the number of private and public 

agricultural cooperatives stood at 500, it increased to 637 with 41,629 members in 1965; 718 and 

48,604 members in 1966; 929 and 59,785 members in 1967; 994 and 60,780 members in 1968; 

1,103 and 62,479 members in 1969; and a stunning 1,631 and 103,606 members in 1970.332 The 

growth of cooperatives and their membership after 1963 helped consolidate the regime’s rural 

support base and expand the Ba‘th’s corporatist institutional infrastructure, adding a mobilized but 

controlled social group to the Ba'th’s post-1963 populist ruling coalition.

Organizing the Peasants

Events preceding the March coup, especially the dissolution of the party during the Union 

years andHawrani’s subsequent demarche, had wrought havoc upon the Ba‘th Party’s peasant base. 

The post-1963 regime identified peasants as a substantial actor in its populist coalition, and an ally 

in the battle against hostile urban forces. Thus the new regime set out to mobilize peasants into a 

Ba‘th-controlled national institution, and attempted to penetrate local level peasant organizations. 

Towards this end, Legislative Decree 127 of 14 December 1964 founded the General Peasants’ 

Union (al-Ittihad al- ‘Am lil-Falahm, GPU), an overarching national institution explicitly concerned 

with mobilizing peasants along corporatist patterns, and a pivotal component of the Ba‘th’s ensemble 

of popular organizations founded after the March coup. This was a novelty in peasant organization

n iFor the agricultural cooperatives see also Raymond H. Hinnebusch, Peasant and Bureaucracy in Ba ‘thist Syria: The 
Political Economy o f Rural Development (Boulder: Westview Press, 1989), pp. I7t-173.

mSee Syrian Arab Republic, Statistical Abstract, various issues.
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in Syria since, unlike the labor movement, no such national institution had been created dining the 

Union years. The corporatist structure of the GPU was pyramidal: the base is composed of village 

level peasant committees (Jam ‘iyyat falahiyya, renamed naqabat falahiyya in 1969) formed in any 

village whose population exceeds four-hundred. These peasant committees are grouped into district 

level leagues (rawabet), which are in turn gathered into thirteen province level federations (ittihadat) 

that combine into the GPU at the national level. In an effort to deny peasants organizational 

autonomy, article 69 of Decree 127 banned the formation of independent peasant or agricultural 

syndicates, aright granted by the Agricultural Relations Law 134 of September 1958. Instead, article 

69 transferred the functions of syndicates as outlined in Law 134 to the committees, leagues, and 

federations of the GPU. To maintain tight Ba‘thi control over the GPU, the latter was linked to the 

party through a special bureau of the Regional Command, the Peasants’ Regional Bureau (Maktab 

al-Falahin al-Qutn). This Bureau is headed by a member of the Ba‘th’s Regional Command, and 

is responsible for setting GPU policy and supervising GPU leaders - who are also parly members - 

at both the national and local levels.333 Moreover, the president of the GPU is a member of the 

Peasants’ Regional Bureau, and sits on the Ba‘th’s central committee. These intertwined party-GPU 

channels ensure that the GPU is tightly controlled from above by the Ba‘th Party. On 20 October 

1969 Legislative Decree 253 was promulgated replacing Decree 127. Ostensibly intended to deepen 

the socialist transformation of rural society, it aim ed  at streamlining the peasant population along 

even tighter corporatist channels and democratic-centralist patterns. Thus every peasant gathering 

of more than thirty members was now compelled to form a peasant syndicate. These syndicates were

“ Ibrahim Makhus, who was a member of the Regional Command between 1966 and 1970, also headed the Peasants’ 
Regional Bureau between 1968 and 1969. See the table in Batatu, Syria's Peasantry, p. 338.
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in turn incorporated into the GPU’s hierarchy of corporatist structures at the administrative, 

provincial, and national level. The aim of this organizational innovation was to narrow the base 

structure of the GPU and facilitate peasant control.334

When the GPU was founded in 1964, the Ba'th Party was unwilling to risk holding 

preparatory elections in anticipation of the first congress scheduled for September 1965. Instead, it 

appointed party loyalists and public bureaucrats to leadership positions at the provincial level. Only 

when the party’s control over the local and provincial branches of the GPU was secured were 

elections held in anticipation of a second congress scheduled for M y 1966. Under the direction of 

the Ba‘th, the GPU expanded its functions in the rural areas beyond strictly organizational 

responsibilities, undertaking a mass campaign to eliminate peasant illiteracy, and indoctrinating 

peasants in Ba‘thi ideology. This latter endeavor aim ed at redirecting peasant allegiances away from 

tribal, regional, or confessional loyalties and towards the Ba‘th Party. The ranks of the GPU also 

expanded steadily under Ba‘th tutelage. While in 1965 the GPU comprised 95 local committees and

5,000 members, these figures rose to 215 and 16,522 in 1966; 579 and 35,000 in 1967; 1,166 and 

80,431 in 1968; 1,622 and 108,777 in 1969; and 1,823 and 138,803 in 1970. These were not 

insignificant figures given the short age of the GPU, furnishing the Ba‘thi regime another corporatist 

bridge with its rural constituency.335 

Pacifying Labor

J34For the organization of the GPU see Syrian Arab Republic, Le Syndicalism  Paysan en Republique Arabe Syrienne: 
Historique et Realisations (Damas: Office Arabe de Presse et de Documentation, n.d.); al-Thawra, 26 April 1981; Jabbour, Al-Fikr 
al-Siyasi al-M u 'asir f i  Suriyya, pp. 80-83; and Hinnebusch, Peasant and Bureaucracy in Ba "thist Syria, pp. 64-68. For the text of 
article 69 see Yasin, Hikayat al-Ard wa-l-Falah al-Suri, p. 80.

335See Syrian Arab Republic, Suriyya al-Thawra f i  'Amiha al- ‘Asher [Revolutionary Syria in its Tenth Year] (Damascus; 
Ministry o f Information, 1973), pp. 333-337; Rabinovich, Syria under the Ba 'th, p. 17S; Petran, Syria, pp. 228-229; and Heydemann, 
Authoritarianism in Syria, pp. 201-202.
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In addition, to the peasants, the post-1963 Ba‘thi regime identified workers as a pivotal 

component of its populist ruling coalition. But unlike peasants, labor in Syria was a politically 

mobilized social segment, divided among Nasserist, Communist, and Ba'thi sympathizers. On the 

other hand, the institutional infrastructure for the corporatist organization of the labormovement was 

by now some years old, dating back to the promulgation of Law 91 in 1959. Hence the Ba‘th faced 

a tenacious labor movement, but one that had nevertheless experienced significant corporatist 

organization. Consequently, the Ba‘th’s strategy for controlling and demobilizing workers combined 

accommodative and ruthless tactics.

The Ba‘th’s corporatist designs regarding the labor movement were unveiled in Legislative 

Decree 31 of 25 February 1964.336 Decree 31, which sought to organize union affairs in general, 

restored the principle of leadership by election rather than appointment for high union offices, 

acknowledged the role of labor unions in defending the interests of the working class, and placed 

limits on state intervention in the administration of labor unions. The labor movement gained its 

independence from the state, at least on paper. However a number of provisions guaranteed state, 

hence Ba‘thi, control over the labor movement and the General Federation of Labor Unions. Decree 

31 enforced the prohibition on the right to strike and the corporatist organization of the GFLU 

adopted in Law 91 of 1959. The corporatist pyramidal structure of the GFLU was organized as 

follows: different local labor unions (naqabat ‘omaliyya), run by union offices (makateb naqabtyya), 

create province level union federations (ittihadat ‘ommal al-muhafaza), which in turn are gathered 

under the GFLU at the national level. Decree 31 also stipulated that henceforth trade union

“‘For the organizational structure of the GFLU and Decree 31 see Qanoon al-Tandhim al-Naqabi [Union Organization 
Law] (Damascus: Amanat al-Thaqafawa-I-rtam fi-I-Ittihad al-‘Am li-Naqabat al-'Ummai, n.d); Hannoycr and Seurat, tta tetsecteur 
public industriel en Syrie, pp. 43-45; and Wasef Mhanna, “Fi-l-Dhikra al-Khamseen li-T&’sees al-Ittihad ai-‘Am li-Naqabat al- 
‘Ummal fi-l-Qutr,” [On the Fiftieth Anniversary o f the Formation o f the GFLU in the Region] Teshreen, 19 March 1988.
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committees at the basic, factory, level, as well as province level federations, were to be appointed 

rather than elected. Moreover, buried at the end of the decree was a provision empowering the 

minister of labor and social affairs to appoint the executives of union offices, union federations, and 

the GFLU for a duration of six months only, until the decree passes into effect. In fact, this ruse was 

intended to give the Bacth enough time to consolidate its control over the labor movement before 

union elections were held.337 Finally, the GFLU is linked to the party through the Workers’ Regional 

Bureau CMaktab al~ 'Ummal al-Qutri) which supervises policy formation and the selection of Ba‘thi 

loyalists for leadership positions. More often than not the GFLU and the Workers’ Regional Bureau 

are headed by members of the Regional Command.338 Given that its existence predated the March 

coup, the course of the GFLU had to be - in Ba‘thi parlance - ‘corrected’ and incorporated into the 

Ba‘thi ensemble of popular organizations.

The new regime moved swiftly to extend its control over the GFLU after the March coup.339 

During the spring strikes of 1964, and as a consequence of intra-party squabbles, the executive 

bureau of the GFLU headed by Khaled al-Hakim was replaced by a new bureau headed by Jamil 

Thabet. This new bureau was allied with the National Command. When the Ba‘thi list in the 

F ebruary 1965 elections for the twelve thousand-strong Damascus Spinning and Weaving Union was 

defeated by its Nasserist rived, the regime resorted to extra-legal measures to ensure the election of 

its candidates in subsequent elections. Union elections in December-January 1964-1965, in

337The regime had to extend this interim period for another six months to consolidate its control over the GFLU.

n ,KhaIid al-Hakim, a member o f the Regional Command from 1963 until 1964, was also the president o f the GFLU during 
the same time. Abdel Hamid al-Miqdad, a member o f the Regional Command from 1966 until 1970 was secretary o f the Workers’ 
Regional Bureau from 1967 until probably 1971. See the table in Batatu. Syria's Peasantry, pp. 332 and 338.

}39For the following narrative see Sweidan, Ada 'zaq a l-‘Antal al-Maqabi f i  Suriyya, pp. 13-16; Pctran, Syria, pp. 230-232; 
al-Razzaz, Al-Tajruba al-Murra, p. 230; Longuenesse, “Labor in Syria,” pp. 110-121; Heydemann, Authoritarianism in Syria, pp. 
197-200; and Middle East Journal, 21,1, (Winter 1967), p. 83.
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preparation for the fourteenth congress of the GFLU, were thus marred by police intimidation and 

fraud. This guaranteed the election of Ba‘thi loyalists to union positions throughout the country. 

Another electoral ruse - the stipulation that union leaders at the national level need not be the elected 

officials of local unions but merely their representatives - allowed the Ba'th to install a docile 

executive bureau for the GFLU. The party also appointed a radical Ba‘thi, Khalid al-Jundi, president 

of the GFLU in early 1965. Moreover, throughout 1965 opposition unionists, mainly Communists 

and Nasserists, were subject to arrests and intimidation. Later, on the morrow of the February 1966 

coup, the neo-Ba‘th leadership convened another GFLU congress and secured the election of yet 

another executive bureau completely subservient to it Unionists who opposed the February coup or 

ran against  the neo-Ba‘th’s list were rounded up and incarcerated, or simply fled the country. 

Henceforth the practice of appointing Ba‘thi loyalists to leadership positions in the labor movement 

was intensified, ensuring Ba‘thi supremacy over the GFLU at the national level and during election 

times. On the morrow of the 1967 War GFLU leaders championed the cause of arming workers to 

participate in the struggle to liberate Syrian lands. This invited another confrontation with the neo- 

Ba‘th regime, who opposed such a move, and reacted by dismissing the GFLU leadership and 

im prisoning its president in the spring o f1968. By early summer 1968 the labor movement had been 

finally subordinated to the Ba‘th Party, serving as a controlled and responsive member of the post- 

1963 populist coalition.

With Ba‘thi control over the labor movement complete, a new Union Organization Law 

(Qanun al-Tandhim al-Naqabi), or Legislative Decree 84 of 26 June 1968, was promulgated to 

replace Decree 31. This new decree became the reference point for union and syndicate organization 

in Syria, and was intended to further tighten Ba‘thi control over the labor movement. It streamlined
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the objectives of labor unions with those of the ruling Ba‘th Party. The GFLU was now responsible 

to participate in the socialist transformation of society and indoctrinate its members in Ba‘thi 

ideology. Elaborate functions at every level of the union movement were explicated, and the failure 

of union members to abide by union policies and plans was labeled a form of sabotage (takhreeb). 

In what was marketed as a gain for the labor movement, the new decree restored the electoral 

principle at every level of the GFLU. This was far from a labor gain, however. After all, Decree 84 

reorganized the GFLU along strict democratic-centralist lines. Democratic-centralism is described 

by one later official publication as “the spinal cord upon which union activity and the organizational 

life of the entire union movement is based.”340 The corporatist pyramidal structure of the GFLU 

outlined in Decree 84 was as follows: every labor grouping (tajammo ‘ ‘oummali) elects a union 

committee (lajna naqabiyya). The different union committees converge into a single specialized 

union (naqaba), and the different provincial unions gather in a province level labor union federation 

(ittihad ‘ommal al-muhafaza), linked to a professional federation (ittihad mihani) based in Damascus 

which is responsible for the professional aspects of the union. Finally the different federations 

converge at the national level to form the GFLU. In addition to the democratic-centralist structure 

of this pyramid, Decree 84 gave the GFLU’s executive bureau wide-ranging prerogatives. This 

allowed party loyalists in the GFLU’s upper echelons to wield substantial control over the lower 

bases.341

Under the Ba'th, the membership of the GFLU increased steadily: from 79,639 in 1965;

J40Hassan S. al-Lami‘, Al-Bina' al-Naqabi wa Asaleeb al- 'Amalfi-l-Qawa ‘ed 'Ala Daw ' Tajrubat al-Tanzeem al-Naqabi 
fi-l-Q utr al- ‘Arabi al-Suri [Union Structure and Work Styles in the Bases According to the Experience ofUnion Organization in the 
Syrian Arab State] (Damascus: Maiba‘at al-Farra’, 1983), p. 57.

MISee Qanoon al-Tandhim al-Naqabi; aI-Lami‘, Al-Bina ’ al-Naqabi, pp. 54-60 and 75-76; and Hannoyer and Seurat, Etat 
et secteur public industrial en Syrie, pp. 45-48.
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99,201 in 1966; 99,449 in 1967; 116, 343 in 1968; 145,337 (out of a total industrial labor force of 

300,000) in 1969; and finally 163,044 members in 1970. Reflecting the different reorganizing 

measures adopted between 1964 and 1968 the number of unions operating under the GFLU 

fluctuated between 175 in 1965; 193 in 1966; 198 in 1967; 160 in 1968; 165 in 1969; and finally 166 

in 1970.342

Other Popular Organizations

The National Union of Syria’s Students (al-Ittihad al-Watani lil-Talabat Suriyya, NUSS) is 

another popular organization in the ensemble of corporatist institutions founded by the Ba'th after 

March 1963. Rooted in the student movement predating the March 1963 coup, it held its founding 

congress in April 1963. It aim s at mobilizing students into a corporatist controlled Ba‘thi institution, 

and adheres to the same ideological objectives of the Ba‘th. It also considers itself yet another 

organization dedicated to the socialist transformation of society and the deepening of popular 

democracy. The organizational structure of the NUSS is pyramidal and based upon democratic- 

centralist principles: adm inistrative committees (al-lijan al-idariyya) in Syria’s colleges and schools 

answer to province level administrative bureaus (al-makateb al-idariyya), which in turn are 

responsible toward a national executive bureau (al-maktab al-tanfidhi). Moreover, adm inistrative 

committees in different branches are prohibited from dealing with one another except through their 

respective administrative bureaus. Similarly, different administrative bureaus in different provinces 

are not allowed to communicate with each other except through the executive bureau. This 

organizational feature serves to facilitate the executive bureau’s control of the base committees and 

bureaus. Moreover the Ba‘th Party controls the NUSS’s executive bureau through the Students’

^S ee Syrian Arab Republic, Statistical Abstract, various issues.-
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National Bureau, later replaced by the Students’ Regional Bureau (Maktab al-Talaba al-QutriJ.343

Immediately after the March 1963 coup, the NUSS fell under the influence of Hammud al- 

Shufi’s radical Marxist faction of the party. The National Command was able to reclaim control of 

the NUSS’s leadership after Shufi and his faction were expelled from the party in February 1964. 

But when the NUSS’s leadership sided with the National Command and condemned the February 

1966 coup, it was promptly arrested. An extraordinary NUSS congress was subsequently held in 

August 1966 in which the neo-Ba‘th secured the election of a new, loyal, leadership.344

Another link in the Ba‘th’s corporatist ensemble is the General Women’s Union (al-Ittihad 

al-'Am al-Nisa’i, GWU). Founded by Legislative Decree 121 of 24 August 1967, the GWU was 

conceived as a tool for organizing women, cultivating their political consciousness, and coordinating 

their efforts in a corporatist context Thus the organizational structure of the GWU is also pyramidal: 

cells (wihdat) in. schools, factories, villages, and small neighborhoods are gathered in city or large 

neighborhood level leagues ([rawabet), each composed of at least three cells. These are supervised 

by province level administrative offices (makateb idariyya), which in turn answer to a central 

national executive office (maktab tanfidhi). The GWU is linked to the Ba‘th Party through the 

Popular Organizations’ Regional Bureau (al-Maktab al-Qutri lil-Munadhamat al-Sha‘biyya). In 

addition to its function as an institution for the controlled mobilization of Syrian women, the GWU 

has also served as a vehicle for social reform. It championed a host of female and family causes, such 

as employment equity and maternity leave, and campaigned widely in Syria’s rural areas to erase

3-13See al-Ittihad al-Watani Iil-Talabat Suriyya, Ba'd Muqarrarat al-Mu 'tamar al- 'Am al-Thaleth lil-Ittihad al-W atani lil- 
Talabat Suriyya al-M un'aqedfi-l-fatra al-waqi'a ma bayn 18-23 Nison 1967 [Some Resolutions o f the Third General Congress of 
the National Union o f Syria’s Students held in the period between 18*23 April 1967] (n.p.: Matba’at Jami’at Ditnashq, n.<L).

MSee al-Razzaz, Al-Tajruba al-Murra, p. 230; and Jabbour, Al-FUcr al-Siyasi al-Mu 'asir f i  Suriyya, p. 118.
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female illiteracy and end abuses against women.345

Three additional popular organizations were created in the late 1960s. The most important 

among them is the Revolutionary Youth Union {Ittihad Shabibat al-Thawra, RYU). The RYU was 

established on 26 May 1968, and held its first preparatory congress in July. Its task is to organize 

Syria’s youth among workers, peasants, artisans, students, soldiers, and (so-called) revolutionary 

intellectuals who are between the ages of fourteen and twenty-seven. The RYU serves as an 

ideological breeding ground for the youth, and is thus a specialized recruitment auxiliary to the Ba‘th 

Party. The objective is to guarantee a steady flow of loyal, ideologically committed Ba‘thi cadres 

capable of undertaking future political responsibilities and partake in the socialist transformation of 

society. Towards this end the youth participate in party-organized sports, civil defense, communal, 

military, and adm inistrative activities. These activities are meant to instill in them allegiance to the 

Ba‘th’s revolutionary platform and cultivate their adherence to Ba‘thi expectations, namely 

democratic-centralist norms. The organizational structure of the RYU is pyramidal: at the lowest ring 

are the local youth bases (<jawa'edshabibiyya), then the province level branches (furu% which 

answer to a national central committee {lajna markaziyya). The RYU’s functions are supervised by 

the Ba‘th Party’s Popular Organizations’ Regional Bureau.346

The General Union of Artisanal Committees {al-Ittihad al- ‘Am lil-Jam ‘iyyat al-Hirafiyya, 

GUAC) was founded on 9 October 1969. In addition to ensuring the controlled mobilization of 

artisanal workers under the banner of the Ba‘th, the GUAC aims at improving the life conditions of

^S ee Al-Munadhamaatal-Sha 'biyyafi-l-Q utr al- 'Arabi al-Suri, pp. 202-205; and Suriyya al-Thawrafi ‘Amiha al- ’Asher, 
pp. 341-344.

3<6See Suriyya al-Thawra f i  ‘Amiha a l-‘Asher, pp. 365-367; and Raymond A. Hhmebusch, “Political Recruitment and 
Socialization in Syria: The Case o f the Revolutionary Youth Federation," International Journal o f Middle East Studies 11,2, (April 
1980), pp. 149-150.
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artisans and breaking middlemen’s control over the supply of raw materials and the marketing of 

artisanal products. The GUAC also encourages the establishment of productive cooperatives among 

artisans. Like all the other popular organizations, the GUAC’s organizational structure is corporatist 

and pyramidal: in each province, artisans practicing different crafts form their own committee. These 

committees merge in respective unions at the province level. The unions are in turn gathered at the 

national level under the GUAC. Nintey-four committees consisting of11,290 members attended the 

GUAC’s first congress in September 1970. The GUAC is linked to the Ba‘th Party through the 

Popular Organizations’ Regional Bureau. Finally, the Union of Arab Writers (Ittihad al-Kuttab al- 

Arab, UAW) was founded on 4 August 1969. It serves to organize Syria’s literary community.347 

The Professional Syndicates

Before the Ba‘th’s seizure of power in 1963, Syria’s professional syndicates were 

decentralized, and enjoyed a substantial degree of autonomy in administering their affairs. Separate 

syndicates belonging to the same profession were often formed in different provinces. In 1943, two 

separate Doctors syndicates were founded in Damascus and Aleppo, followed by another two in 

Latakia and Horns in 1952. In 1951 three Engineers syndicates were formed in Damascus, Aleppo, 

and Latakia. In 1952, two Dentist syndicates were established in Damascus and Aleppo. The same 

year two Pharmacists syndicates were founded in Damascus and Aleppo, and in 1953 three Lawyers 

syndicates were established in Damascus, Aleppo, and Latakia. These syndicates represented the 

interests of the urban middle classes, and were unsympathetic to the Ba'th’s populist agenda. The 

post-1963 Ba‘thi regime considered professional syndicates part and parcel of the ensemble of

" ’See “AI-Munadhamaat aI-Sha‘biyya fi Suriyya Tusahem fi Inina’ Jami1 al-Qita‘ar,” (Popular Organizations in Syria 
Participate in Developing all Sectors] al-Sharq, 24 January 1984; and Suriyya al-Thawra f i  ‘Amiha al- 'Asher, pp. 371*373.
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popular organ isations. It sought to penetrate them by linking thein to the Ba‘th Party’s Popular 

Organizations’ Regional Bureau. However their reorganization was undertaken only after Asad’s 

ascent to the helm in November 1970.34*

One professional syndicate established after the Ba‘thi seizure of power in 1963 was the 

Teachers syndicate. Upon its founding in late 1963 with branches throughout the country, its 

leadership was appointed by the regime. It included the whole range of Syrian teachers, from those 

employed in elementary schools to university level professors. Given its origins in student-teacher 

circles and its desire to penetrate society thoroughly, the Ba‘th Party valued the pivotal role played 

by teachers in the politicization of the young. Indeed, it seems that behind the Ba‘th’s creation of a 

party-controlled Teachers syndicate was the desire to monopolize the politicization of Syria’s youth, 

especially those in the urban lower classes and the rural areas, and their indoctrination in Ba‘thi 

ideology. Control of the Teachers syndicates took some time to materialize, however. On 30 March 

1964, as the regime was facing insurrections in a number of cities, a presidential decree dissolved 

the uncooperative councils of Teachers syndicates in Damascus and the provinces, charging them 

with instigating insurrections and interfering in the affairs of the Ministry of Education. Only in late 

1964 was the regime able to secure control over the Teachers syndicates. The Teachers syndicate is 

linked to the Ba'th Party through the latter’s shadow institution, the Regional Education Bureau 

(Maktab al-Tarbiya al-Qutri). In 1969, Legislative Decree 82 altered the status of the Teachers

14>See Hizb al-Ba'th al-‘Arabi al-lshtirald, Al-Haraka al-Tasftihiyya f i  Eidiha al-'Ishreen: Waqai' wa Arqam [The 
Corrective Movement on its Twentieth Birthday: Facts and Figures] (Damascus: Matabi* al-Qiyada al-Qutriyya, 1991), pp. 187-205; 
and Muhammad ai-Agha, “AI-Naqabat al-Mihaniyya; Tandhim Mas’ol waFa‘al li-Taqaat al-Jamahir,” [The Professional Syndicates; 
A Responsible and Effective Organization for the Masses’ Potentials] al-Baath, 14 March 1991.
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syndicate from that of a professional syndicate to a popular organization.349 

The Corrective Movement

By 1970, less than a decade after they assumed power, the Ba‘th had successfully organized 

the institutional ensemble responsible for the corporatist organization of the active sectors of Syrian 

society. In the process, the Syrian political economic landscape was thoroughly transformed. State 

institutions, shadowed and controlled by the Ba‘th Party, dismantled the power of Syria’s agrarian 

and capitalist elites, and installed a populist authoritarian ruling coalition based on strict corporatist 

channels that organized and controlled the active sectors of Syrian society. This institutional 

infrastructure of corporatist control was buttressed by an efficient repressive state machinery, 

routinely eliminating any opposition to Ba‘thi rule. Moreover, the Ba‘th’s nationalization policies, 

agrarian reforms, and the expanded role of the public sector successfully broke Syria’s hitherto 

dominant pattern of sharp, overlapping regional and class cleavages. This, and the ensemble of 

popular organizations founded after March 1963, enabled the initially narrow-based Ba‘th regime 

to expand its ruling coalition to include rural as well as urban segments of the population. The small

holding peasantry, the educated village youth, the salaried, state-dependent, white-collar middle 

class, the radical intelligentsia, the lower urban classes, and the militant trade-unionists were all 

incorporated into the Ba'th’s populist ruling coalition.350

These accomplishments were not without cost, however. The class struggle policies of the 

neo-Ba'th polarized society. In the afterm ath of the 1967 War and Israel’s occupation of the Golan

M,Sec Jabbour,^/-Hfe- al-Siyasi al-Mu 'asirfi Suriyya, pp. 119-126; Rabinovich, Syria under the Ba 'th, p. 175; vnd Middle 
East Journal 18,3, (Summer 1964), p. 345.

330See Hinnebusch, “Class and State in Ba'thist Syria,” pp. 35-39; and idem, “Syria Under the Ba‘th: State Formation in 
a Fragmented Society,” Arab Studies Quarterly 4 ,3 , (Summer 1982), pp. 177-184.
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Heights, Jadid, and his supporters in the party, the trade unions, the peasant cadres, and the radical 

intellectuals, called for an intensification of the class struggle to deepen the process of socialist 

transformation- Abdel Karim al-Jundi attempted to contain the shock of the 1967 War by instituting 

a reign of terror that targeted all non-Baethi political activists in Syria.351 On the other hand Asad, 

and his supporters in the army and party, advocated a policy of national unity based on a 

reconciliation with the urban bourgeoisie, a measure of economic liberalization, and an inclusion of 

other, non-Ba‘thi, leftist currents in a broad political fiont dominated by the Ba'th. As Asad later 

explained: “There was no quarrel between us about the need for the Ba‘th to be the main source of 

organized power in the state. But we had not seized power on our own in 1963: there were other 

currents in the country which had much in common with us. We dealt with their leaders as 

individuals and even included some of them in the cabinet, but we didn’t recognize them as 

organized political groups. I was for doing so. I believed we should form a front with them.”352 

National unity, Asad’s supporters argued, was a necessary condition for the mobilization of Syria’s 

economic and military resources as it prepared for the next confrontation with Israel. Jadid and Asad 

also disagreed over the role of the Ba'th Party and the extent of political participation and pluralism 

permitted in the country. Jadid insisted on a narrow-based party organization, closed to mass 

recruitment, and rejected any semblance of political participation and pluralism. Asad, on the other 

hand, preferred abroad-based party, and a measure of political participation at the local levels. Some 

form of pluralism could also be tolerated, though under the leadership of the Ba‘th.353

UIFor a personal account see Ghassan Zakaria, F i Sujaun al-Ba'th [In the Prisons of the Ba‘th] (London: Ebla, 1999). 

35ZQuoted in Seale, Asad o f Syria, p. 146.

“ ’Interview with Vice-President Abdel Halim Khaddam. Member of the Regional Command since November 1970. Former 
Foreign Minister. Damascus, 14 March 1999.
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By late 1968 the disagreements between Jadid and Asad, and their respective factions in the 

party and army, had led to the emergence of what in Ba‘thi parlance is dubbed a ‘duality of power’ 

(izdhvajiyyat al-sulta): two centers of power, Jadid in the party and Asad in the army, vying for 

complete control. Real power rested with Asad, however. Through a series of selective promotions, 

dismissals, and re-recruitments of officers, Asad had secured an impregnable position in the army. 

He had also cordoned off the army from any interference by Jadid’s party apparatus. Thus when the 

Tenth Extraordinary National Congress of the Ba‘th Party, convened by Jadid and his supporters 

between 30 October and 12 November 1970, passed a resolution to relieve Asad of his post as 

defense minister, Asad retaliated the following day. In a bloodless coup labeled the ‘Corrective 

Movement’ (al-haraka al-tashihiyya), Asad’s army units occupied the offices of the party and the 

popular organizations, and rounded up Jadid’s supporters. Jadid would spend the rest of his life in 

Mezze prison, where he wasted until shortly before his death in August 1993.334

3.8 Organizing Regime-Society Relations under Asad

When he assumed power after November 1970, Asad’s agenda consisted of two 

interconnected core objectives: domestic consolidation and war mobilization.355 Both entailed a 

degree of social peace and an expansion of the regime’s social base. A number of measures 

implemented immediately after the Corrective Movement earned Asad the acquiescence of the

15<Scc Petran, Syria, pp. 239-249; Seale, Asad a f Syria, pp. 142-165; and Batatu, Syria's Peasantry, pp. 170-175.

335The official date for the Corrective Movement is 16 November 1970, when Asad appointed a Provisional Regional 
Command. On IS November Ahmad al-Khatib, then head of the Teachers syndicate, was appointed interim president, and the next 
day Asad assumed the premiership. On 22 February 1971, Khatib resigned his post and was elected president o f the People's Council. 
On 12 March 1971, Asad was elected president by a popular referendum, and was sworn in on 14 March. Later, on 30 August 1971, 
a new National Command was appointed.
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hitherto hostile urban population, especially the Damascene merchants, the urban bourgeoisie, and 

the middle classes. The neo-Ba‘th’s radical brand of secularism was muted, and its class warfare 

ideology was dropped. Import restrictions on a number of goods were lifted, and restrictions on 

travel outside the country were relaxed. The government ordered a fifteen percent cut in the prices 

of essential food staples, including sugar, rice, butter, and flour. It also decreed a fifteen percent raise 

for family allowance in workers’ wages.356 The private sector was promised that no new 

nationalisations will be undertaken. It was also encouraged to play an intermediary role between the 

state and foreign companies, to import on behalf of public sector agencies, and to partake in 

manufacturing, industrial, and construction services.357 Beyond these socioeconomic measures, a 

number of political-institutional reorganizations were implemented on the morrow of the Corrective 

Movement.

Asad reorganized the country’s political-legal edifice to expand the regime’s ruling coalition. 

A new People’s Council, gathering representatives from the regime’s core populist constituency as 

well as other social forces, was appointed in 1971. This was followed in 1971 with the promulgation 

of the Local Administration Law, and in 1972 with the establishment of a Ba‘th-dominated 

corporatist political front incorporating a number of leftist political parties. These measures did not 

undermine the regime’s control over society, however. The presidency’s prerogatives were also 

expanded under Asad. A ‘permanent’ constitution was promulgated in 1973, concentrating the levers 

of bureaucratic, party, and coercive power in the office of the presidency. Moreover, a network of 

mainly, but not exclusively, * Alawi loyalists, responsible to Asad personally, were put in charge of

3MSee M iddle East Journal, 25,2 (Spring 1971), p. 242.

357Sce Volker Perthes, The Political Economy o f Syria Under Asad (London: LB. Tauris, 1995), pp. 50-53.
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the military-security complex, shielding the regime from possible coup attempts, and squashing 

threats to its survival. The Ba‘th Party was expanded, retaining its function as an enforcer of 

executive policies and a shadow of state institutions and popular organizations throughout the 

country. Alongside the state bureaucracy and the public sector, it was deployed as a source of 

patronage, binding the regime to its social allies. Finally, the pervasive ensemble of corporatist 

institutions and organizations inherited from the neo-Ba‘th was consolidated and expanded. New 

corporatist popular organizations were added to this ensemble, and those sectors of society sparred 

by the neo-Ba‘th, namely the professional syndicates, were later corporatized by the regime. The net 

result of this organization of state-society relations under Asad is the emergence of an authoritarian 

“presidential monarchy,” standing above and balancing both established interests and the regime’s 

populist constituency, and enjoying asubstantial degree ofregime control over the main components 

of society.358 Consequently, this organization of state-society relations has ensured the Ba‘th regime, 

and Asad personally, a high degree of autonomy in taking foreign policy and alignment choices. The 

following sections explore the organizational features that define regime-society relations under 

Asad. These include the founding of a number of corporatist institutions responsible for structuring 

political activity and popular representation; the establishing of a powerful regime-shielding coercive 

apparatus, responsible personally to Asad; the use of the Ba‘th Party and the state bureaucracy as 

instruments of social ccntrol; the consolidation and expansion of the ensemble of corporatist 

organizations inherited from the neo-Ba‘th; and, finally, the corporatization of the hitherto 

uncorporatized professional syndicates.

3.8.1 The Political-Legal and Coercive Edifice

351 See HInnebusch, Authoritarian Power and State Formation in Ba 'dust Syria, pp. 145-147.
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In the aftermath of the Corrective Movement, Asad restructured the parameters of political 

participation in Syria. This he did by organizing a number ofBa‘thi-dominated corporatist political 

institutions capable of absorbing a measure of controlled political participation without j eopardizing 

the regime’s control over society and the political arena. These institutions allowed Asad to 

reconfigure the regime’s ruling coalition, expanding it beyond the social forces embraced by the neo- 

Ba‘th, and earning his regime support from a broader social base. The promulgation of a new 

Constitution was also a core feature of the new regime’s political-legal edifice, elevating the 

presidency above all other institutions.

The Progressive National Front

Immediately after the Corrective Movement, and to gamer support from like-minded political 

groups alienated by the ruthless policies of the neo-Ba‘th, Asad entered into negotiations with a 

number of leftist, ‘progressive,’ parties to form an inclusive political front led by the Ba‘th Party. 

These negotiations resulted in the formation of the Progressive National Front (al-Jabha al- 

Wataniyya al- Taqaddum iyya, PNF). After some deliberation, its charter and statute were 

promulgated on 7 March 1972. In addition to the Ba‘th, the PNF included the Syrian Communist 

Party; the Movement of Arab Socialists (Harakat al-Ishtirakiyeen al- ‘Arab), a breakaway Ba‘thi 

group founded in 1964 and headed by Abdel Ghani Qanut; the Socialists’ Unionists’ Party (Hub al- 

Wahdawiyeen al-Ishtirafayeen), another breakaway Ba‘thi group founded by Sami al-Jundi and Sami 

Sufan after Syria’s secession from the UAR in 1961, and later headed by Fa’iz Isma‘eel; and a 

faction of the Nasserist Arab Socialist Union Party (Hizb al-Ittihad al-Ishtiraki al-‘Arabi) led by 

Safwan Qudsi. In 1974, the Democratic Socialist Unionist Party (al-Hizb al-Ishtiraki al-Wahdawi 

al-Dimoqrati) split from the Socialists Unionists, and joined the PNF. It is now headed by Ahmad
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As‘ad. In 1986, the Communist Party split into two wings. The first was led by Bakdash until his 

death on 25 July 1995. Bakdash was succeeded by his wife Wisal Farha. The second wing is led by 

Yusef Faisal. Both wings are represented in the PNF under the same name. The regime has left open 

the possibility of future additions to the Front’s membership.

The PNF is thoroughly subordinate to the Ba‘th Party. Its charter stipulates that the Ba‘th 

Party’s policies and the resolutions of its congresses are binding guidelines on the Front’s members. 

The Ba‘th also commands absolute majority in all national and provincial PNF bodies. As president 

and secretary-general of the Ba‘th Party, Asad is also head of the PNF. In addition to him, its 

executive body is composed of seventeen other members, nine of whom represent the Ba‘th Party, 

with the balance distributed among the other parties. The Front’s parties are banned for organizing 

in those sectors considered of strategic value by the Ba‘th. Thus non-Ba‘thi members of the Front 

have committed themselves in the PNF’s charter and statute to desist from any form of 

organizational or political activity in the armed forces and among university students. During 

elections for the People’s Council and the provincial councils, the Front's parties do not form 

independent lists. Rather, they form common electoral lists with the Ba‘th Party. When consultations 

are held preceding the formation of new cabinets, non-Ba‘thi PNF parties simply submit the names 

of two or three party candidates to the prime minister designate, and may voice a preference for a 

particular portfolio. However, the president ultimately chooses one member to represent each party 

in the cabinet, and also designates the respective ministerial portfolio. Since the middle 1970s, 

specific portfolios have been reserved for respective Front parties: the Ministry of Social Affairs and 

Labor is the preserve of the Arab Socialist Union Party. The Faisal wing of the Communist Party is 

assigned the Ministry of Transportation, while the Bakdash wing usually earns a ministe r o f  state
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without a portfolio. The Ministry of the Environment is the preserve of the Democratic Socialist 

Unionist Party, while the Movement of Arab Socialists receives the Ministry of Construction.

Upon its formation, the PNF served to expand Asad’s political base beyond the Ba'th. It was 

also intended to neutralize any potential opposition from other secular political parties, especially 

the communists. Moreover, the PNF signaled a break with the hardline, exclusionary policies of the 

neo-Ba’th, underscoring the Asad regime’s preoccupation with national unity. Throughoutthe years, 

the PNF has developed into a corporatist institution for depoliticizing the political process and 

projecting a routinized facade of non-competitive political pluralism, one that is totally subordinate 

to the Ba‘th. It thus structures the political arena and delimits the parameters of licit political activity. 

This ensures Ba‘thi dominance over the political arena and denies the Front’s other parties 

autonomous organizational bases. Membership in the PNF also bestows legality upon non-Ba’thi 

political actors and aspirants, sparing them persecution, and enabling them to share in the political 

and patronage spoils of the regime. The regime coopts the Front’s groups by offering them 

ministerial positions and a symbolic presence in the PNF’s provincial branches. In return, the regime 

receives almost total allegiance from the Front’s members, and ensures that no viable alternative to 

Ba‘thi rule may coalesce.359 

The People's Council

Another corporatist political institution founded on the morrow of the Corrective Movement 

is the People’s Council (Majlis al-Sha ‘b). Established on 16 February 1971, it gathers representatives 

of the popular organizations and professional syndicates, the parties of the PNF, and a number of

35,For the PNF see Asber, Tatawwur al-Nudhum al-Siyasiyya, pp. 41-44; Hani Khalil, Hafiz al-Asad: Al-Dawla al- 
Dimuqratiyya al-Sha ‘biyya [Hafiz al-Asad: The Popular Democratic State] (Damascus; DarTlas Lil-Dirasat wa-l-Taqama wa-I-Nashr, 
1987), pp. 157-174; Al-Haraka al-Tashihiyya f i  Eidiha al-'Ishreen, pp. 249-257; Perthes, The Political Economy o f Syria Under 
Asad, pp. 162-166; and al-Hayat, 10 March 2000.
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religious figures and independents.3® The 1971 People’s Council consisted of 173 members, all 

appointed by the Regional Command. To restore electoral procedures and gamer some measure of 

popular support for the new regime, elections were later held for a new People’s Council on 25 May 

1973. With the exception of three seats in Aleppo, all other seats were captured by candidates slated 

on PNF lists. Since 1973, elections to the People’s Council have been dominated by PNF candidates, 

with Ba‘this capturing an overwhelming majority of the seats. The distribution of seats among Ba‘thi 

candidates, those of the Front parties, and independents is fixed prior to the elections. Beyond the 

PNF, only individuals, not parties, may run for the elections. Of the seats reserved for the Ba‘th 

Party, many are awarded to the heads of the Ba‘th-dominated popular organizations and professional 

syndicates, high functionaries in the bureaucracy, officials ofthe Regional and National Commands, 

as well as intellectuals and artists affiliated with the Ba‘th Party. In this respect, membership in the 

People’s Council reflects an appointed rather than an elected privilege, and is at best a reward to 

party loyalists. Nor do independent candidates form an autonomous bloc in the People’s Council. 

Their election hinges on the acquiescence of the ruling party, whose policies they generally support 

Moreover, independent candidates have to be approved in advance by the authorities.361

The People’s Council serves similar objectives as the PNF. Ostensibly a legislative body, it 

actually plays only a consultative role, rubber stamping legislation introduced by the government 

Regular elections, every four years, help routinize the regime’s facade of institutional-legal

360Thc People’s Council was modeled after the National Council ofthe Revolution (al-Mcgtis al- Watni lil-Thawra) founded 
on 23 August 1965. The latter consisted of 95 members representing the following groups: the Syrian members of the National 
Command; the members o f the Syrian Regional Command; representatives of the popular organizations and professional syndicates; 
and so-called ‘progressive’ citizens. In 1966 its membership was expanded to 134. It was later suspended after the coup o f 23 
February 1966. See Asber, Tatawwur al-Nudhum al-Siyasiyya, pp. 98*100.

“ 'Forthe People’s Council see IbitL, pp. 100-103; Khalil, Hafiz al-Asad, pp. 129-142; Perthes, The Political Economy o f 
Syria Under Asad, pp. 166-170; and Elizabeth Picard, “Syria Returns to Democracy: The May 1973 Legislative Elections,” in Guy 
Hermet, Richard Rose, and Alain Rouquid, cds., Elections Without Choice (London: Macmillan, 1978), pp. 129-144.
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procedures. The People’s Council also projects the regime’s enduring populist commitments. Hence, 

and since its creation, at least half of its members belong to the peasant and working (or wage- 

eaming) classes, a proviso later enshrined in article 53 of the 1973 Constitution. The distribution of 

seats in the People’s Council reflects the logic of corporatist representation and political cooptation 

rather than competition. The People’s Council is not a policy-making body. It is a regime-sanctioned, 

national forum for corporatist, non-competitive, functionalist organizations to gather and discuss 

non-political common concerns. No debate on foreign and defense policies is allowed in the People’s 

Council, nor is any criticism of the president permitted. As such, the People’s Council claims no 

independent power of its own beyond the control of the regime.

In 1986 the number of seats in the People’s Council was raised to 195, and then to 250 in 

1990. The latter change signaled the regime’s intent to incorporate emerging independent elements 

from the professional middle class, traditional tribal or religious leaders, and, most importantly, the 

post-1970 ascendent commercial bourgeoisie. Given the latter group’s role in Syria’s increasingly 

mixed economy and the expanding role of the private sector, the regime has made a concerted effort 

to incorporate it into state-controlled institutions.362 This process is most visible in the commercial 

bourgeoisie’s increasing representation in the People’s Council, especially in the Damascus electoral 

district. Of the thirteen independents elected for Damascus in 1990, five were merchants, four of 

whom belong to the post-1970 commercial bourgeoisie. In the 1994 elections, all thirteen seats in 

Damascus reserved for independents went to members of the emerging business class, mainly the 

commercial bourgeoisie. This has consequently enabled the People’s Council to play a more active

342See Votker Perthes, “The Private Sector, Economic Liberalization, and the Prospects of Democratization: The Case of 
Syria and Some other Arab Countries,” in Ghassan Salami, ed., Democracy without Democrats? The Renewal o f Politics in the 
Muslim World, (London: t. B. Tauris, 1994), pp. 243-269; and Joseph Bahout, Les entrepreneurs Syriens: Economic, affaires et 
politiqu (Beirut: CERMOC, 1994), pp. 59-64.
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consultative cole in the regime-sanctioned economic reform underway since the middle 1980s. Far 

from signaling a greater role for the private sector in political decision-making, these changes reflect 

the regime’s desire to coopt emerging non-Bacthi economic elites and expand its social base beyond 

its populist core. They have yet to alter the People’s Council’s consultative role, however, or the 

balance of power between the regime and the different components of society.363 

Local Administration

The promulgation on 11 May 1971 of Legislative Decree 15, or the Local Adm inistration 

Law (Qanun al-Idara al-Mahalliyya), marked another step by the Asad regime to reconfigure state- 

society relations. It sought to encourage non-political democratic popular participation at the local 

levels without jeopardizing the regime’s control over society. It also aimed at decentralizing Syria’s 

overly centralized bureaucratic structure by combining central planning with decentralized execution. 

The new law reorganized Syria’s fourteen provinces into administrative units, and shifted a host of 

administrative responsibilities pertaining to housing, education, transportation, health, urban 

planning, and civil defense from the central administration to the provincial councils. Each province 

was organized into a number of descending administrative units at the city (madina), suburb (balda), 

village (qarya), and rural unit (yvihda rifiyya) levels. Free elections for provincial councils were held 

on 3 March 1972, followed by similar elections at the city and suburb levels in 1983. Although the 

Ba‘th Party’s electoral lists invariably win the elections, they always include candidates representing 

the aspirations of the local population. Independents are also elected to the provincial councils.

Provincial and local councils are modeled after the People’s Council, and gather

^F orthe 1990 and 1994 elections see, respectively, Volker Perthes, “Syria's Parliamentary Elections: Remodeling Asad’s 
Political Base,” M ERIP174 (Jamiary-February 1992), pp. 15-18 and 35; and Ibrahim Humaydi, “Suriyya wa Riyah al-Tagfayeer al- 
Duwaliya: al-Infhah al-Tadriji al-Iqtisadi wa Silatuhu bi-l-Siyasa wa-l-Ham,” [Syria and the Winds o f International Change: 
Incremental Economic Opening and its Link with Politics and the Media] al-Hayat, 30 M y 1998.
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representatives of peasants, workers, artisans, petty earners, teachers, students, youth, women, 

professionals, merchants, intellectuals, and artists. Their duties are strictly administrative and non

political. To underscore the regime’s populist commitments, the statute reserves at least fifty-one 

percent of the councils’ seats to peasants and workers. This ensures the regime’s social allies a 

majority over the business and professional classes. In practice, at least sixty percent of the councils’ 

seats are usually shared among peasants, workers, artisans, and petty earners. Provincial and local 

councils elect executive bureaus (makateb tanfidhiyya) and administrative committees (lijan 

idariyya) to assist the provincial governor (muhafez) in implementing his responsibilities. The latter 

serves as the link between the government in Damascus and the executive bureau, responsible for 

ensuring that the bureau’s decisions do not contravene the policies of the government The activities 

of local councils are supervised by the provincial council, headed by the provincial governor, who 

answers to the Ministry of Local Administration. Moreover, the Ministry of Local Administration 

and the Ministry of Housing and Utilities monitor the workings of the provincial and local councils. 

Finally, if the decisions of the provincial councils and executive bureaus contravene government 

policies, the cabinet may recommend the suspension of the councils or cancel their decisions. Upon 

this recommendation, the president may then suspend the provincial council. These constraints 

ensure central supervision while allowing for a measure of democratic local participation that fits 

into the regime’s definition of popular democracy.364 

Legal Prerogatives and Coercive Control

Asad’s control over the political arena rests ultimately on his legal prerogatives as president,

^S ee Khalil, Hafiz al-Asad, pp. 175-190; Asber, Tatawwur al-Nudkum ai-Siyasiyya, pp. 144-151; and Fabrics Balancfac, 
•‘Montagne alaouite et plaine cdti&re en Syrie," Peuples Mediterraneens 72-73, (Juillet-D&embre 1995), pp. 60-61.
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and his command of a complex, regime-shielding, security apparatus responsible to him personally. 

A new ‘permanent’ Constitution was drafted and put to a popular referendum on 13 March 1973.

It declared the Ba'th Party “the leading party of the society and state” (article 8). Chapter Two 

stipulates the overwhelming prerogatives of the presidency. The president determines, in 

consultation with the council of ministers, the general policy ofthe government (article 94); appoints 

vice-presidents, the president of the council of ministers, and ministers, and relieves them of their 

duties (article 95). He is the supreme commander ofthe armed forces (article 103). The president 

has the right to dissolve the People’s Council (article 107), and may veto laws promulgated by it, but 

is obliged to promulgate these laws if passed again by the People’s Council with a two-thirds 

majority (article 98). However the weight of this proviso is neutralized given the Ba‘th’s control over 

almost all of the seats of the People’s Council. The president may also order the trial of a minister 

for crimes committed during the Iatter’s tenure (article 123). Finally, the president and one-third of 

the members of the People’s Council may propose a constitutional amendment. This amendment 

must be passed by three-quarters ofthe People’s Council before adopted into the constitution (article 

149).365 Thus the 1973 Constitution ensured presidential supremacy over the state’s executive, 

bureaucratic, and military organs. Moreover, and in his capacity as secretary-general of the Ba‘th 

Party, the president also reigns supreme over the ruling party and its apparatus. Finally, and since 

his ascension to the helm, foreign policy has been Asad’s unquestionable preserve. Delivered on 

special occasions marking important anniversaries, or during the opening sessions of popular 

organizations’ congresses, his foreign policy speeches are of such thoroughness that they leave

^S ee Syrian Arab Republic, The Permanent Constitution o f the Syrian Arab Republic (Damas: Office Arabe de Presse 
et de Documentation, 1973).
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nothing desired or open for question.

Asad has used his legal prerogatives as supreme commander of the army to control 

appointments and dismissals of senior officers in the armed forces, the elite, regime-shielding 

praetorian units, and the security and intelligence apparatuses. Since November 1970, the regular 

army has been expanded substantially, a tactic partly aimed at obviating the possibility that any 

single division can stage a successful coup. Professionalism was also emphasized in recruitment to 

the military commands of the regular army. Moreover, and to end the politicization of regular army 

units, the Ba‘th Party’s military organization was detached from the control of the political 

leadership. Core armored divisions are headed by Asad loyalists, usually ‘ Alawis. In addition to the 

regular army divisions, a security apparatus, consisting of a number of elite praetorian units, was set 

up to shield the regime from coup attempts and domestic threats. Chief among these are the Defense 

Companies (Saraya al~Difa% until its disbandment in 1984, the Republican Guard (al-Haras al- 

Jamkuri), the Special Forces (al-Quwwat al-Khasa), and the politically-relevant Third Armored 

Division.366 The commanders of these regime-shielding units are Asad loyalists, answerable to him 

personally, usually related to his family, and invariably ‘Alawis.367 Sim ilarly, the chiefs and deputy-

“‘From 1971 and until its disbandment in 1984, the SO,000-strong Defense Companies was headed by R ifat al-Asad. It 
was dissolved and incorporated into other army divisions after the 1984 succession crisis between Asad and R ifa t Although 
appointed vice-president for security affairs in 1984, on 8 February 1998 R ifat was suspended from this ceremonial post front his 
membership in the Regional Command, and from the Ba‘th Party, ostensibly for joining another party, the Arab People’s Party, 
founded by his son, Sawmar. See Le Monde, 16 February 1998. For the succession crisis see Alasdair Drysdale, “The Succession 
Question in Syria,” Middle East Journal 39,2, (Spring 1985), pp. 246-257; Seale, Asad o f Syria, pp. 421-440; and Batatu, Syria "s 
Peasantry, pp. 232-238.

“ 7The Republican Guard was commanded by Major-General * Adnan Makhluf (a cousin o f Asad’s wife) between 1979 and 
1995, and subsequently by Major-General Ali Mahmoud Hassan. The Special Forces were commanded by Major-General Ali Haydar 
between 1968 and 1988, and then briefly in the 1990s. They have been commanded by Major-General Ali Habib since 1994. Both 
Colonel Bashar al-Asad and his younger brother Lieutenant-Captam Maher al-Asad occupy important positions in the Republican 
Guard. The Third Armored Division was commanded by General Shafiq Fayyad (Asad’s cousin) between 1978 and 1991 or 1992. 
See Table 18-1 in Batatu, Syria’s Peasantry, after p. 217 and p. 237; and al-W asat, 8 February 1999. See also Hanna Batatu, “Some 
Observations on the Social Roots o f Syria’s Ruling Military Group and the Causes for its Dominance,” Middle East Journal 35,3, 
(Summer 1981), pp. 331-344; Eberhard Kienle, “Entre jama’a et classe: le pouvoir politique en Syrie contemporaine,” Revue du 
Monde Musulman e td e la  M iditerrannie 59-60,1-2, (1990), pp. 214-223; and Alain Chouet, “L’espace tribal alaouite i  1’dpreuve
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chiefs ofthe multiple, but independent, military intelligence apparatuses are selected based on their 

loyalty to the president368 Their networks stretch throughout Syrian society, m aintaining  a watchful 

eye on state institutions, party branches, popular organisations, and dissident social groups 

throughout the country. A Presidential Intelligence Committee coordinates the activities of the 

different independent civilian intelligence agencies with their military counterparts. This complex 

coercive and security structure has protected the presidency, shielding it from any threats to its 

survival, particularly the long trial of strength with the Moslem Brotherhood culm inating  in the 

clashes at Hama in February 1982.

Beyond the concentration of legal and executive powers in the presidency, the organization 

of a regime-shielding coercive apparatus answerable to Asad personally, and the founding of the 

preceding institutions of corporatist participation and representation, Asad expanded the role of the 

Ba'th Party and the bureaucracy. The ensemble of corporatist institutions inherited from the neo- 

Ba‘th was also expanded and consolidated. The professional syndicates, hitherto largely unorganized, 

were corporatized and brought under regime control. These measures further consolidated the 

regime’s control over the different components of society, and ensured that no viable alternative to 

Ba'thi rule could emerge. They also allowed Asad to enjoy a substantial degree of autonomy in 

taking foreign policy and alignment choices. The next section explores the role of the Ba‘th Party 

and the bureaucracy in consolidating the regime’s control over society. It is followed by a discussion

du pouvoin La disintegration par le politique,” Afaghreb-Afachrek 147, (Janvier-Mars 1995), pp. 93-119.

’“ General Hikniat al-Shihabi was chiefofMilitary Intelligence between 1970and 1974. He was followed by Major-General 
Ali Duba, who served between 1974 and 2000, when he was replaced by his deputy, Major-General Hassan al-KhaliL See as-Scfir,
7 February 2000. The new deputy chief of Military Intelligence is Major Asef Shawkat (Asad’s son-in-law), who is also chief ofthe 
armed forces section in military intelligence. See New York Times, 9 May 1999; and al-Hayat, 21 June 2000. Muhammad ai-Khuli 
was chief of Air Intelligence between 1970 and 1987. He was succeeded to that post by Major-General Ibrahim Hwayjah. See Table 
18-1 in Batatu, Syria’s  Peasantry, after p. 217. For a glance at the structure o f Syria’s intelligence services see Andrew Rathmell, 
“Syria’s Intelligence Services; Origins and Development,” Journal o f Conflict Studies 16,2, (Fall 1996), pp. 75-92.
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of the expansion of the ensemble of corporatist popular organizations and the corporatization of the 

professional syndicates under Asad.

3.8.2 The Role of the Ba‘th Party and the Bureaucracy

The Ba‘th Party sits at the core of the Asad regime’s structure of corporatist control, 

stretching its organs throughout Syria to mobilize, indoctrinate, and control the active segments of 

society. Since the Corrective Movement, the party has been transformed from an elitist, strictly- 

ideological, narrowly-based vanguard party, into a mass, broad-based one. Its serves chiefly as an 

instrument for consolidating the regime’s control over society. The party’s numerical transformation 

is evident in the steady increase in party membership since November 1970. In 1971, party 

membership stood at 65,398, of which 7,992 (12.2%) were ‘active’ or full members. In 1981, the 

total figure rose to 374,332 members, of which 53,433 (14.3%) were full members, and 320,899 

(85.7%) supporting.369 By 1992, and of a total population of thirteen million, total membership had 

galloped to a staggering 1,008,243, of which 219,645 were full members, and 788,598 (78.2%) 

supporting.370 This expansion reflects the leadership’s desire, immediately after the Corrective 

Movement, to expand the Ba‘th’s popular base beyond the narrow social confines favored by the 

neo-Ba‘th. Flooding the party with new recruits also served to neutralize those cadres sympathetic 

to the neo-Ba‘th leadership. The expansion of the Ba‘th Party is also a derivative of the valid 

conviction prevalent in Syria that absent membership in the Ba‘th Party, the ladder of upward 

mobility in official as well as professional careers is rather short

The Ba‘th Party’s internal structure was also reorganized following the Corrective

36*OnIy full members may vote at regular party meetings or occupy leading positions at any level of the party hierarchy. 

noSee Batatu, Syria's Peasantry, Table 13-1, p. 178.
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Movement. In 1972 decision-making was centralized in the Regional Command, and its prerogatives 

were expanded at the expense of the party congresses. The Regional Command was empowered to 

appoint party leaders at subordinate levels. Ostensibly taken to create harmony between the party’s 

leaders at the upper and lower echelons, these measures were enacted to reduce the independence 

of local party cells, thus consolidating the new regime’s power over the party apparatus and its 

deployment as a loyal instrument of political control.371 During the Seventh Regional Congress of 

December 1979-January 1980, atatime when the regime was engaged in a long trial of strengthwith 

the Moslem Brotherhood, a ninety-member Central Committee (al-lajna al-markaziyya) was created 

to ensure a closer link between the Regional Command and the Ba‘thi rank and file. In addition to 

the twenty-one members of the Regional Command, this committee also includes important 

ministers, generals in the army and security agencies, provincial governors and party secretaries, 

heads of state enterprises, as well as other prominent Ba’this from the People’s Council and popular 

organisations. The Seventh Regional Congress also changed the statute for electing the Regional 

Command, further centralizing the party’s command structure. Whereas the Regional Command was 

hitherto directly elected by the Regional Congress, the Seventh Regional Congress shified this task 

to the Central Committee. This committee was to be elected by the Regional Congress, but it was 

also to elect from its own ranks the Regional Command. Later, the Eighth Regional Congress of 5-20 

January 1985 empowered Asad, as secretary-general, to appoint the Central Committee. 

Nevertheless, and despite these organizational changes, the appointment of the Regional Command

ntSee Asber, Tatawwur al-Nudhum al-Siyasiyya, p. 40; and Yahya M. Sadowski, “Patronage and the Ba'th: Corruption 
and Control in Contemporary Syria,” Arab Studies Quarterly 9 ,4 , (Fall 1987), p. 447.
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from above has always been a Ba'thi norm.372

The Regional Command employs the party apparatus as a watchdog over the state 

bureaucracy, state enterprises, the popular organizations, and the professional syndicates at the 

central, provincial, and local levels, ensuring that its directives and policies are being properly 

implemented. Party cells in the bureaucracy and in state enterprises monitor activity and productivity 

levels, and report their findings to the economic office of their party branch. They are also 

responsible for identifying the political affiliations of their co-workers, furnishing party leaders a 

detailed map of the working classes’ political affiliations.373 Moreover, the Regional Command’s 

specialized bureaus monitor and direct the activities of the central bodies of their respective 

counterparts in the popular and professional corporatist institutions. The party’s executive bureaus 

perform sim ilar functions with their counterparts in the central ministries and state enterprises. Party 

members are also in control of the main levers of the executive branch. Thus the prime minister is 

usually a member of the Ba'th’s Regional Command or Central Committee.374 More than half of 

cabinet portfolios are allocated to Ba‘this. Moreover, the important portfolios, such as the deputy 

prime ministers, the Ministries of Defense, Foreign Affairs, Interior, and Information, are always 

reserved for seasoned Ba'this. Party cadres also dominate the bodies of the popular organizations,

372See Michel Seurat, L '£tat de barbarie (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1989), p. 28; and Perthes, The Political Economy o f 
Syria Under Asad, pp. 1SS-1S6.

373See Perthes, The Political Economy o f Syria Under Asad, p. 158.

“̂Major-General Abdel R a h m a n  Khulayfawi, prime minister in 1971-1972 and 1976-1978, was Regional Command 
member in November 1970-January 1980. Muhammad al-Ayyubi, prime minister in 1972-1976, was Regional Command member 
inNovember 1970-ApriI 1975and January 1980-January 1985. Muhammad Ali al-Halabi, prime minister in 1978-1980, was Regional 
Command member in November 1970-January 1980. Abdel Ra’uf al-Kasem, prime minister in 1980-1987, has been Regional 
Command member since January 1980. Muhammad al-Zu‘bi, prime minister in 1987-2000, has been Regional Command member 
since January 1980. See the table in Batatu, Syria‘s Peasantry, pp. 340-350. The only exception is Muhammad MustafaMiro, whose 
rahingr was formed on 13 March 2000, and who, though a seasoned Ba'thi, is a  member of neither the Regional Command nor the 
Central Committee. He was governor of Aleppo prior to his appointment as prime minister. See al-Hayat, 9 March 2000.
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especially their leadership positions.

At the provincial level, the party secretary outranks and monitors the activity of the governor. 

The latter is a state functionary but also a member of the provincial Ba‘thi command, and hence is 

subservient to party directives. The provincial party secretary is assisted by a bureau composed of 

individuals whose number and functions equal and overlap with those of the provincial executive 

bureau assisting the governor. The provincial party apparatus formulates the broad policies followed 

by its executive counterpart, and ensures their proper implementation. The provincial branches of 

the Regional Command’s bureaus monitor and regulate the functions of the popular organizations 

in the provinces. Specialized party offices in the provinces also report on an array of social, political, 

and economic conditions to their respective superiors in the Regional Command’s pertinent bureaus. 

Thus the party monitors social activity and shadows state institutions and popular organizations 

throughout the county; its provincial branches maintain a close watch over the governor and the 

popularly elected provincial councils and executive bureaus.375 Furthermore, the party’s pyramidal 

structure and democratic-centralist organizational principles ensure control horn the top.

The Ba‘th Party also exercises social control by manipulating the allocation of patronage to 

different social allies.376 Goods, favors, and services are exchanged for loyalty and acquiescence. 

Consequently, material incentives have replaced ideology as the commodity binding most Ba‘thi 

cadres to their party. Especially in the years following the Corrective Movement, patronage networks 

were deployed instrumentally to bind peasants and other members of the popular organizations to

^ S ee  Patrick Seale, “Asad: Between Institutions and Autocracy,” in Antoun and Quataert, eds^ Syria: Society, Culture, 
and Polity, pp. 100-102; and Hinnebusch, Authoritarian Power and State Formation in Ba'tfust Syria, pp. 175-177.

37<For this theme see Yahya M. Sadowsiri, “Cadres, Guns, and Money: The Eighth Regional Congress and the Syrian 
Ba'th,” MERIP 134, (July-August 1985), pp. 6-8; and idem, “Ba'thist Ethics and the Spirit o f State Capitalism: Patronage and die 
Party in Contemporary Syria,” in Chelkowski and Pranger, eds., Ideology and Power in the Middle East, pp. 160-184.

264

Reproduced with permission o fthe copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



the party, and businessmen and officers to the regime. For example, control over academic 

appointments, university admissions, and scholarships earned the party a substantial following 

among students and teachers. Similarly, subservience to the party line often secured intellectuals and 

writers publication prerogatives and foreign travel permits. Patronage among peasants takes the form 

of favorable allocations of loans and credits by the state Agricultural Bank, as well as the 

discriminate distribution of seeds and fertilizers to fanners through the national system of 

agricultural cooperatives. These measures have created a close bond between the party and the 

traditionally pro-Ba‘thi rural population. Another alliance has emerged between the regime and the 

rural middle class, largely as a consequence of the Asad regim e ’s approach to land reform. In an 

attempt to break away from the neo-Ba‘th’s radical policies, land reform was halted, though not 

discarded. Land confiscated under the neo-Ba‘th was subsequently distributed to whoever was 

judged capable of putting it to efficient use, in other words to the rural middle class and the village 

notables, but not the landless peasants. Moreover, the rural middle class was quick to fill vacancies 

in the party’s rural branches, the peasant federations, and the agricultural cooperatives resulting from 

ousting neo-Ba‘th radicals after November 1970.

In an attempt to secure the loyalty of powerful security and army chiefs, patronage was also 

permitted to penetrate the army and security establishments. Special promotions and salaries, 

housing, the opportunity to smuggle goods from Lebanon and Turkey and profit from cross-border 

traffic, as well as trading and building ventures between officers and members of the Damascene 

business elite, are some ofthe privileges allowed army and security officers in exchange for loyalty
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to the regime.377 Given the extensive scale of the party’s networks, patronage has thus served as a 

pivotal link binding the regime to a wide array of social forces, securing their acquiescence, though 

not necessarily their loyalty, to Ba‘thi rule. By satisfying powerful clients in society and the army, 

patronage networks also hamper the emergence of a viable alternative to the ruling regime. On those 

occasions when regime-sanctioned intermittent anti-corruption campaigns are launched, the objective 

is to streamline and contain the abuse of patronage networks. Such campaigns are undertaken to 

eliminate the more excessive abuses of patronage - such as those of R ifat al-Asad - which tarnish 

the regime’s image, especially when they threaten to give rise to intolerable power centers in the 

army or security services. They may also be used as a ruse to eliminate powerful security figures who 

fall out of Asad’s favor.378

In addition to the Ba‘th Party, the state bureaucracy and public sector are also deployed as 

instruments of political control and cooption. The influx of Arab aid to Syria after the 1973 War 

helped finance the expansion of the state bureaucracy and public industries. In October 1974, the 

Rabat Arab Summit agreed on an annual aid grant of US$ 1 billion to Syria.379 It was later estimated 

that between 1973 and 1979, Syria received no less than SP20.9 billion in grants from the oil- 

producing Arab states.380 Moreover, in the November 1978 Baghdad Arab Summit, held on the

^S ee Elizabeth Picard, “Arab Military in Politics: From Revolutionary Plot to Authoritarian State,” in Luciani, cd.. The 
Arab Scale, pp. 209-217.

37,On R if ar see Mircille Duteil, “Syrie: Le changement Apas compIAs,” Le Point, 11 July 1998; al-Waian al-'Arabi, 25 
April 1997; and The Star, 26 February 1998. Some reports suggested that in September 1999 Bashar al-Asad removed ten close 
colleagues o f Major-General Ali Duba, then chief o f Military Intelligence. They were charged with corruption and smuggling 
antiques. Duba was also reported to have voiced reservations about the rapid promotion o f Bashar al-Asad. See H a'aretz, 30 
September 1999. He was later retired and replaced by his deputy, Major-General Hassan al-KhaliL See as-Safir, 7 February 2000.

^S ee Eliyahu Kanovsky, The Economic Development o f Syria (Tel Aviv: University Publishing Projects, 1977), pp. 119-
120.

3>0See Munzer al-Hindawi, ‘Technology Transfer, Ideology of the State, and Economic Development in die Third World; 
A Case Study from Syria, with Special Reference to the Cement Industry,” PhD. dissertation, (University ofLancaster, 1990), p. 193.
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monow of the Camp David Accords between Egypt and Israel, the rich Arab states committed 

themselves to US$1.8 billion in annual grants to Syria, much of it provided by Saudi Arabia. In

1981, Syria’s reported grants peaked to a record US$1,819 billion, then fell to US$1,379 billion in

1982, andUS$1.278 billion in 1983.381 Syria also received substantial amounts of aid from the Soviet 

Union. Moreover, Syria benefitted from the sale of crude oil and revenues received in exchange for 

the passage of an Iraqi oil pipeline through its territory. These levels of foreign aid and rent revenues 

enabled the state to invest heavily in manufacturing industries and in other public institutions 

designed to provide valuable services to the public sector. It also transformed the bureaucracy into 

an engin of socioeconomic redistribution.

The number of state and public sector employees, excluding the police and the armed forces, 

has expanded steadily under the Ba‘th: from 33,979 employees in 1960 to 198,079 in 1971; 367,649 

in 1980; 546,146 in 1985; and 717,387 in 1992.382 This expansion reflects both the natural growth 

of state institutions as a concomitant of the public sector’s expansion, but also an advertent 

employment strategy to bind the material fortunes of the educated urban classes to the survival of 

the Ba‘thi regime. Through employment in the bureaucracy, the regime offered the urban population 

material security in exchange for political acquiescence. Hence, albeit the lower echelons of the 

bureaucracy are overloaded with employees from rural backgrounds, namely those who made their 

way to the cities after the 1963 coup, the middle and upper echelons are reserved for educated, 

mainly Sunni, urbanites. For example, most intellectuals are employed by the Ministry of 

Information, with its inflated bureaucratic structure and an annual budget of SP300 million in the

3,1See an-Mahar, 14 June 1986; and Eliyahu Kanovsky, “What's Behind Syria’s Current Economic Problems?” in Haim 
Shaked and Daniel Dishon, eds^ Middle East Contemporary Survey (VoL 8:1983-4) (Boulder Westview Press, 1986), pp. 300-301.

3>zSee Batatu, Syria's Peasantry, p. 160.
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1980s.383 Teachers and office employees in the state administration also represent a substantial 

component ofthe public bureaucracy.384 By absorbing superfluous office employees, the bureaucracy 

serves to camouflage real unemployment. It is also an employer of the educated, urban, middle 

classes, ensuring their acquiescence to Ba‘thi rule. When the confrontation with the Moslem 

Brotherhood escalated into a full-scale civil war in 1979, the regime increased public sector salaries 

to ensure the continued acquiescence of state employees.385

Employment in state-owned industries serves similar political objectives. It is governed by 

the logic of political cooption and patronage rather than efficiency. The number of workers per frrm 

in the so-called ‘strategic’ industries - sugar refining, cement production, cotton spinning, petroleum 

and m ining, and glass and paper manufacturing - is the highest in the country; it is also the most 

unionised. Nevertheless, this pool of public sector workers provides the regime a loyal base of 

populist support. The regime has cultivated its allegiances along strictly clientalist lines: job security 

is exchanged for political support and loyalty. The public sector thus serves as an indispensable 

source of patronage-linked and politically essential employment, demonstrating the regime’s 

commitments to its populist social allies.386

3.8.3 Popular Organizations and Professional Syndicates

The ensemble of corporatist organizations inherited from the neo-Ba‘th provided the Asad

1,3 See Gerard Michaud, “The Importance of Bodyguards,” MERIP 12, 9, (Novcmber-December 1982), p. 29. Gerard 
Michaud was the pen name o f Michel Seurat.

3“ See Elisabeth Longuenesse, “The Class Nature o f the State in Syria,” MERIP 77, (May 1979), pp. 5-7.

313See Sadowski, “Cadres, Guns, and Money,” p. 7.

3WSee Elisabeth Longuenesse, “Syrie, secteur public industriel: Les enjeux d’une crise,” Maghreb/Machrek (Juillet-Aout- 
Septembre 1985), pp. 16-20; and Steven Hey demann, “The Political Logic ofEconomic Rationality: Selective Stabilization in Syria,” 
in Barkey, The Politics ofEconomic Reform in the Middle East, pp. 20-21 and 30-31.
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regime the institutional infrastructure for substantial control over the active segments of society. 

These organizations were carried over to the post-1970 era with their corporatist structures intact 

They served to organize society into functionally mobilized, Ba‘thi-controlled, compulsory or quasi- 

compulsory, non-competitive corporatist popular organizations. Those organizations’ leaders who 

opted to side with Jadid in his standoff with Asad - as was the case in the General Peasants’ Union 

and the Revolutionary Youth Union - were dismissed and replaced by Asad loyalists. Consequently, 

their corporatist structures and democratic-centralist organizational principles facilitated their control 

by the new regime. Moreover, a number of new popular organizations were founded, and the 

membership of each organization was expanded considerably. Given its strategic importance within 

this corporatist ensemble, and to ensure its subordination, the General Federation of Labor Unions 

has elicited special attention from the Asad regime.

One of the early innovations introduced by the Asad regime to consolidate its hold over the 

labor movement is the principle of “political unionism” (al-naqabiyya al-siyasiyya). This new 

principle was first unfolded by Asad in his opening speech to the Seventeenth Congress of the GFLU 

held in September 1972 under the slogan: “entrenching political unionism as a substitute for the 

struggle for [material] demands and as the basis for the unity of the working class in pursuit of 

liberation.” With this new ideological platform, the GFLU’s mission was now redefined, and its 

history re-written. According to the new history, the GFLU is no longer obliged to struggle in pursuit 

of the material and moral rights of the working classes, an activity labeled al-nidal al-matlabi. After 

all, argued the new narrative, these demands have been accomplished with the Ba‘th’s seizure of 

power and the concomitant nationalization policies and expansion of the public sector. With the 

advent of the Corrective Movement, continues the new narrative, the mission of the GFLU, and the
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labor movement in general, has been altered from a material to a political one. The labor movement 

and the GFLU are now obliged to protect the achievements ofthe revolution and deepen the socialist 

transformation of society under the leadership of the Ba‘th Party. This is done by shelving al-nidal 

al-matlabi, ensuring greater productivity among workers, protecting and developing the public 

sector, and fortifying national unity against foreign enemies. By the time the Eighteenth Congress 

ofthe GFLU was held in September 1974, political unionism had become a prerequisite for national 

progress. Hence the slogan raised in the Eighteenth Congress called for “deepening political 

unionism [by moving] towards more progressive positions for the labor movement in the quest for 

liberation and development” Four years later, in November 1978, the Nineteenth Congress of the 

GFLU raised yet another similar slogan: ‘Howards more progressive positions for the labor 

movement within the context ofpolitical unionism, fulfilling national and productive responsibilities 

to confront the two primary challenges, that of the Zionist onslaught and of development.”387

In practice, then, political unionism implies the subordination ofthe leadership of the GFLU, 

and the labor movement generally, to the will and control of the regime. Struggles in pursuit of 

material gains are condemned. Instead, the labor movement, led by the GFLU, is to harness its 

activity in the service of the national interest as defined by the ruling Ba‘th Party. The labor 

movement must also follow only one political and social agenda, that of the Ba‘th Party. 

Consequently, the GFLU’s mission is transformed from that of a champion of labor rights, to a mere 

docile regime instrument. Its task is to represent the labor movement in regime-sanctioned and

3t7See Khalil, Hafiz al-Asad, pp. 216*223; and Asad’s speeches in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Congresses ofthe GFLU, 
reproduced in, respectively, al-Mu 'tamar al-Thamin "Ashar lil-lttihad al- ’Am li-Naqabat al- ’Ummal fi-l-Jum huriyya al- ’Arabiyya 
al-Suriyya [The Eighteenth Congress of the General Federation of Labor Unions in the Syrian Arab Republic] (Damascus, 21*24 
September 1974) (n.p.: ManshuratDa’irat al-Thaqafa warl-Nashr fi-l-lttihad al-‘Am li-Naqabat al-'Ummal, n.d), especially pp. 50-53; 
and. al-Mu 'tamar al-Tasi’ 'Ashar lil-lttihad al- 'Am li-Naqabat a l-' Ummalfi-l-Jumhuriyya al- 'Arabiyya al-Suriyya [The Nineteenth 
Congress of the General Federation o f Labor Unions in the Syrian Arab Republic] (Damascus, 10*19 November 1978) (n.p.: 
Manshurat Da’irat al-Thaqafa wa-l-Nashr fi-l-Ittihad al*’Am li-Naqabat al-’Ummal, n.d), pp. 43-52.
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controlled corporatist institutions, such as the People’s Council. At the plant level, union activity is

limited to the management of the administrative and social affairs of workers. The GFLU is also 

responsible for mobilizing workers under the leadership of the Ba‘th, an in alliance with the other 

popular organizations.388 This redefinition of the mission of the GFLU and the labor movement left 

litde room for independent or organizational political activity, and thus facilitated its corporatist 

control.

In addition to proscribing labor activity beyond administrative functions, control ofthe labor 

movement is achieved through extensive unionization into the GFLU’s corporatist structures. Public 

sector employees are thus automatically enrolled in their respective unions. Consequently, some 90- 

95 percent of public sector workers are unionized. In 1977, a new GFLU leadership was installed, 

one that has proved to be completely subservient to the regime. Appointed in 1977 as GFLU 

secretary-general, ‘Izz al-Din Nasser earned a seat on the Regional Command in 1980. In the same 

year he was appointed head of the Worker’s Regional Bureau, cementing the Ba‘th Party’s control 

over the GFLU. Under his leadership, the GFLU’s apparatus was expanded considerably, serving 

as an efficient corporatist institution. Moreover, its leadership has been successfully coopted by the 

regime. It has also been incorporated into the regime’s patronage structure. Union leaders are offered 

material rewards and appointed in the Ba‘th Party ’ s or the PNF’ s national and provincial committees 

in exchange for loyalty to the regime. Appointments at intermediate and lower levels ofthe union 

structure allow the Ba‘th Party to maintain tight control over labor activity. In 1985 anew law (Law 

1) was promulgated to further control workers. It identified public sector employees as civil servants.

3“ For discussions see Hannoyer and Seurat, £ ta t et secteur public industriel en Syrie, pp. 48-53; and Elisabeth 
Longuenesse, “The Syrian Working Class Today,” M ERIP134, (July-August 1985), pp. 23-24.
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Consequently, they are obliged to pursue the objectives and principles of the Ba‘th Party. The new 

law explicitly declared strikes illegal.389

The labor movement played a supportive role alongside the regime in the struggle against the 

Moslem Brotherhood. In 1980, when the regime was facing a severe challenge to its authority, 

workers’ militias were founded under the supervision of the party and army. In 1982, they 

participated in the clashes at Hama, earning the regime’s praise.390 The GFLU has also expanded 

steadily under the Asad regime. Its membership grew from 171, 975 in 1971; to 304,769 in 1980; 

to 381,638 in 1990; and finally to 644,866 in 1996. The number of labor unions increased from 166 

in 1971; to 181 in 1980; and finally 199 in 1996.391

Since the Corrective Movement, and through the Ba'th Party apparatus, the Asad regime has 

commanded absolute control over all other corporatist popular organizations. A tradition has 

emerged whereby the heads of the specialized Regional Command bureaus are almost always 

members of the Regional Command.392 This cements the party’s control over the ensemble of 

corporatist populist organizations. Under Asad, the General Peasants’ Union has emerged as the 

regime’s core corporatist institution for mass mobilization and support. During the Jadid-Asad 

standoff, the GPU’s Executive Committee, headed by Ahmad Hamduni, sided with the former 

faction. In the aftermath of the November coup, Asad replaced the Executive Committee with his

3” See Sweidan, Afa "zaq al- 'Amal al-Naqabifi Surtyya, pp. 16-19 and 36*37; Elisabeth Longuenesse, “La Classe Ouvriere 
au Proche-Orient: La Syrie,” La Pensee 197, (Janvier-Fevrier 1978), pp. 127-129; Batatu, Syria's Peasantry, p. 350; and Perthes, 
The Political Economy o f Syria Under Asad, pp. 173-175.

39°See al-Mu 'tamar al-Hadi wa-l- ‘Ishr on lil-lttihad al- ‘Am li-Naqabat a l-‘ Ummalfi-l-Jtimhuriyya al- ‘Arabiyya al-Suriyya 
[The Twenty-First Congress of the General Federation of Labor Unions in die Syrian Arab Republic] (Damascus, 16-21 November 
1986) (n.p.: Manshurat Amanat al-Thaqafa wa-l-FIam fi-I-Ittihad aI-‘Am li-Naqabat al-‘Ummal, n.d), p. 123.

” lSee Syrian Arab Republic, Statistical Abstract, various issues.

^ S ee Appendix in Batatu, Syria’s Peasantry, pp. 332-353.
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own supporters, and in 1971 installed Mustafa al-‘Ayed as the new head of the GPU’s Executive 

Committee. al-‘Ayed has retained his post till this day. In 1974 Law 21 merged the agricultural 

cooperatives with the peasant unions, streamlining agricultural activity and responsibility under the 

corporatist structure of the GPU, and facilitating the process of peasant unionizing in the rural areas. 

By 1992, peasant unionizing had covered 5,061 out of Syria’s 6,468 villages, and the corporatist 

organization of Syria’s peasants was complete.

Tightly controlled by the regime, the GPU has been a staunch supporter of Asad and a 

defender of the Ba'th Party. In return, this loyalty has been rewarded handsomely. The GPU is 

allocated seats in the Ba'th Party’s and the PNF’s national and provincial committees, as well as in 

the People’s Assembly, local councils, the Supreme Planning Council, and other national institutions 

pertaining to the agricultural sector. On 10 March 1980, during the Fourth Extraordinary Congress 

of the GPU, and as the regime was battling the Moslem Brotherhood, Asad decreed that any decision 

taken by the GPU pertaining to peasant and agricultural affairs will be automatically put into law.393 

On the same day, Asad authorized the formation, on a voluntary basis and as an adjunct to the GPU, 

of the Peasants’ Armed Battalions (al-Fasa’et al-Fallahiyya al-Musalaha). Their task was to 

participate in the defense of the regime against the Moslem Brotherhood. By the end of 1980 this 

force counted some 23,546 men, growing to 46,239 in 1990. On 14 May 1980, and to demonstrate 

the regime’s populist commitments, Legislative Decree 31 was promulgated. It reduced the 

maximum limit of individual landholdings from 55 to 45 hectares in irrigated land and from 300 to 

200 hectares in rainfed lands.394 The GPU’s membership has also expanded steadily under Asad:

393A similar stipulation was made for the GFLU.

39*See al-Thawra, 26 April 1981; Teshreen, 4 May 1981; Khalil, H afiz al-Asad, pp.247*270; and Batatu, Syria‘s Peasantry, 
pp. 251-255.
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from 174,087 members in 1971; to 325,901 in 1980, to 664,167 in 1991; and finally 801,230 in 

1995. The number of peasant unions has also expanded: from 2,482 in 1971; to 3,685 in 1981; to 

4,816 in 1991; and finally 5,132 in 1995.39s

The Ba‘th Party’s control stretches over all other popular organizations inherited from the 

neo-Ba‘th. Since November 1970, the membership and activities of these organizations have 

expanded considerably, allowing the regime greater control over the active sectors of society. For 

example, by 1990, the Revolutionary Youth Union included 664,895 members, of which 399,937 

were males and 264,958 females. In 1986, the membership of the General Union of Artisanal 

Com m ittees rose to 78,200. In 1984, the General Women’s Union claimed 1,148 local cells, 109 

leagues, fourteen province level branches, and an overall membership of 141,953.396 The Union of 

Arab Writers registered a membership of around 310 in 1986, while the membership ofthe Teachers 

syndicate rose to 178,206 in 1990. Both the RYU and the National Union of Syria’s Students 

expanded their activities beyond recreational and educational activity, and have come to serve as 

instruments of repression and control. Members from the RYU’s armed branch are often deployed 

by the regime as police reserves, while members of the student union undertake regular intelligence- 

gathering functions among Syrian students studying abroad. Both participated alongside the regime 

in the war against the Moslem Brotherhood.397 Thus in his speech to the opening session of the 

Fourth Congress of the Revolutionary Youth Union held in April 1985, Asad praised his audience

353See Syrian Arab Republic, Statistical Abstract, various issues.

39<On 22 December 1975, Legislative Decree 33 replaced Decree 121 of 1967. It maintained the GWU’s corporatist 
structure, but replaced province level administrative offices with branches. See Khalil, Hafiz al-Asad, p. 335.

’’’See Al-Haraka al-Tashihiyya f i  Eidiha al-'lshreen, pp. 128 and 146; Khalil, Hafiz al-Asad, pp. 328, 340, and 358; 
Teshreen, 25 May 1980; and Perthes, The Political Economy o f Syria Under Asad, p. 172.
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as “heroes in resisting the reactionary conspiracy and its tools, the gang of the Moslem 

Brotherhood.” He also reminded them that “to be the revolutionary youth [.shabibat al-thawra] 

means being the youth of the country v the youth of the [Ba‘th] Party that leads the revolution, and 

to believe in the principles and ideas of the Party, and to fortify yourself with it against reactionary 

thought... and enemy forces.”398

In addition to these popular organizations, a number of new ones were organized after the 

Corrective Movement Chief among these is the Organization of the Ba‘th’s Pioneers (Munadhamat 

Talai' al-Ba ‘th, OBP). Founded by the Regional Command’s directive number 540 of 19 August 

1974, it is a quasi-compulsory corporatist institution gathering all students enrolled in elementary 

schools. It abides by the principles of the Ba‘th Party and serves, through education and extra

curricular activity, to instill these principles in elementary students. Elementary students are also 

taught to love and defend their country, the revolution, and the Ba‘th Party, and to believe in and 

love the country’s leader and memorize his sayings. The OBP’s main purpose is to reproduce future 

Ba‘thi generations. Its corporatist organizational structure is pyramidal, beginning with the pioneers 

group (firqa talai ‘iyya) at the base level, then the unit ('wihda), followed by the district (mantiqa), 

then the province level branch (fur *), and finally the national organization. It is linked to the Ba‘th 

Party through the Ba‘th’s Pioneers Regional Bureau (Maktab Talai' al-Ba'th al-Qutri).399

Other popular organizations founded after the Corrective Movement include the Journalists’ 

Union (Ittihad al-Sahafiyyeeri). Founded by Legislative Decree 58 of 27 July 1974, its function is 

to organize journalists and harnesses journalism for political purposes. Chief among these is

3‘"See the text of the speech in al-Baath, 16 April 198S. A similar theme is made in Asad’s speech to the Ninth General 
Congress o f the National Union o f Syria’s Students, reproduced in Teshreen, 5 May 198S.

399See Al-Munadhamaat al-Sha ‘biyya fi-l-Q utr al- ‘Arabi al-Suri, pp. 362-369; and Khalil, H afiz al-Asad, pp. 345-352.
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explaining the regime’s policies to the outside world. Finally, the General Sports Union (al-Ittihad 

al-Riyadi al-'Am) was founded by Legislative Decree 38 of 18 February 1981. Organized along 

corporatist patterns, its central executive committee has fourteen province level branches whose duty 

is to organize athletes and coordinate sports activity throughout the country. It included 112,000 

members in 1986. It is linked to the Ba‘th Party through the Regional Sports Bureau.400 

Corporatizing the Professional Syndicates

Syria’s main professional syndicates, namely the Doctors, Lawyers, Pharmacists, and 

Engineers, were enjoying a substantial degree of autonomy when Asad ousted the Jadid faction in 

November 1970. The Ba‘th had considered syndicates bastions of urban middle class conservatism, 

inimical to their rural allegiances and populist authoritarian project. Consequently, they did not 

commit to them the sustained attention and resources given to other social segments. This allowed 

syndicates a degree of freedom absent among other sectors of society. With the advent of the Asad 

regime, a number of measures were taken to reorganize the professional syndicates, and to bring 

them under greater state control. The regime replaced the old system - whereby different syndicates 

representing the same profession were established in different provinces - with a more centralized 

one. The new system allowed for only one central syndicate, based in Damascus. It gathered all 

respective professionals from a particular profession in a national level General Congress (al- 

mu'tamar al- ‘am). The syndicate would have branches throughout Syria’s provinces, each presided 

over by an Executive Committee. This new organizational system was first introduced in 1972, when 

Legislative Decree 14 established one Lawyers syndicate, with branches throughout the provinces. 

In 1973 Legislative Decree 17 sim ilarly reorganized the Engineers syndicate. The Pharmacists and

"See Khalil, Hafiz al-Asad, pp. 363-380.
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Doctors syndicates were centralized in 1974 by, respectively, Legislative Decrees 31 and 32, with 

the Dentists syndicate following suit in 1975.401

With the exception of the Agronomists syndicate, Ba‘thi cadres constituted a minority in the 

main professional syndicates well into the 1970s. Consequently, they were unable to assume 

leadership positions in the major syndicates, nor bring them under Ba‘thi control. The Lawyers 

syndicate was outspoken in its condemnation of Syria’s intervention in Lebanon in the summer of 

1976. Later that same year, and in reaction to the death of two incarcerated lawyers, members from 

the Lawyers syndicate founded the Committee for Human Rights. It aimed at publicizing accounts 

of human rights abuses and pressure the regime to accept political reforms. Two years later, Ba'thist 

candidates fared miserably in the Damascus syndicates elections of 1978, managing to elect only 

three candidates in the Engineers syndicate, one in the Pharmacists, and none in the Doctors.402 

However, not until Moslem Brotherhood attacks escalated in 1978 did the regime move against the 

syndicates. By then, Islamist sympathies had spread in some syndicates, especially in the Engineers.

When the regime’s assault against the Moslem Brotherhood and other figures from the 

secular opposition intensified, Syria’s major syndicates organized extraordinary congresses and 

called for an end to censorship, torture, and executions, the release of all political prisoners, and the 

suspension of martial law imposed since 1963. These protests culminated on 31 March 1980 in a 

nationwide strike called by the Lawyers, Engineers, Pharmacists, and Doctors syndicates. The 

syndicates had crossed the line, however, and henceforth the regime would proceed to smash their 

independent organizational bases. On 9 April 1980, the Lawyers, Doctors, Pharmacists, and

*°'S ccAl-ffaraka al-Tashihiyya f i  Eidiha al-'Ishreen, pp. 187-205; and al-Agha, “Al-Naqabal al-Mlhaniyya.” 

'“ See Seurat, L 'tta t de barbarie, p. 76.
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Engineers syndicates were dissolved and their leaders were arrested; their Executive Committees and 

General Congresses were also dismissed. The next day, the government formed new syndicates and 

appointed their leaders and Executive Committees. The security services hounded the members of 

the recalcitrant syndicates. Some were incarcerated or executed, others succeeded in fleeing the 

country. By middle April 1980, close to a hundred doctor, a hundred engineer, and some fifty 

prominent lawyers had been imprisoned.403 Henceforth, hitherto independent syndicates were 

corporatized under the direct supervision of the Ba‘th Party’s Professional Syndicates’ Regional 

Bureau (Maktab al-Naqabat al-Mihaniyya al-Qutri).

On 22 July 1981, Legislative Decree 26 was promulgated. It aimed at subjecting the 

Engineers syndicate to tight regime control along corporatist lines. Article 3 defined the Engineers 

syndicate as “a professional social organization that adheres to the unity, liberty, and socialist 

objectives of the Arab nation, and strives to achieve them in accordance with the directives of the 

Arab Socialist Ba‘th Party.” Decree 26 also linked the syndicate to the Ba'th’s Party’s Professional 

Syndicates’ Regional Bureau, which must approve all candidates for syndicate offices. It also 

empowered the council o f  ministers to dismiss the Executive Committees and General Congress of 

the Engineers syndicate in case they stray away from the aims assigned to them by the regime.404 

Moreover, Decree 26 reorganized the structure of the Engineers syndicate along corporatist patterns. 

Engineers were henceforth organized into base level units corresponding to the enterprises or 

institutions in which they worked. These units send representatives to the provincial branch, which

^ S ee  Middle East Watch, Syria UnmaskedThe Suppression o f Human Rights by the Asad Regime (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1991), pp. 13-14,85-87, and 158-160; and Ibrahim Hassan, “La Syrie de la guerre civile,” Peoples M iditerraniens 
12 (Juillet-Septembre 1980), p. 103.

^ F o r the text o f Legislative Decree 26 see Teshreen, 24 July 1981.
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in turn designate its delegates before elections for the national leadership are held. Albeit marketed 

as an arrangement that favors greater participation among all syndicate members, the new 

organizational procedures empowered the appointed leadership to screen out unfavorable members 

at the intermediary level, and hence control leadership elections at the national level. Finally, 

membership in the Engineers’ syndicate, as in all other regime-controlled syndicates, is compulsory, 

otherwise professionals are not allowed to practice their profession.405

These stipulations subordinated the Engineers syndicate to the regime, and streamlined its 

objectives with those of the Ba‘th Party. Legislative Decrees 31 and 39, of 16 and 21 August 1981, 

imposed sim ilar corporatist stipulations on, respectively, the Doctors and Lawyers syndicates. 

Henceforth professional syndicates fell under the purview of the Professional Syndicates’ Regional 

Bureau. It monitored and directed their affairs, ensuring their strict control. In addition, the Lawyers, 

Doctors, Pharmacists, and Engineers syndicates were infiltrated by members from peasant or 

working-class origins. In the process, their Ba'thi constituency was expanded, and their urban 

middle-class composition diluted. As a result, while in 1980 Ba‘thi members of the Engineers 

syndicate amounted to 592 (7.3%) out of a total membership of 8,130, in 1985 this number had 

jumped to 1,980 (11.2%) out of a total membership of 17,729. The respective numbers in the 

Doctors syndicate were: 517 (5.8%) Ba‘this out of a total membership of 1,375 in 1980, to 720 

(10%) Ba'this out of a total membership o f7,308 in 1985. In the Pharmacists they were: 52 (3.4%) 

Ba‘this out of a total membership of 1,521 in 1980, to 114 (4.5%) Ba’this out of atotal membership 

of 2,565 in 1985. Finally, in the Lawyers syndicate they were: 125 (6.4%) Ba'this out of a total

*“ SccAsharq al-Awsat, 28 July 1981; Elisabeth Longuenesse, “Ingfeieurs et ddveloppement auproche-orienc Liban, Syric, 
Jordanie,” Societis Corttemporaines 6, (Juin 1991), pp. 32-33; and Syria Unmasked, pp. 80 and 87.
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membership of2,002 in 1980, to 300 (11.7%) Ba‘this out of a total membership of2,558 in 1985.406

The corporatization of the professional syndicates added yet another component to the 

already powerful ensemble of corporatist institutions underpinning Asad’s populist authoritarian 

system of rule. This institutional infrastructure has allowed the regime a substantial degree of control 

over the active sectors of Syrian society. It has also ensured that no viable alternative to Ba‘thi rule 

may coalesce. When the regime was engaged in the long trial of strength with the Moslem 

Brotherhood between 1977 and 1982, its corporatist institutions proved durable and their armed 

phalanges participated alongside the security services and the elite praetorian units in squashing the 

regime’s enemies. Beyond such times of open conflict, the corporatist ensemble of populist 

authoritarianism has allowed the regime a substantial degree of control over, and autonomy from, 

society. Consequently, this corporatist institutional organization of society has enabled Asad to take 

foreign policy and alignment choices free from domestic constraints. This was a far cry from the 

overlapping external and domestic struggles that shaped Syrian politics throughout the 1950s.

The Enduring Structure o f Populist Authoritarianism

The ensemble of corporatist institutions inherited by Asad in November 1970, and later 

expanded after the Corrective Movement, has remained largely unaltered for some three decades. 

Even the alarming fiscal crisis experienced in the 1980s - when a growing balance of payments 

deficit and a chronic foreign exchange crisis led to a period of economic stagnation manifested in 

a drop in production, GDP, real per-capita income, savings, and investment, as well as in the 

shrink ing  of the economy, culm inating in the general economic crisis of 1985-1986 - did not usher 

any palpable measure of political liberalization. Rather, the regime responded to Syria’s economic

" ‘Sec Khalil, Hafiz al-Asad, pp. 400-403.
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crisis with a strategy of selective economic stabilization and liberalisation:407 Substantial austerity 

measures were introduced; the Syrian currency was devalued extensively; foreign trade was 

deregulated; the agricultural sector was liberalized, allowing for the establishment of mixed public- 

private sector agricompanies; similar mixed projects were sanctioned in the tourism sector; a new 

investment law, Legislative Decree 10 of 4 May 1991, later further liberalized in April 2000, 

widened the scope of private investment, enabling Syrian, Arab, and foreign investors to launch 

private or mixed investments in nearly any field of the Syrian economy; a new taxation law, 

Legislative Decree 20 of 1991, reduced business taxes and removed provisions that penalized 

business profit; prison sentences for individuals dealing in foreign currency were reduced 

substantially; and, finally, in April2000 the role of the Economic Security Court (Mahkamat al-Amn 

al-Iqtisadvyya) in petty economic crimes was reduced considerably. Nor has the regime abandoned 

its commitments to the populist coalition sustaining its rule. In an attempt to shield the lower classes 

from the full impact of austerity measures, economic reforms were introduced in a piecemeal 

fashion. Moreover, the state continues to identity itself as the guarantor of a minimum level of social 

welfare, especially vis-a-vis the urban poor and the peasants.408

Be that as it may, the economic liberalization measures introduced since the middle 1980s

407For the views o f the main architect of economic liberalization see Muhammad al-’Imadi, Dawr al-Q ita' al-Khas wa-l- 
M ushtarakfi 'Amaliyyat al-Tanmiyya [The Role of the Private and Mixed Sectors in the Developmental Process] (Damascus; Wizarat 
al-Iqtisad wa-l-Tijara al-Kharijiyya, 1986); idem, Siyasaatal-Tijara al-Kharijiyyafi-l-Tham aniyaatwaAfaqihafi-l-Tis 'inaat [Foreign 
Trade Policies in the Eighties and their Horizons in the Nineties] (Damascus: Ghurfat Tijarat Dimashq, 1991); and idem, Syria‘s 
Experience in Trade Liberalization and Policies o f Economic Reform (Damascus: Ministry o f Economy and Foreign Trade, 1994).

“"For discussions see al-Hayat, 26 April 2000; Raymond A. Hinnebusch, “The Political Economy o f Economic 
Liberalization in Syria," International Journal o f Middle East Studies 27,3, (August 1995), pp. 305-320; idem, “Syria: The Politics 
o f Economic Liberalisation,” Third World Quarterly 18,2, (1997), pp. 249-265; Heydemann, “The Political Logic o f Economic 
Rationality,” pp. 11-39; Eberhard Kienle, ed., Contemporary Syria: Liberalization between Cold War and Cold Peace (London: 
British Academic Press, 1994); Hans Hopfingcr, “Capitalist Agro-Business in a Socialist Country? Syria’s New Shareholding 
Corporations as an Example,” British Journal a f Middle East Studies Bulletin 17,2, (1990), pp. 162-170; and Hans Hopfinger and 
Marc Boeckler, “Step by Step to an Open Economic System: Syria Sets Course for Liberalization,” British Journal o f Middle East 
Studies 23,2, (November 1996), pp. 183-202.
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have invited a considerable degree of economic reorganization away from an economy dom inated 

by the public sector. However they have incurred no commensurate reorganization in the corporatist 

institutional infrastructure of control and representation inherited by Asad and expanded after the 

Corrective Movement.409 Instead, the regime has opted to incorporate emergent elites from the 

professional classes and private sector into state-controlled institutions. For example, it has allowed 

the hitherto thoroughly corporatized chambers of commerce and industry a greater consultative role 

in shaping economic policies that affect their areas of interest. In the late 1990s, with the private 

sector producing close to 61 percent of GNP, and, excluding oil, responsible for two-thirds of all 

import-export traffic, representatives of the chambers have assumed a leading role in the Committee 

for the Guidance of Imports, Exports, and Consumption, a powerful economic policy-making body 

headed by the prime minister. Moreover, their opinion are seldom dismissed by the prime m inister.410 

Yet the chambers remain controlled tightly by the state, and, like the business community, are 

politically subservient to the regime. Nor do they represent the interests of the private sector at large.

Since 1991, the regime has released no less than 8,000 political prisoners. They include 

professionals and independents imprisoned during the 1977-1982 struggle with the Moslem 

Brotherhood; the followers of‘Adnan * Aqla’s wing of the Moslem Brotherhood, whose leader made 

peace with the regime; some Salah Jadid sympathizers, as well as members of Nasserist and 

C om m unist  parties, including Riyad al-Turk, the secretary-general of the Political Bureau wing of

40®For similar conclusions see Heydemann, “Taxation without Representation: Authoritarianism and Economic 
Liberalization in Syria,” in EUis Goldberg et aL, eds., Rules and Rights in the Middle East: Democracy, Lane, and Society (Seattle: 
University of Washington Press, 1993), pp. 69-101; idem, Authoritarianism inSyria, pp. 206-211; Raymond A. Hinnebusch, “Asad’s 
Syria and the New World Order The Struggle for Regime Survival,” Middle East Policy 2 ,1, (1993), pp. 1-14; and idem, “Calculated 
Decompression as a Substitute for Democratization: Syria,” in Korany, Brynen, and Noble, eds., Political Liberalization and 
Democratization in the Arab World: Comparative Experiences, pp. 223-240.

410Interview with Muhammad al- Imadi, Damascus, 27 October 1998.
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the Syrian Communist Party, who was released from prison in 1998 after seventeen years of 

incarceration.411

The regime has also altered its political discourse, a step taken largely in reaction to the

democratization wave that swept across Latin America and Eastern Europe toward the end of the

1980s. In 1990, the regime’s hitherto standard contention that by establishing the PNF, the People’s

Council, and local administration, and by consolidating popular organizations and professional

syndicates, the Corrective Movement had restored popular democracy was increasingly eschewed.412

Instead, the Corrective Movement was now recast as the harbinger of not only economic pluralism

(al-ta 'addudiyya al-iqtisadiyya), but also political pluralism (al-ta ‘addudiyya al-siyasiyya) and party

pluralism (al-ta 'addudiyya al-hizbiyya). Thus in a 1990 speech delivered at the opening session of

the Fifth General Congress of the Revolutionary Youth Union, and commemorating the twenty-

seventh anniversary of the 8 March revolution, Asad impressed upon his audience the achievements

of the Corrective Movement in the following way:

The policies of the Corrective Movement of 1970, starting with its new orientation 
inside the party and the openness toward the masses, and passing by the party 
pluralism embodied in the Front’s parties ...., and the economic pluralism that has 
emerged and will remain [as] three economic sectors, the public and private and 
mixed, and the establishm en t of the Progressive National Front, and the support and 
expansion of the popular organizations, and their enjoyment of prerogatives befitting 
their size and role in the country and serving the peoples’ general interests, and the 
consolidation of the professional syndicates and uniting those [syndicates] which 
were dispersed, such as the Lawyers and Doctors and Engineers syndicates, each of 
which was [originally] divided into a number of syndicates..., and the creation of the 
People’s Council and the local adm inistrative councils throughout the cities and

41'See Asharq al-Awsat, 21 December 1991; al-Hayat, 14 July 1999; an-Nahar, 1 June 1998; Asharq ai-Awsat, 5 June 
1998; and al-Hayat, 26 April 2000.

4l2For two examples see Asad’s speech in the People’s Council on the fifteenth anniversary of the 8 March revolution, 
coinciding with the beginning of his second presidential term, reproduced in as-Safir, 9 March 1978; and his speech on the twenty- 
fifth anniversary of the 8 March revolution, reproduced in Teshreen, 9 March 1988.

283

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



villages, and granting them pertinent specializations. This, and other strides by the 
Corrective Movement, has achieved substantial popular participation in all the ruling 
and administrative institutions, where [there are] representatives of the army 
participating in the council of ministers, and representatives of everyone participating 
in the elected administrative councils, and representatives of everyone participating 
in popular organizations and their elected leadership, and the professional syndicates 
and their elected leadership, and by the word everyone - which I repeat here - 1 mean 
the parties and organizations and syndicates and those citizens unorganized in parties 
and organizations.413

Two months later Asad struck a similar note, defending Syria’s own experiment in political 

pluralism. Noting that “the term democracy is a wide one, and [that] there is no single definition for 

democracy,” he argued that “we in Syria disagree with the traditional definition [of democracy] 

prevalent in many countries, especially in the western world. Democracy is not just elections or the 

founding of a People’s Council or a Parliament For every country has its peculiar circumstances, 

and what may befit other countries may not befit the situation in Syria.”414 Be that as it may, and in 

spite of democracy’s various definitions, two things remain constant according to Asad: “Democracy 

does not mean political chaos.” Moreover, “democracy requires organization which [in turn] allows 

for freedom and protects it.”415

Yet neither the incorporation of emergent elites, the release of political prisoners, and the 

regime’s discursive shift has altered the balance of power between regime and society. Nor have they 

affected adversely the ensemble of corporatist institutions underpinning Asad’s populist authoritarian 

system of rule. The regime’s control over the active sectors of society has remained strong, and no

4tlThe text of the speech is reproduced in as-Safir, 9 March 1990. Punctuation added. See also Asad’s speech in the opening 
session of the Twenty-Second Congress of the General Federation of Labor Unions, reproduced in as-Safir, IS December 1992.

■“‘Quoted in Teshreen, 7 May 1990.

413 See Asad’s speech to the People’s Council on the twenty-ninth anniversary o f the 8 March revolution, coinciding with
the beginning o f his fourth presidential term, reproduced in as-Safir, 13 March 1992.
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viable alternative to Ba‘thi rule has materialized. Consequently, Asad continues to enjoy substantial

autonomy in taking foreign policy and alignment choices.

3.9 State-Society Relations and Foreign Policy and Alignment Choices

Comparing the organization of state-society relations in Jordan and Ba‘thi Syria, a number 

of contrasts standout. Unlike its Ba'thi counterpart, the Hashemite regime did not organize the active 

sectors of society into compulsory, non-competitive, functionally differentiated corporatist 

institutions. It rather employed a neopatrimonial system of populist rentierism to organize a mainly 

Hashemite-Transjordanian ruling coalition, one that also included strategic Palestinian segments. A 

number of reasons explain this ruling strategy. Upon assuming power under British auspices, the 

Hashemites did not face the hostility encountered by the Ba‘th in Syria, especially among the urban 

sectors. After some initial intransigence from northern tribes and ordinary tribesmen, both groups 

were later incorporated into Abdullah’s neopatrimonial ruling coalition. King Hussein inherited his 

grandfather’s neopatrimonial coalition, and expanded it into a complex populist rentier system of 

rule. This system has maintained the Hashemite monarchy in power for many decades, but failed to 

shield it from domestic constraints when taking a number of foreign policy and alignment choices.

To be sure, the Amman regime did assemble a powerful political-legal edifice and coercive 

apparatus, organized its relationship with strategic sectors of the East Bank population in a manner 

that inhibited the emergence of a viable alternative to Hashemite rule, and deployed its loyal bedouin 

troops to crush domestic threats at times of open confrontation. Nevertheless, and with the exception 

of the corporatized labor unions, substantial sectors of the politically active population remained 

beyond regime control. Jordan’s professional syndicates, who took over the mantle of opposition
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from the political parties after these were banned in 1957, defended tenaciously their organizational 

autonomy, and played an active role in the political life of the kingdom. Nor were the kingdom’s 

popular organizations and student groups under regime control. The political liberalization launched 

in 1989 empowered Jordan’s political and professional groups, further loosening regime control over 

the active sectors of society. Consequently, the organization of state-society relations in Jordan, 

before and after the political liberalization initiated on the morrow of habat nisan, has at times 

constrained the regime’s autonomy in taking foreign policy and alignment choices.

By contrast, in Syria the Ba‘th installed a populist authoritarian system of rule based on the 

organization of state-society relations along strict corporatist channels. The ensemble of corporatist 

institutions organizing and controlling the active sectors of the population stretched throughout 

society. The Ba‘th inherited the corporatist institutions planted in Syria during the Union years, and 

created an array of other corporatist institutions to organize and control those sectors of society 

sparred by Cairo’s restructuring measures. Consequently, labor, peasants, students, youth, women, 

teachers, the different business chambers, and a host of other social groups were organized into 

Ba‘thi-dominated compulsory, non-competitive, functionally differentiated corporatist institutions. 

Moreover, this institutional infrastructure of corporatist control was linked to the Ba’th Party through 

the Regional Command’s respective specialized bureaus, ensuring regime control over the active 

sectors of society. Indeed, as an institution whose task is to ensure strict corporatist control over 

popular and professional organizations, the Ba‘th Party has no equivalent in Jordan.

Upon his ascension to the helm in November 1970, Asad introduced a number of corporatist 

institutions to structure political activity at the local level and popular representation at the national 

level. These did not undermine the regime’s control over society, however. In fact, the ensemble of
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corporatist institutions organized by the Ba‘th since 1963 was expanded and consolidated further 

under Asad. Moreover, the organizational autonomy of the professional syndicates was smashed; 

their institutions were corporatized, and their objectives streamlined with those of the Ba‘th Party. 

This corporatist ensemble of populist authoritarianism has proved durable under Asad, enduring a 

long trial of strength with the Moslem Brotherhood and an alarming fiscal crisis. It has hitherto 

inhibited the emergence of a viable alternative to Ba‘thi rule, and has allowed the regime a 

substantial degree of control over, and autonomy from, society. Consequently, and in contrast to his 

Hashemite counterpart, the corporatist institutional organization of state-society relations in Ba‘thi 

Syria has allowed Asad a substantial degree of autonomy in taking foreign policy and alignment 

choices. The following two chapters develop the foreign policy implications of the argument 

advanced in this chapter, first in King Hussein’s Jordan and then in Asad’s Syria.
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Chapter 4

Overlapping Securities: Domestic Origins 
and Implications o f Foreign Polity Choices in Jordan

The m ajor deposit w hich enabled us to  cope w ith challenges - 
we have alw ays lived  in the eye o f the storm  -  is our dom estic 
cohesion, national unity, and standing beside each other in the 
fa ce  a f enem ies. O ur dom estic security hinges on our external 
security. We should not neglect any o f the two.

4.1 Introduction

The overlapping dynamics between domestic and foreign politics in many states is brought 

to sharp relief in the study of Jordanian foreign policy and alignment choices. Arguing against the

external military power or threats in determining foreign policy and alignment choices, this chapter 

investigates the myriad ways in which domestic and foreign politics have intertwined stubbornly in 

the Hashemite Kingdom’s political history. After all, foreign policy and alignment choices in Jordan 

have had domestic political origins, uses, and implications, and have not - as offensive and defensive 

realists assume - been always determined by external military considerations. In large measure, this 

is a derivative of the organization of state-society relations in Jordan. After surveying the relevant 

domestic and regional contexts of Jordanian foreign policy, this chapter turns to an analysis of four 

different scenarios where domestic and foreign politics have overlapped in Jordan: in the use of 

foreign policy and alignment choices for state building and regime survival in the 1950s and 1960s; 

in the strictly domestic motivations and implications underpinning the 1988 foreign policy choice

'King Hussein’s Letter of Designation to Fayez al-Tarawneh, 20 August 1998, in FBIS-NES-98-232.

K ing H ussein!

logic of a bevy of state behavior theories, especially neorealism’s insistence on the centrality of
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to disengage from the West Bank; in the domestic political constraints shaping Jordan’s alignment 

choice during the 1990 Gulf War, and, finally, in the domestic considerations and costs involved in 

the Hashemite regime’s peace process policy and its conclusion of an unpopular peace treaty with 

Israel in 1994.

This overlap between domestic and foreign politics has meant that on a number of pivotal 

occasions the Hashemite regime’s foreign policy and alignm en t choices reflected a preoccupation 

with domestic constraints. In this case, the regime submitted to domestic constraints and sailed with 

the winds of public sentiments despite the anticipated strategic and economic costs involved. This 

does not mean that the regime did not at times resist domestic constraints, opting instead for 

unpopular foreign policy and alignment choices. As the following narrative shows, it has certainly 

done so a number of times. The regime has acted thus only when its survival is not readily threatened 

from within by a mass movement cutting across the kingdom’s different socio-political and class 

cleavages, and when it could safely unleash the army and the mukhabarat against its domestic foes 

without precipitating a bloody civil war or risk jeopardizing the loyalty of the armed forces. On the 

morrow of the political liberalization initiated in 1989, ignoring domestic constraints also entailed 

the reversal of the liberalization process underway. Finally, throughout the 1950s and 1960s, when 

regional permeability was especially intense, the regime would occasionally accommodate rival 

states, but only to pave the way for a domestic crackdown. In this latter case, accommodation was 

chosen when the regime faced grave domestic threats aggravated by external interferences. It was 

deployed to insulate the domestic arena from foreign manipulations, thus enabling the army and 

mukhabarat \o restore regime control. Accommodation was also a tactic used for statecraft purposes 

in the kingdom’s formative years: to insulate the domestic political arena from external interferences
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and allow the regime’s integrative state building policies some time to take effect. In this same time 

span, alignment choices that implied a confrontation with regional foes were chosen in reaction to 

external manipulations of the domestic arena, usually when the regime felt secure domestically.

4.2 The Contexts of Jordanian Foreign Policy

Jordan’s foreign policy and alignment choices have often been constrained by both domestic 

and regional dynamics. The lack of natural borders and a geographic location between militarily and 

economically superior neighbors (Iraq, Syria, Saudi Arabia, and Israel) has often exposed the 

kingdom to the pressures of regional powers and manipulations, constraining foreign policy and 

alignment choices. The lack of a viable domestic economic base, due to the paucity of natural 

resources, and the consequent dependence on foreign, but mainly Arab, aid has had similar effects.2 

It is on the Palestinian question, a subject organically connected to the Arab-Israeli conflict, that 

Jordan’s domestic and foreign policy spheres have overlapped sharply, however. After all, in Jordan, 

unlike in any other Arab state, the Palestinian question is both a domestic and foreign policy 

concern.3

Jordan’s sociological composition, with a majority Palestinian population upholding a 

distinct national identity, has, until the signing of the 13 September 1993 Oslo Accord, proved to be

lFor a discussion of these constraints see Aaron David Miller, “Jordanian Policy: The Politics ofL imitation and Constraint,” 
in Robert O. Freedman, ed , The Middle East: A fter the Israeli Invasion o f Lebanon (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1986), 
pp. 205-231; idem, “Jordan and the Arab-Israeli Conflict: The Hashemite Predicament,” Orbis 29,4, (Winter 1986), pp. 795-820; 
Ati E. Hillal Dessouki and Karen Aboul Kheir, “The Politics ofVulnerability and Survival: The Foreign Policy of Jordan,” m Korany 
and Dessouki, eds., The Foreign Policies o f Arab States, pp. 217-224; and Don Peretz, “Reflections on Domestic Determinants of 
Jordan’s Foreign Policy," in Reeva S. Simon, ed , The Middle East and North Africa: Essays in Honour ofJ. C. Hurerwitz (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1990), pp. 399-408. For a budget security argument see Brand, Jordan's Inter-Arab Relations.

3See the text of King Hussein’s Letter of Designation to A h m a d  ‘Ubaydat, in FBIS-MEA-84-007. For a disctission see 
Emile Sahliyeh, “Jordan and the Palestinians,” in William B. Quandt, ed . The Middle East: Ten Years after Camp David 
( W a s h in g to n ,  D.C.: The Brookings Institute, 1988), pp. 279-283; and Madiha Rashid al-Madfai, Jordan, the United States and the 
Middle East Peace Process 1974-1991 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), p. 10.
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an inescapable constraint upon the Hashemite regime’s approach to the Arab-Israeli conflict.4 

Although, since 1948, successive Hashemite rulers have considered peace with Israel a pragmatic 

necessity, they nevertheless persistently rejected offers to pursue any such unilateral peace initiative 

independent of the larger Arab consensus, and especially not before a Palestinian-Israeli agreement 

was concluded, mainly for fear of domestic repercussions.5 Thus, and until the July 1988 

disengagement from the West Bank, the regime has had to pursue (or look to pursue) an ‘honorable, 

just solution’ to the Palestinian question, one which is sensitive to domestic public sentiments and 

does not encroach upon the PLO’s post-1974 designation as the ‘sole legitimate representative of 

the Palestinian people.’ Furthermore, this quest was always cloaked in the Hashemites’ typical Arab 

nationalist discourse. Not that the regime’s position on the Palestinian question has been static and 

monolithic.

Historically, Jordan’s political establishment has gathered at least three different, and not 

necessarily homogenous, political orientations, each advocating a particular approach to Jordan’s 

relations with the Palestinian question and people.6 The first group consists of hardline 

Transjordanian nationalists who always, but especially after the 1970-1971 clashes, advocated 

Jordan’s disengagement from the Palestinian question and a concentration on the economic 

development of the East Bank. Hazza‘ al-Majali advocated this position in the 1960s, Wasfi al-Tal 

in the 1970s, Khalil al-Salem in the 1980s, and Abdel Salam al-Majali in the 1990s. The other two 

groups rejected this parochial perspective, and argued that, for a host of historical economic, and

‘Interview with MudarBadran, former Chief of Intelligence and former Prune Minister. Senator. Amman, 9 December 1998. 

3Interview with Leila Sharaf Amman, 8 December 1998.

*For a discussion o f these groups see Sahliyeh, “Jordan and the Palestinians,” pp. 282-283; and Mahdi F. Abdui-Hadi, The 
Jordanian Disengagement: Causes and Effects (Jerusalem: PASSIA, 1988), p. 3.
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political reasons, Jordan could not dissociate itself from the Arab-Israeli conflict They differed over 

the identity of Jordan’s partner in the search for a resolution of the Palestinian question, however. 

One group, ably represented by Taher al-Masri, argued that given the shared intertwined history of 

Jordanians and Palestinians, full coordination of diplomatic moves between the Jordanian regime, 

the PLO, and West Bank Palestinians is essential for ajust resolution ofthe Palestinian question. The 

third group, on the other hand, distrustful of the PLO and its leadership, but seeking an end to Israeli 

occupation of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, prefered Jordanian coordination with Syria and 

other Arab states. Zayd al-Rifa‘i is one proponent of this latter view. Be that as it may, the king’s 

ultimate policy choices on the Palestinian question have not been the result of lobbying by the 

aforementioned three groups, but rather a combination of domestic constraints as well as regional 

and international dynamics.

The organization of state-society relations in Jordan - as described in the previous chapter - 

has been the main constraining source on the regime’s autonomy in taking foreign policy and 

alignment choices. That regime control has not permeated all the active sectors of society has 

constrained the regime’s foreign policy and alignment choices to a number of limited options: either 

acknowledge domestic constraints and sail with the winds of public sentiments, or sail against them, 

but only when regime survival was not readily threatened from within by a mass movement cutting 

across the kingdom’s different socio-political and class cleavages, and when the army and the 

mukhabarat could be unleashed against domestic opponents without precipitating a bloody civil war 

or risk losing the loyalty of the armed forces. After the political liberalization initiated in 1989, this 

latter option also entailed a reversal of the liberalization process. Finally, in the 1950s and 1960s, 

when regional permeability was especially intense, the regime would sometimes accommodate rival
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states, but only to pave the way for a domestic crackdown. In this latter case, accommodation is 

chosen when the regime faced grave domestic threats aggravated by external interferences. It was 

deployed to insulate the domestic arena from foreign manipulations, thus enabling the army and 

mukhabaratlo restore regime control. Accommodation was also a tactic used for statecraft purposes: 

to insulate the domestic political arena from external interferences and allow the regime’s integrative 

state building policies some time to take effect Finally, alignment choices that implied a 

confrontation with regional foes were chosen in reaction to external manipulations of the domestic 

arena, usually when the regime felt secure domestically.

The following survey of the Hashemite regime’s foreign policy and alignment choices begins 

with an analysis of one scenario of the overlap between domestic and foreign politics in Jordan. It 

covers the period from 1955 till 1970, and explores the domestic political uses of foreign policy and 

alignment choices for purposes of state building and regime survival.

4.3 Foreign Policy as a Tool o f Statecraft: The Mean Years, 1955-1970

Throughout the mean decades of King Hussein’s tenure on the Hashemite throne, a stretch 

of time from roughly 1955 to 1970, the regime’s regional alignm ent choices were not so much 

responses to external military threats. Rather, they were often dictated by domestic exigencies: to 

insulate the domestic arena from external manipulations and, concomitantly, defend the regime from 

its domestic opponents who were always supported and encouraged by regional powers.

For most of these mean years, revolutionary Arab nationalism , spearheaded by its formidable 

proponent Gamal Abdel Nasser, was the m ain regional threat to the survival of the Hashemite 

regime. The so-called ‘revolutionary’ regimes in Cairo and D am ascus perennially sought to subvert
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Amman’s ‘conservative’ regime. Sometimes they provided logistic and moral support to the 

regime’s domestic opponents; at other times they instigated and funded army coups and assassination 

attempts against the person of the king. Nasser’s ability to jump over the head of the H ashem ite  

monarch and appeal directly to Jordan’s sociologically hybrid population enabled him  to set the pace 

and tone of the relationship between himself and the king. Consequently, the young Hussein was 

mostly on the receiving, and reacting, end of this unequal duel. Not that the king did not initiate 

policies; this he sometimes did. His maneuvers were always within a context already dom inated  and 

determined by Nasser, however. In short, until 1967, it was Hussein who needed Nasser’s Arab 

nationalist blessings. Proximity to Nasser bestowed a desired degree of Arab nationalist credibility 

upon a king most of whose subjects were more loyal to the champion of Arab nationalism  than to 

the Hashemite throne. Nevertheless, when the political and polemical battles between Cairo and 

Amman were joined, the king played his part with vigor and stubborn aggressiveness, never satisfied 

with mere responsive tactics. At times of open discursive confrontations, he capitalized on every 

opportunity to discredit Nasser’s prestige and undermine his stature as the paramount champion of 

Arab nationalism. Hussein’s efforts aimed at underm ining Nasser’s appeal in Jordan and, 

consequently, the vulnerability of Jordan’s domestic arena to external manipulation.

By and large, the regime’s foreign policy and alignment choices, boiled down to two: either 

sail with the winds of domestic public sentiments, or sail against them, but only when regime 

survival was not readily threatened from within by a mass movement cutting across the kingdom’s 

different socio-political and class cleavages, and when the army and the mukhabarat could be 

unleashed against domestic opponents without precipitating a bloody civil war or risk losing the 

loyalty of the armed forces. On some occasions, the regime opted to accommodate temporarily its
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regional rivals, but only to pave the way for the ensuing crackdown. In this case, accommodation was 

chosen when the regime faced grave domestic threats aggravated by external interferences. 

Accommodation was deployed to insulate the domestic arena from foreign manipulations, thus 

allowing the army and mukhabarat to restore regime control. Accommodation was also a tactic used 

for statecraft purposes. In this latter case it was employed to insulate the domestic political arena 

from external interferences, thus allowing the regime’s integrative state building policies some 

temporal space to take effect. Alignment choices that implied a confrontation with regional foes, on 

the other hand, were chosen in reaction to external manipulations of the domestic arena, usually 

when the regime felt secure domestically. The following survey of the Hashemite regime’s acrobatic 

alignment choices, which aimed at containing the domestic consequences of the shifting sands of 

'the Arab Cold War,’ begins with what stands out as the first serious test to young King Hussein’s 

long reign: the crisis over the Baghdad Pact 

The Baghdad Pact Crisis

The Baghdad Pact was an anti-Soviet alliance of like minded pro-Western states. Formally 

signed in February 1955 by Iraq and Turkey, it later included Great Britain and Pakistan. It aimed 

at bolstering Western security in the region through a chain of ‘northern tier’ military pacts. The 

domestic polarization between regime and populace, the role of regional actors in fomenting what 

was a genuine domestic opposition to Jordan’s accession to the pact, the ensuing riots that, according 

to Hussein, “all but split Jordan in two,” and the regime’s subsequent alignment choice put in 

perspective the dynamic overlap between domestic and foreign politics in Jordan.7

Britain assumed the role of Jordan’s foreign benefactor and protector until the middle 1950s.

’Hussein, Uneasy Lies the Head, p. 83.
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The 1946 Anglo-Jordanian Treaty (revised in 1948) stipulated that Jordan’s finances and defense 

were to be guaranteed by Britain in exchange for British military facilities in Jordan. After the 

second World War, Britain’s position in the Middle East seemed secure, and so was Jordan’s. 

HoweverNasser’s consolidation of power in Egypt in 1954, and the threat posed to Britain’s regional 

allies and interests by his brand of revolutionary Arab nationalism, was sufficient cause for British 

concern. Once Iraq and Turkey signed the Baghdad Pact, Iraq and Britain considered Jordan’s 

accession to it a matter of good timing.

The Baghdad Pact challenged Nasser’s aspirations for Arab regional hegemony, however. 

He perceived it as yet another ploy to perpetuate Western domination in the region, and waged a 

tireless campaign against i t  The result was an Arab world polarized into two camps: those who 

welcomed a close alliance with the West and those who preferred to follow an independent 

nonaligned foreign policy between the Western and the Eastern blocs. Saudi Arabia, wary of British 

support to her erstwhile Hashemite rivals in Baghdad and Amman, stood solidly against  the pact 

The Saudis opposed any move that might strengthen the Hashemite regime in Iraq. The possibility 

that Jordan may join the pact was one such move. Nasser’s bold signing of an aims deal with 

Czechoslovakia on 27 September 1955 won ahitherto hesitant Syria to his side. The Egyptian-Saudi- 

Syrian alliance against the Baghdad Pact now sought to draw Lebanon and Jordan to its orbit The 

main battle lines were drawn over Jordan’s accession to the pact however.8

'For the Baghdad Pact crisis see Seale, The Struggle For Syria, pp. 186*237; Michael B. Oren, “A Winter of Discontent: 
Britain’s Crisis in Jordan, December 1955-March 1956,” International Journal o f Middle East Studies 22,2, (May 1990), pp. 171- 
184; Abu-Diyye, 'Amaliyyat Ittikhaz al-Qarar f i  Siyasat al-Urdun al-Kharijiyya, pp. 153-170; Satloff; From Abdullah to Hussein, 
pp. 108-125; Fawaz A. Gerges, The Superpowers and the Middle East: Regional and International Politics. 1955-1967(Boulder 
Westview Press, 1994), pp. 24-50; Elie Podeh, The Quest fo r Hegemony in the Arab World: The Struggle over me Baghdad Pact 
(Leiden: E J. Brill, 1995), especially pp. 172-195; Barnett, Dialogues in Arab Politics, pp. 108-120; and Fawaz A. Gerges, “In the 
Shadow ofNasser?: Jordan and the Arab Cold War, 1954-1970,” Paper Presented at the “Tolitique et Etat en Jordanie, 1946-1996” 
Conference, Institute du Monde Arabe, (Paris, 24-25 Juin, 1997), pp. 3-7. For a Syrian perspective see al-‘Azm, Mudhakarat Khaled 
al-'Azm , VoL H, pp. 325-365 and 387-410. For King Hussein’s version see Hussein, Uneasy Lies the Head, pp. 83-93.
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In November Turkey’ s President Celal B ay ar arrived in A mman to convince the king and the 

Jordanian cabinet to join the Baghdad Pact. Hussein seemed to be willing to join, as long as Britain 

supplied Jordan with enough aid to expand the Jordanian army and air force. Later, in December, 

Sir Gerald Templer, Commander of the Imperial General Staff, was dispatched to Jordan, with 

Hussein’s approval and encouragement, to persuade the cabinet to j oin the pact. By then Hussein had 

grown increasingly confident about joining. Not to be outmaneuvered, Nasser unleashed a barrage 

of condemnations against Hussein, accusing him of selling out the Arab world and jo in ing the 

imperialist camp. On30November,Nasser had dispatched his Chief of Staff, General Abdel Hakim 

‘Amer, and Colonel Anwar al-Sadat to Jordan, partly to meet with the king, but also to mobilize 

domestic opposition against Jordan’s accession to the pact Whatever early success Templer was able 

to achieve with the hesitant Jordanian ministers evaporated when Sa‘id al-Mufti, then prime 

minister, refused to sign a Tetter of intent’ presented to him  by Templer. Mufti was replaced by 

Hazza‘ al-Majali. The objective of Majali’s cabinet was to bring Jordan into the pact Majali’s 

mission would prove stillborn, however.

Rioting against the Baghdad Pact broke out on the streets of Amman, Irbid, and West Bank 

cities on 17 December. The riots, reflecting genuine Jordanian resentment towards the pact, were 

encouraged by Egyptian propaganda and agents, as well as by Saudi money, and were organized 

mainly by Palestinians. They turned bloody when bedouin soldiers used unnecessary force to 

disperse the demonstrators. Unable to contain the rioting, which showed no signs of abetting, the 

regime quickly accepted the opposition’s demand and dismissed Majali’s cabinet, .signaling its 

retreat from any consideration to join the pact The collapse of the Majali cabinet was a clear signal 

that Jordan’s accession to the Baghdad Pact was no longer a practical possibility. Parliament was
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dissolved, and new elections were scheduled for April 1956. Majali resigned on 20 December. The 

same day the king appointed Ibrahim Hashem, one of Jordan’s eldest and most respected 

contemporary statesmen, prime minister. Yet only on 21 December, when the regime ordered the 

release of all those arrested during the past five days of rioting, did a semblance of normalcy return 

to the streets of Amman and the West Bank. But not for long. The Legislative Supreme Council’s 

decision that Parliament’s dissolution was unconstitutional, and the implication that Hashem’s 

cabinet had to resign, triggered a fresh wave of rioting in Amman and some West Bank cities on 7 

January. The rioters feared that a new cabinet may once again seek Jordan’s accession to the pact 

This time the riots were less wide-spread than in December, and the army swiftly restored order. 

After all, external intervention in the domestic arena had run its course and achieved its objective. 

Nasser had scored a stunning victory in his war with Iraq for hegemony over the Arab world, a battle 

in which Jordan aggrievously hosted the battleground. Henceforth his political twists would cause 

the king much domestic tribulations. The denouement of this pivotal crisis was reached on 9 January, 

with the appointment of Samir al-Rifa’i prime minister. Bent on reassuring wary citizens, his 

cabinet’s platform explicitly contained a ‘no new pacts’ pledge.

In the aftermath of the Baghdad Pact crisis, and to underscore the regime’s Arab credentials 

to both Arab and domestic audiences, thus demonstrating the king’s independence from Western 

influence, Glubb Pasha was expelled from Jordan on 1 March 1956. Chief of StaffW.M. Hutton and 

Intelligence Chief Patrick Coghill were also expelled from the kingdom. The king’s disagreement 

with Glubb over the details of the Arabization of the army and on Jordan’s defense strategy against

298

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Israel also played a role in this fateful decision.9 The expulsion of Glubb earned the king much 

needed public acclaim in Jordan, the Arab world, and among the Arab nationalist officers in the 

army. So did Jordan’s signing of the Arab Solidarity Agreement in January 1957 - whereby Egypt, 

Saudi Arabia, and Syria pledged to replace the British subsidy to Jordan - and the subsequent 

abrogation of the 1948 Anglo-Jordanian Treaty in March 1957. With the abrogation of the Anglo- 

Jordanian Treaty the task of providing for Jordan’s financial and military needs was turned over to 

the United States. The cumulative support garnered from these acts proved short-lived, however. 

More importantly, the expulsion of the British officers from Jordan exposed the king to the 

conspiracies of self-styled Arab nationalist officers who had replaced the departing British officers 

in the army’s sensitive posts.

The 1957 and 1958 Crises

Though part reality part monarchical lore, the al-Zarqa’ crisis of April 1957 also 

demonstrates the overlap between domestic and foreign politics in Jordan. In this particular case the 

regime deployed foreign policy to insulate the kingdom from the threat of military intervention by 

regional foes, thus enabling the army’s loyal regiments and the regime’s security services to suppress 

domestic opposition.

In his memoirs the king speaks of “a deeply laid, cleverly contrived plot” planned by his 

domestic enemies, with external help, to assassinate him, “overthrow the throne and proclaim Jordan 

a republic.”10 The climax of the crisis was the confrontation at the al-Zarqa’ military camp on the 

night of 13 April between bedouin troops and officers and the hadari, non-bedouin, Arab nationalist

’For details see Hussein, Uneasy Lies the Head, pp. 107-125; al-Hussein Bin Talal, M ihnati Kamalik, pp. 107-1 IS; and 
SatIo££ From Abdullah to Hussein, pp. 134-143.

'"Hussein, Uneasy Lies the Head, p. 127.
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officers who were inspired, supported, and encouraged by their mentors in Cairo and Damascus. 

Whether the affair was a coup, or a coup-in-the-making nipped in the bud by the king, remains the 

subject of historical debate. What is clear, however, is that a military conspiracy against the 

monarchy by self-styled Jordanian Free Officers led by Ali Abu Nuwwar was underway. The king’s 

confrontation with rebel officers on the night of 13 April ended the conspiracy in the army. This was 

followed by the reorganization of the army under the supervision of loyal officers. The domestic 

threat to the survival of the regime was not over, however. A prolonged restoration operation, backed 

by external help, was required to eliminate that threat and consolidate regime control over the 

domestic arena.

No sooner had the situation in the army been brought under control, the regime found itself 

on another collision course with the pan-nationalist and leftists opposition parties. On 22 April, a 

National Congress (al-Mu ’tamar al-Watani) was held in Nablus, the hub of Palestinian nationalist 

sentiment in the kingdom. Gathering representatives of all the secular and opposition parties, its final 

proclamation to the people of Jordan denounced the Eisenhower Doctrine, called for union with 

Syria and Egypt, and demanded the reinstatement of the purged army officers. It also called for a 

general strike and general demonstrations to be held on 24 April. That 23 of the 77 signatories of the 

Nablus proclamation were members of the Lower House, constituting a Parliamentary majority, 

meant that the confrontation between the Palace and the opposition could not be postponed any 

further. Fearful of the destabilizing potential of this array of opposition forces, the regime moved 

swiftly to elim inate  any threats to its stability, but only after eliciting the support of external powers. 

A new, pro-regime government was formed, headed by the ever-loyal Ibrahim Hashem, curfews were 

imposed in A m m an, Irbid, and the West Bank cities, bedouin troops fanned throughout the streets
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of Amman, and at 1:30 am on 25 April martial law was declared throughout Jordan. The Hashemite 

regime had weathered yet another crisis.11

Throughout the April crisis, the regime deployed foreign policy for strictly domestic 

purposes: namely, to ensure the stability of the Hashemite regime. By playing on their fear of 

communism, the king elicited timely American and Saudi support to his regime. In Jordan, the 

opposition’s Arab nationalist clamoring was, to a great extent, genuine, part and parcel of the then 

Arab nationalist wave sweeping across an Arab world under the spell of Nasser. Yet the regime 

successfully depicted this trend as nothing but a mere product of communist penetration. The ruse 

guaranteed the regime American support during the April crisis and a commitment to come to its 

rescue in case events spun out of control. American support to the stability of the Hashemite regim e 

was m anifested  overtly, in political, military, and economic ways. Early on the evening of 24 April, 

and before martial law was proclaimed, the king passed on through intelligence channels a message 

to the American government asking for support in case either Israel or the Soviet Union intervened 

in Jordan. The response, three hours later, came in the form of an American public declaration that 

noted that the integrity and independence of Jordan was “vital” to the United States. Units from the 

U.S. Sixth Fleet were promptly dispatched to the eastern Mediterranean, and a US$ 10 million special 

aid fund was allocated to Jordan. American public support gave the Hashemite regime enough 

confidence to pursue its domestic opponents; it also constrained Jordan’s regional rivals. Most 

importantly, it deterred Syria from intervening militarily in Jordan during the crisis. The regime was 

equally successful in gaining the support of the Saudi regime whose Islamic conservatism collided

"For details see Satlof£ From Abdullah to Hussein, pp. 169*173; and Dann, King Hussein and the Challenge o f Arab 
Radicalism, pp. 58-61.
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with revolutionary communism. The timely American aid, added to the funds received from Saudi 

Arabia, was used to pay the salaries of the loyal bedouin troops.12

Diplomacy was also deployed to neutralize both Syria and Egypt during the crisis, allowing 

the regime a breath ing  space to deal with its domestic opponents. Hussein was convinced that 

Egyptian and Syrian agents were collaborating with the domestic opposition. The regime opted to 

ignore such external involvements in domestic politics lest it antagonize Egyptian and Syrian leaders 

during the crisis. The king convinced the leaders of both states that his actions against  the Arab 

nationalist politicians and officers were not aimed against the pan-nationalist camp in the Arab 

world. This policy won Hussein a measure of restraint on the part of Nasser and Syrian President 

Quwatli. Once the domestic situation was secured, the king went on the offensive against Egypt and 

Syria, in June 1957, and the propaganda war was resumed.13 A similar overlap between domestic and 

foreign politics transpired in the 1958 July crisis.

The 1958 July crisis in Jordan was another instance where the Hashemite regime found itself 

beleaguered by internal and external enemies working in tandem to overthrow the monarchy. In this 

case a military putsch was planned by anti-monarchy officers in the army. It included the 

assassination of the king, the proclamation of a republic, and a possible union with the then nascent 

United Arab Republic (1958-1961). Syria and Egypt not only supported the conspirators, they also

l2Scc Dann, King Hussein and the Challenge o f Arab Radicalism, pp. 55-67; and Gerges, The Superpowers and the Middle 
East, pp. 81-84.

,3The occasion was the expulsion of the Egyptian military attach^ in Amman, Major Fu’ad HilaL, and the Egyptian consul 
general in Jerusalem, Brigadier Muhammad Abdel Aziz, on 9 June 1957. Both were accused o f subversion in the Jordanian officer 
corps before the al-Zarqa’ crisis.
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blockaded Jordan’s land supply routes causing an oil crisis in the kingdom.14 Once the putsch was 

uncovered, around middle July, the king called for military help from the Hashemite regime in Iraq. 

The help from Iraq did not materialize, however. The Iraqi regime was overthrown by a bloody 

military coup on 14 July. Threatened from within and without, the king appealed for American and 

British military intervention on the evening of 16 July, delegating to them the decision as to which 

party should send troops to Jordan. Hussein’s rationale for inviting Western troops underscores the 

use of foreign policy for domestic political and state building purposes. In a speech to Parliament, 

the king reasoned that this foreign policy choice was meant “to have the military cover of friendly 

countries..., and to protect Jordan’s frontiers from its surrounding enemies so that the country might 

gain the breathing space needed to stabilize the domestic fronts, build up its army, [and] strengthen 

its economy.”15

On the night of 16 July the last of the main conspirators were rounded up. Yet the danger to 

the monarchy’s survival had not receded. The arrival of British troops in A m m an on the evening of 

17 July deterred any external intervention and discouraged potential attempts to storm Basman 

Palace, where the king and his aides were huddled. Once the state was protected from external 

threats the regime moved to consolidate its grip on the domestic arena. The officer corps was again 

purged from anti-monarchy elements under the supervision of Sharif Nasser Bin Jamil, Hussein’s 

uncle and commander of the Royal Guards regiment; the loyal bedouin troops and security services 

effectively suppressed republican feelings and support in their ranks, in government institutions, and

“ For the details of the July 19S8 crisis see Dann, King Hussein and the Challenge o f Arab Radicalism , pp. 86-95; Snow, 
Hussein: A Biography, pp. 123-129; and Lunt, Hussein o f Jordan: A Political Biography, pp. 50-55. For Hussein’s account see 
Hussein, Uneasy Lies die Head, pp. 165-171. The Syrian connection was through Colonel Abdel Hamid al-Sarraj.

“Dann, King Hussein and the Challenge o f Arab Radicalism, p. 91.
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in society. On 21 August, and in a fitting epilogue to the crisis, the UnitedNations General Assembly 

unanim ously  adopted a resolution in the name of Arab League member states calling upon League 

members to respect the sovereignty, and to abstain from interfering in the domestic affairs, of other 

League states. Moreover, Dag Hammarskjdld elicited ‘good-neighbourliness’ assurances from 

Nasser towards Jordan. The United States and Britain later allocated, respectively, US$50 million 

and £1 million pounds in additional budgetary aid to Jordan.16 

From Crises to War

Having survived the 1957 and 1958 crises, the Hashemite regime’s alignment shifts now 

bespoke a new sense of domestic confidence and a bolder approach to regional politics. Nasser’s 

appeal remained largely unchallenged, however. On the morrow of the July 1958 crisis a fragile 

detente developed between the UAR and Jordan, mainly because Nasser wanted to capitalize 

regionally on the 1958 union with Syria. This detente sustained several setbacks in 1960. The year 

witnessed successive assassination attempts against Hussein and some of his closest aides-de-camp 

culm inating in the assassination of Prime M iniste r Hazza‘ al-Majali on 29 August. Hussein was 

quick to charge the UAR with complicity in these plots. On 1 October the king recognized Qasim’s 

regime in Iraq, thus capitalizing on the growing rift between Nasser and Qasim and intimidating the 

former. On 3 October, in a speech delivered at the United Nations, the king openly accused the UAR 

of subversive activities in Jordan.17 This was Hussein’s hitherto boldest attack against Nasser. It was 

especially risky given that by July 1960, and until mid 1963, “the Eisenhower administration was 

no longer interested in confronting Nasser; it [had] recognized Nasser as the undisputed leader of

“See Lunt, Hussein o f Jordan: A Political Biography, p. S3.

17See excerpts from Hussein’s speech at the UN in Hussein, Uneasy Lies the Head, pp. 200-207, especially p. 204.
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the Arab world and as Washington’s main instrument of influence in the region.”18 On 4 November 

1958 aNational Security Council report, NSC 5820/1, approved by Eisenhower in July 1960, had 

proclaimed American disinterest in Jordan and the Hashemite regime in no uncertain terms. The 

report stated: “Recognizing that the indefinite continuance of Jordan’s present political status has 

been rendered unrealistic by recent developments [seek] to bring about peaceful evolution of 

Jordan’s political status ... including partition, absorption, or internal political realignm ent.” 19 In 

other words, Jordan and its regime were not indispensable. Nasser, in the 1961 words of Robert 

Komer, an NSC staff-member in John F. Kennedy’s administration, “is still, and will rem ain, the 

Mister Big of the Arab World.”20

An interruption in the war of words occurred between February and May 1961. The occasion 

was a letter sent by Hussein to Nasser urging the restoration of sensible relations between them and 

the relaxation of the propaganda war. Though underscoring fine points of disagreement between 

them, Nasser replied favorably to Hussein’s first letter. At the time, Nasser was preoccupied with 

internal problems, the growing restlessness in Syria, and his feud with Qasim, and so a truce with 

Hussein was welcome. This incident supports the contention that Nasser had the last say in shaping 

the nature of relations with Jordan.

The relaxation of tensions between the UAR and Jordan, and the period of relative stability 

enjoyed in Jordan as a result of the correspondence came to an abrupt end in September 1961. After

"Gerges, “In the Shadow ofNasser?” p. 24. See also idem. The Superpowers and the Middle East, pp. 128-132; and Malik 
Mufti, “The United States and Nasserist Pan-Arabism,” in David W . Lesch, ed., The Middle East and the United States: A Historical 
and Political Reassessment (Boulder Wcstview Press, 1996), pp. 167-186.

'’Quoted in Mufti, “The United States and Nasserist Pan-Arab ism,” p. 174.

“’Quoted in IbitL, p. 178.
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the secession of Syria from the UAR on 28 September, Hussein immediately shifted alignm ents, 

recognizing the new secessionist regime. It was yet another example of the king’s tireless attempts 

to exploit any opportunity to undermine Nasser’s Arab nationalist credentials, and hence, his ability 

to manipulate the Jordanian domestic arena. Nasser retaliated by breaking off relations with Jordan, 

and a new era of confrontation began between Jordan and Egypt. Nasser’s decision reflected the new 

orientation of the Egyptian regime toward the rest of the Arab world: “it reversed the course of 

moderation that it had cautiously developed since 1959 and assumed the stance of the m ilitant 

revolutionary, uncompromisingly dedicated to the overthrow of all its conservative neighbours.”21 

The same characteristics of past confrontation periods resurfaced anew. After the propaganda 

war was resumed, Hussein energetically pursued strengthening relations with Saudi Arabia. On 27 

September 1962 Hussein traveled to Saudi Arabia and after three days of talks a communique issued 

by the two parties declared immediate “complete military union” between the two kingdoms and 

“coordination ... in foreign and inter-Arab policies.”22 The outburst of the Yemeni civil war in 

September also provided Hussein an opportunity to challenge Nasser’s hegemony in the Arab world. 

Naturally, the king sided with the royalist camp, providing them aid and support He also urged the 

Saudis to support the Yemeni royalists. The king’s fortunes soon changed, however. New regional 

developments invited new regional realignments.

The Ba‘thi coups in Iraq, on 8 February 1963, and in Syria, on 8 March, paved the way for 

unity talks between Egypt Syria, and Iraq culminating in the signing of a document proclaiming the

21 Kerr, The Arab Cold War, p. 25.

^Quoted in Dann, King Hussein and the Challenge o f Arab Radicalism, p. 124.
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birth of a new United Arab Republic on 17 April.23 For a while it seemed that Nasser had set the 

Arab train back on the unity track. Anticipating the destabilizing impact of the unity talks on 

Jordan’s domestic arena, Hussein shifted his alignment posture seeking an accommodation with the 

new union. This was followed by a number of conciliatory measures. When the unity talks 

commenced Hussein expressed his readiness to cooperate with the prospective union, but made it 

clear that he was not considering joining. The radio attacks on Egypt were abruptly ended. Wasfi al- 

Tall, the staunch anti-Nasser prime minister, was replaced by Samir al-Rifa‘i. Hussein also played 

down his relations with Saudi Arabia and the Yemeni royalists without denying his sympathies for 

them.

The unity declaration triggered mass rallies in Jordan in support of the new union. On 20 

April the rallies had turned into mass demonstrations against the government Riots broke out in 

Irbid, Amman, and some West Bank towns. The regime’s realignment had secured it some time in 

anticipation of the domestic explosion. On 27 March, to consolidate the regime’s domestic position, 

the king had appointed a new government staffed by members whose loyalty to the monarchy was 

beyond doubt Soon after the rioting began the army was sent in to clear the streets, and domestic 

control was swiftly restored.

The 1963 regional realignment was not only tactically wise, it was also timely. The new 

union proved stillborn. Syria and Iraq were soon preoccupied with their own internal struggles. The 

failure of a Nasserist putsch in Syria in July 1963, and the resultant consolidation of power by the 

Ba‘th, brought Syrian-Egyptian cooperation to an end. Hussein could only benefit from the internal

n See the classic study of the unity talks in Kerr, The Arab Cold War, pp. 44-76. For excerpts from the talks see M u h a m m a d  
Hasanayn Heikal, Sanawai al-Chalayan: Harb al-Thalatheen Sana (al-Juz’ ai-Awal) [The Effervescent Ycars: The Thirty Years War 
(part one)] (Cairo: Markaz al-Ahram lil-Taijama wa-l-Nashr, 1988), pp. 689-699.
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squabbles of the Arab revolutionary camp. At the same time, Nasser’s regional fallout after the 

collapse of the projected union and in Yemen, compounded by domestic problems and a cooling of 

relations with the United States, forced a change in tactics. By December, the Cairo regime was 

lean ing  towards greater conciliation and accommodation with other Arab regimes. Nasser used the 

occasion of the first sum m it of Arab leaders - held in Cairo in January 1964 to discuss Israeli 

diversion of the Jordan River water - to correct his relations with the conservative monarchies of 

Jordan and Saudi Arabia. The monarchies reciprocated Nasser’s gesture, and thus the 1964 summit 

ushered forth two years of peaceful coexistence between the ‘conservative’ and the ‘revolutionary’ 

regimes.24

Relations with Jordan were restored on 15 January, with a show of personal cooperation 

between the king and Nasser. Always ready to appear with Nasser for domestic public consumption, 

the king visited Cairo twice in 1964. After the 1964 summit, with Nasser’s consent, he attempted 

to play the role of mediator in Arab politics and the spokesman for the Arab states. Yet the king had 

to pay a price for his new alignment with Nasser: he recognized Egyptian hegemony in Arab politics, 

agreed to the creation of the PLO and the Palestine Liberation Army, acquiesced to an Arab Unified 

Military Com m and under an Egyptian general, released Arab nationalist prisoners in Jordan, 

activated relations with the C om m unist  bloc, switched his position in the Yemeni civil war 

recognizing the republican rather than the royalist regime, and finally, in 1965, cooperated with 

Nasser in the latter’s campaign against the Moslem Brotherhood in Egypt.25 Nevertheless, the price 

was not exorbitant given the added domestic credibility Nasser’s goodwill bestowed upon the

“ For details see Kerr, The Arab Cold War, pp. 101-102.

“ See Dann, King Hussein and the Challenge o f Arab Radicalism, pp. 137-144; and Kerr, The Arab Cold War, p. 114.
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Hashemite monarch.

This peaceful coexistence between the regimes in Amman and Cairo was violated by the 

former in January 1966 when it sided with Saudi Arabia in the nascent struggle between two 

emerging contending camps: the revolutionary and Islamic. Nasser, though under pressure from both 

Syria and the PLO to resume the fight against the so-called ‘conservative’ regimes, refused to severe 

his ties with Jordan. Not for long, however. The growing dispute between the PLO and Amman, and 

Nasser’s desire to maintain his primacy as champion of the Palestinian cause, brought the fragile 

detente between Cairo and Amman to an end on 23 December, when Nasser declared that Hussein, 

like his allies King Faisal of Saudi Arabia and Habib Bourgeiba of Tunisia, was “ready to sell the 

Arab nation in the same manner as [his grandfather] Abdullah sold it in 1948.”26 In the ensuing 

months the Jordanian press, operating on the directives of the king and the prime minister, Wasfi ai- 

Tall, took to the air waves to discredit Nasser’s Arab nationalist credentials. Time after time they 

derided Nasser for “hiding behind the skirts of UNEF,” the United Nations Emergency Force in 

Sinai.27 These propaganda tactics added fuel to the rhetorical fire already set ablaze by similar Syrian 

and Palestinian charges against what they described as Nasser’s soft resolve towards Israel. The 

combined effects of these charges may have contributed to Cairo’s descent along the slippery slope 

leading to the 1967 Wan the mobilization ofEgyptian forces in the Sinai, the request to remove U.N. 

troops from Sinai, and the blockade of the Straits of Tiran to Israeli shipping.

"Quoted in Kerr, The Arab Cold War, p. 117. Nasser was referring to Abdullah’s secret negotiations with the Zionists prior 
to the 1948 War.

"Quoted in Gerges, “In the Shadow of Nasser?” p. 31.
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In Amman the regime grew increasingly apprehensive about the prospect of war with Israel.28 

Slowly but clearly, afraid it might find itself acting solo in any possible conflagration, it attempted 

to mend its relations with Cairo. Jordan’s support of a failed army putsch against the Damascus 

regime the previous year, and the Syrian regime’s open sabotage war against Jordan made the 

prospects of any reconciliation with Damascus close to impossible. Tal was dropped as prime 

minister on 4 March, signaling the beginning of Amman’s realignment towards Cairo. Both Cairo 

and Damascus reacted cooly to Amman’s overtures. This only added to the Hashemite regime’s 

apprehensions of being left on its own to face a possible Israeli attack if war broke out. By the time 

Nasser, on 16 May, announced his intention to mass troops in the Sinia, a general feeling that war 

was inevitable descended on the regime in Amman. On 22 May, when Nasser declared the closure 

of the Straits of Tiran, Radio Jordan changed its tune, and began supporting and praising Nasser’s 

actions. The next day, units of the 40th Armored Brigade and a battalion of heavy artillery were 

paraded through the streets of Am m an, en route to the West Bank, to demonstrate to an increasingly 

war-welcoming and restless public the regime’s determination to support Egypt and Syria. To the 

king’s growing horror, however, a reconciliationwithNasserwas still unforthcoming. Cairo was still 

rebuffing A m m an’s overtures to bury the past animosity. This was especially problematic given the 

regime’s desire to gauge the Egyptian army’s war preparations. Only the king’s personal initiative 

to travel to Cairo on 30 May and sign a bilateral defense pact with Egypt broke the political ice. Now 

the king could bash, temporarily at least, in the glow of Nasser’s popularity.

Although the need to balance against the possibility of an Israeli thrust on the West Bank in

^For an excellent analysis o f the Jordanian regime’s apprehensions prior to the outbreak of the war see Mutawi, Jordan 
in the 1967 War, pp. 85-107. See also al-Hussein Bin Talal, M ihnati Kamalik, pp. 208-217.
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case of war with Egypt preoccupied the kingdom* s military planners, the regime’s choice to realign 

Jordan with Egypt was actually rooted in mainly domestic considerations: namely, the survival of 

the Hashemite regime.29 The popular frenzy and pro-Nasser demonstrations on both Banks of the 

River Jordan, whipped up by Cairo and Damascus, in the months preceding the outbreak of war had 

convinced the king and his advisors that neutrality in the gathering storm was tantamount to an open 

invitation for civil war. In a news conference at the end of May, Zayd Bin Shakir, then com m ander 

of the 60th Armored Brigade, opined that “if Jordan does not join the war a civil war will erupt in 

Jordan.”30 In a later interview, the king voiced a similar opinion. He contended that not joining the 

Arab camp would have led to “an eruption ... within [i.e., civil strife] which would cause us to 

collapse and which would obviously immediately result in an Israeli occupation of probably the West 

Bank or even more than the West B a n k.i.e. the East Bank proper.31 Perhaps more worrying for the 

king was the growing restlessness in the armed forces, the traditional shield of the Hashemite 

monarchy. According to Sam ir Mutawi, the king 's  military “commanders warned him  that they could 

not hold their men in check for much longer and that there would be a serious crisis if Jordan failed 

to act.”32 In fact, this would not be the only time the king, in making an alignment choice, heeded 

the sentiments of the army. Adnan Abu Odeh, then at the Department of General Intelligence,

J*For alternative neorealist and constructivist explanation see, respectively; Walt, The Origins o f Alliances, pp. 101-102; 
and Barnett, Dialogues in Arab Politics, pp. 156-159. Walt’s contention that “Hussein bandwagoned with Egypt in signing the 
defense treaty on May 30” (p. 102, fit. 179) is unconvincing given that Hussein and his army commanders new that in case of a war 
with Israel in June 1967 the Arab states could, at best, only put up a good fight The king’s alignment choice reflected neither 
balancing nor bandwagoning considerations, but was a response to strictly domestic considerations. See Mutawi, Jordan in the 1967 
War, pp. 87-89 and 10S-107; and King Hussein’s address to the Fourth Mechanized Division on 14 July 1994, in FBIS-NES-94-I37. 
In fact, in the September 1964 Arab Summit in Alexandria, Hussein argued that it would take seven more years for the combined 
armies of the Arab confrontation states to reach die military readiness of Israel. Interview in Amman, November-December 1998.

"Quoted in Mutawi, Jordan in the 1967 War, p. 102.

11 Ib id , p. 103. Emphasis added.

n Ib id , p. 102.
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painted another picture of the regime’s grim prospects had it stayed watching from the sidelines. He 

argued that throughout the crisis the regime recognized that “Nasser had reached the edge of political 

manoeuvring. We could not let him do it alone [however] because that would have been at the 

expense of the country and the regim e, because the alternative to it had already been established, 

namely, the PLO.”33

Given a choice between risking civil war at home or facing a terrible military blow from 

Israel, the king opted for the latter. His alignment with Nasser was meant to neutralize the former 

scenario. In retrospect, the king’s actions in June 1967 led to the loss of half the kingdom his 

grandfather Abdullah had patiently patched together, but he also saved the Hashemite throne, not an 

insignificant feat in those troubled times.

Black September, 1970

The domestic strife of September 1970 in Jordan is the last episode in this period when 

domestic and foreign security concerns overlapped. This time the threat was not so much rooted in 

external manipulation of the domestic arena. Rather, the regime was faced with a domestic military 

upheaval aggravated by external military intervention.

The confrontation between the regime and the Palestinian organizations in Jordan in 

September 1970 was a consequence of Jordan’s overnight transformation into a hub of Palestinian 

political and military activity after the 1967 War. Throughout 1968 and 1969, disagreement between 

the Palestinian commandos (feda ’iyeen) and the Jordanian authorities over commandos activity in 

the East Bank and across the River Jordan augured ill for the regime. The regime’s acceptance of the 

19 June Rogers initiative on 26 July 1970 heightened the anxieties of the radical Palestinian factions

nlbieL, p. 90.
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regarding a possible peaceful settlement between Jordan and Israel.34 By middle September 1970 

intermittent clashes between the commandos and the Jordanian army, followed by a series of airplane 

hijackings by members of the PFLP, brought matters to a head between the commandos and the 

increasingly restless Jordanian army. Largely to offset the possibility of any negotiations with Israel, 

the PFLP, supported by the radical Syrian and Iraqi regimes, was bent on provoking a m ilitary 

confrontation between the Hashemite regime and the more cautious wings of the PL0.3S The king, 

wary that the deteriorating situation might undermine his control over the army, let alone the survival 

of the regime, instructed his loyal bedouin troops to crush the Palestinian organizations.36

Early in the m orning , on 17 September, the Jordanian army launched a full scale assault 

against commandos strongholds in Amman. As the army’s predicted swift victory proved elusive, 

the king feared an external military intervention, from Syria or Iraq.37 On 19 and 20 September 

Syrian army troops and a Palestinian Liberation Army (PLA) brigade crossed into Jordan. In 

response to the king’s appeal for help, the American Sixth Fleet was dispatched to the eastern

’‘The 19 July Rogers initiative was a letter sent by Secretary of State William Rogers to the foreign ministers of Egypt, 
Israel, and Jordan. In the letter Rogers called upon Egypt and Israel to agree to a cease-fire for a limited duration, and accept a 
statement underscoring their acceptance of UN resolution 242. The initiative also assumed the resumption o f talks between all sides 
under United Nations auspice, but with an active US role. For Roger’s letter see Mahmoud Riyad, Mudhakarat Mahmoud Riyad: 
1948-1978, ed-Bahth ‘An al-Salam...wa-1-Sira ‘fi-l-Sharq al-Awsat [The Memoirs of Mahmoud Riad: 1948*1978, The Search for 
Peace...and the Struggle in the Middle East] (Beirut: al-Mu’assasa aI-‘Arabiyya Iil-Dirasat wa-I-Nashr, 1981), pp. 236-237. See also 
William B. Quandt, Decade o f Decisions: American Policy Toward the Arab-lsraeli Conflict, 1967-1976 (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1977), pp. 98-102; and Ra‘ad al-Qadiri, “Jordan’s Policy Towards the Arab-Israeli Conflict, 1967-1974,” Paper 
Presented at the “Politique et Etat en Jordanie, 1946-1996" Conference, Institute du Monde Arabe, (Paris, 24-25 Juin, 1997), p. 7.

“ See Seymour M. Hersh, The Price o f Power: Kissinger in the Mixon White House (New York: Summit Books, 1983), p.
237.

}tFor the king’s concerns over the army see Henry Kissinger, White House Years (Boston: Little Brown and Company, 
1979), p. 603; and AJlison Astorino-Courto is, “Clarifying Decisions: Assessing the Impact ofDecision Structures on Foreign Policy 
Choices During the 1970 Jordanian Civil War,” International Studies Quarterly 42,4, (December 1998), p. 742. For the events of 
September 1970 see Paul Anis Jureidini, “The Relationship o f the Palestinian Guerrilla Movement with the Government o f Jordan: 
1967-1970,” PhD. dissertation, (The American University, 1975); Lunt, Hussein o f Jordan: A Political Biography, pp. 131-43; and 
Snow, Hussein: A Biography, pp. 221-236. For Hussein’s perspective see al-Hussein Bin Talal, M ihnati Kamalik, pp. 233-248.

37A 25,000 Iraqi force was stationed around Mafraq in northern Jordan. It remained inactive throughout the confrontation 
between the Jordanian army and the commandos.
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Mediterranean in a visible show of force aimed at forcing the Soviet Union to restrain its Syrian ally. 

More importantly, the American administration coordinated a contingency plan in which Israel was 

to intervene to force a Syrian withdrawal from Jordan in case such a need arose.38 On 22 September, 

after two days of fierce fighting and a slow Syrian advance, the Jordanian army, supported by the 

Jordanian air force, gained the upper hand in the battle. On the evening of the same day the Syrians 

began withdrawing from northern Jordan. The external threat to the kingdom had been successfully 

checked. Attention now turned to the domestic front and the battle against the Palestinian 

organizations. But where was Nasser?

The 1967 War had dealt a crushing blow to the so-called revolutionary camp in the Arab 

world, especially Syria’s radical regime. Nasser and his revolutionary allies were defeated, the 

constant vituperation against Israel was exposed for its emptiness, and the threat to Jordan from this 

quarter all but disappeared. Nasser and Hussein now shared similar objectives: regime survival and 

the recovery of the territory lost in June 1967. Towards this end Nasser urged the king to seek 

American mediation: “kiss their hands if necessary, find a way to negotiate,” he had told the king. 

‘The important thing is to regain those territories before the Israelis change their character, even if 

you have to make a separate agreement with Israel.”39 Consequently, the two leaders developed an 

interest in reaching a workable settlement with Israel before it was too late. But the Palestinian 

commandos stood in the way, given that their agenda differed from that of most Arab leaders.

3tFor the response of the American administration during the Jordanian crisis see Kissinger, White House Years, pp. 594- 
631. Kissinger’s account is not impartial, however, and should be balanced by Hersh, The Price o f Power, pp. 234-249 and Seale, 
Asad o f Syria, pp. 157-162. See also William B. Quandt, Peace Process: American Diplomacy and the Arab-lsraeli Conflict Since 
1967(Washington and Berkeley: The Brookings Institute and University of California Press, 1993), pp. 98-108; and Henry Brandon, 
“Jordan: The Forgotten Crisis (1), Were We Masterful—,” Foreign Policy 10, (Spring 1973), pp. 158-170.

"Quoted in Heikal, Secret Channels, p. 132; and confirmed in interviews in Amman, November-Decetnbcr 1998. See also 
King Hussein’s speech to the Seventeenth Palestine National Council session in Amman on 22 November 1984, in FBIS, 26 
November 1984.
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The alliance between the two new allies was formally sealed in the Khartoum Summit of 

August 1967. Hussein was under no illusions regarding the tactical nature of this alliance: Nasser 

needed him  as a link  with the United States and as an intermediary between Egypt and Saudi 

Arabia.40 Be that as it may, the king deployed this alliance in his struggle against the commandos in 

September 1970. Once Nasser accepted the Rogers initiative on 22 July 1970 he had no other choice 

but to favor his alliance with the Hashemite monarch over that with the Palestin ian s . The 

commandos had by then become an obstacle to the regional settlement preferred by most Arab 

regim es instead of a tactical lever used to strengthen the Arab position. Thus, when the fighting 

broke out in September, and despite Nasser1 s warnings to Hussein not to “liquidate” the commandos, 

Hussein’s army crushed them methodically.41 Nasser’s stance during the crisis and in the Cairo 

Summit convened to resolve the crisis seems to vindicate the king’s logic: throughout the September 

crisis Nasser ’ s criticism ofHussein was restrained, and the summit failed to elicit any formal censure 

against  h im . Malcolm Kerr’s verdict on this particular episode of Arab politics is instructive: ‘The 

supreme irony o f ... [Nasser’s] career was that he died in the act of shielding his old enemy ... 

[Hussein], at the expense of his old clients the Palestinians.”42

American and Israeli support to the king was also instrumental in helping him  weather the 

September storm. He coordinated his moves with the American adm inistration throughout the crisis. 

On 10 September, in response to the PFLP hijackings, the United States placed some American 

forces on semi-alert and sent an aircraft carrier to the eastern Mediterranean. On the evening of 17

*°Sec Mohamed Heikal, The Road to Ramadan (London: William Collins Sons & Co. Ltd., 1975), p. 58.

*lIbid.t p. 97. On page 96 Heikal contends that Nasser feared that Hussein might use Egypt’s acceptance o f the Rogers 
initiative to clamp down on the commandos, “on the grounds that their patron, Nasser, had apparently withdrawn his support”

<2Kerr, The Arab Cold War, p. 153.

315

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



September Nixon declared that the United States was “prepared to intervene directly in the Jordanian 

war should Syria and Iraq enter the conflict and tip the military balance against Government forces 

loyal to Hussein.”43 His declaration followed the dispatch of more aircraft carriers to the 

Mediterranean. Although these moves did not deter the Syrian incursion into Jordan, according to 

William Quandt “American diplomacy, through a mixture of subtlety and restraint combined with 

visible force, had helped to create a situation in which Jordan was able to cope with its own 

problems.”44 Moreover, the American show of force in the eastern Mediterranean, in addition to the 

Israeli mobilization through American coordination, may have convinced the radicals in Damascus 

to withdraw their tanks from Jordanian territory. It was probably also a significant factor in then 

Syrian Defense M iniste r  Asad’s decision not to commit the Syrian air force to battle.45 Without air 

cover the Syrian forces were left at the mercy of the Jordanian air force who entered the battle on 22 

September, inflicting heavy damage on the Syrian ground forces. Whether or not, as Seymour Hersh 

contends, it is “possible that the Nixon Administration played a far greater role than is publicly 

known in King Hussein’s decision on September 15 to form a military government and take on the 

fedayeen,”46 what is sure is that the initial commitment by the United States and Israel to support the 

king in case Arab states intervened in the conflict encouraged him to engage the kingdom’s air force

^Quandt, Peace Process, p. 102.

**IbieL, pp. 113-114.

41 According to Seale, Asad “was not in dispute with Jadid,” his power rival at the time, concerning Syria’s intervention in 
Jordan. His intention was not to overthrow Hussein, rather to protect the Palestinians by helping them to set up a safe haven in 
northern Jordan. Later Asad commented that “I didn’t  bring up our own much stronger air force because I wanted to prevent 
escalation." Seale, Asad o f Syria, pp. 1S8 and IS9 respectively. Hersh, without disclosing any sources, claims that Asad “was in 
surreptitious and indirect contact with Wasfi Tel of Jordan.” Hersh, The Price o f Power, p. 242.

“ Hersh, The Price o f Power, p. 241. In his memoirs, Kissinger states that at the end of the second week in September, 
“whether because our readiness measures had given him a psychological lift or because he was reaching the point o f desperation, the 
tough little King resolved on an all-out confrontation with the fedayeen.” See Kissinger, White House Years, p. 609.
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in the battle.47 The king ordered the air force into action on 22 September because he knew that 

American and Israeli assistance was forthcoming at his demand. His subsequent actions removed 

the need for American or Israeli intervention.

In his memoirs, Henry Kissinger, then Nixon’s national security advisor, noted that the 

reversal in the Hashemite regime’s fortunes by 22 September “was above all due to the courage of 

the King and his loyal army. But it was also because our deployments and assurance of material 

support were strengthening his determination while inspiring doubt and therefore hesitation among 

his adversaries.”48 Though this assessment of the September crisis seems to understate the American 

role, it does capture how Jordan’s vulnerability to overlapping security threats throughout September 

1970 was overcome. By mid 1971, the Jordanian army had evicted the last remnants of the 

Palestinian commandos from Jordan.

To recap this section’s salient theoretical conclusions. Against neorealism’s insistence on the 

centrality of external military power or threats in determ ining state behavior, the preceding analysis 

has underscored the domestic security origins and political uses of the Hashemite regime’s alignment 

choices between 1955 and 1970. Throughout these mean years, alignment choices were not so much 

responses to external military threats. They rather reflected the pressures generated by domestic 

security and political constraints. Thus when taking foreign policy and alignment choices, the regime 

was faced with m ainly  two options: either acknowledge domestic constraints and sail with the winds 

of public sentiments, or sail against them, but only when regime survival was not readily threatened 

from within by a mass movement cutting across the kingdom’s different socio-political and class

*7See Kissinger, White House Years, pp. 610-612; and Quandt, Peace Process, p. 113. 

“ Kissinger, White House Years, pp. 627-628.
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cleavages, and when the army and the mukhabarat could be unleashed against domestic opponents 

without precipitating a bloody civil war or risk losing the loyalty of the armed forces. On some 

occasions, the regime opted to accommodate temporarily its regional rivals, but only to pave the way 

for a domestic crackdown. In this latter case, accommodation was chosen when the regime faced 

grave domestic threats aggravated by external interferences. It was deployed to insulate the domestic 

arena from foreign manipulations, thus enabling the army and mukhabarat to restore regime control. 

Accommodation was also a tactic used for statecraft purposes: to insulate the domestic political 

arena from external interferences and thus allow the regime’s integrative state building policies some 

time to take effect. Finally, alignment choices that implied a confrontation with regional foes were 

chosen in reaction to external manipulations of the domestic arena, usually when the regime felt 

secure domestically.

The overlap between domestic and foreign politics in Jordan continued well after the 1970-71 

clashes. The struggle between the regime and the PLO would henceforth revolve around which party 

can best represent the rights of the Palestinian peoples and negotiate on their behalf. The Amman 

regime considered itself much more capable than the PLO to undertake this delicate task, especially 

after the October 1973 War underscored the futility of any military solution to the Arab-lsraeli 

conflict. This tug-of-war between Am m an and the PLO would continue until 31 July 1988, when 

King Hussein announced Jordan’s legal and adm inistrative disengagement from the West Bank. The 

king* s disengagement decision reflects yet another facet of the overlap between domestic and foreign 

politics in Jordan. The following section unpacks this contention.
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4.4 Domestic Motivations and Implications o f Foreign Policy Choices:
The 1988 Fakk al-Irtibat

When, on 31 July 1988, King Hussein announced Jordan’s fakkal-irtibat, or disengagement, 

from the West Bank, he not only relinquished Hashemite legal and administrative claims to the West 

Bank, but also brought closure to a dream pursued indefatigably by his grandfather Abdullah. The 

route that ultimately lead the king to this watershed foreign policy choice was tortuous and not 

necessarily linear. It begins a hair over a year after the outbreak of the October 1973 Arab-lsraeli 

War, in the Rabat Arab Summit of October 1974.

Restless in Rabat

On 26 November 1973, Arab leaders gathered for a summit in Algiers to assess the results 

of the October War and patch up differences between Egypt and Syria over the pace of the post-war 

negotiations. At the time, Jordan was sinking in the quagmire of regional isolation. Having crushed 

the Palestinian commandos in 1970-71, it had only belatedly sent the 40th Armored Brigade to 

participate in the defenses protecting the road to Damascus from the Golan Heights.49 King Hussein 

decided not to attend the Algiers Sum m it, apprehensive the summit might close with a resolution 

weighed in favor of the PLO.50 He was instead represented by Prime M iniste r Bahgat al-Talhouni, 

who delivered the king’s message to Arab leaders. In his speech, Talhouni reiterated what by-now 

was Jordan’s proverbial position on the subject of Palestinian representation, arguing that although 

Jordan cannot speak for all Palestin ians, by the same token the PLO cannot speak for Palestinians 

residing in Jordan, including the West Bank. Rather, Talhouni noted, these latter Palestinians may

4*Ina 1981 speech marking the eighteenth anniversary o f the 8 March revolution, Asad commented that it took the Jordanian 
mechanized brigade two days to cross the short distance from al-Ramtha to ai-Nawa in the Hawran, and that King Hussein sent it for 
domestic political consumption. See al-Baath, 9 March 1981.

“ Libya and Iraq also boycotted the summit, because they objected to any peace process with Israel.

319

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



opt for one of the following three alternatives, but only after the West Bank had been liberated: they 

could either remain in ‘union’ with Jordan, become independent but joined to Jordan through 

federation, or, finally, they may choose complete independence from Jordan.51 The assembled leaders 

were heedless to Jordan’s arguments, however. The sum m it’s final resolution underscored the 

leaders’ “Commitment to the recovery of the national rights of the Palestinian people in conformity 

with the decisions of the Palestine Liberation Organization, the sole representative ofthe Palestinian 

people.”52 Nevertheless, given that Jordan formally registered its reservations on the sum m it’s final 

communique, the resolution was unbinding according to Arab League regulations.53 The Amman 

regime had weathered the first attempt to strip it from its ability to represent Palestinians, but a 

second round was not too far away.

Coming on the heels of the Algiers Summit, King Hussein’s consent to Jordan’s participation 

in the 21 December 1973 Geneva conference was meant to achieve a number of objectives: 

underscore his regime’s claims to speak for Palestinians on the West Bank, thus papering off the 

Algiers Summit’s decision, and end Jordan’s regional isolation and exclusion from the US-sponsored 

efforts to find a disengagement formula between the armies oflsrael, on the one hand, and Egypt and 

Syria, on the other.54 In Geneva, the Jordanian delegation called for the implementation of UN 

Security Council Resolution242 and for disengagement between Jordanian and Israeli troops on the

5'See Riyad, Mudhakarat Mahmoud Riyad, p. 459.

^Quoted in HelenaCobban, The Palestinian liberation Organisation: People, Power and Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1984), p. 279, note 9.

53Seeal-Qadiri, “Jordan’s Policy Towards the Arab-lsraeli Conflict,” p. 11; and Alain Gresh, The PLO, the Struggle Within: 
Towards an Independent Palestinian State, trans. A M  Berrett (London: Zed Books, 1988), p. 150.

5<See Musa S. Braizat, The Jardanian-Palestinian Relationship: The Bankruptcy o f the Confederal Idea (London: British 
Academic Press, 1998), p. 148; and Henry Kissinger, Years o f Upheaval (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1982), pp. 748 and 
756-757.
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West Bank.55 But for Kissinger, now Nixon’s secretary of state, the Geneva Conference was strictly 

a tool to achieve disengagement on the Sinai and Golan fronts, and establish America’s central role 

in this process.56 Jordan’s demands thus fell on deaf ears. Undeterred, Hussein presented Kissinger 

a disengagement plan in January 1974. The proposal called for both Jordan and Israel to pull back 

eight kilometers from the Jordan River to the foothills of the mountain ranges that mark the 

Jordanian valley. It also called for the establishment of Jordanian civil adm inistration in the West 

Bank town of Jericho, and a working group to, as Kissinger notes, “ensure Jordan’s claim to 

represent the Palestinians.”57 The Israeli counter-proposal called instead for horizontal withdrawal 

along an east-to-west axis, restoring Jordanian sovereignty over most of the West Bank, but only as 

part of a final peace treaty rather than an interim disengagement Unwilling to com m it itself to a 

separate peace treaty with Israel, the regime in Amman found this latter proposal unacceptable.58

Between the Algiers Summit and that of Rabat in October 1974, Hussein stubbornly upheld 

Jordan’s claims to represent West Bank Palestinians. In fact on 18 July 1974, he and Sadat issued 

a joint statement asserting that “the Palestine Liberation Organization is the [legitimate] ... 

representative of the Palestinians, with the exception of the Palestinians in the Hashemite K ingdom 

of Jordan.”59 Regional priorities would not turn the tide the king’s way, however. Once Kissinger 

began negotiating a disengagement agreement between Egyptian and Israeli forces in Sinai,

489.

“ Interview with Zayd al-Rifa'i, Amman, 14 December 1998.

“ See Kissinger, Years o f Upheaval, p. 752; and Quandt, Decade o f Decisions, p. 218.

57Kissinger, Years o f Upheaval, p. 848.

“ See al-Qadiri, “Jordan's Policy Towards the Arab-lsraeli Conflict," p. 12; and Riyad, Mudhakarat Mahmoud Riyad, p.

S9For the text o f the communique see Journal o f Palestine Studies, 4 ,1 , (Autumn 1974), p. 192.
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Hussein’s desire to be included in the disengagement process was unceremoniously shelved. When 

the first Egyptian-Israeli Disengagement Agreement (Sinai I) was signed on 18 January 1974, 

Kissinger’s energies, and Israel’s and the Arab world’s attention, shifted to the Golan front A 

disengagement agreement between Syria and Israel was considered essential not only for regional 

stability, but also to render the previous Egyptian-Israeli Disengagement agreement marketable in 

the Arab world. Throughout these negotiations, the king worried that short of an agreement with 

Israel over the West Bank, his claim s to Palestinian representativeness would slip away to the PLO. 

Kissinger claim s to have shared similar concerns.60 On 31 May 1974 the Syrian-Israeli 

Disengagement Agreement was signed. At this juncture Kissinger proposed that the next initiative 

should involve Jordan, “that everybody’s interest would be served best by establishing as rapidly as 

possible a Jordanian presence on the West Bank. This would make moderate Jordan the negotiator 

for the Palestinian phase of the peace process.”61 Kissinger’s tactic was to draw Hussein into the 

West Bank thus shunning the PLO out. In an executive session of the Senate Foreign Relations 

Committee on 31 May 1974, Kissinger argued that “the best way to deal with the Palestinian 

question would be to draw the Jordanians [into] the West Bank and thereby turn the debate of the 

Palestinians into one between the Jordanians and the Palestinians rather than between the 

Palestinians and the Israelis.”62 Sadat’s apprehension that such a move would hamper negotiations 

for further withdrawals in the Sinai, Asad’s disinterest in movement on the Jordanian front, Nixon’s

“ In his memoirs, and as proof o f his concern for Hussein, Kissinger provides the following quote from a  meeting he had 
with American Jewish leaders on 8 February 1974 before a shuttle to the Middle East: “I predict that if the Israelis don’t  make some 
sort o f arrangement with Hussein on the West Bank in six months, Arafat will become internationally recognized and the world will
be in chaos. If I were an adviser to the Israeli Government, I would tell the Prime Minister. ‘For God’s sake do something with
Hussein while he is still one of the players’.” Kissinger, Years o f Upheaval, p. 976.

“Ibid., p. 1138.

a IbicL, p. 1139. See also Henry Kissinger, Years o f Renewal (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1999), pp. 3S8 and 383.

322

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



domestic drama, Israel’s refusal to accept Hussein’s initiatives, and America’s unwillingness to 

consume diplomatic energy on the Jordanian front, all these factors conspired against Jordan 

receiving a piece of the post-war pie.63 By August 1974, “Israeli procrastination and Sadat’s 

opposition” had ruined any possibility for a Jordanian option.64

Intense PLO-Jordanian competition over Palestinian representation continued throughout 

1974 in anticipation of an Arab summit meeting at Rabat scheduled for October 1974. On 2 

September the foreign ministers of Syria and Egypt, and a PLO representative, met in Cairo to 

discuss this very issue. At the end of their meeting they declared the PLO the sole legitimate 

representative of the Palestinian people. Amman responded by threatening that in case the upcoming 

Rabat Sum m it  took a similar decision, it would suspend any direct involvement in the Palestinian 

question.63 Growing apprehensions of this possibility led the regime in Amman to seek assurances 

from Kissinger concerning the intentions of the heavy-weight Arab regimes in the upcoming Rabat 

Sum m it. According to Jordanian officials, Kissinger informed Hussein that he was cognizant of 

attempts by some Arab regimes, namely those of Algeria and Libya, to revive in Rabat the Algiers 

Summit’s formula for Palestinian representation, but that he had convinced the leaders of Egypt, 

Saudi Arabia, and Morocco to bloc any such attempts.66 In this atmosphere of Jordanian 

apprehensions and American assurances, Arab leaders gathered for a summit meeting in Rabat on

“ For this narrative see Kissinger, Years o f Upheaval, pp. 799-853, 935-978, 1032-1110, and 1138-1141; and King 
Hussein’s speech to the Seventeenth PNC session in Amman on 22 November 1984, in FBIS, 26 November 1984. Heikal adds 
another factor: Kissinger's refusal to negotiate a Jordanian-Israeli agreement. See Heikal, Secret Channels, p. 413.

“ Kissinger, Years a f Renewal, p. 359; and pp. 355-384 for a comprehensive discussion, especially p. 368.

“ See Riyad, Mudhakarat Mahmoud Riyad, p. 492.

64 Jordanian perspectives in this section are based on interviews in Amman, November-December 1998. In his memoirs of 
this period, Kissinger does not mention these events leading up to the Rabat Summit See Kissinger, Years o f Upheaval, pp. 1138-
1141 and idem. Years o f Renewal, pp. 368-384.
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26 October 1974.

To no one’s surprise, in his summit speech, Yasser ‘Arafat reminded his audience of the 

Algiers Summit’s stipulations concerning the PLO, and urged Arab leaders to absolve him  and the 

Palestinian people from Hashemite custodianship. To the surprise of the Jordanian delegation, the 

leaders of Morocco, Saudi Arabia, and Egypt solidly supported ‘Arafat’s position, spearheading the 

drive to declare the PLO the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people. Hussein fought 

back. In his speech, he accepted the contention that the PLO was a legitim ate representative of the 

Palestinian people, but not necessarily the sole one. After all, Hussein argued, close to h a lf  of 

Jordan’s population hail from Palestinian roots. He also threatened that if the PLO monopolizes 

representation of the Palestinians, he would suspend any participation in future peace talks. On the 

other hand, if Arab states recognize Jordan’s representativeness of Palestinians, he pledged to 

relegate to the West Bank population the choice of the type of relation the West Bank should have 

with Jordan, but only after it has been liberated. In any case, the king concluded, he would accept 

whatever decision taken in the summit67 Hussein’s arguments proved weaker than the emerging 

Arab consensus, with only Iraq supporting Jordan’s position. After some additional interventions by 

other Arab leaders, the summiteers unanimously decided to confirm Palestinian representation upon 

the PLO only. Hence on 28 October 1974 the wihdaniyyatat-tamtheel article ofthe summit’s closing 

resolution declared the PLO “the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people in any 

Palestinian territory that is liberated.”68 Hussein could only accept the Arab consensus, in part to

"See Riyad, Mudhakarat Mahmoud Riyad, pp. 493-495; and King Hussein’s comments in an-tfahar, 3 September 1993. 
Hussein recounts that Morocco's King Hassan suspended his chairmanship o f die summit until Arab leaders endorsed the PLO 
position.

"For the text ofthe Rabat Summit resolution see Harold H. Saunders, The Other Walls: The Arab-lsraeli Peace Process 
in a Global Perspective (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), pp. 170-171.
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defuse Palestinian tensions on the East Bank brewing since the 1970-71 clashes.69 Ironically, once 

the resolution was unanimously adopted, Arab leaders informed the king that he should be relieved 

he was no longer responsible for the fate of the West Bank and the Palestinian question. Kissinger 

later reflected that had the United States “been able to put forward a plausible Jordanian negotiation, 

this [Rabat’s resolution] might have been prevented. Now Hussein was out ofthe picture. Henceforth 

West Bank arrangements would have to be negotiated with the PLO with which Israel would refuse 

to deal.”70

In Rabat, the wihdaniyyat at-tamtheel article represented a convergence of interests mainly 

among the PLO and Egypt, the latter supported by Morocco and Saud Arabia. After the 1973 War, 

the PLO, especially the mainstream Fateh wing, sought to divorce the Palestinian question from the 

Arab-lsraeli one. It also moved away for its earlier maximalist position - calling for the establishment 

of a secular democratic state in Palestine - to a more compromising position resting on the creation 

of a ‘national authority,’ or a mini-state, on the West Bank and Gaza. Rabat was the PLO’s 

opportunity to enter the diplomatic stage. Contemporaneously, the Egyptian regime was seeking a 

way to free itself from its obligations towards the Palestinian question to pursue a second 

disengagement agreement with Israel. In many ways, then, Rabat was a tactical trade-off between 

actors brought together, ironically, by Kissinger’s diplomacy: the PLO exchanged political 

moderation and silence on the disengagement agreements for the Arab states’, especially Egypt’s,

"See al-Ahram, 21 April 1979. Abu lyad (Salah Khalaf) argues that the king acceded to the PLO's demands in Rabat after 
a non-Fateh group was caught plotting his assassination. See Jiliian Becker, The PLO: The Rise and Fall o f the Palestine Liberation 
Organisation (London: Weidenfeld and Nicoison, 1984), p. 105.

’’’Kissinger, Years o f Renewal, p. 383.
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endorsement of its quest for exclusive representation ofthe Palestinian people.71

All this left the king of Jordan on the sidelines feeling betrayed. Whether Kissinger played 

a duplicitous role, as Jordanian officials insist, encouraging Sadat to take the stance he took in Rabat, 

or whether he was genuinely surprised by the summit’s resolution will probably remain a 

passionately debated topic.72 Be that as it may, upon his return to Jordan from Rabat the king 

entertained legal and administrative disengagement from the West Bank, but ultimately resisted this 

temptation despite the advise of his close aides and members of the royal family. Instead he 

suspended Parliament, but maintained Jordan’s material commitments towards West Bank 

Palestinians despite the Rabat resolution. He also made clear that Palestinians residing in Jordan who 

choose not to remain Jordanian citizens would henceforth be treated as the citizens of any other Arab 

state residing in Jordan are treated.73 Some years later, in a speech to the Seventeenth Palestine 

National Council held in Amman on 22 November 1984, the king revisited the crucial Rabat 

decision, finding in it elements of a plot He noted how once Jordan acquiesced to the Rabat 

resolution “Israel, which had been regarding Jordan as an occupying state, suddenly announced its 

refusal to talk to the PLO and demanded to talk to Jordan.” He continued: “The features of the plot 

became apparent After paralyzing Jordan’s role, the moves to paralyze the PLO’s role began. This 

was confirmed a few months after the Rabat resolution, when the former U.S. secretary of state 

[Kissinger] pledged to Israel that the United States would not talk with the PLO. This was in

7lSee Cobban, The Palestinian Liberation Organisation, pp. 58-62; Gresh, The PLO, the Struggle Within, pp. 150-171; 
and Braizat, The Jordanian-Palestinian Relationship, pp. 148-149.

^For the former perspective see al-Madfai, Jordan, the United States and the Middle East Peace Process 1974-1991, pp. 
21-24; and al-Qadiri, “Jordan’s Policy Towards the Arab-lsraeli Conflict,” pp. 12-13. Forthe latter see Quandt, Decade o f Decisions, 
pp. 256-257.

raOn Hussein’s post-Rabat reactions see al-Qadiri, “Jordan’s Policy Towards the Arab-lsraeli Conflict," p. 13.
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response to one of Israel’s conditions, so that it might sign the second disengagement agreement with 

Egypt.” The objective of the plot, Hussein concluded, “was to [employ]... the Rabat resolution in 

favor of Israel by claiming that Jordan had ceded its right to claim the West Bank and that the PLO 

is not qualified to talk on behalf of the Palestinians.”74 

From Rabat to Fakk al-Irtibat

The Rabat resolution constrained the Hashemite regime’s efforts to resolve its component 

of the Arab-lsraeli conflict, namely Israel’s occupation ofthe West Bank.75 Nevertheless, in late 1975 

Hussein was still willing to “bypass the Rabat Arab summit decision if Israel would make a 

‘worthwhile’ territorial offer, which he defined as a straight line some eight to ten kilometers beyond 

the Jordan River.”76 No such offer was made, however. Rabat also shattered Jordan’s negotiating 

strategy towards Israel. Since the 1967 fiasco, A m m an’s objective was to build a solid Jordanian 

negotiating position, buttressed by the other significant Arab states, from which an acceptable peace 

agreement could be attained, preferably within the context of an international conference.77 The 

Rabat resolution meant that Jordan could not participate in any peace initiative without the formal 

approval and endorsement of the PLO. Naturally, this sow the seeds of suspicion and acrimony 

between most Jordanian and Palestinian officials. Jordanian officials m aintained  that they are more

74 Sec text o f the speech in FBIS, 26 November 1984.

’’For a survey of these efforts until July 1988 see Miller, “Jordanian Policy,” pp. 205-231; idem, “Jordan and the Arab- 
lsraeli Conflict,” pp. 795-820; Sahliyeh, “Jordan and the Palestinians,” pp. 285-318; Adam M. Garfinkle, “Negotiating By Proxy: 
Jordanian Foreign Policy and U.S. Options in the Middle East,” Orbis 24,4, (Winter 1981), pp. 847-880; idem, “The Importance 
of Being Hussein: Jordanian Foreign Policy and Peace in the Middle East,” in Robert O. Freedman, ed., The Middle East from  the 
Iran-Contra A ffair to the Intifada (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1991), pp. 268-302; al-Madfai, Jordan, the United States 
and the Middle East Peace Process 1974-1991, pp. 33-210; and Ghada Talhami, “Jordan: The Ubiquitous Parmer - The Jordanian 
Option Resurrected,” Arab Studies Quarterly 15,3, (Summer 1993), pp. 47-61.

’‘Kissinger, Years a f Renewal, pp. 1030-1031.

’’Interview with Ibrahim Tzziddine, Amman, 14 December 1998. See also Jordanian Cabinet Communique o f 10 April 
1983, in FBIS-MEA-83-070.
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capable than their PLO counterparts to undertake the burden of negotiating with Israel on behalf of 

the Palestinian people.78 The Rabat resolution also created a situation where albeit Jordan maintained 

after 1974 its costly financial commitments to the West Bank, paying the salaries of around 30 

percent of the local Palestinian bureaucracy, it could claim no representativeness for these efforts. 

This dovetailed with a growing sentiment among Transjordanians that many Palestinians were 

simply using Jordanian citizenship for employment purposes on the East Bank, and that their 

Jordanian national allegiance was highly suspect79 Slowly, a significant mass o f Transjordanian 

hardliners coalesced, lobbying the regime against Jordanian involvement in any negotiations 

pertaining to the Palestinian track of the Arab-lsraeli conflict80

By the late 1970s, on the morrow of Egypt’s signing ofthe September 1978 Camp David 

Accords, two currents had emerged inside the Hashemite regime. The first was led by then Crown 

Prince Hassan, and included Sharif Zayd Bin Shakir, a number of tribal chiefs, as well as some army 

commanders who had participated in the 1970-71 clashes. This current called for disengagement 

from the West Bank, arguing that Jordan’s relations with the United States are more important than 

those with its Arab and Palestinians neighbors. A second current, including then Chief of the Royal 

Court Abdel Hamid Sharaf and Zayd al-Rifa‘i, advised greater openness towards the Arab world, 

especially Syria, and a return to the old formula of sharing Palestinian representation with the PLO 

as adumbrated in the 1972 United Arab Kingdom proposal.81 Jordan’s refusal to join the Camp

71 Interviews in Amman, November-December 1998.

’’Interviews with Leila Sharaf, Amman, 8 December 1998; and Zayd al-Rifa‘i, Amman, 14 December 1998.

"Interview with Ibrahim ‘Izziddine, Amman, 14 December 1998.

“ For these currents see aa-Safir, 20 June 1979. Crown Prince Hassan suggested disengagement from the West Bank as early
as 1971, but King Hussein rejected that proposal and opted in 1972 for the United Arab Kingdom proposal. This latter proposal was
promulgated on 15 March 1972. It suggested the creation of a decentralized kingdom consisting o f a (Transjordanian) East Bank and
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David bandwagon earned it more than just financial rewards in the November 1978 Baghdad Arab 

Sum m it- In another summit resolution, the Arab leaders called upon Jordan and the PLO to create 

a joint economic committee responsible for distributing the US$150 million allocated annually for 

the West Bank and Gaza. This was a clear, though only symbolic, recognition of Jordan’s role, 

alongside the PLO, as a representative of Palestinian interests.82

Jordan’s claims to Palestinian representativeness were urgently and unexpectedly catapulted 

to the fore after Israel’s invasion of Lebanon in June 1982. Simultaneously with its efforts to 

coordinate the evacuation of PLO fighters from Beirut, the American administration, under the 

stewardship of newly appointed Secretary of State George Shultz, began exploring new approaches 

to invigorate its Middle East diplomacy. Ronald Reagan’s televised address on 1 September 1982, 

announcing the so-called Reagan Plan, was the fruit of these explorations.83 The Reagan Plan 

accorded Jordan a privileged place in any negotiations over the future of the West Bank and Gaza. 

In his address Reagan declared that “the United States will not support the establishment of an 

independent Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza, and we will not support annexation or 

permanent control by Israel.” Instead, Reagan suggested that “self-government by the Palestinians 

of the West Bank and Gaza in association with Jordan offers the best chance for a durable, just, and

a (Palestinian) West Bank and “any other Palestinian territories which are liberated and whose inhabitants desire to join it.” The 
proposal was meant to appease Palestinian sentiments in Jordan after the 1970-71 dashes. It was rejected by the PLO leadership, 
however. For the text o f the proposal see Saunders, The Other Walls, pp. 168-169. For the Palestinian reaction to it see Gresh, The 
PLO, the Struggle Within, pp. 114-118.

°See Sahliyeh, “Jordan and the Palestinians," p. 289.

“ For the background on the Reagan Plan see George P. Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph: Afy Years as a Secretary o f State 
(New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1993), pp. 8S-10O.
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lasting peace.”84 The success of the Reagan Plan hinged on two necessary elements: Jordan’s 

endorsement of it and, more importantly, PLO acceptance of UN resolutions 242 and 338, as well 

as its approval that Jordan, with non-PLO Palestinians in its delegation, may negotiate on the 

Palestinians’ behalf. This latter issue effectively entailed a reversal of the Rabat decision.85

Hussein approached the Reagan Plan with high hopes and equally high apprehensions.86 After 

some hesitation, he endorsed the American proposal, and on 20 September called upon the PLO 

leadership to join Jordan in devising the outlines of a confederation structure. Although the king 

assured the PLO that he did not entertain replacing them in representing the Palestinians nor exclude 

them from any peace talks, he nevertheless suggested to the American administration that he would 

opt for solo negotiations with Israel should his attempts to convince the PLO to collaborate with him 

fail.87 Henceforth Hussein’s efforts focused on convincing ‘Arafat to accept unconditionally UN 

resolution 242 and 338, and allow him to lead a Jordanian-Palestinian delegation into negotiations 

with Israel. He also attempted to elicit the support of Egypt and Syria.

By early April 1983, after six months of negotiations, Hussein and ‘Arafat had failed to reach 

an agreement. The king’s decision to end the dialogue with ‘Arafat was the result of a number of

“ For the text of Reagan’s address see Saunders, The Other Walls, pp. 188*194, quotations from p. 192. The Reagan Plan 
also called for a five-year autonomy period for the Palestinians and a “settlement freeze” by Israel.

“ In addition to calling for the implementation of resolution 242, UN Security Council Resolution 338 of 22 October 1973 
decided that “immediately and concurrently with the cease-fire [it declared], negotiations shall start between the parties concerned 
under appropriate auspices aimed at establishing a just and durable peace in the Middle East.” The Arab, especially Jordanian, 
interpretation o f ’appropriate auspices’ meant an international peace conference where all the parties to the conflict are represented, 
including the PLO, in addition to the five permanent members of the Security CounciL For the text of resolution 338 see Saunders, 
The Other Walls, p. 170. For the Jordanian interpretation see King Hussein’s Speech to the Nation, on 19 February 1986, in FBIS- 
MEA-86-034. See also Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, pp. 88-89.

“The following narrative is based on Shultz, TurmoilandTriumph, pp.429-462; King Hussein’s long and exhaustive, albeit 
sanitized, Speech to the Nation, on 19 February 1986, in FBIS-MEA-86-034; Jordanian Cabinet Communique of 10 April 1983 on 
talks with the PLO, in FBIS-MEA-83-070; Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1984-85, pp. 512-518 ;and Middle East Contemporary 
Survey, 1986, pp. 442-451.

"See Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, pp. 100,433,437, and 440; and Sahliych, “Jordan and the Palestinians,” p. 293.
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factors. Jordan and the PLO failed to agree on a confederal formula that could regulate future 

relations between the Jordanian and Palestinian peoples, a sine qua non for joint Jordanian-PLO 

participation in the Reagan Plan. The king and his aides were also growing increasingly exasperated 

with ‘Arafat’s evasiveness. Moreover, the king felt that the United States was not placing enough 

pressure on Israel to end the establishment of new settlements on the West Bank. Israel, under Prime 

Minister Menachem Begin, had categorically rejected the Reagan Plan. Nor did Arab states support 

Hussein’s initiatives. InFebruary 1984, Mubarak, hoping to capitalize on Egypt’s support of the PLO 

to slide his country back to the Arab fold, publicly, in the White House, and in front of the astound 

Reagan and Hussein, insisted that no Arab state could negotiate on behalf of the PLO without the 

participation or assent of the PLO. Syria, on the other hand, strongly opposed any Jordan-PLO 

dialogue, working to undermine ‘Arafat’s position from within by supporting a mutiny in Fateh in 

September 1983. The king did not give up, however.

In November 1984, partly to win the support of moderate PLO members, and partly to 

buttress ‘ Arafat’s status in the face of the Syrian offensive, Hussein allowed the PLO to convene the 

Seventeenth session of the PNC in A m m an . In his speech to the PNC on 22 November, the king 

outlined a framework for a Jordanian-Palestinian initiative to restore Arab sovereignty in the West 

Bank and Gaza. It would be based, the king argued, on the “principle of territory in exchange for 

peace” as enshrined in resolution 242; negotiations in the context of an international conference 

“held under the auspices of the United Nations with the participation of the permanent members of 

the UN Security Council and all the parties to the dispute;” and rests on a formula defining the 

Jordanian-Palestinian relationship.88 The Hussein-‘Arafat negotiations following the king’s 22

“ Sec King Hussein’s speech to the Seventeenth PNC session on 22 November 1984, in FBIS, 26 November 1984.
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November speech resulted in the promulgation of the 11 February 1985 Agreement between Jordan 

and the PLO. It proposed a settlement of the Palestinian question based on three main principles: 

land in exchange for peace; Palestinian self-determination exercised through confederation between 

Jordan and a Palestinian state; and a joint Jordanian-Palestinian delegation to negotiate with Israel 

within the framework of an international conference attended by the five UN Security Council 

permanent member-states.89 The American administration smelled a rat in the latter stipulation, but 

was assured that such a conference would only convene at the end of the negotiations, “to ratify and 

guarantee whatever outcome would be reached by means of direct Arab-Israeli negotiations.”90 

Hussein explained to Shultz “that he needed an international conference to provide cover for his 

dealings with the Israelis; other Arab leaders had to join him in this effort; it was far too dangerous 

for him to move alone.”91 Yet the American administration wanted to avoid negotiations under the 

auspices of the international conference. It favored direct Jordanian-Israeli negotiations. Moreover, 

and despite earlier commitments to do so, Hussein simply refused to enter into peace negotiations 

with Israel alone or on behalf of the Palestinians.92 Nor did the American administration favor the 

idea ofPLO participation in an international conference as a representative of the Palestinian people. 

In any case, Hussein failed to elicit the PLO’s acceptance of UN resolutions 242 and 338, Israel’s 

right to exist, and its renouncement of terrorism, conditions Shultz thought would at least allow 

Jordan to engage with Israel and pave the way for Palestinian participation in an international

"’The other principles were: the Palestinian people’s right to self-determination, the resolution of the problem ofPalcstinian 
refugees in accordance with UN resolutions, and the resolution of all aspects of the Palestinian problem. For the text o f the February 
198S Agreement see Saunders, The Other Walls, p. 197.

“ Shultz, Turmoil and. Triumph, p. 444.

91 Ibid., p. 447.

“ Although the king had met secretly with then Prime Minister Shimon Peres on 19 July 1985 in London.

332

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



conference.93

Throughout 198S, the king and his aides labored to convince the US administration to meet 

a joint Jordanian-Palestinian delegation, a step they argued would then be followed by the PLO’s 

acceptance of resolutions 242 and 338, and a subsequent meeting between American and PLO 

officials. By 7 September the American administration had rejected the Jordanian proposal. Instead, 

Shultz suggested a new set-up that would address the king’s need for the cover of an international 

conference, but would also launch direct bilateral negotiations between Israel and the different Arab 

states. This time the king was not impressed, however.94 Jordan and the US also disagreed over the 

prerogatives of the proposed international conference. While Amman insisted that the conference, 

once convened, should continue in being, or reconvene to consider disagreements in the bilateral 

negotiations, Washington wanted a one-time, ceremonial opening conference. Despite these 

disagreements, progress was achieved on the issue of PLO participation in the international 

conference. On 25 January 1986, the American administration relayed the following position to 

Amman: “When it is clearly on the public record that the PLO has accepted Resolutions 242 and 

338, is prepared to negotiate peace with Israel, and has renounced terrorism, the United States 

accepts the fact that an invitation will be issued to the PLO to attend an international conference.” 

Now the king sought to convince ‘Arafat to accept the American demands. ‘Arafat and his 

colleagues from the PLO Executive Committee rejected the American formula, however. They 

refused to accept resolution242unless, and in return, the American administration committed itself 

to recognize “the legitimate rights of the Palestinian peoples,” in other words, their right to an

"See Shultz; Turmoil and Triumph, p. 461.

“ For the details o f the Shultz proposal see Ibid-, p. 45S. la  his 19 February 1986 speech King Hussein suggests that this 
was a Jordanian proposal which the US had accepted. See King Hussein's Speech to the Nation, in FBIS-MEA-86-034.

333

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



independent Palestinian state. This, however, the American administration was unwilling to concede. 

At best it could only support Palestinian rights as stipulated in the 1982 Reagan Plan.93

The king then met with ‘Arafat in Amman on 5 February 1986 in a last-ditch attempt to elicit 

his acceptance of the American conditions. The meeting failed to bridge the gap between American 

expectations and Palestinian demands.96 Another meeting between Prime Minister Zayd al-Rifa‘ i and 

‘Arafat on 6 February also ended in naught. On 7 February ‘Arafat departed from Amman without 

reaching an agreement with the Jordanian regime. Consequently, on 19 February, in a long speech 

on Jordanian television, reflecting his exasperation and dismay with ‘Arafat and the PLO, the king 

announced that both he and his government “are unable to continue to coordinate politically with the 

PLO leadership until such time as their word becomes their bond, characterized by commitment, 

credibility and constancy.”97 In a subtle challenge to the PLO leadership, the speech placed much of 

the onus of responsibility for the failure of the negotiations on ‘Arafat’s and the PLO’s intransigence, 

thereby exonerating the American administration from public blame. Denouement in this chapter of 

the Jordanian-Palestinian saga was reached in July 1986, when PLO offices in Amman were closed, 

and ‘Arafat’s deputy Khalil al-Wazir (Abu Jihad) was ordered to leave the kingdom.

One day alter the collapse ofhis talks with ‘Arafat, in conversations with American officials, 

Hussein “sounded as if he was seeing not the end of a phase but ‘the end of an era’- the end of 

Jordan’s efforts to play an important role in the search for a solution for the West Bank and Gaza.”98

“ Quotes from King Hussein’s 19 February 1986 Speech to the Nation, in FBIS-MEA-86-034. 

“ For reporting of the meeting see FBIS-MEA-86-032.

"Sec King Hussein’s Speech to the Nation, on 19 February 1986, in FBIS-MEA-86-034. 

“ Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, p. 461.
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Indeed, according to Ibrahim ‘Izziddine, the collapse of the Jordanian-PLO dialogue in February 

1986 was a turning point for the regime in Amman. Henceforth fakk al-irtibat would be a matter of 

the right conjuncture of events.99 But the king could console him se lf  with at least one positive result 

of the past year’s efforts: the February Agreement played an important role in consolidating 

economic stability and increasing Palestinian investment in Jordan throughout 1985.100 Nor did the 

regime in Amman relinquish its claims and interests in the West Bank and Gaza. Indeed, the king’s 

19 February speech was the opening move in a renewed Jordanian campaign to reassert its 

representativeness of West Bank, and to a lesser extent Gaza, Palestinians.

This latest campaign signaled a shift in strategy from the one hitherto deployed by the 

Hashemite regime. Whereas the Jordanian-PLO dialogue aimed at a rapid breakthrough in the peace 

process, the new Jordanian campaign hinged on a more long-term strategy, combining a mix of 

socio-political and economic sanctions and incentives.101 Its objective was to strengthen direct ties 

with West Bank and Gaza Palestinians, increase their dependence on Jordan, and broaden the social 

and economic bases of support for Jordanian policies in the hope of either pressuring the PLO to 

accept the Jordanian position or, alternatively, foster the emergence of a strong, pro-Hashemite, local 

leadership in the occupied territories. The lynchpin of this campaign was an ambitious US$1.4 

billion Five Years Plan (1986-1990) for the development of the West Bank and Gaza. It was devised 

to serve as the main instrument to erode PLO power on the West Bank and Gaza, but also to

"Interview with Ibrahim ‘Izziddine; Amman, 14 December 1998.

‘“ See al-M ajalla, IS July 1986.

““On the West Bank, these included improving retirement benefits for retired civil servants, channeling more funds to 
philanthropic organizations and pro-Jordanian agricultural associations, paying civil servants whose term of employment began after 
1967, encouraging the emergence of new political activists in the unions and professional syndicates, and supporting the appointment 
o f pro-Jordanian mayors.
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discourage Palestinian migration from the West Bank to the East Bank in search of employment, a 

prospect that would aggravate the latter’s already strained demographic balance. Yet given the lack 

of Arab support and funding, the Jordanian regime was unable to launch the plan as originally 

designed. Rather, it scaled down its investments to a mere, though not insignificant, US$45 million 

in 1987, enough to compete with the PLO for support on the West Bank.102

On another front, and throughout 1987, the American administration persisted in its efforts 

to resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict, especially its Palestinian component. King Hussein was steadfast 

in his insistence that only an international conference can provide him the necessary cover to 

negotiate on behalf of the Palestinians. Israel, now under Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir, maintained 

its objections to the international conference. On 10 April 1987, Hussein and Shimon Peres, now 

Israel’s foreign minister, met secretly in London and hammered out an agreement on the holding of 

an international conference.103 In another secret meeting in London, Hussein met Shamir on 18 July. 

This meeting was not so successful, however. In September Shultz suggested that as an adjunct to 

their Washington Summit scheduled for October 1987, both Reagan and Gorbachev would invite 

Hussein and Shamir, as well as representatives of Syria, Egypt, and Lebanon, to meet in the United 

States under US-Soviet auspices and with the secretary-general of the United Nations in attendance. 

The occasion would be used as an international conference to launch direct negotiations between 

Israel and the different Arab parties, with non-PLO Palestinians included in a joint Jordanian- 

Palestinian delegation. The objective would be a peace treaty between the Arab states and Israel. 

Shamir accepted the American arrangement, but Hussein rejected it on October 20. He reasoned that

1<sFor details see Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1986, pp. 451-457; and Lamis Andoni, “Iordan,” in Rex Brynen, ecL, 
Echoes o f the Intifada: Regional Repercussions o f the Palestinian-Israeli Conflict (Boulder Wcstview Press, 1991), pp. 166-167.

‘“ For the text of the agreement see Quandt, etL, The Middle East, pp. 475-476.
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Sham ir would not move beyond ‘transitional’ stage negotiations over the West Bank and Gaza to 

final status ones. Moreover, the king rightly assumed that Asad, with whom he had reconciled only 

recently, would reject the whole idea.104

On 8-11 November 1987, an emergency Arab summit convened in Amman, mainly to discuss 

the Iraq-Iran War and Egypt’s return to the Arab fold. It was the first such gathering since the last 

sum m it in Fez held in September 1982. For the past two years, King Hussein had worked tirelessly 

to achieve an Arab consensus on the two aforementioned issues, but also to promote a 

rapprochement between Iraq and Syria. He recruited the help of Saddam Hussein to convince Arab 

leaders to hold the sum m it in Amman, and Saddam prevailed with his counterparts.105 The king 

relished the prestige that usually comes with chairing the summit meeting, a privilege reserved to 

the head of state hosting the sum m it, and a position held until the convening of the next summit.

In his opening speech, the king focused on the Iraq-Iran War and its repercussions, called for 

collective Arab action and solidarity, payed lip-service to the Arab-Israeli conflict, but did not 

mention the PLO.106 In fact, he had failed to show up at the airport to receive ‘Arafat upon his arrival 

in Amman for the summit, and repeatedly snubbed him, gestures not unnoticed by the media crowd. 

‘Arafat retaliated by refusing to attend the dinner banquet hosted by the king for the delegation 

heads. Behind closed doors, and with Saudi and Algerian help, the king spearheaded efforts to 

reconcile Saddam and Asad. The summit’s final resolution reflected a guarded consensus on the Iraq- 

Iran War, with Syria grudgingly, but not without reservations, accepting the resolution’s

IIMFor details see Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, pp. 936-949.

‘“ Interviews in Amman, November-December 1998.

‘“ For details of the summit, including Hussein’s opening and closing speeches, as well as his post-summit news conference, 
see FBIS-NES-87-216; FBIS-NES-87-219; and Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1987, pp. 128-134.
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endorsement of the Iraqi position. The final resolution also declared that “diplomatic relations 

between any Arab League member state and the Arab Republic of Egypt is a sovereign act decided 

by each state in accordance with its constitutions and laws.” This was clearly a tangible victory for 

Hussein’s efforts to achieve a modicum of consensus around Egypt’s return to Arab ranks. More 

importantly, the final resolution endorsed Hussein’s idea of an international conference as “the only 

way to resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict” That the resolution did not exclude the possibility of a joint 

Jordanian-Palestinian delegation to the international conference meant that the PLO’s monopoly over 

Palestinian representation was not so secure.107 The summit’s ledger, then, was a palpable victory 

for the king’s efforts to gain a modicum of regional credibility and recognition for himself and his 

small kingdom. His buoyant mood at the end of the summit was reflected in his closing speech and 

in the post-summit news conference. The king could now, finally, languish in the limelight of the 

summit’s success, the apparent marginalization of the PLO, and his holding of the summit’s 

chairmanship. Less than a month later, on 8 December 1987, the intifada broke out on the West 

Bank and Gaza, and to Amman’s utter displeasure, catapulted the PLO to the fore of Arab politics.

In vivid and undeniable terms, the intifada asserted the Palestinian identity of the West Bank 

and Gaza. Throughout the occupied territories, “Palestinians made it clear that the PLO - not King 

Hussein or anyone else - was their representative.”108 Consequently, the Jordanian regime’s claims 

for West Bank representation became untenable and unrealistic, let alone risky. Jordan’s West Bank 

policy, already unable to fulfill regime and popular expectations, was swept aside by militant 

Palestinian nationalism. The Jordanian regime’s initial reaction was to support the intifada, but also

ls7For the summit’s final resolution see FBIS-NES-87-219.

I0,F. Robert Hunter, The Palestinian Uprising: A War by Other Means (Berkeley: University o f California Press, 1993),
p. 151.
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to downplay its specifically Palestinian nationalist credentials. It was hoped this would undercut the 

gains made by the PLO at Jordan’s expense, and the intifada's characterization as an expression of 

Palestinian demands for national self-determination and independence.109 Soon the regime was on 

the defensive, however. On 23 January 1988, an emergency meeting of Arab foreign ministers was 

held in Tunis to discuss the intifada and ways of supporting it. ‘Arafat and the PLO delegation used 

the occasion to stress the intifada’ s Palestinian identity and its implications for the Palestinians’ right 

to self-determination and an independent Palestinian state on the West Bank and Gaza. The 

Jordanian delegation, headed by then Foreign Minister Taher al-Masri, attempted to downplay these 

themes. In his speech at the meeting, Masri sought to break the PLO’s monopoly claim over the 

intifada, making numerous references to “our people” and referring to the West Bank and Gaza as 

“Arab territory.” Moreover, he reminded his audience that “the Amman summit’s formula on the 

international conference remains an ideal one, which we should adopt and on which we should 

rely.”110 Masri’s efforts were unsuccessful, however. Despite endorsing the international conference 

formula, the meeting’s final resolution endorsed the Palestinian people’s right to self-determination, 

and stipulated that financial support to the intifada be delivered through a PLO-controlled special 

fund.111 This amounted to a recognition of the Palestinian identity of the West Bank and Gaza, the 

PLO’s responsibility towards them and, consequently, a reversal of the PLO’s marginalization since 

the Amman Summit.

The response of the American administration to the intifada came in the form of the Shultz

"”For the impact o f the intifada on Jordan see Andoni, “Jordan,” pp. 165-180; and Middle East Contemporary Survey, 
1987, pp. 503-506.

,,0For Masri’s speech see FBIS-NES-88-016.

11 'For details of the foreign ministers’ meeting, and its final resolution, see FBIS-NES-8 8-015.
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initiative, rolled over as an idea in late January 1988, and declared an official American stance in the 

form of a letter submitted by Shultz on 3-4 March to Hussein, Shamir, Peres, Asad, and Mubarak. 

At the heart of this new initiative was the notion of an “interlock” or “an overlapping, locked-in 

connection between transition (autonomy) talks and talks on final status” over the West Bank and 

Gaza.112 The initiative attempted to respond to both Israeli and Jordanian trepidations by 

emphasizing that negotiations would be launched through an international conference, but one that 

“will not be able to impose solutions or veto agreements reached.” As for the Palestinian dimension, 

the Shultz initiative stipulated that “Palestinian representation will be within the Jordanian- 

Palestinian delegation.” This amounted to giving Jordan a central role in the initiative at the expense 

of Palestinian exclusion.

Although the first reactions of Shamir and Hussein were positive, soon the initial warmth 

dissipated, giving way to detachment bordering on indifference. The king had no mandate from the 

PLO to negotiate anything on their behalf. In a meeting with Shultz on 6 April, the king handed him 

a six-points memorandum outlining the Jordanian position. Though accepting the principle of a joint 

Jordanian-Palestinian delegation to the international conference “if the concerned parties agree to 

this arrangement,” the memorandum stated in no uncertain terms that “Jordan will not represent the 

Palestinian people at the conference, nor will it negotiate the setdement of the Palestinian problem 

on behalf of the PLO.”113 By April 1988 Shultz had realized that his “presence and perseverance, by

1 l2ShuItz, Turmoil and Triumph, p. 1019. In this respect Shultz’s letter read: “As concerns negotiations between the Israeli 
delegation and the Jordanian-Palestinian delegation, negotiations will begin on arrangements for a transitional period, with the 
objective of completing them within six months. Seven months after transitional negotiations begin, final status negotiations will 
begin, with the objective of completing them within a year.” For the text of the Shultz initiative see pp. 1028-1029.

1 “For the text of the memorandum see Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1988, p. 583. A Jordanian letter containing the 
same principles was sent in late May to the US administration. For the text o f the May letter see FBIS-NES-88-105.
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giving people a reason to talk and a basis for hope, helped the parties keep a lid on this boiling 

cauldron of Middle East politics from completely blowing off. But no one truly wanted substantive 

change.”114 Like its previous sisters, the Shultz initiative had joined the dustbin of American 

proposals tabled to resolve the problem of Palestinian representation on the West Bank and Gaza.

By May 1988, King Hussein was contending with greater worries.115 Back in March, Algeria, 

with the PLO’s blessing, began preparing the ground work for an emergency summit of Arab head 

of states to project Arab support for the intifada. When on 9 May, Ahmad Talib al-Ibrahimi, 

Algeria’s foreign minister, arrived in Amman to inform the king that Algeria was preparing for 

convening an Arab summit in June, the king was piqued and embittered. The king had only held the 

prestigious position of summit chairman for less than seven months when Algeria was about to take 

it away from him. More importantly, the king and his aides were concerned that, by focusing on the 

intifada, the summit was bound to restore ‘Arafat to the limelight of Arab politics, and highlight the 

PLO’s leading role in the Palestinian question, thus undermining Jordan’s claims for Palestinian 

representation. By the time the king departed for the Algiers Summit, he was already in a very angry 

mood.

The Algiers emergency Arab summit convened between 7 and 9 June 1988.116 It was swiftly 

dubbed “the summit of the intifada.” The Palestinian identity of the intifada was emphasized 

beginning with the opening speech of Chadli Benjdid, the Algerian president and summit chairman.

‘“Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, p. 1031. For the story of the Shultz initiative and its fate see pp. 1016-1034.

"5Unless otherwise referenced, the following reconstruction of events leading to fakkal-irtibat is based on interviews in 
Amman, November-December 1998.

' “For details on the summit’s sessions and workings see FBIS-NES-88-l10; FBIS-NES-lll; FBIS-NES-88-112; and 
Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1988, pp. 144-150.
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Moreover, and unlike the previous Amman Summit, in Algiers ‘Arafat emerged as a central figure, 

addressing the sum m it twice. In his second address, on 8 June, ‘Arafat advanced a number of theses 

and demands bound to raise the ire of the Jordanian delegation. He insisted that “the Palestinian 

people are the PLO and the PLO is the Palestinian people. The soleness of representation, just as it 

is a right enjoyed by every Arab people and other world peoples [sic], also is a right which our 

Palestinian people must indisputably enjoy.” ‘Arafat had thus lumped Jordan’s Palestinians under 

the PLO’s representative umbrella. He reiterated the right of the Palestinian people to “self- 

determination and the establishment of their independent state.” In references that were surely not 

missed by the Jordanian delegation, ‘Arafat rejected “separate and partial solutions and suspect 

settlement schemes that come under different names like autonomy, civil administration, sharing of 

power, or imaginary economic plans.” On the subject of the peace conference, he called for the 

convening of an “authoritative international peace conference with the participation of the five 

permanent members of the Security Council and all the parties concerned in the Arab-Israeli conflict, 

including the PLO, on an equal footing and with the same rights of the other parties.” In other words, 

the PLO would participate in such a conference either as an independent delegation or as part of a 

joint Arab, but not Jordanian, delegation.117 This attempt to extricate negotiations away from King 

Hussein’s control was also the subject of a Palestinian document circulated at the sum m it. The 

document called for “direct talks” between Israel and the PLO, and declared that “the key to a 

Palestinian-Israeli settlement lies in talks between the Palestinians and the Israelis,” not in 

negotiations with “non-Palestinians, including Jordan.”118

1 l7For ‘Arafat’s speech see FBIS-NES-88-112.

' lsThe Palestinian document was drafted by Bassam Abu Sharif; an aide to ‘Arafat. For the text ofthe document see Quandt, 
ed.. The Middle East, pp. 490-493.
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Whereas ‘Arafat’s speech was combative, Hussein’s speech on the morning of 8 June, rather 

long by summit standards, was apologetic and conciliatory, one in which the king repeatedly 

declared his readiness to defer to the will of his Arab counterparts.119 Throughout the speech, the 

king revisited the achievements of the Amman Summit, reminding his audience that it set the 

foundations for Arab reconciliation. Then he attempted to situate the intifada within its larger Arab 

context, namely the Arab-Israeli conflict To accomplish that the king argued, one had to survey the 

history of events preceding the intifada. He then rehearsed, albeit inaccurately, Jordan’s, and his 

family’s, contributions to the Palestinian question since the 1948 War, as well as the history of 

Jordanian-Palestinian “association” before and after the 1967 War.

The 1950 union between the two banks, the king argued, has been erroneously characterized 

as an act of Jordanian annexation. Rather, he explained, the experience of union, until the 1967 War, 

was “a living model of a larger union to which all Arabs aspired at the time. It was not a Jordanian 

occupation of Palestine. [Nevertheless] If it is the wish of the Palestinian people’s representatives 

to separate from Jordan at present, we will then bless and respect their will, just as we respected the 

desire of the Palestinian people’s representatives to unite with Jordan in 1950.” The king then 

reviewed Jordan’s positions on the myriad post-1967 peace initiatives, underscoring Jordan’s 

rejection of any proposal that failed to respond to the Palestinian people’s “natural legitimate right 

of sovereignty on their soil.” He defended Jordan’s support of the West Bank population after the 

1967 War, despite the friction this has engendered between Amman and the PLO, as part and parcel 

of Jordan’s pan-Arab commitments. This friction, lamented the king, “may have been prompted by

a9The speech may have also targeted a domestic audience given that its full text was read out by an announcer on Amman’s 
domestic arabic radio station.
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suspicions that our actions have a desire for gains translated into hegemony over the West Bank after 

liberation.” He dismissed these suspicions, as well as more recent accusations that Jordan’s 

“continued support for... the occupied Palestinian territories through Jordanian institutions ... [is] 

an attempt to exercise hegemony over Palestinian land and... bypass the PLO.” The king concluded 

his exposition by reiterating Amman’s views on the viability ofthe international conference formula. 

Jordan, the king explained, was willing to support any formula for Palestinian participation in the 

international conference, be it as part of a Jordanian-Palestinian delegation, an independent 

Palestinian delegation, or a joint Arab delegation. “However,” the king added, “if my brother Arab 

leaders, together with the PLO, find it necessary and useful to agree to the establishment of an 

independent Palestinian state as a precondition to the convening of an international conference and 

to insist on the participation by the PLO in a separate delegation, even if this does not lead to the 

convening of the conference, we shall not differ with them on that In all circumstances, we stand 

ready to agree to whatever the brother Arab leaders unanimously adopt” In another conciliatory step, 

the king went out of his way to accommodate PLO demands pertaining to Arab financial aid to the 

intifada, noting that Jordan did not have to be “the sole conduit for support” as long as this aid 

reached its proper destination.120

Although the king’s speech was a defense of the viability of the Jordanian formula for the 

solution of the Arab-Israeli conflict its conciliatory tone signaled his unwillingness to sail against 

the Arab current which, in Algiers, was largely in support of the PLO. Yet behind the veneer of the 

summit’s amicable official speeches, and declarations that the two meetings between Hussein and 

‘Arafat were successful, a pitched battle between the Jordanian and Palestinian delegations was

‘“ For the text of King Hussein’s speech see FBIS-NES-88-11I.
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being wagged in the trenches of the preparatory committee’s closed sessions. The m ain bone of 

contention was the wording of the summit’s final resolution, the subject of much debate and 

negotiations in summit meetings. In Algiers the Jordanian and Palestinian delegations crossed 

swords on two particularly contentious topics. The first pertained to Palestinian representation. In 

this case, the PLO was determined to exclude any mention of Jordan as a representative of any 

segments of the Palestinian population. Towards this end, the Palestinian delegation submitted a 

‘working paper’ to the summit, declaring the PLO the sole legitimate representative of the 

Palestinian people, both inside and outside the West Bank and Gaza, and thus inside Jordan as well.

The other contentious issue pertained to Arab aid to the intifada. The PLO delegation 

demanded that an article be inserted in the summit’s final resolution stipulating that henceforth all 

Arab aid to the West Bank and Gaza should be channeled through the PLO. The Jordanian members 

attending the drafting committee’s preparatory meetings were naturally apprehensive. They informed 

the king of the Palestinian demand. The king sought clarifications from ‘Arafat, who denied any 

knowledge ofthe Palestinian-proposed article. Later, when the Jordanian and Palestinian delegations 

met for deliberations, the Jordanians contended that the issue of aid to the West Bank was a non- 

negotiable Jordanian obligation.121 They argued that Jordan has spent close to US$2 billion on the 

West Bank since 1967, and asked their Palestinian counterparts whether they wanted Amman to 

terminate its financial commitments to the West Bank. The Palestinians denied any such intentions, 

and retorted that the proposed article was not directed at Jordan, rather at Kuwait. Kuwait, they 

argued, was channeling direct aid to Islamic philanthropic organizations on the West Bank, and the

l2lThe Jordanian delegation included Prime Minister Zayd al-Rifa‘t, Chief ofthe Royal Court Marwan al-Qasem, Minister 
o f Court Adnan Abu Odeh, and Foreign Minister Taher al-Masri. The Palestinian delegation included Faroufc Qaddumi and Khaled 
al-Hassan.
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PLO feared that such activities may set a precedent for other countries. Be that as it may, the 

Jordanian delegation emerged from the meeting under the impression that Kuwait, not Jordan, was 

the target of the Palestinian-proposed article.

Before the drafting committee met to finalize its work on the final resolution of the summit, 

Chief of the Royal Court Marwan al-Qasem instructed the Jordanian ambassador delegated to attend 

the meeting that when the committee’s deliberations reach the proposed aid article, he is to raise his 

hand and announce that the article does not pertain to Jordan. In so doing, Jordan’s interpretation of 

the article would be registered on record. Developments would take an unexpected turn, however. 

When the discussions of the drafting committee finally reached the aid article, the Palestinian 

representative on the committee, Yasser Abed Rabbo, who had not participated in the 

aforementioned meeting between the Jordanian and Palestinian delegations, suddenly raised his hand 

and demanded a point of order. To the surprise of the Jordanian representative, Abed Rabbo 

announced that this article was proposed in reference to Jordan. The Jordanian ambassador informed 

al-Qasem of what had transpired, who in turn informed the king. The Jordanian delegation then 

attempted to resolve the issue with ‘Arafat, with whom the king met for three hours on the last day 

of the summit. Again ‘Arafat denied prior knowledge of what had transpired. At this point the 

wheels of Arab diplomacy moved into full gear. Hussein sought the help of Saudi Arabia’s King 

Fahd. On his part King Fahd consulted with the Algerian president. To Hussein’s disappointment, 

however, the Saudis and Algerians supported the Palestinian proposal. The king was left to ponder 

why Jordan was being squeezed out of the West Bank.

Although the summit’s final resolution attempted to maintain a semblance of a balance 

between Jordanian and PLO demands, it nevertheless endorsed substantially the Palestinian position
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on a number of key issues. More importantly, the secret, unpublicized, understandings reached 

during the summit also weigh the results of the summit in favor of the PLO. On the issue of 

Palestinian representation, the final resolution was a palpable victory for the PLO. Despite the 

obj ections of King Hussein, the summit endorsed the Palestinian people’s “determination to liberate 

their occupied territories and exercise their right to return to their land, to self-determination and to 

establish an independent state on their national soil under the leadership of the PLO, their sole 

legitimate representative.” Moreover, concerning the resolution of the Arab-Israeli conflict, the 

sum m it supported the convening of “an international peace conference,” one that would gather “all 

parties concerned in the conflict in the region, including the PLO - the sole legitimate representative 

of the Palestinian people - being on an equal footing, with the same rights as other parties.” That the 

wording of the resolution omitted the PLO-proposed phraseology of “authoritative international 

conference” suggests an accommodation to King Hussein who had urged his Arab counterparts not 

to reject the Shultz initiative. Nevertheless, given that the resolution rejected the idea of a combined 

Jordanian-Palestinian delegation, and endorsed the establishment of an independent Palestinian state 

under the leadership of the PLO, amounted to an ignominious fatal blow to the king’s perennial 

efforts to claim representation of West Bank Palestinians. As for the all-important subject of Arab 

aid to the intifada, the final resolution declared that the summit “stressed its commitment to 

providing all necessary aid, in all forms and by all means, to the Palestinian people to ensure the 

continuation of their resistance and uprising behind the PLO’s leadership until the fulfilment of their 

rightful national aims.”122 Though the final resolution avoided specifying the mechanisms of such 

aid delivery, in his post-summit press conference Arab League Secretary-General, Chadli al-Klaibi,

122For the text of the summit’s final resolution see FBIS-NES-88-112.
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voicing the unpublicized consensus of Arab leaders, explained that financial support for the intifada 

is a bilateral matter involving the PLO and every Arab state willing to provide such aid, thus 

endorsing the PLO position. Some reports even suggested that in Algiers Arab states pledged to pay 

a lump-sum figure of US$ 128 million directly to the PLO to cover the expenses of the intifada, and 

another monthly sum of US$43 million to help sustain it.123 Yet the final resolution did not publicly 

pledge any aid to Jordan, despite King Hussein’s reminder to the summiteers that half of the aid 

pledged to Jordan in the 1978 Bagdad summit had not been delivered.124 Jordanian officials 

attempted to put a good face on the summit’s sour results. They supported any formula for 

Palestinian representation in an international conference; moreover, they suggested that what is 

important is that Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza receive aid, regardless of the methods used 

to channel it to them. In sum, then, the Algiers Summit was ‘Arafat’s revenge for the humiliation 

incurred earlier in Amman. He went as far as declaring the Algiers Summit’s results as 

“m agnificent.”125 Not so for King Hussein, whose regional and domestic standings were bruised 

significantly in Algiers. His life-long efforts to claim any form of representation of West Bank 

Palestinians had first been shaken by the stones of the intifada and then knocked-down by the 

consensus of his Arab counterparts.

Fakk al-lrtibat

taS cc al-Ra'y al-'Am , 11 August 1988.

I24See the text ofKing Hussein’s speech in FBIS-NES-88-U1; and I .amis Andoni, “Implications for Jordan,” Middle East 
International, 24 June 1988, pp. 5-6. One Arab newspaper did mention that the summit fixed the annual aid level for Jordan at 
USS150 million, while another stated that the specific sums were not fixed, but left for bilateral contacts between Jordan and the Gulf 
states. See Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1988, p. 148 and FBIS-NES-88-112. Later it was reported that Saudi Arabia 
transferred USS59 million to Jordan’s Central Bank on 13 July 1988, and another USS59.3 million on 25 September, but these were 
part o f its 1978 Baghdad summit obligations towards the confrontation states. See FBIS-NES-88-136 and FBIS-NES-88-188.

‘“ For Klaibi’s, the Jordanian’s, and ‘Arafat’s comments see FBIS-NES-88-112 and FBIS-NES-88-I14.
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On the flight back to Amman, the king gathered around him his core group of trusted aides 

and instructed them to prepare the groundwork for Jordan’s disengagement from the West Bank.126 

In fact, shortly after the intifada erupted in December 1987, well before the Algiers Summit was 

convened, a number of them, a small group including Prime Minister Zayd al-Rifa‘i, Minister of 

Court Adnan Abu Odeh, and Chief ofthe Royal Court Marwan al-Qasem, in addition to then Crown 

Prince Hassan, had started pondering a disengagement scenario. This was largely the result of their 

evaluation of the intifada's threats, or potential threats, to the domestic security of the Hashemite 

kingdom and, consequently, the stability of the Hashemite regime.

By restoring the PLO’s central, uncontested, position as the representative of the Palestinians, 

the intifada had triggered alarm bells in the Palace. The king and his closest aides feared that at worst 

the intifada might spill-over to the East Bank, or at least it may invite instability across the river. 

Thus the breakout of the intifada, at a time when the kingdom’s economic conditions were 

deteriorating rapidly, faced the Hashemite regime with its greatest domestic security challenge since 

the clashes of 1970-71. On New Year’s Eve, 1987, several dozen activists from the PFLP and other 

organizations were arrested for fear they may stir up problems on the East Bank. One estimate by 

the Deputy Chief of General Security, General Yusef Garaybeh, put the number of demonstrations 

or attempted demonstrations on the East Bank between December 1987 and March 1988 at 114.127 

The refugee camps were also placed under close intelligence surveillance, and thousands of 

Palestinians were questioned about their activities by the mukhabarat. Indeed, once the intifada 

exploded on the West Bank, the regime and the security services became obsessed with the need to

‘“ Unless otherwise referenced, the details affakkal-irtibat are based on interviews in Amman, November-December 1998.

lI7See As'ad Abdul-Rahman and Riad al-Khouri, “The Meaning of the Intifada for Jordan," in Michael C. Hudson, cd.. 
The Palestinians; New Directions (Washington, DC: Center for Contemporary Arab Studies, Georgetown University, 1990), p. 142.
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contain its effects among East Bank Palestinians. That the Unified National Leadership of the 

intifada expressed openly its hostility to the Hashemite regime, calling upon West Bank 

representatives in the Jordanian Lower House to resign, also served to compound the latter’s 

worries.128 Moreover, the intifada discredited pro-Jordanian notables on the West Bank, and tipped 

the hitherto jealously pursued Jordanian-Palestinian balance of power on the West Bank in favor of 

the latter.129

The intifada was judged threatening to the security ofthe Hashemite regime in other respects 

as well. In Israel, it tended to strengthen the hand of the (from Amman’s perspective) radical Likud 

partner in the coalition government. In fact, when the intifada exploded, some Likud party members 

called for the establishment of a Palestinian state in Jordan as a solution to the Arab-Israeli conflict. 

Moreover, they called for the annexation of the West Bank once most of its Palestinian population 

was forced to move to the East Bank. This thesis, dubbed al-watan al-badeel (substitute homeland), 

was equally alarming to the regime in Jordan.130

Fakkal-irtibat was thus meant to achieve a number of domestic objectives, whose combined 

effects would protect the future stability, let alone existence, ofthe Hashemite monarchy. Primarily, 

it was a precautionary measure to insulate the East Bank from the repercussions of the intifada in 

case this mass uprising succeeded or failed. As such, it was the Hashemite regime’s fall-back on its 

last line of defense, the defense of the security and stability of the East Bank and, hence, the

12,Sce Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1988, p. S80.

l29See Schirin H. Fatfai, The Palestinian Component in Jordan's 1989 Parliamentary Elections (East Jerusalem: PASSIA, 
1995), pp. 9-10.

l30For a discussion of the intifada's domestic threats see Andoni, “Jordan,” pp. 166-173; ai-Ra y  ai- ‘Am, II  August 1988; 
and Falhi. The Palestinian Component in Jordan "s 1989 Parliamentary Elections, pp. 10-11. On the Likud factor see also King 
Hussein’s news conference on 7 August 1988, the first held after the disengagement declaration, in FBIS-NES-88-152.
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protection, ofthe existence of the Hashemite monarchy.131 In this respect, it was a victory for the old, 

East Bank-first, school of Transjordanian nationalism, spearheaded by then Crown Prince Hassan. 

This school had always advocated paying less attention to West Bank affairs, and greater concern 

with the consolidation of the Hashemite state on the East Bank.132 Fakk al-irtibat also aimed at 

delineating the lines between what was Jordanian and what was Palestinian. By renouncing his 

regime’s claims to represent West Bank Palestinians, the Hashemite monarch was dem anding of his 

subjects to choose their allegiances clearly: Palestinians on the East Bank were to consider 

themselves Jordanians. By demonstrating its desire to fly with the Arab flock and delegate all matters 

Palestinian to the PLO, ending years of mutually damaging competition between them, fakk al-irtibat 

would also defuse growing tensions between Transjordanians and Palestinians on the East Bank. 

These tensions had resurfaced in the second half of the 1980s mainly as a result of Jordanian-PLO 

squabbling. However, given that Transjordanians were always jealous of the material fortunes of 

their Palestinian counterparts, these tensions intensified as Jordan’s economic conditions 

deteriorated. Against neorealist theorizing, then, and as a foreign policy choice, fakk al-irtibat was 

not only motivated by mainly domestic considerations, namely to shield the East Bank form the 

intifada's unpredictable ramifications, it was also deployed for domestic political uses, specifically, 

as a cover for a series of restructuring initiatives aimed at fortifying the Hashemite regime’s East 

Bank base. Beyond Jordan, fakk al-irtibat would strip Israel of the “Jordan is Palestine” option. It 

would also entice America to streamline its peace initiative with the Arab consensus regarding the

1JISee Ghassan Salami, “Al-Urdun ‘Ala-l-Mafraq,” [Jordan at the Crossroads] al-Hayat, 3-4 January 1989. For the 
intifada's impact upon the Jordanian regime’s decision-making see the interview with Adnan Abu Odeh in al-M ajalla, 10-16 August 
1988.

132See Paul Lalor, “The Internal Debate in Jordan.” Middle East International, 26 August 1988, pp. 19-20.
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PLO’s central role in any settlement The king also hoped that his decision would force the PLO to 

come to terms with political realities and accept the Jordanian-advocated route to a negotiated 

settlement133

In speeches across the kingdom throughout May 1988, which coincided with the Moslem 

holy month ofRamadan, the king had raised repeatedly the theme of Jordanian-Palestinian relations. 

This indicates that the regime was already contemplating its next step well before the Algiers 

Summit. In his speeches, the king distinguished clearly between the different obligations accruing 

from belonging to two different homelands: the Jordanian and the Palestinian. Jordan would not be 

a substitute for the PLO in any international conference, he insisted, but nor would it ever be a 

substitute homeland for Palestinians. He argued that Parliament’s 14 April 1950 resolution to unite 

both Banks of the Jordan River was not meant as a final settlement of the status of the West Bank. 

Rather, it placed that territory under Jordanian custodianship {wadi 'a), until a solution to the 

Palestinian question was reached or the Palestinian people can exercise their right to self- 

determination. It was up to the PLO to choose how to be represented in the international conference, 

but Jordanian citizens, i.e., Transjordanians and Palestinians residing on the East Bank, have rights 

and obligations as Jordanians first and foremost. Yet despite this emphasis on national unity, the king 

often targeted Transj ordanians for special attention, as the original supporters and defenders of the 

Hashemites. On 8 May, in a fast-breaking (iftar) dinner speech at al-Karak, the king nostalgically 

apologized from Transjordanians for failing to always respond to theirneeds. “My constant work on 

the Arab, international, and Muslim levels,” the king explained, “has deprived me for a long time

lJ3For a discussion o f these objectives see Andoni, “Jordan," pp. 171-173; Abdul-Hadi, The Jordanian Disengagement, 
p. 7; Boulby, “The Ideology and Social Base ofthe Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood,’* pp. 59-60 and 175; Middle East Contemporary 
Survey, 1988, pp. S83-58S; Asher Susser, In Through the Out Door: Jordan's Disengagement and the Middle East Peace Process 
(Washington: The Washington Institute for Near East Policy, 1990), pp. 30-47; and Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, p. 1033.

352

Reproduced with permission o fthe copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



of the opportunity of being among you and with you. However, you are always in my heart”134

Convened when the Hashemite regime was already evaluating the intifada's ram ifications 

on the kingdom’s domestic security, the Algiers Summit served to heighten the king’s, and his 

aides’, apprehensions of Jordan’s continued engagement in the Palestinian question. For the king 

Algiers was “the last straw.”135 In May the regime had also revealed that it had learnt that the PLO 

was willing  to participate in an international conference as part of a joint Egyptian-Palestinian 

delegation, but not in a Jordanian-Palestinian one.136 This also raised the regime’s ire towards the 

PLO. These signals, and the regime’s exasperation with the lack of movement in the peace process, 

which Amman largely blamed on Israeli intransigence and American unwillingness to pressure Israel 

to agree to a withdrawal from the occupied territories, as well as the American administration’s 

expectation that Jordan will negotiate on the PLO’s behalf, converged with the regime’s primary 

concern with the threats posed by the intifada to the kingdom’s domestic security. The result was 

a conviction in the Palace that, at least from Amman’s perspective, it was high time settling Jordan’s 

relation with the Palestinian question once and for all. In this respect, external factors - the Israeli 

and American stances, and the Algiers Summit - help explain the timing o f fakk al-irtibat. However 

it is domestic security considerations that explain the regime’s foreign policy choice to disengage 

from the West Bank; they also explain the domestic political uses for which fakk al-irtibat was 

consequently deployed.

Upon their return to Jordan from Algiers, Rifa‘i, Abu Odeh, and al-Qasem, joined by Crown

,MSee text o f speech in FBIS-NES-88-089. For the king’s May speeches see also FBIS-NES-88-088. 

l3iInternational Herald Tribune, 12 August 1988.

,3<See the text of King Hussein’s speech in ai-Mafraq on 4 May 1988 in FBIS-NES-88-088. See also Abdul-Hadi, The 
Jordanian Disengagement, p. 6; and Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1988, p. S86.

353

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Prince Hassan, Chief of the Armed Forces Sharif Zayd Bin Shakir, and less than a handful of other 

regime insiders, in coordination with the king, held secret meetings to deliberate the kingdom’s 

future and plan the disengagement scenario. The meetings were of such stealthy nature that even 

some members of Jordan’s political elite, considered very close to the regime and the king 

personally, had no knowledge of what was about to unfold. In fact, on 9 June the London-based 

arabic daily Asharq al-Awsat carried an interview with Jordan’s Minister of Information, Hani al- 

Khasawneh, in which he officially dismissed and deplored reports emanating from Jerusalem 

suggesting that Jordan was about to disengage from the West Bank.137 By July, however, and to test 

public reaction, the security services began spreading the disengagement word, though in a 

camouflaged way. Some of Amman’s political saloons picked up the signals, and rumors spread 

predicting that on the day disengagement is declared Transjordanians will rush and take-over public 

sector jobs hitherto staffed by Palestinians. The regime then leaked its disengagement intentions to 

the Amman reporter of the Paris-based Radio Monte Carlo. The report, broadcasted on 25 July, and 

quoting “sources close to the Jordanian Government,” suggested that on 24 July the king had 

informed high-ranking officers in the Jordanian Army of his intentions “to make important political 

changes that will apparently curtail Jordanian influence in the occupied West Bank ” Quoting 

government sources, the report suggested that “the expected changes can be viewed as a 

reconsideration of the Jordanian policy toward the occupied territories following a 7-month uprising 

and following Jordan’s ascertainment of a decline in these territories’ support for i t ”138 Henceforth 

developments unraveled rapidly.

l37For the text o f the interview see FBIS-NES-88-116. 

13,For the text o f the report see FBIS-NES-88-143.
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On 26 July Shimon Peres, then Israel's foreign minister, sent a secret message to King 

Hussein urging him to reconsider any policy changes he was contemplating vis-a-vis the West Bank. 

In his reply the next day, the king was adamant.139 On 28 July Jordan canceled its proposed Five 

Years Plan for the development of the West Bank and Gaza. This step raised eyebrows in Arab 

political circles, in the PLO, and in some Western capitals. It was the regime's first official public 

signal that momentous developments were afoot. On 30 July the king dissolved the Lower House 

of Parliament, half of whose members represented West Bank constituencies, most probably to 

obviate any legislative deliberation or opposition of what was about to unravel. Then on July 31, in 

a televised speech that stunned the kingdom and beyond, the king announced his decision to end 

“legal and administrative ties between the two Banks.” In his well-crafted speech, the king noted the 

recent emergence of a “general Palestinian and Arab orientation towards highlighting the Palestinian 

identity in a comprehensive manner, in every effort or activity related to the Palestinian question and 

its developments.” Moreover, the king continued, “there is a general conviction that maintaining the 

legal and administrative links with the West Bank, and the ensuing Jordanian interaction with our 

Palestinian brothers under occupation, through Jordanian institutions in the occupied territories, 

contradicts this orientation.” The decision to disengage was thus a response to these convictions, 

because it is Jordan's “duty to be part of this [Arab] orientation, and respond to its requirements.” 

To dispel the fears of Jordanian (or East Bank) Palestinians, the king affirmed that “our measures 

regarding the West Bank concern only the occupied Palestinian land and its people. They naturally 

do not relate in any way to Jordanian citizens of Palestinian origin in the Hashemite Kingdom of

I39For the texts of the exchanged messages see Samuel Segev, Crossing the Jordan: Israel's Hard Road to Peace (Mew 
York: S t Martin’s Press, 1998), pp. 345-347.
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Jordan.” These reassurances were followed with warnings against tampering with the kingdom’s 

national unity. The king declared national unity “the foundation of our national security,” and “a 

sacred duty that will not be compromised.” To the Likud hard-liners, the king was emphatic: “Jordan 

is not Palestine; and the independent Palestinian state will be established on the occupied Palestinian 

land after its liberation,” i.e., not on the East Bank.140

Despite these reassurances, however, an apprehensive mood descended upon the kingdom 

in the aftermath ofthe king’s speech. Palestinians were so alarmed that even former foreign ministers 

of Palestinian extraction feared that their passports were about to be confiscated by the mukhabarat. 

These fears were partly due to the secret choreography involved in the fakk al-irtibat declaration, 

which meant that no effort was spent preparing the population for its psychological impact 

Palestinian anxiety was also fueled by the regime’s post-disengagement measures. These measures 

aimed at restructuring the regime’s relations with both East Bank and West Bank Palestinians, re

ordering the Jordanian political house towards greater Jordanization and a concomitant emphasis 

upon the regime’s historical Transjordanian constituency. In the hope of shielding the East Bank 

from the ramifications of the intifada, these measures also sought to draw a clear distinction between 

the East and West Banks, as well as East and West Bankers.

On 1 August, the cabinet stripped West Bankers of their Jordanian citizenship and reduced 

the term of their passports - which now became mere travel documents - from five to two years.141 

On 4 August it announced its decision, effective on 16 August, to terminate the services, and thus 

stop paying the salaries, of some 24,000 civil servants working in official Jordanian departments and

,40For the text o f the speech see al-Dajani and al-Dajani, Al-Madkhal Ha al-Nizam al-Siyasi al-Urduni, pp. 510-520. For 
an English translation see FBIS-NES-88-147.

I41ln 199S Jordan resumed issuing five-year passports to West Bank residents. See Asharq al-Awsat, 13 November 1995.
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institutions on the West Bank. An exception was made for the employees of the Department of 

Awqaf (religious endowments) and the Moslem courts. Retired employees were to receive different 

forms of pension and compensation depending on the duration of their employment, however. On 

5 August a minor cabinet reshuffle was made, replacing the Ministry of Occupied Territories’ 

Affairs, founded in 1971, with the Department of Palestinian Affairs in the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs. This department was placed under the supervision of the minister of foreign affairs. The 

regime’s signal was obvious: henceforth the West Bank is to be considered an external issue. The 

next day a Royal Decree approved the cabinet’s decision to dissolve the Higher Committee for the 

Occupied West Bank Affairs. On 9 August it was decided that the 1986 Electoral Law, which 

included representation for West Bank constituencies, should be amended. The new amendments 

were to rearrange the voting districts for East Bank Palestinian refugee camp constituencies, diluting 

their voting power by integrating them into larger Transjordanian constituencies. On 13 August, four 

Senators, Nay if al-Khuraysheh, Walid Salah, Abdel Majid Shuman, and Hikmat al-Masri, of whom 

the latter three were Palestinians, with al-Masri residing on the West Bank, were relieved of their 

Senate membership by Royal Decree. In their place another decree named Ahmad ‘Ubaydat, ‘ Akif 

al-Fayez, Jamal al-Khuraysheh, and Nizam al-Sharabi as Senators. The new Senators were all East 

Bank residents, with only the latter of Palestinian extraction. The Royal Decree thus reduced 

Palestinian representation in the Upper House, excluding from it West Bank residents. Other 

measures soon followed.

On 20 August, Prime Minister Zayd al-Rifa‘i issued a list of directives meant to put into 

action the disengagement announcement. The second item on the list stated that “Every person 

residing in the West Bank before 31 July 1988 is considered a Palestinian, not a Jordanian national.”
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By implication, those Palestinians residing in the East Bank were considered Jordanians. As then 

Minister of the Interior Raja’i al-Dajani explained, “every citizen who is residing on the West Bank 

or whose normal place of residence is on the West Bank is a Palestinian.” The distinction between 

Jordanian and Palestinian was rendered theoretically clear. Moreover, the new directives invalidated 

family registration books (daftar al- ‘a 'ila) held by West Bank residents, and banned the issuing of 

any new ones to them. Since 1979, these books had been issued to all Jordanian citizens both as a 

means of identification and as proof of eligibility for various government services. Now the 

possession of these family registration books determined Jordanian citizenship, and they were 

henceforth issued only to residents of the East Bank. Residents of the West Bank were allowed to 

retain their family registration books but only as identification documents.142

These restructuring measures were followed by a clamp-down on the local press and on 

Jordanian journalists. Those who did not partake in the regime-inspired information campaign 

ag ainst  the PLO were removed from their posts, including a number of prominent newspaper editors. 

On 25 August the boards of directors of the press companies of three newspapers, Sawt al-Shalb, 

al-Ra 7, and ad-Dustour, were replaced by government-appointed temporary administrative 

committees. Pro-regime Transjordanian columnists hailed the regime’s efforts, welcoming them as 

the first step in a belated, but necessary, reform of the Jordanian press corps.143 In October, 

Transjordanian columnists began advocating the extension of disengagement measures to the

14iFor details o f these restructuring measures see as-Safir, S August 1988; FBIS-NES-88-I50; FBIS-NES-88-151; FBIS- 
NES-88-153; FBIS-NES-88-159; Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1988, pp. 592-595; andFathi, The Palestinian Component in 
Jordan's 1989 Parliamentary Elections, pp. 11-12. AI-Rifa‘t’s directives are in FBIS-NES-88-162, but see also the interview with 
Minister o f the Interior Raja’i al-Dajani in FBIS-NES-88-171. AI-Dajani’s quotation is from an interview with al-Ra 'i on 10
September 1988, reproduced in FBIS-NES-88-178.

I43See FBIS-NES-88-166; and FBIS-NES-88-I68.
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professional syndicates, many of which had branches on the West Bank. They suggested that the

professional syndicates should restrict themselves to purely professional matters.144 The implications 

were indisputable: the naqabat, the traditional hotbeds ofbanned opposition parties, including most 

Palestinian political factions, should be domesticated and Jordanized. Lamis Andoni argues that at 

the time there was “widespread speculation that the government was preparing the ground for 

dissolving the elected councils of the country’s eleven professional associations, both to put an end 

to the influence of PLO groups [in them] and to stop the associations’ political activities.”145 Faced 

with substantial popular disenchantment, the regime ultimately resisted the temptation to clamp 

down on the naqabat.

In some cases Jordanization took more subtle forms. Soon after the disengagement 

declaration, an atmosphere of intimidation against Jordanians of Palestinian origin emerged in the

public sector and among the more hardline Transjordanians. Although there is no evidence to suggest

that these tactics were sanctioned by the government, the general hostile attitude towards the 

suspected "dual loyalty’ of this segment of the East Bank population was enough to silence 

Palestinians. In part, this was a reaction to the PLO’s, as well as the intifada leadership’s, most 

recent pugnacious attitude towards Jordan and the Hashemite monarchy. In tandem with these 

measures, Jordanian authorities tightened restrictions placed on West Bankers who wanted to assume 

residency on the East Bank. The objective was to make Palestinian emigration to the East Bank 

rather difficult. The number of West Bank students studying in East Bank universities was also

l44See Rafcan ai-Majali’s articles “The Unprofessional Professional Syndicates” and “The Professional Syndicates and 
Disengagement” in al-Ra'L, 6 and 7 October 1988, respectively, reproduced in FBIS-NES-88-199.

14S Andoni, “Jordan," p. 175.
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reduced to equal the number of students from other Arab states studying in Jordan.146 Helpless, East 

Bank Palestinians ducked their heads and awaited the passing of the storm.

On the morrow of the disengagement declaration, the Hashemite regime awaited the PLO’s 

reaction. Amman’s refusal to give the PLO prior notice of the disengagement declaration was partly 

a reflection of the reciprocal animosity shared by both sides at the time, but also a test of the PLO’s 

ability to rise to the occasion and shoulder the diplomatic responsibility. In fact, neither in the 

disengagement speech, nor in his 7 August press conference, the first held after fakk al-irtibat, did 

the king formally and unambiguously renounce Hashemite claims over the West Bank. When asked 

by a reporter whether fakk al-irtibat means “that Jordan formally renounces irrevocably sovereignty 

over the West Bank,” the king’s answer, uttered with a laugh, was “did I say that?,” after which the 

king proceeded to rehearse the standard Jordanian explanation, that fakk al-irtibat was a response 

to Palestinian and Arab requests.147 All this would change when the PLO’s reaction to fakk al-irtibat 

finally arrived in middle November 1988.

Between 12-15 November, the PNC held its Nineteenth session in Algiers, proclaimed an 

independent Palestinian state, with Jerusalem as its capital, and accepted UN resolutions 242 and 

338. In other words, the PLO was proposing a two-state solution, thus accepting peace and 

coexistence with Israel.148 Jordan immediately recognized the independent Palestinian state and 

supported the resolutions of the PNC meeting. After all, these measures amounted to a PLO 

acceptance of the American conditions for participation in an international conference, an objective

14*See IbicL, pp. 175-176; and Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1988, pp. 592-593.

“7See the text of the press conference in FBIS-NES-88-152. See also Lamis Andoni, “Hussein Throws out a Multiple 
Challenge," Middle East International, 5 August 1988, pp. 3-4.

‘■“For details see Hunter, The Palestinian Uprising, pp. 157-159.
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tirelessly pursued by Jordan. The PNC resolutions also meant that the PLO was finally, though 

belatedly, rising to the role bestowed upon it at Rabat in 1974. Consequently, the PNC resolutions 

invited the final restructuring measures undertaken on the East Bank in the aftermath offakk al- 

irtibat. On 19 December the cabinet was reshuffled again. The number of ministers of Palestinian 

origin, which had hitherto been always maintained at just about h a lf  the total number, was now 

reduced to one third. Taher al-Masri, who was not privy to the deliberations preceding/a&fc al-irtibat 

albeit he was then foreign minister, was replaced by the regime-insider Marwan al-Qasem. Other 

important changes were also made in the Palace. Field Marshal Sharif Zayd Bin Shakir, then Chief 

of the Armed Forces, was appointed Chief of the Royal Court, with the added role of advisor to the 

king for armed forces affairs. Another senior military officer, ‘Amer Khammash, who had served 

as Chief of Staff during the 1967 War and later minister of defense and Senator, was also appointed 

advisor to the king. The appointment of these senior and immanently loyal military men to strategic 

positions in the Palace reflected the king’s concern with East Bank security at this sensitive juncture 

in the kingdom’s history.149 These restructuring measures, which aimed at consolidating the security 

of the Hashemite regime and kingdom, also spread to the armed forces. It was later reported that 

20,000 soldiers were released from the Jordanian army in the aftermath of fakk al-irtibat}50

The different segments of Jordan’s population had varying reactions to fakk al-irtibat. Anti- 

Palestinian sentiments among hardline Transjordanians, who had always been calling for 

disengagement from the Palestinian question, were hardened. The kingdom’s Transjordanian identity 

was subsequently consolidated. Consequently, tensions between Palestinians and Transjordanians

I4,See Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1988, pp. 605-606.

150See as-Saftr, 5 June 1991.
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were heightened. These tensions erupted into open clashes on the Amman campus of the University 

of Jordan in middle December 1988, during celebrations marking the first anniversary of the intifada. 

Fakk al-irtibat, which was partially conceived as a step to defuse growing tensions between 

Palestinians and Transjordanians on the East Bank, had backfired, at least in the short run. More 

importantly, as aforementioned in the previous chapter, West Bankers reacted to fakk al-irtibat by 

exchanging their Jordanian Dinars for US dollars, instigating a sharp drop in the value of the dinar. 

It was estimated that West Bankers withdrew between USS200-300 million from Jordanian banks 

shortly after the king’s disengagement speech. Fakk al-irtibat also spread panic among Palestinians 

carrying Jordanian passports, who redirected their annual remittances away from Jordan; it also 

sparked capital flight from inside Jordan by Jordanians and Palestinians alike. The cumulative result 

of this downward financial spiral was that by 1989 the Jordanian Dinar had lost close to half of its 

value.151

These short term fallouts of fakk al-irtibat do not negate the precautionary domestic logic 

motivating this foreign policy choice, nor the domestic measures undertaken subsequently. 

Nevertheless, though it is very difficult to retrospectively gauge the impact of the disengagement 

choice, and its domestic consequences, on the regime’s ability to respond to habat nisan, it may be 

argued that without disengaging from the West Bank, the regime may have been unable to respond 

swiftly and hold Parliamentary elections on the East Bank. This is especially salient given that the 

November 1989 elections were chiefly responsible for defusing the tensions generated by the April 

riots. Fakk al-irtibat may have also affected the PLO’s behavior throughout habat nisan. When the 

riots exploded in April, the PLO played a moderating role, issuing strict instructions to its

l5lSee Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1988, p. 604; and Fathi, Jordan -  An Invented Nation, p. 172.

362

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



representatives in Jordan, especially in the refugee camps, to restrain Palestinian participation and 

reactions.132 In many respects, then, the Hashemite regime’s fateful choice in July 1988 was a wise 

precautionary measure, and may have also contributed to its successful navigation through the 

troubled waters stirred by habat nisan. The domestic motivations underlying the July 1988 foreign 

policy choice, and the consequent domestic restructuring measures undertaken by the regime, had 

protected the Hashemite monarchy and its East Bank bastion from unpredictable potential instability 

unleashed by the intifada. In this respect, fakk al-irtibat is another example of the overlap between 

domestic and foreign politics in Jordan. It is also an example of a foreign policy choice whose 

explanatory logic runs against neorealist theorizing: namely, against the central role attributed by 

neorealism to external miliary power or threats in explaining foreign policy and alignm ent choices. 

Instead, the preceding analysis suggests that fakk al-irtibat was not only motivated by mainly 

domestic security considerations, it was also deployed for domestic political uses aimed at 

consolidating the durability of the Hashemite regime. Yet fakk al-irtibat was not the last episode 

when domestic security exigencies played a central role in determining the Hashemite regime’s 

foreign policy and alignment choices. In the summer of 1990, a sim ila r  scenario transpired.

4.5 The Summer of Saddam: Domestic Constraints and Alignment Choices, 1990-91

On 2 August 1990, the Iraqi army roared into Kuwait, occupying the hapless oil sheikhdom 

in a matter of hours.153 The subsequent landing of American troops in Saudi Arabia, and the division

inSee Andoni, “Jordan,” pp. 179*180; and Shibley Telhami, “Arab Public Opinion and the Gulf War,” Political Science 
Quarterly 108,3, (Fall 1993), p. 446.

,53For exhaustive studies of the events leading up to the 1990 Gulf War, and beyond, see Muhammad Hasanayn Heflcal, 
Harb al-Khaleej: Awham al-Qowa wa-l-Nasr [The GulfWan Illusions ofPowerand Triumph] (Cairo: Markaz al-Ahram Iil-Tarjama 
wa-l-Nashr, 1992); Lawrence Freedman and Efraim Karsh, The G ulf Conflict, 1990-1991: Diplomacy and War in the New World

363

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



of the Arab world into states that joined the American-led coalition arrayed against Iraq and those

that did not, deeply ruptured the Arab states system. The dilemma of the Hashemite regime was 

singularly unenviable. Albeit it condemned the use of force in settling inter-Arab disputes and 

continued to recognize the pre-invasion Kuwaiti government, the hitherto pro-Western Hashemite 

regime, historically allied with the conservative Arab camp, and dependent for its financial survival 

on the m agnanim ity  of Western and Arab Gulf states, stubbornly refused to publicly and directly 

denounce the Iraqi regime and its occupation of Kuwait, and condemned the deployment of Western 

troops in the region. In the summer of 1990, then, Jordan opted for an alignment choice that, though 

attempting to m aintain  an equidistance between Iraq and the rest of the world, was plagued by an 

inescapable perceived tilt toward the former side. The following discussion explains the reasons 

behind this alignment choice, rooting it in primarily domestic constraints and exigencies, ones that

the Hashemite regime could ignore only at the risk of threatening its stability and continuity.

The Descent to August 1990

The first salvo in the countdown to the 1990 Gulf crisis was fired by Saddam Hussein in his 

speech to the Arab Cooperation Council summit held in Amman on 23-24 February 1990.,S4 This 

ACC sum m it  convened when Amman was expressing public concern with the escalating trend of 

Soviet Jewish im m igration to Israel. K ing Hussein feared that this might trigger the Hashemite’s 

nightmare scenario: a large-scale Palestinian exodus from the West Bank to Jordan proper,

Order (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993); and Majid Khadduri and Edmund Gharceb, War in the Gulf, 1990-91: Thelraq- 
Kuwait Conflict and its Implications (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997). For the American role see Bob Woodward, The 
Commanders (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1991); and James A. Baker, HI., The Politics ofDiplomacy: Revolution, War and Peace, 
1989-1992 (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1995), pp. 260-442.

IMThe ACC was formed on 16 February 1989. It included Egypt, Iraq, Jordan and North Yemen. The ACC later collapsed 
in the aftermath o f the 1990-91 Gulf crisis. For a discussion ofthe origins and uses ofthe ACC see Curtis R. Ryan, “Jordan and the 
Rise and Fall o f the Arab Cooperation Council,” Middle East Journal 52,3, (Summer 1998), pp. 386-401.
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destabilizing the kingdom’s already tenuous demographic balance, and hence threatening the stability 

of the monarchy. On 24 February, Saddam delivered a sharp, anti-American speech to the summit. 

It was laden with references to the Palestinian struggle, American support to Israel, and the need for 

a concerted Arab effort to stave-off American hegemony over the region. The shift in the global 

balance of power, engendered by the decline ofthe Soviet Union, had left the Arab region exposed 

to unchallenged American designs, Saddam contended. Most importantly, Saddam’s speech 

contained a bombshell that caught his audience off-guard: he argued that since the reasons for the 

deployment of the American fleet in Gulf waters had lapsed, and by that he meant the Iran-Iraq War 

and Iran’s attacks against Kuwaiti oil tankers, America should state its intention to withdraw its fleet 

from the area. Failure to do so, Saddam suggested, “give Arabs reason to feel suspicious of U.S. 

policies and intentions as to whether it is officially and actually interested in a termination of the 

Iraq-Iran war and [in contributing]... to [the] much needed regional stability.”155 While most of the 

rhetoric in Saddam’s speech, which was carried live on Jordanian television, was seemingly intended 

for the Palestinian audience inside the occupied territories, on the streets of Amman it was 

interpreted as yet another reminder that ultimately America was responsible for Israel’s aggressive 

schemes against its neighboring Arab states.156 The anti-American cadence of Saddam’s speech 

resonated perfectly with Jordanian public opinion, earning him a heavy doze of popularity 

throughout the kingdom. This popularity later soared when, in a speech to members of the Iraqi 

military command broadcasted on 2 April, Saddam revealed that Iraq possessed binary chemical

1J3Scc the text of Saddam’s speech in FBIS-NES-90-039. For summit details see FBIS-NES-90-039 and FBIS-NES-90-040.

15*See Heikal, H art al-Khaleej, p. 227; and Mustafa B. Hamarneh, “Jordan Responds to the Gulf Crisis," in Phyllis Bcnnis 
and Michel Moushabecic, eds., Beyond the Storm: A G ulf Crisis Reader (Brooklyn, NY.: Olive Branch Press, 1991), p. 232.
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weapons, and threatened to “make fire eat half of Israel if it tried [to strike] against Iraq.”157 Saddam 

had struck a sensitive chord among peoples whose opposition to Israel’s actions, and to what was 

perceived as America’s unconditional support to Israel, had been pilling up for decades.

These developments transpired at a time when Jordan was experiencing the aftereffects of 

the political liberalization initiated on the morrow of habat nisan. As described in the preceding 

chapter, this liberalization process paved the way for the restructuring of the Hashemite regime’s 

relation with the different components of Jordanian society. In addition to the stubbornly active role 

of the professional syndicates, political parties, parliamentary blocs, unions, and voluntary 

associations renewed their activity in the kingdom’s newly relaunched political process. Jordanians 

had by then come to enjoy considerable political and civil liberties, especially after the regime lifted, 

or opted to ignore, a host of legal and extra-legal restrictions on political activity. The ban on non

regime-threatening free political expression was a relic of a past era. In the sum m er  of 1990 the 

kingdom had also barely begun making progress in its efforts to bring the previous years’ economic 

crises under control. This was accomplished largely through the 1990 austerity budget which aimed 

at reducing consumption and slashed government spending. The economic crisis had not yet passed, 

however, and the Hashemite regime was tirelessly searching for external aid to the kingdom’s 

beleaguered economy. An opportunity to do so emerged in late May 1990, when Arab states, with 

the exception of Syria and Lebanon, gathered for an emergency summit meeting in Baghdad on 28- 

JO May 1990.

The Baghdad Summit, dubbed ‘the Arab National Security Summit,’ was convened 

ostensibly to discuss threats to Arab national security posed by Israel: namely, the rising scale of

l5TSee text o f the speech in FBIS-NES-90-064.
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Soviet Jewish immigration and purported threats against Iraq from Israel and America. The summit 

was unusual by any standard. Most Arab leaders, especially those of Egypt and the Gulf states, were 

uneasy with Saddam’s belligerent and hectoring tone throughout the summit For King Hussein, the 

summit was an opportunity to plead for aid to salvage Jordan’s faltering economy. In his moving 

speech to the sum m it on 28 May, he couched his pleas in the language of pan-Arab security and 

responsibility. Soviet Jewish immigration, the king argued, poses a grave threat to the stability ofthe 

Hashemite kingdom, and hence the Arab world. After all, the king noted, “at whose expense are 

these people to be settled and where will the Palestinian people be pushed?” To face these threats, 

and to play its role as a “forward trench” in the Arab line of defense against Israel, Jordan needs 

urgent Arab aid. Moreover, the devaluation of the Jordanian Dinar, a consequence of Jordan’s 

economic troubles, had weakened the steadfastness of the Palestinians in the occupied territories. 

“Therefore, all we are asking is for you to provide Jordan with the means of its strength and 

steadfastness so it can entrench the bases of its economic and social security and build its Jordanian 

military strength on its Jordanian land [to]... resist militarily until Arab military support arrives if 

it is exposed to an aggression.” After all, the king complained bitterly, “it is illogical that, despite 

our understanding of the close relationship between defensive, economic, and social security, the 

strong should refrain from supporting the weak.” Against the advice of his senior advisors, the king 

concluded his speech with a poignant lament: “I have talked about my country with such candor and 

bitterness in the hope that the day will never come in which I and my people in Jordan ... have 

nothing to repeat on every lip but the painful cry by the Arab poet: They have lost me, and what a 

brave man they have lost, for he would have defended their frontiers on the evil day.”158

,3,For the text of King Hussein’s speech see FBIS-NES-90-104.
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That the king came close to tears as he pleaded for emergency financial aid from his wealthier 

counterparts left an indelible mark on his audience, in the summit and at home. Saddam pressed his 

Arab counterparts hard to come to Jordan’s aid, pledging to help Amman despite Iraq’s own 

economic difficulties. Indeed, in the aftermath ofthe summit Iraq promised to donate US$50 million 

in aid to Jordan. Saddam’s efforts on Jordan’s behalf with other Arab leaders were also fruitful. In 

June 1990 it was reported that before the end of the year Jordan could expect up to US$600 million 

in Arab aid in response to the king’s urgent appeals in the Baghdad Summit. In fact, directly on the 

heels of the s u m m i t  Jordan received US$ 100 million in urgent aid from Saudi Arabia. This sum was 

but the first instalment of an aid package promised by Riyadh during the summit Jordan had also 

already received in 1990 US$ 135 million in aid, plus US$20 million worth of petroleum products, 

from oil producing Arab countries.159

Although Saddam used the Baghdad Summit to reiterate his anti-American and anti-Israeli 

discourse in the face of what he described as an American and Israeli plot aimed at emasculating a 

rising Arab military power, he had other grievances as well. At the heart of his aggressive posturing 

was the desire to arrest Iraq’s economic decline. The 1980-88 Iran-Iraq War had devastated both the 

Iraqi landscape and economy. Iraq owed the Gulf states billions of dollars in debt, and the post-war 

reconstruction effort required substantial capital input Thus when the Kuwaiti emir remained 

unmoved by K ing  Hussein’s picas during the sum m it, Saddam was infuriated, and in the summit’s 

closed sessions unleashed an indirect attack against those whom he accused of overproducing beyond 

their OPEC quotas, causing a glut in the oil market, decreasing oil prices, and consequently incurring 

upon Iraq and the Arab world billions of dollars annually in lost revenues. Iraq, in other words, was

,HSee as-Safir. 26 June 1990; FBIS-NES-90-106; and Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1990, p. 142.

368

Reproduced with permission o fthe copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



being strangled financially by its own kin, namely Kuwait and the UAE. Efforts by Egypt and Saudi 

Arabia to contain the subsequent crisis betweenlraqandKuwait over debts, overproduction, Kuwaiti 

oil production from the Rumaila oilfield, and the demarcation of boundaries between the two 

countries proved stillborn, however, and on 2 August Iraq occupied Kuwait.160 

Against All Odds?

Immediately after the invasion, public support in Amman for Iraq among critical segments 

of the population was neither unanimous nor especially boisterous.161 Though the regime had stood 

solidly behind Iraq throughout the Iran-Iraq War, the Islamist trend in the kingdom, a major agent 

of popular mobilization, was loyal to its Saudi financial benefactors. The Palestinian component of 

public opinion was also unusually wary. However the regime’s refusal to directly denounce Iraq’s 

actions, with the king even praising Saddam as an “Arab patriot” only two days after Iraq’s tanks 

crashed into Kuwait, and a sustained and euphoric press campaign championing the Iraqi cause, 

galvanized popular support for Iraq in Jordan.162 In fact, the term ‘invasion’ was avoided in press 

discussions and commentaries. Instead, as one editorial described it, Iraq’s “presence” in Kuwait was 

the result of a sustained campaign “against the legitimate rights oflraq, a matter that compelled Iraqi 

... decisionmakers to make this move and that prompted Iraq to move to defend... [its] interests and 

natural rights.”163 From the public’s perspective these signals implied that despite its declared neutral 

position, the regime was not necessarily against what had befallen Kuwait. When, on 6 August,

'“ For the Baghdad Summit see Hcikal, ffarb al-Khaleej, pp. 307*311; Sa‘d al-Bazzaz, Harb Talid Okhra: Al-Tarikh al- 
Sirri li-Hctrb al-Khaieej [A War Engenders Another The SecretHistory oftheGuifWar] (Amman: Al-Ahliyyalil-Nashr wa-l-Tawzi\ 
1992), pp. 42-43; FBIS-NES-90-103; FBIS-NES-90-I04; and FBIS-NES-90-105.

‘‘‘Unless otherwise referenced, the following discussion is based on interviews in Amman, November-December 1998.

‘“ King Hussein’s interview with the British Channel 4, carried on Jordanian television, reproduced in FBIS-NES-90-tSl.

‘“ Editorial in ad-Dustour, 3 August 1990, reproduced in FBIS-NES-90- ISO. Editorials in al-Ra’i voiced similar sentiments.
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Saudi King Fahd invited American forces to his kingdom, and UN resolutions condemning Iraq’s 

action mushroomed, Jordanian public opinion united solidly behind Iraq, and in many ways behind 

King Hussein.

Throughout the early weeks ofthe crisis, the king was categorical in his condemnation ofthe 

acquisition of land by force. The Hashemite monarch sought what he dubbed ‘an Arab solution’ to 

the crisis, shuttling from one Arab capital to another, and in the wee hours after Iraq’s invasion 

pleaded with George Bush to allow him some time to realize such a solution. Yet he refused to 

denounce Saddam or Iraq directly, or condemn the Iraqi invasion, arguing that such a move would 

only impede efforts to resolve the crisis swiftly and amicably, and invite the internationalization of 

the crisis. Time and time again in interviews with Western reporters the king argued that “the 

problem did not come out of the blue,” implying that Iraq's actions were rooted in historical 

grievances. He contended that on a number of occasions, and certainly in the 1990 Baghdad Sum m it, 

Iraq had voiced its grievances against Kuwait, but that its protestations went unheeded. Saddam, the 

king insisted, “is an Arab patriot in the minds of many, not only in Iraq, but throughout the Arab 

world.” The king also warned against Western military intervention in the region, arguing that this 

would only complicate the situation and render it explosive.164

When Arab leaders gathered in Cairo for an emergency sum m it on 10 August, the king 

reminded his audience that Arab states are indebted to Iraq who defended their security against the 

Iranian menace, and who, after the end ofthe Iran-Iraq War, faced “campaigns of distortion, slander, 

and defamation.” The aim of these campaigns was to prepare “world opinion for a blow against Iraq

15<For these positions sec the texts o f King Hussein’s interviews with the British Channel 4 on 4 August, in FBIS-NES-90- 
151; with NBC on 5 August, in FBIS-NES-90-152; with CBS on 6 August, in FBIS-NES-90-152; and with reporters at the Royal 
Court in Amman on 8 and 22 August, in FBIS-NES-90-154 and FBIS-NES-90-164 respectively. Hussein’s tireless, but ultimately 
futile, efforts to ensure an Arab solution to the crisis are described exhaustively in Heikal, Harb at-Khaleej, pp. 361-461.
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to cut its role down to size, weaken it, and... prepare to liquidate it as a promising power in the large 

Arab homeland.” When Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak, despite the protestations of a number 

of Arab leaders, put to vote a controversial resolution introduced by Saudi Arabia and tabled by ten 

Arab countries - the six Gulf states plus Egypt, Syria, Morocco, and Somalia - Jordan, joined by 

Algeria and Yemen, abstained from voting.165 The resolution was adopted as the summit’s final 

resolution, albeit it contravened Article 6 of the Arab League Charter, which stipulates that in the 

case of inter-state aggression resolutions should be adopted by a unanimous vote. The resolution 

denounced Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, called upon Iraq to withdraw immediately its forces from 

Kuwait, and complied with Saudi Arabia’s and the other Gulf states’ request “to dispatch Arab 

forces to support their Armed Forces in the defense of their territories and territorial integrity against 

any foreign aggression.” Jordan considered the resolution intentionally counterproductive to efforts 

at promoting an Arab solution to the crisis, and a cover for foreign intervention before such a 

solution was found. Moreover, upon reading its text, the king’s advisors had concluded that it was 

probably not drafted in Arabic, suggesting that it had originated in Washington.166

Despite his efforts on Iraq’s behalf, the king was scrupulous not to break his relations with 

the Gulf states beyond repair. The regime avoided any direct condemnation of Saudi Arabia’s 

acceptance of American military deployments on its territory - albeit the Saudi decision effectively 

eliminated the prospect for achieving an Arab solution. This did not save the kingdom from Saudi

l6iThe resolution was endorsed by Egypt, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Kuwait, Qatar, Oman, Bahrain, Syria, Morocco, Somalia, 
Lebanon, and Djibouti. It was rejected by Iraq and Libya, while Mauritania, Sudan, and the PLO expressed their reservations.

'“ For details of the summit’s proceedings see Heikal, Harb al-Khaleej, pp. 421-438; and al-Bazzaz, Harb Talid Okhra, 
pp. 99-122. Forthesummit’s resolution see FBIS-NES-90-156. The text ofKing Hussein’s unprepared speech is reproduced in FBIS- 
NES-90-I57. For Jordan’s position see the Jordanian government’s White Paper entitled “Jordan and the Gulf Crisis: August 1990- 
March 1991," published in August 1991. reproduced in FBIS-NES-91-176.
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wrath, however, and the Hashemite regime may have not anticipated the severity of Saudi 

indignation. In fact, Riyadh reacted harshly, withdrawing all promises of aid made in the Baghdad 

Sum m it. Oil shipments to Jordan were halted, Jordanian diplomats were expelled from Riyadh, 

lorries carrying Jordanian products were not allowed entry to, or passage through, Saudi territories, 

and the Saudi-Jordanian border was temporarily closed. Furthermore, the Saudis began agitating 

against  the Hashemite regime among the southern Jordanian tribes. Some leaders ofthe Huwaytat, 

Banu ‘Atiya, and al-Ma‘ayta tribes openly voiced pro-Saudi sentiments, praising what they called 

King Fahd’s ‘pro-Jordanian and Palestinian policies.’ The kingdom’s security forces retaliated, 

obliging some tribal leaders with a round of interrogation. The Saudis were also provoked by King 

Hussein’s comments during a televised address to the American people on 22 September. In his 

address the king argued that though “Jordan recognizes the sovereign right of Saudi Arabia to seek 

assistance from friendly states..., we strongly feel that the presence of the United States and allied 

forces on the land of the state which is the custodian of the two holiest shrines of Islam must be 

terminated within the shortest possible period of time lest it results in incalculable grave 

consequences involving Arabs and Muslims the world over for generations to come.” He also 

warned that the presence of American troops in Saudi Arabia united the hitherto antagonistic forces 

of “secular nationalism and religious conservatism” in the region. These bitter comments unleashed 

a war of words between Saudi Arabia and Jordan, played out on American newspapers. The regime 

in Amman responded by allowing the Jordanian press to publish articles critical of Saudi Arabia, 

though no personal criticism against King Fahd was sanctioned.167

ls7For the Saudi-Jordanian confrontation see Le Monde, 3 October 1990; Lamis Andoni, “Jordan and Saudi Arabia: Rock 
Bottom,” Middle East International, 12 October 1990, pp. 11-12; Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1990, p. 156; FBIS-NES-90- 
173; and FBIS-NES-90-194. For the text of King Hussein’s address see FBIS-NES-90-185. Sa‘d al-Bazzaz claims that in a  meeting 
on 2 July 1992 with American Secretary ofState James Baker, King Fad commented that “we thought that Jordan would die because
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Saudi retaliation was not the only source of economic and financial worry for the Hashemite 

regime. The crisis itselfj and Amman’s ‘neutral’ stance, all but closed off the kingdom’s revenue 

sources. Aid from the Gulf states and America was halted. Trade with Iraq, Jordan’s main market 

and source of petroleum products, came to a standstill, and Baghdad was in no position to pay its 

debt to Jordan, which in autumn 1989 was around US$835 million. Remittances from expatriate 

workers in the Gulf were reduced severely, and revenues from tourism and from trade through the 

‘Aqaba port all but evaporated. In the spring of 1991, Jordan’s unemployment rate reached nearly 

40 percent, compared with 15 percent before 1990.168 However just when the kingdom was facing 

an economic nightmare, it was bashing in the light of an unprecedented degree of domestic unity, 

glued by a honeymoon between the Hashemite monarch and Jordanians of all extractions.

The deployment ofWestem, but especially American, troops in the Gulf played a crucial role 

in galvanizing and uniting Jordanians of all ideological trends behind Saddam’s Iraq, and against 

America and the ruling regimes of the Gulf. What had started as one Arab state’s occupation of 

another was now depicted in the Jordanian press as a confrontation between “the Arabs and 

imperialism,” with the West poised to impose its hegemony over Arab lands.169 The reasons behind 

these popular reactions are not difficult to discern.

For most Jordanians, Iraq had emerged as the last protective shield against an increasingly 

omnipotent Israel. Jordanians feared that an increase in Soviet Jewish immigration will weaken the 

Palestinian demographic factor in Israel proper or, even worst, will trigger a new Palestinian exodus

of the blockade, but we discovered that they were wealthier than what we had anticipated.” See al-Bazzaz, Harb Talid Okhra, p. 224.

'“ See Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1990, p. 474; and Adam Garfinkle, “The Nine Lives o f Hashemite Jordan,” in 
Robert B. Satloff etL, The Politics o f Change in the Middle East (Boulder: Westview Press, 1993), pp. 98-99.

'“ Quoted in Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1990, p. 469.

373

Reproduced with permission o fthe copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



to the East Bank. These long-held apprehensions were compounded with the formation in early June 

1990 of what was viewed in the Arab world as the most right-wing government in Israel’s history. 

Long-held Jordanian popular attitudes towards Kuwait and Kuwaiti nationals also hardened pro-Iraq 

sentiments.170 That Kuwait was the most miserly and unforthcoming Gulf state in response to the 

Hashemite kingdom’s financial pleas was an open secret among Jordanians. They considered 

petrodollar aid as part and parcel of the Gulf states’ pan-Arab obligations towards the confrontation 

front-line states in the struggle to contain Israel. Moreover, many Jordanians who had sojourned in 

Kuwait as expatriate workers, felt that their efforts in building the infrastructure and professional 

sectors of the Gulf states were not adequately rewarded. Gulf states denied them permanent 

residency, and beginning in the middle 1970s made their lives increasingly difficult. Consequently, 

most Jordanians believed that Arab petrodollars were being unjustly squandered to satisfy the 

unsatiable appetites and luxurious life-styles of the Gulf societies, at the expense of a fairer division 

of Arab wealth. This wealth, Jordanians argued, should have been spent funding the intifada, as well 

as Jordan’s efforts to solve its economic problems. Thus in the Summer of 1990 Saddam emerged 

as the defender of the Arab have-nots against the haves of the rich Gulf monarchies and emirates. 

Moreover, the rumor mill in the kingdom adopted the view that in contrast to his neutral official 

public stance, the king’s private position on the crisis was closer to that of the average Jordanian. 

It was no secret that the king was anti-Sabah, and that he felt that the Kuwaiti ruling family was 

finally and deservedly getting a taste of the humiliation it had visited upon him whenever he 

requested aid for his battered economy. This was especially true given Kuwait’s insouciance at the

‘N evertheless, some segments o f Jordanian society were sympathetic to the plight of the Kuwaitis. The dominant trend 
was pro-Iraq, however. Interview with Kamel Abu Jaber, former Foreign Minister. Senator and President o f the Institute o f 
Diplomacy. Amman, 29 November 1998.
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Baghdad Summit That a global armada was swiftly deployed to protect the riches of the Gulf states 

only added credence to the popular view that the guardians of the imbalanced and oppressive status 

quo were quick to answer the call of their regional agents. Stark contrasts were drawn between the 

international community’s swift reaction to Iraq’s occupation of Kuwait compared with the failure 

to force an Israeli withdrawal from occupied Arab territories. Finally, underlying all these sentim ents 

was the Arab nationalist dream, battered by years of perpetual defeats, of a united homeland free 

from neo-colonial domination.171

All these Jordanian grievances converged in the emergence of an unprecedented united pro- 

Iraqi popular stance in Jordan, one that cut across ideological, national, regional, gender, and class 

barriers. The Moslem Brotherhood, who initially objected to Iraq’s use of force against Kuwait, and 

had traditionally opposed Saddam and the ruling Ba‘th party in Iraq, ultimately succumbed to public 

pressure and joined in the kingdom’s pro-Iraqi frenzy. As aforementioned, the crucial catalyst in this 

transformation was the arrival of American troops in Saudi Arabia, a move that was interpreted as 

a violation of Riyadh’s custodianship over the holy places. Consequently, the whole spectrum of 

political groups and parties, ranging from the conservative Islamists to the radical secular pan-Arab, 

communist, and other leftists parties, united against the deployment of coalition forces in the Gulf, 

and in support of Iraq and the Hashemite regime’s stance. One indication of this united political 

stand was the formation in late August of the Jordanian National Front, gathering the kingdom’s 

myriad political parties in what the Jordan Times dubbed a “rainbow coalition” formed to protest 

the deployment of American troops in the region. This anti-American and pro-Iraqi stance was also

mFor discussions o f these factors see Lamis Andoni, “Consensus Against America,” Middle East International, 14 
September 1990, pp. 11-12; and Brand, “Liberalization and Changing Political Coalitions,” pp. 23-28.
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dominant in the professional syndicates. This haven of opposition groups stood solidly behind Iraq, 

supporting firmly what was described as Baghdad’s efforts at liberating Kuwait and the Arab world 

from American and Western hegemony. In the summer o f1990, then, political groups, Parliamentary 

blocs, professional syndicates, unions, and popular associations all joined ranks in their support of 

Iraq and the king’s perceived stance, and perhaps for the first time in many decades the king’s 

pictures were raised in rallies organized by leftists groups. Given this happy marriage between 

regime and citizens, the mukhabarat opted to keep its distance and monitor the situation from the 

sidelines.172

Most importantly, however, support for Iraq bridged the kingdom’s seemingly unbridgeable 

Transj ordanian-Palestinian national divide. Tensions between the two communities had survived the 

king’s disengagement declaration in July 1988 and the subsequent habat nisan. Nothing, or so it 

seemed, could heal the rift between the two communities. Iraq’s occupation of Kuwait proved to be 

a temporary elixir, however. United by their animosity towards Kuwait’s ruling family and 

population, receptive to Saddam’s Arab nationalist discourse, and staunchly opposed to the 

deployment of American troops against Iraq, the two communities shelved their differences and 

anim osities, and united their ranks behind their king. This was no small transformation. After all, 

since 1948 Palestinian lore had revolved around the shameful role attributed to the Hashemites in 

the loss of Palestine. Moreover, Palestinians on the East Bank were always suspicious that the 

Hashemite monarch’s unstated position on the Arab-Israeli conflict was detrimental to Palestinian 

national aspirations. Suddenly the king’s position during the Gulf crisis earned him much adoration

172 See FBIS-NES-90-168; Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1990, pp. 469-473; Andoni, “Consensus Against America,” 
pp. 11-12; Brand, “Liberalization and Changing Political Coalitions,” pp. 29-30; and Beverley Milton-Edwards, “A Temporary 
Alliance with the Crown: The Islamic Response in Jordan,” in James Piscatori, ecL, Mamie Fundamentalism and the G ulf Crisis 
(Chicago: The Fundamentalist Project and The American Academy of Arts and Sciences, 1991), pp. 88-108.
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among the kingdom’s Palestinians. This newly-found admiration played an instrumental role in 

defusing tensions between Transjordanians and Palestinians on the East Bank.173 

Domestic Constraints and the 1990-91 Alignment Choice

Given the devastating costs of Jordan’s stance during the Gulf crisis, why then did the regime 

opt for this particular alignment choice? Why did it not join the coalition forces and reserve a place 

in the good financial books of the Arab Gulf states? Why did King Hussein strive tirelessly for an 

Arab solution? Answers to these questions entail a brief analysis of Jordanian-Iraqi relations 

preceding the events of 2 August

Cooperation between Jordan and Iraq dated back to the late 1970s, when Saddam sought to 

lure the Hashemite monarch away from Syria’s Asad. The king - who had turned towards Syria in 

reaction to Egyptian and Saudi support of the Rabat Summit resolution in 1974 - was never truly 

attached to his Syrian connection. Accepting Saddam’s overtures was not a difficult choice to make. 

After all, an oil rich and powerful Iraq presented both material and strategic incentives: Jordan 

received financial aid, monopolized the trade route to Iraq, and secured the strategic military depth 

it required to neutralize any potential threats it faced from Israel and Syria, and later revolutionary 

Iran. Jordan benefitted handsomely from its Iraqi ally: Iraqi imports in 1980-1981 reached a record 

US$214 million; transport trade through the ‘Aqaba port skyrocketed; and by middle 1990 

approximately three-fourth of Jordan’s industry was producing primarily for export to Iraq. The 

kingdom also depended on Iraqi oil for 80 to 90 percent of its needs. Moreover, Iraqi financial 

largess was bestowed upon various groups in Jordan, especially in the press and among the tribes.

l73See Brand, “Liberalization and Changing Political Coalitions,’* pp. 30-34; and Hamarneh, “Jordan Responds to the Gulf 
Crisis,” pp. 235-238.
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It even reached the ruling regime, with Saddam going as far as refurbishing the Hashemite family 

tombs.174

King Hussein solidly backed Saddam throughout the Iran-Iraq War. This stance earned him 

immense credibility and prestige in Baghdad, especially with Saddam, who treated the Hashemite 

monarch as a big brother. Saddam also provided King Hussein with what one veteran Jordanian 

politician dubs “political protection” from both external and internal threats to the Hashemite 

monarchy. Externally, Iraq was a counterweight to both Israel and Syria, now that the threat from 

Iran had subsided after the death of Ayatollah Khomeini. Internally, the king hoped that Iraq would 

not only extend much needed economic support to salvage the kingdom’s faltering economy, it 

would also convince other Arab states to do the same, as transpired in the 1990 Baghdad Summit. 

The king also sought to deploy Saddam’s clout with the PLO to check Palestinian excesses in Jordan, 

and thus force the PLO to respect Jordanian sovereignty. Indeed, on a number of occasions Saddam 

signaled to the PLO that he was unwilling to compromise the stability of the Hashemite regime.

When the Gulf crisis broke out, the king’s first reaction was to seek a quick Arab resolution. 

He rightly concluded that the internationalization ofthe crisis would transform radically the regional 

status quo. This explains the king’s initial efforts to ensure an amicable, Arab resolution to the crisis. 

It would be wrong to conclude, however, that the king’s efforts on Iraq’s behalf were aimed 

primarily at protecting Jordan’s economic ties with Baghdad.175 After all, the economic costs 

incurred from straddling the Arab fence were staggering. Once his efforts failed, and as the tidal

l74See Amatzia Baram, “Baalhi Iraq and Hashemite Jordan: From Hostility to Alignment,” Middle East Journal 45, I, 
(Winter 1991), pp. 51-70; Nahed Hattar. “‘Asha’er al-Urdun Takhsaru Dawlataha,” [Jordan’s Tribes Lose their State] as-Safir, 13 
March 1998; Financial Times, 18 August 1990. For Jordan’s support during the Iran-Iraq War see W. Andrew Terrill, “Saddam’s
Closest Ally: Jordan and the Gulf War,” Journal o f South Asian and Middle Eastern Studies 9 ,2 , (Winter 1985), pp. 43-54.

l73For one van ant o f this argument see Baram, “Baathi Iraq and Hashemite Jordan,” p. 67.
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wave of pro-Saddam sentiments swept across the Jordanian Army and peoples, the king’s alternative 

option was to forestall a military confrontation and the collapse of Iraq.176 By then it had become 

impossible for the regime to change course, assuming such a scenario was entertained, or temper 

what was perceived domestically as its pro-Iraqi stance, without risking domestic instability or even 

a blood-bath. Pro-Iraqi sentiments had developed into a mass movement cutting across the 

kingdom’s different socio-political and class cleavages, and engulfed also the armed forces. These 

constraining domestic exigencies were present as early as the first week and a half of August when 

the king met secretly in 1 Aqaba with then Israeli Prime Minister Shamir. In this meeting the king 

informed Shamir that the pro-Saddam current in the kingdom was very strong and, perhaps more 

importantly, that there was overwhelming majority in the Jordanian Army in support of Saddam. In 

other words, the king had to maintain a stance in harmony with that of the public. The political costs 

of doing otherwise would have been too high, jeopardizing the stability ofthe Hashemite monarchy, 

its control over the liberalization process underway, and the loyalty of the army. The king asked 

Shamir to accept his alignment with Iraq, and to communicate his predicament to the American 

administration such that it acts accordingly.177 In fact, in his memoirs, then Secretary of State James 

Baker HI reveals that the king “remained in contact with Shamir” throughout the Gulf crisis, and that 

in one of these meetings Hussein “told Shamir that if war came, he would be forced to attack any 

Israeli aircraft entering Jordanian airspace on its way to strike Iraq. Shamir knew Israeli pilots would 

respond in kind, and suddenly the specter of a wider war between Israel and the Arabs would be 

realized.” Baker remarks that “Shamir understood frill well that Israel must not play into Saddam’s

l76See the discussion o f the king’s efforts in the White Paper “Jordan and the Gulf Crisis: August 1990-March 1991,” 
reproduced in FBIS-NES-91-176. See also Lamis Andoni, “Hussein’s Vision," Middle East International, 31 August 1990, pp. 12-13.

177Interview in Amman, November-December 1998.
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hands by allowing itself to be sucked into the conflict”178 Shamir was rather sympathetic to the 

king’s demands. In his meeting with Baker during the latter’s first post-Gulf War tour of the region, 

Shamir insisted that “the United States should do everything possible to keep King Hussein in power 

despite his support for Saddam Hussein during the war. A stable Jordan, ... [Shamir] said, was 

crucial to long-term prospects for peace.”179

Thus throughout the Gulf crisis, a number of domestic constraints and exigencies, especially 

the level of pro-Saddam sentiments in the Jordanian Army, eliminated the possibility of any 

alignment choice other than that embraced by the regime. That the Hashemite regime could not 

ignore these constraints during the Gulf crisis reflects the extent to which the political liberalization 

process initiated after habat nisan, and its consequent impact on the organization of state-society 

relations in the kingdom, had intensified the effects of domestic pressures and constraints on foreign 

policy and alignment choices. Short of a bloody clamp down against a united and mobilized 

population, or a reversal of the liberalization process, the regime could ill afford to ignore these 

domestic pressures. Hence Jordan’s 1990-91 alignment choice was not the result of balancing or 

bandwagoning considerations, as neorealist theorizing assumes.180 As the preceding discussion 

suggests, in August 1990 the Hashemite regime was faced with no credible external military threats,

17*Baker, The Politics o f Diplomacy, p. 386. Baker is most probably referring to the secret meeting between Shamir and 
King Hussein held on S January 1991, at the tatter’s residence in London. Samuel Segev provides the following account o f this 
meeting: “The king explained to the Israeli prime minister that he was forced to support Saddam Hussein because o f Jordan’s 
economic dependence on Iraq. Had he not supported Saddam Hussein, especially after Yasser Arafat embraced the Iraqi dictator 
publicly, the Palestinians in his kingdom might have tried to overthrow him.” Moreover, “King Hussein wanted Shamir to promise 
him that Jordan would not become a  war zone between Israel and Iraq. In return for Hussein’s promise not to allow Iraqi planes to 
fly over his country, he asked for a similar Shamir commitment not to fly over Jordan in case of a retaliation against Iraq.” Segev, 
Crossing the Jordan, p. 348.

‘’’Baker, The Politics o f Diplomacy, p. 423.

"“Constructivist explanations are not considered here because even existing ones attribute Jordan’s 1990-91 alignment 
choice to “domestic considerations.” See Barnett, Dialogues in Arab Politics, p. 218.
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neither from Iraq nor from Israel.181 Moreover, bandwagoning with Iraq was not an option. The king

September 1990, in a meeting with then British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, the king was

explanation of the Hashemite regime’s alignment choice, for it assumes that regimes balance against 

an existing domestic or external threat The Hashemite regime’s stance assumed on 2 August 

obviated the emergence of such a threat In fact, this alignment choice, and a number of moving royal 

speeches delivered during different phases of the crisis, also served the king’s domestic political 

agenda.183 Prior to Iraq’s invasion ofKuwait, the king’s relation with Parliament was at a nadir, with 

corruption files prepared against a number of regime loyalists. The kingdom was also passing 

through a critical juncture in its liberalization experiment The regime was implementing a tough 

austerity program, and the National Charter was being deliberated. The rallying of all Jordanians 

behind the king during the Gulf crisis postponed the confrontation with Parliament and provided the 

Hashemite regime added popularity and credibility at a time when it was enshrining in the National 

Charter its undisputable right to rule over Jordan and its privileged position above all political 

factions and squabbles.

When the dust settled over Desert War, with Iraq defeated and marred in internal uprisings, 

Jordan found itself a regional orphan, alienated from all its relevant Arab neighbors. In this respect,

"'O n the lack of a threat from Iraq see the king’s comments in an interview with NBC on 5 August, in FBIS-NES-90-I52.

‘“ Thatcher’s statement is quoted in Heikai, Harb al-Khaleej, p. 458. See also the king’s letter to Saddam on 22 September 
1990, which warned o f the destruction that will be visited upon Iraq in case war broke out, reproduced in FBIS-NES-91-159.

1 “Two speeches particularly stand out, the first delivered on 15 January 1991, to prepare the public for the impending storm, 
and the second on 6 February 1991, to console public anguish once the devastating effects o f coalition attacks against Iraq became 
clear. For the text o f both speeches see, respectively, FBIS-NES-91 -011 and FBIS-NES-91-026.

knew fully well that in case of a military confrontation, Saddam was doomed. In fact, on 1

warned that he was “standing behind the losing side.”182 Omnibalancing is also an insufficient
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King Hussein’s alignment choice during the Gulf crisis was the first, and last, occasion, when he

broke one of the principal rules of Jordanian foreign policy adopted since his ascension to the

Hashemite throne in 1953. This rule rested on the following maxim: the kingdom should avoid

most of the 1960s the kingdom was the object of Egyptian and Syrian intim idation, Amman 

maintained close relations with Saudi Arabia and, until 1958, Hashemite Iraq. When relations in the 

middle 1970s soured with Egypt and Saudi Arabia, the king turned towards Syria. And when in the 

1980s Jordan’s relations with Syria deteriorated, the Hashemite monarch entered an alliance with 

Saddam’s Iraq. Throughout the king’s turbulent reign, a bridge was always open to at least one of 

Jordan’s Arab neighbors. Yet in the aftermath of Desert War, and given the destruction wrought 

upon Iraq, which rendered it a non-player in regional affairs, the kingdom was isolated regionally. 

The kingdom’s relations with America, its main international patron, were also strained. Thus when 

Baker commenced his tour of Arab capitals after the end of the Gulf War, rallying support for the 

resuscitation of a stalled peace process, the king sought enthusiastically a role in the American peace 

effort Why he did so, and the overlap between domestic and foreign politics involved in joining the 

peace process, are the subject of the following section.

4.6 The King*s Treaty: The 1994 Wadi *Araba Peace Treaty

To register American displeasure with King Hussein’s stance throughout the Gulf crisis, 

Baker skipped Jordan on two successive visits to the region after the end of the Gulf War. The king’s 

requests to meet with Bush were also rejected. On 20 April 1991, the king finally hosted Baker in

'“ Interview with Taher al-Masri, Amman, 2 December 1998.

alienating all its Arab neighbors at one and the same time.184 When in the late 1950s and throughout
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‘Aqaba. By now the peace process had reemerged as the central objective of American regional 

diplomacy. At the heart of this process was the so-called “two-track” concept: its aim was to restart 

a process leading to an Israeli-Palesdnian dialogue; simultaneously, the second track would consist 

of direct talks between Israel and the Arab states in the form of a regional conference on the Middle 

East cosponsored by the United States and the Soviet Union, where all the parties would be 

represented.185

The king lost no time pledging support to this latest American initiative aimed at resolving 

the Arab-Israeli conflict He reasoned that joining the peace process was the best way to defuse 

American disenchantment with Jordan, and break out of Amman’s regional and international 

isolation. Moreover, it was plainly clear from Baker’s dissertation on the necessity of joining the 

peace process that any party who refused to do so was bound to suffer.186 The king’s desire to break 

his kingdom’s isolation overlapped with a set of domestic objectives, namely, to halt Jordan’s 

economic slide.187 To do so, Amman needed to restore its financial lifeline with Saudi Arabia. Baker 

minced nor words describing the American role in resolving the king’s plight: “Jordan’s economy 

was in desperate shape, and his previous patrons, the Saudis, were even more enraged with him than 

we were.... Simply stated, the King was broke and needed America’s help to persuade his longtime 

benefactors in Riyadh to bail him out There was every practical reason to believe,” Baker continues,

‘“ The concept is explicated in Baker, The Politics o f Diplomacy, pp. 41S-417.

‘“ Interview with Taher al-Masri, Amman, 2 December 1998.

lr7It should be noted that estimates for expected economic losses as a result of the Gulf crisis were somewhat intentionally 
exaggerated by the Jordanian government in late 1990. This was done to influence the decisions of donor countries, a successful tactic 
in retrospect. In fact, Japan provided Jordan with a soft loan of US$450 million in 1991 (in addition to a similar loan o f US$250 in 
1990); Germany offered a DM150 million grant in 1991 (in addition to a DM180 grant in 1990); and the European Community 
provided Jordan with grants worth USS210 million to compensate for losses incurred by adhering to UN sanctions against Iraq. See 
Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1991, p. 487.
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“the King would be willing to do almost anything to end his political isolation and to reclaim the 

good graces of the United States.” Baker offered the king a simple formula: America was willing “to 

move step by step to let bygones be bygones” with Amman and help him “patch things up with the 

Saudis,” but “only if Jordan enlisted acdvely in the U.S. peace initiative” and played by 

Washington’s terms.188 Not surprisingly, then, by the end of his meeting with Baker, the king had 

accepted the American peace ledger he endorsed the idea of a regional, rather than an international, 

peace conference; welcomed the suggestion that Palestinians be represented in a joint Jordanian- 

Palestinian delegation and that the PLO should keep a low profile; and agreed with the American 

proposal that the United Nations be granted mere observer status in the conference. By August 1991, 

the American administration had secured firmly Jordan’s commitment to participate in the proposed 

regional peace conference. Baker advised his president that ‘The time has come to try to get 

assistance flowing again.”189

Jordan’s participation in the upcoming peace conference required a domestic political 

reshuffle. Then Prime Minister Mudar Badran (November 1989-June 1991), who was uneasy about 

participating in the peace process, and whose cabinet included Moslem Brotherhood deputies, was 

replaced by Taher al-Masri (June 1991-November 1991).190 A respected liberal politician of 

Palestinian extraction, Masri’s appointment signaled the regime’s desire for substantial coordination 

between Jordan and the Palestinians in the joint delegation attending the anticipated peace 

conference. Moreover, Masri’s cabinet, which rested on a secular-leftist parliamentary coalition, was

‘“ Baker, The Politics o f Diplomacy, pp. 450-451.

,t9lbicL, p. 497.

‘"Interview with Mudar Badran, Amman, 9 December 1998.
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meant to counter the Islamist trend in the kingdom and further the liberalization process. Masri’s 

cabinet was not without opposition, however. The right-wing Transj ordanian establishment resented 

the appointment of a Palestinian to the premiership, while Islamists and radical leftists opposed his 

cabinet’s peace process platform. Consequently, the king had to lean on a number of center-right 

deputies to secure Masri’s cabinet a vote of confidence in Parliament Shortly before the convening 

of the peace conference, Jordan and the PLO reached an agreement on the composition of the joint 

Jordanian-Palestinian delegation; the king used his secret channels with Sham ir to gain Israel’s 

acceptance of the Palestinian delegates.191

When the Madrid Peace Conference convened on 30 October 1991, Jordan’s territorial 

disputes with Israel were minor, compared to those of the other parties. They consisted of a small 

stretch of land at the confluence of the Jordan and Yarmuk Rivers, and a larger area along the border 

with Israel in the Wadi ‘Araba region. Nor were other border, security, and water issues 

insurmountable. Once the impasse over untangling the Jordanian and Palestinian components of the 

joint delegation - to allow for separate bilateral negotiations with Israel - was overcome, and a new 

Labor government was elected in Israel under the leadership of Yitzhak Rabin in the June 1992 

elections, Jordanian-Israeli negotiations moved along swiftly. Indeed, in late October 1992, during 

the seventh round of negotiations, Jordan and Israel reached agreement on an informal draft agenda. 

A number of outstanding issues were resolved in the tenth round of bilateral negotiations, in June 

1993. The Hashemite regime refused to sign a unilateral peace treaty with Israel, however. It had 

already committed itself to coordination with the other Arab parties undertaking bilateral 

negotiations with Israel, namely the Palestinians, Syria, and Lebanon. After all, joining the peace

"Baker, The Politics o f Diplomacy, p. 504.
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process was marketed domestically as Jordan’s contribution to the resolution of the Palestinian 

problem. Since the Palestinian-Israeli track in Washington was deadlocked, Jordan had to wait for 

progress on that track. Moreover, as long as Jordan followed behind the Palestinian track, opposition 

to the peace process in the kingdom was confined to manageable proportions.192 The notion of 

completing a peace treaty with Israel before it had reached an accommodation with the Palestinians 

was unthinkable, a risk the regime was unwilling to take for fear of adverse domestic 

repercussions.193 The breakthrough between Israel and the PLO in Oslo in August 1993, and the 

subsequent Oslo Accord of 13 September 1993, changed everything, however.

The Price o f Aid

King Hussein received the news of the Oslo agreement with complete surprise. After some 

initial trepidations, and an emotional debate among regime members, the king decided to support 

the PLO and endorse the agreement despite Amman’s reservations.194 The regime recognized that 

it could ill afford to do otherwise. Given the kingdom’s sociological composition, its links with the 

West Bank economy, its hosting of a large refugee population, and the Hashemites’ affiliation with 

Jerusalem, the regime’s apprehensions of being excluded from a settlement of the Palestinian 

question were substantial. Moreover, after the signing of the Oslo Accord, lifting the taboo 

prohibiting separate peace treaties with Israel, the regime judged it could no longer wait on the 

sidelines while others negotiated their own agreements with Israel. The suspicion that the Syrian

19JFor details and the text of the agenda see Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1992, pp. 550-553 and 561-562 
respectively; and Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1993, pp. 468-469.

193Interviews in Amman with Mudar Badran, 9 December 1998; Ibrahim ‘Izziddine, 14 December 1998; and Leila Sharaf 
8 December 1998.

1,4Interview with Kamel Abu Jaber, Amman, 29 November 1998.
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delegation to the bilateral negotiations was not keeping its Jordanian counterpart fully abreast of the 

extent of progress accomplished in its own negotiations with Israel added urgency to A m m an’s 

calculations.195 More importantly, the regime was well aware that the kingdom’s economic fortunes 

and the prospects of receiving more American aid, as well as the rescheduling or forgiveness of any 

of the kingdom’s US$702 million dept to the United States, hinged on Jordan’s willingness to move 

forward in the peace process.196 Indeed, in July 1993, after acknowledging the king’s sincere quest 

for peace with Israel, US President Bill Clinton asked Congress to resume military and economic 

assistance to Jordan. This assistance amounted to US$50 million in economic and military assistance 

granted but never delivered in FY 1992, and another US$26 million for FY 1993. Debt relief 

remained elusive however, and in June 1994 Clinton conditioned the return of Jordan’s relationship 

with the United States to its pre-Gulf War warmth on greater progress in Jordanian-Israeli peace 

negotiations.197

On 14 September 1993, a day after the Oslo Accord was signed, the Jordanian-Israeli agenda, 

waiting on the shelf for nearly a year, was quietly signed in Washington by Fayez al-Tarawneh and 

Elyakim Rubinstein, the Jordanian and Israeli chief negotiators. By now the regime had dropped any 

pretense of coordination with the PLO, Syria, and Lebanon, and launched a final effort to secure a 

peace treaty with Israel. These efforts were undertaken in two venues: the first was public, and dealt

‘"Interview with Mudar Badran, Amman, 9 December 1998.

‘"See the text of King Hussein’s remarks at the Royal Court on 9 M y 1994, in FBIS-NES-94-132; and the king’s speech 
to the Fourth Mechanized Division on 14 M y 1994, in FBIS-NES-94-137. It is important to mention, however, that American aid 
did not halt completely after the Gulf crisis. American aid to Jordan for 1991 was some USS3I million, and another USS65 million 
were budgeted for 1992, in addition to USS32 million to finance wheat and feed grain purchases. In 1992 Jordan and the United 
States also signed an agreement to reschedule USS127 million of debts owed to America. See Middle East Contemporary Survey, 
1992, p. 561.

19TSee Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1993, pp. 468-474 and 479-480; Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1994, p. 
431; and Segev, Crossing the Jordan, p. 303.
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mainly with economic issues. The second was secret, involving the king and Rabin personally, and 

a small number of close confidants.198 The king made three demands in these talks: a guarantee of 

a ‘preferred status’ for Jordan in the Moslem holy sites in Jerusalem, Israel’s withdrawal from a 3 81 

square kilometers stretch of land in the ‘Araba valley occupied during the 1948 and 1967 Wars, and 

a more generous division of the waters of the Jordan and Yarmuk Rivers between the two countries. 

After some rounds of secret negotiations, the Jordanian-Israeli declaration of principles (DoP), 

dubbed the Washington Declaration, was signed by King Hussein and Rabin on 25 July 1994. In 

addition to ending the state of belligerency between Jordan and Israel, and underscoring both states’ 

aim to conclude a formal peace treaty, the DoP declared that “Israel respects the present special role 

of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan in Muslim holy shrines in Jerusalem. When negotiations on 

the permanent status take place, Israel will give high priority to the Jordanian historic role in these 

shrines.”199 On the morrow of the signing of the Washington Declaration, the king and Rabin 

appeared together before both Houses of Congress on 26 July. This unprecedented event, as well as 

Rabin’s lobbying on the king’s behalf in Washington, paved the way forthe necessary congressional 

approval for debt relief. On 29 September 1994 an agreement was signed between Jordan and the 

United States to phase out Amman’s debt relief over three years, in tandem with progress toward 

peace with Israel. The agreement stipulated that US$220 million would be forgiven in 1994 and the 

remainder in 1995 and 1996. The United States also agreed to reschedule Jordan’s other debts, 

amounting to US$311 million, which are not subject to relief. It also undertook to supply Jordan with

l9*0n the Jordanian side these w oe Crown Prince Hassan, Prime Minister Abdel Salam al-Majali, the king’s military 
secretary, Colonel Ali Shoukri, and, a bit later, Jordan’s Ambassador to the United States, Faycz al-Tarawneh. For a discussion of 
the secret diplomacy o f the Jordanian-Israeli Peace Treaty see Segev, Crossing the Jordan, pp. 299-312.

'"For the text o f the DoP see Ibid, pp. 392-394.
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new military equipment, to be delivered only after the conclusion of a peace treaty with Israel. 

Jordan’s improved relations with the United States proved instrumental in ensuring similar debt 

reliefs from Jordan’s European lenders. Upon America’s urging, Britain wrote off £59.5 million of 

Jordan’s debt, while Germany and France agreed to subject DM50 million and US$80 million of 

Jordan’s respective debt to each country to a debt swap with a discount, i.e., to turn the debt into 

Jordanian dinars to be spent on Jordanian projects.200

Some three months after the Washington Declaration, outstanding land and water claims 

between Jordan and Israel were finally resolved. Amman recognized Israeli private land ownership 

rights and property interests, for twenty-five years, on land returned by Israel to Jordan; border 

demarcation was resolved by equal land swaps; and a new agreement on the sharing of the Jordan 

and Yarmuk Rivers increased Jordan’s water supply by 215mcm per annum. Thus on 26 October 

1994 the Wadi ‘ Araba Peace Treaty was signed between Jordan and Israel. Further debt relief and 

aid soon followed. Jordan’s remaining debt of some US$480 million to the United States was 

forgiven in 1995. Indeed, after debt forgiveness and rescheduling, Jordan’s foreign debt, which stood 

at a zenith US$8.3 billion in 1989, had been reduced to US$5.9 billion by the end of 1995. 

Moreover, American aid to Jordan in 1995 amounted to US$375 million, covering finances for debt 

relief, the cost of military equipment and supplies, and food assistance. In an indication of Jordan’s 

appreciated value in Washington’s strategic regional considerations, American officials also pledged 

enhanced military cooperation with Jordan and the modernization of the kingdom’s army. The peace 

treaty was also followed by an agreement on security cooperation between Jordan and Israel signed 

on 9 February 1995. This item was an unstated objective of the peace treaty. It aimed at bolstering

“"See as-Safir, 29 August 1994; FBIS-NES-94-175; FBIS-NES-94-18I; and FBIS-NES-94-190.
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Jordan’s security and stability through military and intelligence coordination with Israel. By January 

1996, an additional fourteen agreements were completed covering a host ofbilateral subjects ranging 

from energy, police, commerce, tourism, and transportation to sanitation, technology, and 

communications.201 

The Price o f Peace

Domestic opposition to Jordan’s participation in the Madrid conference was not insignificant 

In the political and professional sectors, it was spearheaded by the Islamic Action Front, the leftist 

and Arab Nationalist parties, the professional syndicates, and sometimes the Moslem Brotherhood. 

At the popular level, a substantial segment of Jordanian society, but especially among Jordanians of 

Palestinian origin, did not view the regime’s efforts favorably. This opposition increased as the peace 

process gained momentum, and peaked during the signing of the Washington Declaration and the 

peace treaty in July and October 1994. Nevertheless, it is important to distinguish between those who 

opposed the peace process on ideological grounds, such as the leftist, Arab Nationalist, and Islamist 

groups, and the rest of the population, whose disenchantment was rooted largely in the negotiation’s 

fast pace, and the lack of coordination between Jordan and other Arab states. Equally important is 

the need to historicize popular attitudes towards the peace process in Jordan. Albeit substantial, 

opposition to the peace process at the time of its launching, and even when the peace treaty was 

signed in October 1994, was not as widespread as it became later after the assassination of Rabin on 

4 November 1995, the election of a right-wing Israeli government headed by Benjamin Netanyahu

“ ‘See Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1994, pp. 412-415; Middle East Contemporary Survey, 199S, pp. 403 and 421; 
Segev, Crossing the Jordan, pp. 310-311; and Adam Garfinkle, “The Transformation o f Jordan, 1991-1995,” in Robert O. Freedman, 
ed., The Middle East and the Peace Process: The Impact o f the Oslo Accords (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1998), pp. 
101-133. For the text and an analysis o f the peace treaty see Khaled ‘Abdel-Razzaq al-Habashnch, A l-'llaqaat al-Urduniyya-al- 
Isra 'iliyya f i  Dhul Mu 'ahadat al-Salaam  [Jordanian-Israeli Relations in the Shadow o f the Peace Treaty] (Beirut: Beisan, 1999).
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on 29 May 1996, and the subsequent stalling of Israeli-Palestinian negotiations.202 Moreover, 

strategic sectors of Jordanian society, such as Transjordanian hardliners, the top financial and 

commercial elites, and the bedouin segments, were not opposed to the peace process when it was 

launched in 1991.203 In other words, and in contradistinction to the 1990-91 Gulf War, public 

opposition to the peace process did not crystalize into a mass movement cutting across the 

kingdom’s different socio-political and class cleavages. In fact, the Oslo Accord created friction 

between the kingdom’s Palestinians and Transjordanians. At issue was the ultimate loyalty of 

Jordan’s Palestinian population, whether it rested with the Hashemite kingdom or with the emerging 

Palestinian entity to the west Hardline Transjordanians went as far as arguing that Jordan should be 

protected from Palestinization, and that many Palestinians in Jordan should relocate to the future 

Palestinian polity when self-rule is realized. These frictions raised the king’s ire, and on a number 

of occasions, especially in front of the kingdom’s senior military and security commanders, he 

stressed the unity of the Jordanian family, no matter where its members hailed from.204

Nor did the regime stand idle in the face of opposition to the peace process. Rather, it sought 

to market the peace process at the popular level. Peace, the regime promised, was the panacea for 

all of the kingdom’s problems; it would provide economic prosperity for Jordan, and hence eliminate

^Interview with Abdel Elah ai-Khatib. Former Minister of Tourism. Foreign Minister. Amman, 10 December 1998.

“ ’See Afiddle East Contemporary Survey, 1994, pp. 439-441; Segev, Crossing the Jordan, p. 310; and Curtis R. Ryan, 
“Iordan and the Middle East Peace Process: From War to Peace with Israel," in Dan Peleg, ed.. The Middle East Peace Process: 
Interdisciplinary Perspectives (Albany, N.Y.: State University o f New York Press, 1998), pp. 169-173.

“ •See King Hussein’s speech at the Royal Command and Staff College, on 1 December 1993, in FBIS-NES-93-230; and 
the king’sspeech to senior Public Security, General Intelligence, and Civil Defense officers, on 4 January 1994, in FBIS-NES-94-003.
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unemployment and poverty.205 This somewhat successful campaign peaked just before the signing 

of the Washington Declaration. It was spearheaded by the king, who sought to convince the 

population that, given the kingdom’s mounting economic crisis and debt problems, peace was the 

only viable option. After all, the king stressed, economic assistance and debt relief from the United 

States and its allies was conditioned on movement forward in the peace process. Similarly, the 

army’s arsenal required modem equipment, non of which would be forthcoming from America 

before moving forward on the peace process.206 The regime also haggled with opposition parties to 

convince them to accept the peace process. If the PLO had turned its back on Jordan and signed the 

Oslo Accord, then what stops us from negotiating with Israel and protect the kingdom’s rights, the 

regime argued. Moreover, given the lack of Arab coordination and power, how can Jordan, 

economically and militarily exposed, be expected to withstand the pressures imposed upon it by 

greater powers. AH these arguments were marshaled by the regime to defend its peace process policy 

with the opposition parties.207 Once the peace treaty was signed, eliciting condemnation from many 

opposition parties and groups, the king struck back, condemning the “slander campaign” unleashed 

against the regime’s peace policy.208

Be that as it may, the king was clearly well ahead of most of the kingdom’s population in his

““Interview with Leila Sharaf, Amman, 8 December 1998. See also Allison Astorino-Courtois, ‘Transforming International 
Agreements into National Realities: Marketing Arab-Israeli Peace in Jordan,” Journal o f Politics 58,4, (November 1996), pp. 1035- 
1054.

““See King Hussein’s remarks at the Royal Court on 9 July 1994 to members of the Lower House, in FBIS-NES-94-132; 
and the king’s address to the Fourth Mechanized Division on 14 July 1994, in FBIS-NES-94-I37.

“’’Interview with Abdel Latif ‘Arabiyyat, Amman, 2 December 1998. See also King Hussein’s address to high ranking 
Jordanian Army officers, on 1 January 1994, in FBIS-NES-94-001; the king’s remarks to the officers o f the Twelfth Royal 
Mechanised Division, on 24 October 1994, in FBIS-NES-94-206; and the king’s speech to members o f the Lower House at the Royal 
Court, on 30 October 1994, in FBIS-NES-94-210.

““See King Hussein’s speech to members of the Lower House at the Royal Court, on 30 October 1994, in FBIS-NES-94- 
210; and the king’s televised Speech to the Nation, on 15 November 1994, in FBIS-NES-94-221.
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drive to finalize a peace treaty with Israel. Nevertheless, he pursued his ‘peace offensive’ till its 

intended conclusion. In part, this was due to a number of aforementioned economic and political 

considerations. It was also a fulfilment of a long-held Hashemite conviction. Like his grandfather 

Abdullah, King Hussein had always believed that peace with Israel is a necessity.209 Only the tim ing 

of this desired peace was subject to debate. Until the Oslo agreement was negotiated, the king had 

reasoned that the time was not yet right for such an agreement. Finally the Oslo agreement enabled 

the Hashemite monarch to implement a postponed desire. Indeed, on the eve of the signing of 

Jordan’s peace treaty with Israel, the king gave full voice to the domestic constraints under which 

his regime operated for many years: “I myself wanted to end the state of war long before. 

Unfortunately, it was impossible. Both Israel and Jordan had their own constraints. Each of us had 

a responsibility to shoulder. In the case of Jordan, my responsibility was related to the Palestinian 

people. Once this problem was solved, we engaged in intensive negotiations to conclude this peace 

treaty.”210 However to do so, in spit of considerable domestic opposition, entailed a reversal of the 

political liberalization process underway.

As explicated in the preceding chapter, after the promulgation of the Oslo Accord, the regime 

anticipated political and popular opposition to a peace treaty with Israel. In a series of legal and 

extra-legal measures, it moved to consolidate its control over the domestic political arena. Even as 

preparations for the Madrid Conference were still underway, the mukhabarat, frustrated by the

“ ’Interview with Leila Sharaf Amman, 8 December 1998. Indeed, the history of the Icing’s secret security cooperation with 
Israel since I960 clearly reflects this sentiment. For a discussion of this cooperation see Segev, Crossing the Jordan, pp. 312-348. 
See also the king’s comments in his interview with YedoitAharanot, 25 October 1994, reproduced in full in FBIS-NES-94-207 and 
FBIS-NES-94-212.

2I0King Hussein’s interview with YedoitAharanot, 25 October 1994, quoted in Segev, Crossing the Jordan, p. 310. The 
interview is reproduced in full, but with a slightly different translation, in FBIS-NES-94-207 and FBIS-NES-94-212.
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liberalization process, were given greater leeway to intimidate and harass opponents of the peace 

process. Later, mass demonstrations and rallies were banned or dispersed, outspoken critics of the 

regime’s policies were roughed up, and on some occasions Islamist and leftist sympathizers were 

denied employment, illegally detained, or their passports were confiscated.211 Most importantly, the 

1993 “one person, one vote” electoral amendment ensured the election on 8 November 1993 of a 

docile Lower House, one in which the regime commanded a safe majority. Ironically, then, the 

relaunching of electoral politics in 1989 served the regime’s objectives in 1994. It allowed it to force 

a confrontation with its critics on their own turf, inside the kingdom’s representative institutions. 

After all, Islamist and leftist parties had promised to bloc the passage of any peace treaty in the 

Lower House, and contended that no elected body would sanction peace with Israel.212 Thus when 

at the time of the Washington Declaration the opposition claimed that the government had no 

popular mandate to pursue the peace process, the Senate, fifty members of the Lower House, i.e., a 

very safe majority, along with other centrists parties and public figures, upon the regime’s behest, 

voiced their support for the government’s peace policy. And when the peace treaty was later passed 

in the Lower House by a vote of 55 to 23 on 6 November 1994, the regime proved that it could 

defeat the opposition in its own game.

On 7 January 1995, and to signal his determination to implement the peace treaty, move 

ahead with normalization with Israel, and maintain a firm hold over the domestic arena, the king 

appointed his no-nonsense cousin Sharif Zayd Bin Shakir prime minister (January 1995-February

J,,See Laurie A. Brand, “The Effects of the Peace Process on Political Liberalization in Jordan," Journal o f Palestine 
Studies 28,2, (Winter 1999), pp. 56-57; and Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1994, p. 441.

Z11lnterview with Abdel Latif ‘Arabiyyat, Amman, 2 December 1998. See also Mufti, “Elite Bargains and the Onset of 
Liberalization in Jordan," p. 121.
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1996). Despite Bin Shakir’s pledges to respect public freedoms and liberties, his cabinet, which 

included a  number of Transjordanian hardliners, turned the screws tighter against  the press and 

political freedoms. In June 1995, Ibrahim ‘Izziddine, then minister of state for prime ministerial 

affairs, resigned to register his protest against the government’s actions.213 The reversal of a 

promising liberalization process was now well underway, and the downward spiral continued under 

the Kabariti and Majali cabinets - a topic explored in detail in the previous chapter. As the regime’s 

confrontation with different political and professional forces intensified, and the promised peace 

dividend proved elusive at times of growing economic woes, public anger and disaffection steadily 

increased.214 Yet the king’s public disclosure of his fight with cancer, and later death on 7 February 

1999, defused these sentiments, and rallied the population around the Hashemite monarchy at its 

hour of grief. The king’s death also brought financial relief from the Gulf countries, who pledged 

to support the kingdom’s finances and economy.215 Amman’s relations with Saudi Arabia and 

Kuwait were finally back to normal.

The reversal of the kingdom’s liberalization process was the primary casualty of the 

Hashemite monarch’s determination to join the American-sponsored peace process, all the way from 

the Madrid Conference to the signing of a peace treaty with Israel in Wadi ‘ Araba. That the peace 

treaty was negotiated only after the promulgation of the Oslo Accord, and entailed a severe reversal 

of the kingdom’s experience with political liberalization, testifies to the close overlap between the

2UInterview with Ibrahim ‘Izziddine, Amman, 14 December 1998.

2l4Forasampie of views see the conversation with Taher al-Masri in Christian Science Monitor, 4 May 1998; RamiKhouri, 
“Five Years ofPeace and Some Thuggery,” ./ordan Times, 26 October 1999; Amy Henderson, “Jordanian-Israeli Peace Treaty: Mixed 
Bag o f Success, Failure,” Jordan Times, 26 October 1999. See also Glenn E. Robinson, “Defensive Democratization in Jordan,” 
International Journal o f Middle East Studies 30,3, (August 1998), pp. 404-407.

zt5See al-Hqyat, 21 February 1999; and as-Safir, 3 March 1999.
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kingdom’s domestic and foreign politics. Moreover, this overlap is a direct consequence of the 

organization of state-society relations in the kingdom. After all, the nature of this organization m eant 

that the regime was unable to ignore, or risk, the domestic repercussions of signing a peace treaty 

with Israel before the PLO negotiated its own agreement. Furthermore, and in spite of substantial 

domestic opposition, for the regime to pursue peace negotiations after the Oslo Accord without 

jeopardizing its stability entailed a reversal of the liberalization process and a harsh clamp down 

against the opponents of the peace process. Well before political liberalization was launched in 1989, 

the organization of state-society relations in the kingdom constrained the regime’s options when 

taking important foreign policy and alignment choices to one of the following: either acknowledge 

domestic constraints and sail with the winds of public sentiments thus reaping the support of all 

Jordanians, or sail against them, but only when regime survival was not readily threatened from 

within by a mass movement cutting across the kingdom’s different socio-political and class 

cleavages, and when the army and the mukhabarat could be unleashed against domestic opponents 

without precipitating a bloody civil war or risk losing the loyalty of the armed forces. In the summer 

of 1990 the regime could only follow the former option, otherwise it would have risked a bloodbath 

and possibly jeopardized its own survival. In the case of the peace process it opted for the latter.

4.7 Conclusion

This chapter surveyed a number of foreign policy and alignment choices to demonstrate the 

dynamic overlap between domestic and foreign politics in Jordan. Contrary to neorealism’s claim 

that state behavior is a response to external military power or threats, the analysis in this chapter 

explored the domestic political origins, uses, and implications of different foreign policy and
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alignment choices taken by the Hashemite regime. This of course is a consequence of the 

organization of state-society relations found in the kingdom, before as well as after the initiation of 

political liberalization in 1989. That regime control did not penetrate all the active sectors of society 

ultimately constrained the regime’s autonomy in taking foreign policy and alignment choices. Thus 

on numerous occasions, the regime had to acknowledge existing domestic constraints when taking 

foreign policy and alignment choices. This was especially the case when it could not risk a 

confrontation with its domestic opponents or with public sentiments. When it opted to resist 

domestic constraints, the regime was forced to resort to the mukhabarat or the army to shield it from 

its domestic opponents. After the political liberalization of 1989, this latter option also entailed a 

reversal of the liberalization process underway. However foreign policy and alignment choices are 

not always subject to domestic pressures and constraints. A different configuration in the 

organization of state-society relations than the one prevailing in Jordan may allow a regime greater 

autonomy in taking foreign policy and alignment choices. The analysis advanced in the next chapter 

of some crucial foreign policy and alignment choices taken by the Asad regime will demonstrate that 

this is indeed the case in Asad’s Syria.
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Chapter 5

Realist Arabism in Syria:
Foreign Policy and Alignment Choices Under Asad

l  should  like to address m yse lf to som e o f our brothers in the Arab countries and say: i f  w e are 
unable to liberate [the land] now, i f  we cannot regain our rights now, we should be unw illing to ... 
fo reg o  these rights. I f  w e cannot consum m ate and accom plish victory today, we should  not 
consum m ate and accom plish our defeat today. Why the short breath? Why the rush in im posing 
defeat upon ourselves? F ateful issues, like the one w e are referring to [here], is no t the property o f 
individuals, even i f  they are a t the helm  o f responsibility. I t is the property o f the peoples. N or is it 
the property o fo n e  generation, [but rather] the property ofgenerations. A nd when a leader o ra ...  
generation... cannot accom plish the interests o f h is people [and] the interests o f fu tu re  generations, 
... then he is not allowed, th is leader and th is generation are not allowed, to bequeath to  fu tu re  
generations a  defeat sea led  by treaties: he should  no t hand over a  defeat certified  by treaties signed  
by th is leader, or signed by a  generation through th is leader.

The study of foreign policy and alignment choices in Asad’s Syria is a veritable dreamland

H afiz al-Asad?

5.1 Introduction
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population. The Asad regime’s ability to ignore domestic constraints and focus instead on external 

sources of threat when taking foreign policy and alignment choices is a derivative of the substantial 

degree of autonomy it enjoys vis-a-vis the active sectors of society. As outlined in chapter three, this 

luxury is invariably a consequence of the ensemble of corporatist institutions organizing and 

controlling the active sectors of society and underpinning Syria’s populist authoritarian system of 

rule.

To demonstrate the regime’s substantial autonomy from domestic pressures in conducting 

its foreign policy, this chapter unpacks the defensive realist assumptions underlying a number of 

crucial foreign policy and alignment choices taken by the Asad regime. It opens with a discussion 

of the objectives of Syrian foreign policy since Asad’s ascension to the helm in November 1970. 

This is coupled with an evaluation of the factors constraining or enabling the practice of Syrian 

foreign policy under Asad. The chapter then turns to an explication of the defensive realist logic 

underlying three important and domestically controversial foreign policy and alignment choices: 

Syria’s intervention in Lebanon against an alliance of leftist and Palestinian forces in June 1976; the 

alliance with Iran against Iraq throughout the Iran-Iraq War, from 1980 to 1988; and Syria’s 

alignment with the American-led coalition against Iraq during the 1990-91 Gulf War. All three 

choices are set in the context of Syria’s contemporary geopolitical imperatives: to balance against 

Israel’s, and sometimes Iraq’s, power or threat The chapter closes with a discussion of the 

geopolitical imperatives that caused Syria to participate in the American-sponsored peace process 

launched at Madrid in October 1991, and explicates Asad’s consistent strategy in the negotiations 

with Israel. It also explores the impact of the Turkish-Israeli alliance, consummated in February 

1996, on Syria’s geopolitical position, as well as Damascus’s attempts to balance against it
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5.2 Syrian Foreign PoUcy under Asad: Objectives and Constraints

When Asad assumed power in November 1970, he ushered forth a number of foreign policy 

changes paralleling the domestic adjustments adopted after the Corrective Movement These changes 

reflected disagreements between the Asad and Jadid factions on how best to respond to the 1967 

fiasco. Jadid’s faction called for a popular war of liberation against Israel, and rejected any 

cooperation with the so-called conservative monarchies in Jordan and the Gulf. Nor were the neo- 

Ba‘th willing to cooperate with their Iraqi counterparts who assumed power on 17 July 1968. The 

Iraqi Ba‘this were considered allies of the ousted ‘Aflaq wing of the party. Finally, relations between 

Moscow and Damascus were less than satisfactory under the neo-Ba'th. The neo-Ba‘th’s persecution 

of the Syrian Communists, and the disastrous role they played in the events precipitating the 1967 

War, colored Moscow’s view of the Syrian Ba‘th with much trepidation and mistrust2 Alternatively, 

Asad’s strategy toward the Arab-Israeli conflict after the 1967 War hinged on a number of principles 

that contrasted sharply with those upheld by the Jadid faction. Asad first elaborated these foreign 

policy principles in the Ba‘th Party’s Fourth Regional Congress held in September-October 1968. 

The congress was the site of a pivotal confrontation between Jadid and Asad’s followers, marking 

the beginning of the period commonly referred to in Ba‘thi parlance as the duality of power.

Asad’s strategy to reverse the effects of the 1967 War rested upon a number of core, 

intertwined principles. On the domestic level, he called for national unity instead of the neo-Ba‘th’s 

demands for the intensification of the class struggle. In the realm of foreign policy, Asad called for 

a constructive change in Syria’s relations with its neighbors. Egypt was considered an indispensable

lSee Seale, Asad o f Syria, pp. 147-148; and Raymond A. Hinnebusch, “Revisionist Dreams, Realist Strategies; The Foreign 
Policy o f Syria,” in Korany and Dessouki, eds.. The Foreign Policies o f Arab States, pp. 377-383.
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ally in any military effort to regain the land lost in the 1967 War. This latter objective also entailed 

terminating Syria’s isolation from its neighbors, especially the oil-rich Gulf monarchies, whose 

financial capabilities should be harnessed in the service of the war effort F inally , Asad called for 

a detente with the Iraqi regime. The perpetual state of tension between Syria and Iraq since the 

former’s independence had sapped the capabilities of successive regimes in Damascus. A detente 

between the two countries would also provide Syria the strategic depth it so desperately required in 

a military confrontation with Israel.3

These principles were later translated into official policy in the aftermath of the Corrective 

Movement Asad moved quickly to break Syria’s regional and international isolation. The neo- 

Ba‘th’s radical brand of foreign policy was dropped.4 He restored swiftly cordial relations with the 

conservative Gulf monarchies in an effort to mobilize Arab resources in support of the Syrian war 

effort Asad also struck an alliance with Sadat one that aimed at combining Egypt’s military 

capabilities with Syria’s in a two-front war scenario against Israel. In addition to the Sinai front the 

second front the so-called Eastern Front was supposed to comprise Syria, Jordan, and Iraq. Asad’s 

efforts to integrate the military capabilities of Syria with those of Jordan and Iraq were unsuccessful, 

however. In 1971, Abdel Halim Khaddam, then foreign minister, carried a letter from Asad to his 

counterparts in Baghdad proposing a union between the two countries. The Iraqis responded with 

a ledger of conditions and demands. Consequently, this early effort at accommodation between

’See Abdel Halim Khad dam’s 10 February 1991 speech to the secretaries and members of the Ba‘th Party’s branch 
commands, reproduced in al-Raya, 18 February 1991; and Khaddam’s interview in al-Thawra, 17 November 1981.

‘For the neo-Ba’th’s foreign policy see Burrowes and DeMaio, “Domestic/External Linkages;" Yaacov Bar-Simon-Tov, 
Linkage Politics in the M iddle East: Syria Between Domestic and External Conflict, 1961-1970 (Boulder: Westview Press, 1983); 
and Yosef Olmert, “Domestic Crisis and Foreign Policy in Syria: The Assad Regime," Middle East Review 20,3, (Spring 1988), pp. 
17-19.
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Damascus and Baghdad ended in naught In fact this incident would prove to be neither the last time 

Syria sought to enlist Iraq on its side in the confrontation with Israel, nor the last time Baghdad 

snubbed Damascus’s overtures. Mending Syria’s relations with Jordan proved equally difficult in 

the aftermath of King Hussein’s September 1970 assault against the Palestinian commandos. 

Tensions between the two countries escalated as Amman continued to pursue its bloody campaign 

against the Palestinian commandos, and by August 1971 both countries were massing troops on their 

respective borders.5 Relations with Iraq and Jordan would only improve on the eve of the 1973 War. 

During the war, both countries dispatched troops to participate in the defense of Damascus. On the 

other hand, lingering tensions between Syria and Turkey were successfully defused on the morrow 

of the Corrective Movement, paving the way for a number of economic agreements between the two 

countries.6 Most important, however, was Asad’s ability to inject Soviet-Syrian relations with a 

substantial dose of warmth based on mutual respect and reciprocal strategic benefits. In exchange 

for Soviet weapons and expertise, Asad offered Moscow a dependable ally capable of curtailing 

Washington’s regional influence, a role in the peace process, a stable presence and listening posts 

in the Middle East, and access to friendly air and naval facilities. In the autumn of 1972, large 

quantities of Soviet arms began arriving in Syria.7

The Corrective Movement restored to Syrian foreign policy a degree of flexibility and 

pragmatism absent under the neo-Ba‘th regime. Henceforth, Syria’s foreign policy objectives were

3On Iraq see Khaddam’s speech in al-Raya, 18 February 1991. On Jordan see an-Nahar, 14 August 1971; and al-Ahram,
IS August 1971.

‘Interview with ‘Adnan ‘Umran. Former Ambassador, Deputy Secretary-General of the Arab League for Political Affairs, 
and Deputy Foreign Minister. Damascus, 22 September 1998. See also Muhammad Dyab, “Al-‘Ilaqat al-Suriyyaai-TurkiyyaMundhu 
al-Sitinaat," [Syrian-Turkish Relations since the Sixties] as-Safir, 19 and 20 November 1996.

TSee Seale, Asad o f Syria, pp. 186-188; and Galia Golan, Soviet Policies in the Middle East: From World War U to 
Gorbachev (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), pp. !4S-t46.
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divided into two categories: long-term Arab nationalist objectives, and short-term pragmatic ones. 

Naturally, the regime’s most cherished long-term goal is the unity of all Arabs in a single federative 

state, one that is not blind to the objective and historical idiosyncracies of each region (qutr). The 

pcst-1970 Ba'thi regime acknowledges anumber of impediments obstructing the realization of this 

long-term objective, however. Chief among these are the intra-Arab divisions planted by colonial 

rulers; foreign, namely American, interests in the region’s strategic location and natural resources; 

and, finally, but converging with the latter impediment, Israel’s own regional interests and goals 

which, according to Damascus, can only be achieved at the expense of the Arabs’. Consequently, and 

given the constellation of hurdles arrayed against Arab unity, the Ba‘thi regime set for itself a 

number of primary short-term objectives. These are recovering the territories occupied in the 1967 

War, retrieving the Palestinian people’s national rights, and checking Israeli designs to dominate the 

region. Moreover, the regime in Damascus has always insisted that pursuit of these short-term 

objectives entails the establishment of a modem state with substantial deterrent military capabilities, 

a closing of ranks among all the Arab states, and the mobilization of Arab resources behind Syria’s 

strategy.8

The emphasis on Arab solidarity and unity assumes a privileged position in the regime’s 

foreign policy discourse. Foreign policy and alignment choices are often explained in terms of the 

regime’s Arab nationalist objectives, and Syria’s historical role as the kernel of geographic Syria and 

the ‘beating heart of Arabism’ {qalb al-'wruba al-nabed). This is especially true with respect to 

Syria’s policy on the Palestinian question and the peace process. In a statement to the closed meeting

T he discussion o f these objectives is based on interviews with Abdel Halim Khaddam, Damascus, 14 March 1999; and 
‘ Adnan 'Umran, Damascus, 22 September 1998. For the federative nature of the envisioned union see Khaddam’s conversation with 
Talal Salman in as-Safir, 16 November 1995.
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of the drafting committee of the June 1988 Algiers Arab Summit, Foreign Minister Farouq al-Shar‘

expounded Syria’s position on the Palestinian question in the following way:

The Palestinian issue is of particular importance to Syria because the Palestinian 
people and the Syrian people are one. It is natural, therefore, for Syria to have an 
interest in the Palestine problem completely different from the interests of other 
states. There is something called Bilad al-Sham; it consists of Syria, Jordan, Palestine 
and Lebanon. Since the time of the Umayyads, Bilad al-Sham has been politically 
one unit and its ... [beating] heart has been Damascus. This is history; we are not 
inventing it; it had always been so until the Sykes-Picot Agreement divided Bilad al- 
Sham into different states. The Sykes-Picot Agreement did not change the fact that 
the peoples inhabiting these four regions are one people and in substance one 
political entity. The Sykes-Picot Agreement was the biggest historical violation of 
this fact, and it is the responsibility of the people in Bilad al-Sham to end this 
violation and to restore the independence and the unity of the people constituting 
Bilad al-Sham. We do not want to interfere with the political regimes now existing 
in Bilad al-Sham, but it is our right and our duty to say that decisions affecting the 
people of Bilad al-Sham cannot be taken without regard to the position of Damascus 
which is the heart of this area. While the Intifada is an important event and while the 
Palestinians have rights, they cannot reach a settlement that affects the political future 
of the Palestinians without the active participation and consent of Damascus. This is 
our position and this is our ideology and this is what we believe. This position may 
not please some of our friends in this meeting, but it is my duty to clarify our position 
lest there is any misunderstanding. The future of Palestine, like the future of the 
Golan Heights, like the future of South Lebanon, must be determined together 
because all of these issues constitute parts of the main issue of Bilad al-Sham.9

Thus, Syria's geopolitical and security interests spill out of its present borders, extending to the area

historically knows as geographic Syria, or the Levant. Under Asad, Syria has stubbornly resisted all

attempts to undermine its ability to acquire a dominant position in its immediate geopolitical and

security neighborhood. In time, control over this neighborhood has come to define the perennial

geopolitical contest between Syria and Israel. In practical terms, Syria’s efforts entailed substantial

control over the political choices of Jordan, Lebanon, and the PLO.

’Quoted in Elie A. Salem, Violence and Diplomacy in Lebanon: The Troubled Yean, 1982-1988 (London: LB. Tauris 
Publishers, 1995), pp. 257-258.
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Nevertheless, the pursuit of the regime’s foreign policy objectives has been constrained by 

a number of domestic and regional factors.10 Syria lacks all-around natural boundaries; its only 

natural defense against Israel, the Golan Heights, was lost in the 1967 War. Syria also shares a 820 

kilometer-long border with Turkey. Maintaining a constant, vigilant defense along this border alone 

may compromise Syrian military defenses on the Golan Heights. Consequently, Damascus strives 

to maintain good relations with Ankara at all costs, preferring to de-escalate confrontations whenever 

they erupt.11 Syria is also besieged between countries (Jordan, Iraq, Turkey, and Israel) who 

independently, or in concert, have at one time or another competed with Damascus over regional 

domination. Thus the regime in Damascus carefully eschews simultaneous confrontations with its 

powerful neighbors, a prospect that would otherwise stretch Syria’s military capabilities beyond 

acceptable limits, and undermines the deterrent role played by the armed forces in the confrontation 

against Israel. In fact, the Corrective Movement’s emphasis on Arab solidarity was rooted in the 

regime’s belief that Syria “cannot fight a hundred wars at the same time.”12 Syrian military planners 

have also pondered seriously the possibility of Israeli outflanking maneuvers through Lebanon and 

Jordan. One possible scenario involves an Israeli northward thrust through the central Beqa‘ area, 

then eastwards toward Damascus along the Beirut-Damascus highway. Alternatively, an attack 

through the Biqa‘ valley would enable Israeli forces to reach deep into the Syrian hinterland, forcing 

the Syrian army to fight on two fronts simultaneously. Yet another possible outflanking maneuver

loForadiscussion see Hinnebusch, “Revisionist Dreams, Realist Strategies,” pp. 37S-377 and 389-391; Itamar Rabinovich, 
“The Foreign Policy o f Syria: Goals, Capabilities, Constraints and Options,” Survival 24,4, (July-August 1982), pp. 175-183; and 
Ahmed S. Khalidi and Hussein Agha, “The Syrian Doctrine of Strategic Parity,” in Judith Kipper and Harold H. Sauders, eds.. The 
Middle East in Global Perspective (Boulder Westview Press, 1991), pp. 186-216.

“Interview with Abdel Halim Khaddam, Damascus, 14 March 1999.

lzSpeech by Foreign Minister Abdel Halim Khaddam to the People’s Council, in al-Baatk, 4 November 1980.
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may be launched across the East Bank, through the al-Ramtha border-crossing between Jordan and 

Syria, toward Dar‘a in the southwest and on to Damascus.

Syria’s narrow economic base, characterized by limited reservoirs of natural resources, has 

obliged the regime to sacrifice economic development and greater social welfare for military 

spending and preparedness. A substantial proportion of government revenues generated from 

domestic sources or from foreign aid is spent on the financing of Syria’s military machine. In 1975, 

Syria’s military expenditures constituted 16.2 percent of its GNP. In 1980 this figure rose to 17.3 

percent, later declining to 15.6 percent in 1985, and 13 percent in 1990 as a result of the general 

economic crisis of the middle 1980s. Nevertheless, and as a percentage of public expenditures, 

Syria’s military expenditures have registered a steady growth since the middle 1970s. In 1975 

military expenditures counted 33.9 percent of public expenditures, rising to 35.8 percent in 1980, 

then 42 percent in 1985, and a staggering 69.8 percent in 1990.13 These military expenditures are 

necessary to sustain Syria’s deterrent capabilities, which help project the regime’s regional policies. 

They place substantial burdens on the economy, however, adversely affecting development planning, 

and depriving the industrial sector from direly-needed funds. With the exception of Saudi Arabia, 

Gulf states have failed to honor the financial commitments made at the 1978 Baghdad Summit. 

Consequently, by the late 1980s Syria had managed to accumulate a military debt to the Soviet 

Union of some US$ 10 billion.14 Be that as it may, the expansion of the armed forces under Asad, and 

its supply with a modem arsenal of weapons, has provided the regime a military machine with

13See Abdel Razaq al-Faris, Al-SUah wa-l-Khubz: Al-lnfaq al-'Askari fi-l-W atan al-'Arabi, 1970-1990 [Weapons and 
Bread: Military Spending in the Arab World] (Beirut: Markaz Dirasat al-Wihda al-‘Arabiyya, 1993), especially pp. 161,166-169, 
and 266-269.

“See Anoushiravan Ehtcshami, “Defence and Security Policies o f Syria in a Changing Regional Environment,” 
International Relations 13,1 (April 1996), p. SS.
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substantial deterrent capabilities against regional threats. It has also enabled the regime to extend its 

influence beyond Syria’s borders, namely into Lebanon.

Despite the aforementioned domestic and regional constraints operating against the 

fulfillment of Syria’s foreign policy objectives, the corporatist institutional organization of state- 

society relations has allowed the regime a substantial degree of control over, and autonomy from, 

the active sectors of the population. Indeed, the Damascus regime considers domestic stability a 

necessary condition for the effective pursuit of foreign policy, particularly the quest to reverse the 

results of the 1967 War. Moreover, the concentration of legal, party, and coercive powers in the 

presidency has shielded Asad from domestic pressures, be they emanating from popular forces or 

from within the Ba‘th Party. Consequently, Asad has enjoyed considerable autonomy in taking 

foreign policy and alignment choices in response to changes in Syria’s regional security 

environment, even when these choices have proved to be deeply unpopular in the short run among 

the majority of Syrians. The role of the party in the policy-making process is not inconsequential, 

however. Asad involves the Regional Command in extensive consultations on most major foreign 

policy choices. Moreover, a number of very loyal regime insiders have been involved closely in the 

formulation and implementation of foreign policy under Asad. Chief among this group is Abdel 

Halim Khaddam, a member of the Regional Command since 16 November 1970, former foreign 

minister and, since 11 March 1984, vice-president for foreign affairs. For many decades Khaddam 

has been Asad’s foreign policy point-man. Since the early 1970s, he was closely involved in the 

formulation and implementation of Syria’s Lebanon policy. In the late 1990s, with Syria’s dominant 

position in Lebanon secure, and Bashar al-Asad’s increasing visibility, Khaddam’s responsibilities
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were quietly shifted to supervising the delicate and crucial Iraqi file.15 The general contours of 

Syria’s policy in Lebanon were subsequently turned over to Bashar al-Asad and Major-General 

Ghazi Kan4an, Asad’s relative and chief of Syrian military intelligence in Lebanon. At one time or 

another, the regime’s inner policy circle has also included long-time Chief of Staff General Hikmat 

al-Shihabi, who lost his membership in the Regional Command after retiring from the army in July 

1998, and was subsequently indicted on corruption charges in June 2000; R ifat al-Asad, until his 

expulsion from Syria after the succession crisis of 1984; Major-General Naji Jamil, at least until his 

eclipse in 1978; Major-General Muhammad al-Khuli, a long-time Asad confident who headed the 

crucial Presidential Intelligence Committee between 1971 and 1987, and also served at different 

times as chief of air intelligence and commander of the air force; and, finally, especially since the 

late 1980s, Farouq al-Shar‘, who replaced Khaddam as foreign minister in March 1984.

Nevertheless, and despite the attempt to maintain a consensual decision-making process, 

there is little doubt that Asad is the initiator of major foreign policy choices, as well as the ultimate 

decision-taker. Since the middle 1970s, his ability to carry along the party command and cadres on 

major foreign policy and alignment choices has not been in doubt. Very much so a strategic thinker, 

who views the regional balance of power in region-wide geopolitical terms, Asad is prone to 

thorough analysis and consideration of any contemplated foreign policy choice. During the early 

years of his presidency, he established a tradition of eliciting executive papers from some forty 

Syrian academics on a range of foreign policy issues. He was even known to consult with some of 

them over the phone. By the middle 1970s, the number had dwindled to some four or five experts. 

As Asad’s command over world affairs increased, his use of specialized studies declined, and as

,5See al-Watan al-'Arabi, 25 April 1997; and al-fVasai, S February 1999.
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executive, legal, and coercive powers were concentrated in the presidency, foreign policy became 

more and more concentrated in his hands.16 Throughout the years, Asad’s foreign policy practice has 

been marked by at least two salient tactical features. In the words of one veteran Jordanian regime- 

insider with extensive knowledge of Syrian affairs, Asad’s foreign policy maneuvers operate under 

the assumption that “what he uses, he loses.”17 In other words, Asad is unwilling to play any of his 

cards unless the cost of keeping it is higher than that of using it, and, obviously, unless Syria 

achieves a geopolitical gain in return. The other feature is his careful tendency to anchor foreign 

policy initiatives and positions on solid legal grounds in advance of any practical steps. Only after 

the legal bases are secured should power, in any form, be deployed in pursuit of a foreign policy 

objective.18 Thus Asad sent Syrian troops into Lebanon in 1976 and dislodged Michel ‘Awn from 

the presidential palace in October 1990 after receiving official requests from the Lebanese 

government; moreover, he participated in the Arab-Israeli peace process based on UN Security 

Council Resolutions 242 and 338, that is, land for peace.

To demonstrate the regime’s substantial autonomy from domestic constraints in the conduct 

of foreign policy, the following sections explore the defensive realist logic underlying a number of 

crucial but domestically controversial foreign policy and alignment choices taken by Damascus. The 

first of these choices is Syria’s intervention in Lebanon in June 1976. Yet before proceeding with 

this analysis, the regional environment immediately following the outbreak of the 1973 War must 

be surveyed. Such an undertaking establishes the geopolitical context in which Syria’s Lebanon

“Interviews in Beirut, August 1998-January 1999.

‘’Interview in Amman, November-December 1998.

“ Interview with George Dib. Professor of International Law, the Lebanese University, and former foreign policy advisor 
to Prime Ministers Rashid Karami and Salim al-Hoss. Beirut, 31 August 1998.
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policy was shaped in 1976.

The Road to Beirut

The effectiveness of the Syrian-Egyptian alliance during the first days of the 1973 War was 

matched by the swiftness of its disintegration once the offensives on the Sinai and Golan fronts lost 

their momentum. Throughout the months leading up to the war, Syrian officials suspected Sadat’s 

true intentions: was he interested in an all-out war aimed at the liberation of the land occupied in the 

1967 War or, alternatively, in a limited military operation intended to set in motion the wheels of 

American regional diplomacy? In either case, Syria could not wage war against  Israel on one front 

only. An alliance with Egypt was inescapable, despite the lingering suspicions.19 Equally important 

was the need to maintain Syrian-Egyptian coordination during the cease-fire and disengagement 

negotiations following the war, for otherwise no comprehensive Israeli withdrawal from the 

territories occupied in the 1967 War can be secured, nor can guarantees be elicited from America 

and Israel for the recognition of Palestinian rights. Sadat’s unilateral post-war objectives, and 

Kissinger’s ‘step-by-step’ negotiating approach to the Arab-Israeli conflict, would shatter Syria’s 

post-war strategy, however.

Syria’s hopes for coordination with Egypt began crumbling as early as 22 October, when 

Sadat accepted unilaterally a cease-fire in place without consulting his Syrian counterpart Growing 

disagreements between Cairo and Damascus over the conduct of the post-war negotiations peaked 

when Kissinger’s shuttle diplomacy secured the first Egyptian-Israeli Disengagement Agreement 

(Sinai I) on 18 January 1974. Damascus interpreted Sinai I as the first step in a process geared 

toward neutralizing Egypt’s military role in the confrontation against Israel, rendering the threat of

l9See Khaddam *s conversation in as-Safir, 16 November 1995; and Seale, Asad o f Syria, pp. 186-201.
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a two-front war strategy between the Arabs and Israel obsolete. Nevertheless, and despite these 

trepidations, Asad did not lose all hope that some modicum of Arab coordination may be salvaged. 

Moreover, Syria could also benefit from a disengagement on the Golan front After the first wave 

of successful Syrian attacks on the Golan, the tide of the batde had turned against the Syrian forces. 

The Egyptian army’s operational pause between 7 and 14 October in Sinai enabled Israel to redirect 

its air force against Syrian forces on the Golan Heights. By 11 October the Israeli forces had 

occupied a salient on the Golan Heights eleven kilometers deep and twelve kilometers wide beyond 

the 1967 cease-fire lines. Forward Israeli positions were some thirty-five kilometers away from 

Damascus. Thus a Golan disengagement was necessary to relax the pressure against Damascus. To 

reassure the Syrian regime ofhis intentions, Kissinger marketed his efforts to reach a disengagement 

between the Syrian and Israeli forces on the Golan as part and parcel of a comprehensive peace 

package, leaving the impression in Damascus that a first disengagement agreement would ultimately 

lead to Israeli withdrawal from all of the Golan Heights.20 In fact, and contrary to Syria’s 

calculations, Kissinger’s determination to achieve a Golan disengagement was part and parcel of a 

strategy designed, among other things, to protect the first Sinai disengagement and ensure that Sadat 

was not isolated by the Arab hardliners, thus paving the road for further unilateral movement on the 

Egyptian-Israeli front only. Thus in his memoirs Kissinger comments that in “the spring of 1974, it 

was clear on any calculation that the Syrian negotiation required priority. It was the capstone of the 

Middle East peace process. Its achievement would enable Sadat to proceed without being accused 

of betraying his ally; it would prevent pressures for the restoration of the oil embargo; and it would

20For the Syrian perspective see Seale, Asad o f Syria, pp. 239-244.
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seal our domination of Middle East diplomacy.”21

Once, after grueling negotiations, the Syrian-Israeli Disengagement Agreement was signed 

on31 May 1974, Kissinger could finally resume his work on the Egyptian front22 His objective was 

to snatch Egypt out of the Arab military equation, thus ruling out the threat of an Arab-Israeli war, 

the core of Syria’s strategy to regain the land lost in the 1967 War, and subsequently set Egypt on 

the road toward a unilateral peace agreement with Israel. Kissinger minced no words when he 

described the role played by the Golan disengagement in consecrating America’s regional 

domination: “The significance of the Golan disengagement was not at all or even primarily 

psychological,” he wrote. “On the political plane, it marked a major breakthrough. If radical Syria 

could sign an agreement with Israel, there were no ideological obstacles to peace talks with any other 

Arab state. During the summer [of1974], a procession of foreign ministers from all over the Middle 

East descended on Washington to divine our policies, symbolizing - not by accident - the shrinking 

of the Soviet role in the area. Our plan was to take at least two more partial steps before attempting 

more comprehensive goals: We should seek to bring Jordan and Israel together in a serious 

negotiation over the West Bank. And we knew further steps were possible in the Sinai, trading 

additional Israeli withdrawals for political steps toward peace. At the end of the Syrian shuttle we 

had not yet decided which course to follow first; but the Syrian disengagement was a prerequisite 

for either.”23

To the Syrian regime’s horror, the Golan disengagement would set in motion Asad’s worst

“ Kissinger, Years o f Upheaval, p. 1032.

“ For the Syrian shuttle see Ibid, pp. 1032-1110; and Seale, Asad o f Syria, pp. 244-247. 

“ Kissinger, Years o f Upheaval, p. 1109.
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geopolitical nightmare: Egypt’s exit from the Arab military equation, and the consequent 

neutralization of the possibility, nay even the threat, of war to regain Arab lands and secure the 

recognition of Palestinian rights. After all, without Egypt’s substantial military armada, Syria could 

not present a credible military threat to Israel. Practically, this meant the beginning of the demise of 

the two-front strategy championed by Asad since November 1970. The regional balance of power 

assembled to confront Israel was now in shambles, and Syria was being slowly but steadily isolated 

regionally.

In early 1975, Asad lost all hope in the possibility of an American-sponsored comprehensive 

settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict24 Kissinger would later write that throughout his 1975 shuttle, 

which opened with an exploratory trip to the Middle East on 10 February 1975, “Asad had two 

objectives: to prevent a separate Egyptian-Israeli agreement and, failing that to participate in the 

negotiations in a way that would establish equal status with Sadat But Israel would not negotiate on 

the Golan Heights, and Sadat would not let Syria determine the pace of his negotiations.” Kissinger 

also realized that “Asad was quite aware of our strategy but too prudent to court a confrontation with 

the United States. I therefore kept him informed to retain the prospect of some future role for him 

and to confine his opposition to verbal objection. Asad went along because he had no better 

alternative. He would wait for opportunities either to scuttle the peace process or to benefit from it; 

the ultimate choice would be dictated by the balance of forces.”25 Henceforth, Asad suavely 

advocated a comprehensive solution for the Arab-Israeli conflict. Given the emerging balance of 

power in the region, this negotiating strategy offered Damascus the best chances for the full recovery

Z4See Seale, Asad o f Syria, p. 25S; and Kissinger, Years o f Renewal, pp. 403*412. 

Kissinger, Years o f Renewal, p. 404.
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of Syrian territory. Simultaneous negotiations on all fronts would buttress Syria’s negotiating 

position; it would also allow Asad veto power over the diplomacy of the other confrontation Arab 

parties, namely Jordan, Lebanon, and the PLO.

Nor would Asad sit idle as Kissinger’s regional diplomacy steadily isolated Syria, chipping 

away at the pre-1973 War regional balance of power, and undermining the Syrian bargaining position 

in any prospective negotiations over the Golan Heights. When Kissinger arrived in the region on 7 

March 197S on what was expected to be a climactic shuttle between Egypt and Israel to secure a 

second Sinai disengagement, Asad began reordering Syria’s geopolitical environment to 

counterbalance the possibility of Egypt’s official exit from the Arab military equation. Instead of the 

increasingly defunct two-front strategy, Syria would now seek to organize an expanded Eastern Front 

strategy. In addition to Iraq and Jordan, Syria’s Eastern Front partners in the original formulation, 

the expanded front would now seek to include Lebanon and the PLO. Given its military and natural 

resources, as well as its geographic position, Iraq was expected to be the jewel of this new alliance. 

Asad proposed unity with Iraq one more time, and in April 1975 suggested the establishment of an 

Eastern Front Command with Iraqi participation. Once again, Baghdad snubbed Damascus’s 

overture. The hostility between the two competitors for the Ba‘thi mantle proved insurmountable. 

Iraq replied by denouncing the Golan disengagement and Syria’s apparent willingness to make peace 

with Israel. Throughout the summer, Baghdad accused Damascus that the Euphrates Dam at Tabaqa 

was jeopardizing the livelihood of Iraqi peasants downstream in the Euphrates basin. The war of 

words between the two countries degenerated into the massing of troops on both sides of the border. 

The tension was contained and the troops withdrawn only after Algeria and Saudi Arabia intervened

414

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



and mediated between the two countries.26 Iraq’s participation in the Eastern Front was not to be, and 

Syria’s isolation was growing tighter.

Asad’s efforts to build support on the Eastern Front found areceptive audience with the PLO. 

At the Rabat Summit of 26 October 1974, Syria recognized the PLO as the sole legitimate 

representative of the Palestinian people in a bid to promote it to a negotiating role in America’s 

regional diplomacy. Neither Israel, Kissinger, nor Sadat’s unilateral tactics sanctioned any such role 

for the PLO, however. Fearful of Cairo’s steady slip away from the Arab camp after Sinai I, the PLO 

and Syria joined ranks. On 8 March 197S, Asad proposed the founding of a joint political and 

military command with the PLO, and Arafat agreed.

The main thrust of Asad’s Eastern Front efforts was directed at reaching a military and 

political alliance with Jordan, however. It was a most opportune occasion for a convergence of 

interest between Amman and Damascus. King Hussein’s wounds were still fresh from the blow he 

received at Rabat, and was feeling indignant for being denied a piece of the post-1973 War political 

pie. Asad, on the other hand, was searching for allies to consolidate the Eastern Front. Thus on 10 

June 1975, Asad made a visit to Jordan, the first since 1957 by a Syrian president, most probably to 

press his case for a union between the two countries. The next day he and the king agreed to form 

a Higher Syrian-Jordanian Committee (al-Lafna al- 'Olya al-Suriyya al-Urduniyya). Gathering a 

number of high-ranking political and military officials from both countries, the committee was to 

oversee coordination (tanseeq), cooperation (ta‘ezwort), and complementarity (takamol) between the 

two countries in all spheres. In the end of July, trade restrictions between Jordan and Syria were

“ See Khaddam *s speech in al-Raya, 18 February 1991; and Ma'oz, Asad, pp. 111-113.
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removed.27 On 18 August, Hussein visited Syria for four days. This visit occurred after the American 

Congress had refused to sanction the sale ofHawk missiles to Jordan, and only days before Kissinger 

was expected to arrive in the region, on 21 August, for a decisive shuttle between Israel and Egypt, 

to secure a second Sinai disengagement. When Hussein arrived in Damascus, the Syrian press was 

nostalgically comparing relations between the two countries to those between Syria and Egypt during 

the Union years. Press reports also suggested that Asad and Hussein were considering 

complementary unity (al-wihda al-mutakamila) between Jordan and Syria. Albeit falling short of 

these high expectations, the visit’s final communique announced the creation of the Syrian-Jordanian 

Supreme Leadership Council (Majlis al-Qiyada al- ’Olya). Composed of Asad and Hussein, the 

council was to convene every three months to coordinate the Arab and international policies of both 

countries; coordinate policies pertaining to issues of war and peace; and launch measures to 

safeguard the national security of both states and unify their armed forces. Article S of the final 

communique also called for “promulgating economic policies aimed at achieving complementarity 

and unity between the economies of the two countries.”28 In fact, trade agreements signed earlier in 

the year had abolished all customs duties between the two countries. On 6 April 1975 Damascus also 

agreed to purchase JD2 million worth of Jordanian products whose import into Syria was not 

permitted by official lists cataloguing import quotas. Syrian officials who participated in the trade 

negotiations explained these measures as part and parcel of a desire to attain economic unity with

^For Asad’s visit sec al-Baath, 11 June 1975; ai-Sharq, 11 June 1975; and an-Nahar, 12 June 1975. For the trade 
agreements see al-Hayat, 1 August 1975; and Brand, Jordan's Inter-Arab Relations, pp. 159-165.

“ For Hussein’s visit see al-Hayat, 19 August 1975; an-Nahar, 20 August 1975; and al-Seyassah, 21 August 1975. For the 
text o f the final communique see al-Hayat, 23 August 1975.
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Jordan.29 It was also a case of trade policy placed at the service of Syria’s larger geopolitical 

objectives. Atrade agreement favorable to Amman’s economic requirements was intended to ensure 

Jordan’s political and military support.

Less than two weeks after Asad and Hussein’s August summit, Kissinger succeeded in 

eliciting a second Sinai disengagement Initialed by Prime Minister Rabin and by Sadat on 1 

September 1975, then signed in Geneva on 4 September, the second Egyptian-Israeli Disengagement 

Agreement (Sinai II), and the secret side letters exchanged between America, Egypt and Israel, 

eliminated Egypt’s role in the Arab military equation.30 The one-time linchpin of the Arab security 

system, and Syria’s partner in the two-front strategy, was irreversibly neutralized, and Syria’s 

geopolitical position had consequently received a terrible blow. Not all was lost however. In the 

months preceding Sinai n, Asad had succeeded in luring Hussein to his side, hence salvaging the 

Eastern Front strategy despite Iraq’s refusal to enter into an alliance with Syria. Asad also secured 

cooperation from the PLO and Lebanon. In fact Sinai II injected greater vigor and urgency into 

Asad’s regional policies. Henceforth, he would launch an ambitious regional strategy aimed at 

balancing Egypt’s defection from the Arab camp and restoring the regional leverage lost since Sinai 

I. To achieve this, Damascus sought coordination with, and political control over, its immediate Arab 

environment: namely, Jordan, the PLO, and Lebanon. This could protect Syria from possible 

outflanking maneuvers through Lebanon and Jordan. It could also preclude Israel from gaining any

^Interview with Muhammad al-‘Imadi, Damascus, 27 October 1998.

“ In his memoirs, Kissinger describes the side letters in the following way: “Sadat promised not to join a war if Syria 
attacked Israel; to maintain formal symmetry, Rabin offered assurances that Israel would not attack Syria. Ford agreed to a 
commitment not to deal with the PLO until it recognized Israel's right to exist and accepted Security Council Resolutions 242 and
338 In a letter to Rabin, Ford also indicated that, in any ultimate peace negotiation, he would give 'great weight' to Israel’s view
that its security did not allow it to give up the Golan Heights. What we put in writing with respect to both foe PLO and foe Golan 
was not so much a new commitment as a formal statement of existing American policy.” Kissinger, Years o f Renewal, p. 4S6, and 
also pp. 422-456 for foe Sinai II shuttle.
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political leverage in Syria’s immediate geopolitical background. Moreover, Damascus sought control 

over the PLO lest the Palestinians, by escalating the conflict with Israel, entrap Syria in an untimely 

and unequal military confrontation.31

Albeit Syrian-Jordanian relations fell short of the unity desired by Damascus, close 

cooperation between the two countries continued for at least another two years. In fact, A m m an was 

one of the few Arab capitals that supported Syria’s intervention in Lebanon in June 1976. Ignored 

by American regional diplomacy, the PLO made common cause with Syria to salvage its political 

role after Sinai U. It was a convergence of interests fraught with distrust, however. After all, the 

burgeoning D amascus-Amman axis raised the specter of a Syrian-Jordanian formula for the West 

Bank within an overall settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict, at the PLO’s expense. Lebanon was 

the wild card in this new regional configuration of power. Sliding steadily into civil war, it became 

the theater where Damascus demonstrated how far it was willing to go to protect its immediate 

security environment and geopolitical interests. The following section explores the defensive realist 

logic underlying Syria’s domestically unpopular intervention in Lebanon in June 1976.

5.3 The Unruly Brother: Syria’s Intervention in Lebanon, 1976

On the night of 31 May and 1 June 1976, Syrian armored columns streamed into Lebanon 

along three axes: toward Tripoli in the north, along the main Beirut-Damascus highway in the center, 

and toward Sidon through Jezzine in the south.32 Their objective was to check the advance of the

’‘See Seale, Asad o f Syria, pp. 267-269; and Rabinovich, “The Foreign Policy of Syria,” p. 175.

’’For analysis o f the course of the civil war leading up to the Syrian intervention in June see Walid Khalidi, Conflict and 
Violence in Lebanon: Confrontation in the Middle East (Cambridge: Harvard Centre for International Affairs, 1979), pp. 47-65; 
Itamar Rabinovich, The War fo r Lebanon, 1970-1985 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985), pp. 34-59; Naomi J. Weinberger, 
Syrian Intervention in Lebanon: The 1975-76Civil War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986); and Reuven Avi-Ran, The Syrian
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Moslem-affiliated. National Movement militias, backed by Palestinian military units, against 

Christian strongholds. The June intervention was not the first time Syria dispatched armed forces 

to contain the fighting in Lebanon since the outbreak of general hostilities on 13 April 197S. Rather, 

Syria’s intervention was incremental, reacting to the deteriorating security situation in Lebanon. In 

January 1976 Christian forces overran the Moslem slums of Karantina, Maslakh, and Nab‘a. This 

transpired when a National Movement-Palestinian offensive against the Christian southern town of 

D amour was facing stiff resistance. Moslem leaders appealed to Damascus to check the advance of 

Christian forces into Moslem-inhabited West Beirut Consequently, Damascus dispatched forces 

belonging to the Palestine Liberation Army (PLA), regular PLO units stationed in Syria, to protect 

West Beirut from a possible Christian attack.33 The tide of the war later turned against the Christian 

forces, and by April 1976 a coalition of National Movement and Palestinian forces had set siege to 

the town of Zahle, located north of the Beirut-Damascus highway, and converged against the 

strategic Dhour Shwayr area, the gateway from the southeast to the Maronite heartland of Mount 

Lebanon. It was now the turn of the Christian leaders - represented by a delegation from the Maronite 

groups gathered in the Lebanese Front, and a number of Christian Parliamentary deputies - to visit 

the Syrian capital and plead for Syrian intervention.34 Thus on 9 April, Syrian armor, supported by 

pro-Syrian Palestinian Sa‘iqa forces, crossed the Lebanese border and broke the siege around Zahle 

and other Christian towns. This Syrian probe into Lebanese territory, backed by a naval blockade of 

the northern port of Tripoli and the southern ports of Sidon and Tyre, the National Movement’s and

Involvement in Lebanon Since 1975 (Boulder Wcstvicw Press, 1991), pp. 19-42.

33Interview with Abdel Halim Khaddam, Damascus, 14 March 1999. 

^Interview with Abdel Halim Khaddam, Damascus, 14 March 1999.
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Palestinian’s main sources of military supplies, secured an interim cease-fire. Syrian armor was 

subsequently pulled back into Syrian territory in middle April. However an attack by a breakaway 

Moslem faction of the Lebanese army against two northern Maronite villages, and subsequent 

appeals by Lebanese President Suleiman Franjieh and Prime Ministe r Rashid Karami for Syrian 

intervention, brought the Syrian Third Armored Division roaring into Lebanon on 1 June. A number 

of bloody military confrontations ensued between Syrian forces and Christian militias, on the one 

hand, and National Movement and Palestinian forces, on the other.By late October 1976 Syrian units 

had dislodged the forces of the National Movement and their Palestinian allies from their main 

strongholds, and brought much of Lebanon under Syrian control.

The June intervention in Lebanon was profoundly unpopular in Syria, however. It alienated 

large segments of the Syrian public, stirred the professional syndicates into open conflict against the 

authorities, and triggered a bloody confrontation between the regime and the Moslem Brotherhood 

from 1977 until 1982.35 It was also opposed by some members of Asad’s immediate political 

entourage, most of whom were later dropped from the regime's inner-circle.36 Moreover, the 

intervention incurred condemnation from most Arab capitals, but especially the so-called radical 

Arab regimes of Iraq and Libya. Given that Asad ordered his troops into Beirut against explicit 

public Soviet advice, Syria’s intervention in Lebanon also resulted in a temporary rift between 

Moscow and Damascus, at a time when American domination of regional diplomacy was already

“ See Syria Unmasked, p. 85; Seale, Asad o f Syria, p. 283; Batani, Syria's Peasantry, pp. 264-265; Rabinovich, The War 
fo r  Lebanon, p. 10; Perthes, The Political Economy o f Syria under Asad, p. 137; and Sadowski, “Ba'thist Ethics and the Spirit of 
State Capitalism,” p. 174.

“ Interviews in Beirut, August 1998-January 1999.
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at a zenith.37 Furthermore, throughout the years, maintaining a military presence in Lebanon has 

placed substantial financial burdens on the Syrian treasury. After 1976, the cost of Syria’s military 

presence in Lebanon rose from US$450 million per annum to almost USS1 billion, with only around 

US$ 180 million covered by the oil-rich Arab states every year.38 Given these political and economic 

costs, why then did the bastion of Arab nationalism turn against those who were seemingly fighting 

to defend Lebanon’s Arabism against Maronite separatism? Moreover, how could a regime that 

boasted of its Arab nationalist credentials take a foreign policy choice that exposed it domestically 

and regionally to allegations that it was in cahoots with the very enemies of Arab nationalism: 

namely, America, Israel, and the Lebanese Christian political establishment? The search for answers 

to these questions must begin with an appreciation of Syria’s enduring security interests in Lebanon 

since the 1940s.

A Catholic Security Marriage

Shared histories and objective geopolitical realities have always steered Lebanon and Syria 

into an inexorable catholic security marriage. Since France’s vivisection of the Levant into separate 

political entities, Damascus has viewed Lebanon as Syria’s political and security backyard. 

Successive Syrian regimes have considered the security and stability of Lebanon and Syria as 

organically and inescapably intertwined. Moreover, and since Lebanon’s independence in 1943, 

Syrian politicians have always reminded their Lebanese counterparts that the two countries are bound

37See Khaddam’s conversation in as-Safir, 16 November 1995; and Golan, Soviet Policies in the Middle East, pp. 151-152.

“ See Heydexnann, “The Political Logic ofEconomic Rationality,” p. 18; and Kanovsky, ‘‘What’s Behind Syria’s Current 
Economic Problems?” pp. 283 and 301.
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together by distinct relations ( "ilaqat mumayyaza).39 In fact, the Lebanese National Pact of 1943 

recognized an often-forgotten security tradeoffbetween the two countries. According to this tradeoff, 

Syria was willing to forgo its historical claims to the areas annexed by France to create Greater 

Lebanon in 1920, but only on the understanding that the Lebanon of the National Pact would not 

constitute a “beachhead” (mustaqar) or a “corridor” (mamar) for hostile foreign or Arab parties 

against Syria.40 It was a security pact rarely honored by Lebanon, with Beirut often serving as a 

center for conspiracy and subversion against Syria. Consequently, and to protect its domestic and 

regional interests, Syria intervened repeatedly in the domestic political affairs of its unruly brother 

to the west.

As aforementioned, in the middle 1970s, Lebanon fell under the scope of the rejuvenated and 

expanded Eastern Front proposed by Damascus after the conclusion of the first Sinai disengagement 

In its most ambitious scenario, this strategy called for Lebanon’s participation in a Syria-led united 

front extending from Ras al-Naqora, at the southernmost tip of Lebanon, to ‘Aqaba in Jordan. Such 

a front would protect Syria from an Israeli outflanking maneuver through Lebanon. The obsession 

of Syrian military strategists with their Lebanese soft underbelly stretching throughout the Beqa‘ 

dates back to the middle 1950s, when Damascus sought a military arrangement with the Lebanese 

government to station a Syrian brigade in the Beqa‘ valley.41 Apprehensive that such an arrangement

39See Joseph. Abu-KhaliL, Lubnart wa Suriyya: Mashaqqat al-Ukfatwwa [Lebanon and Syria; The Hardship ofBrotherhood] 
(Beirut: Sharikat a!-Matbo‘at lil-Tawzi‘ wa-l-Nashr, 1991), especially chapter six.

“ See the interview with Abdel Halim Khaddam in as-Safir, 16 May 1983; and Waiid Khalidi, ‘'Lebanon: Yesterday and 
Tomorrow,” Middle East Journal, 43,3, (Summer 1989), pp. 379-380.

“ It is useful in this context to quote the statement of Mustafa Tlas, Syria’s defense minister, on the occasion o f Army Day 
celebrations in Lebanon and Syria in August 1999. "The Lebanese in ‘Akkar asked me why I love General Emile Lahoud, so I simply 
told them: through his leadership of the biggest institution in Lebanon, that is the army, [he] has enabled me [to feel] reassured about 
my right soft underbelly, and in the presence o f General Lahoud atop this army, I do not hereafter fear for my right soft underbelly 
from any Israeli perfidy.” See as-Safir, 3 August 1999.
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might pave the way for Syria’s domination over Lebanon, the Lebanese government vacillated and 

the negotiations ended in naught Under Asad, Damascus renewed its pressure on the Lebanese 

government to allow the entry of Syrian troops to the Beqa‘. Hoping to transform the Lebanese army 

into a credible deterrent force, Damascus also urged Beirut to expand the army’s standing units, 

equip it with effective weapons, and indoctrinate it along pro-Syrian ideological lines. However, and 

well into the 1970s, Lebanese-Syrian military coordination remained far from the levels desired by 

Damascus. Nevertheless, Syria always made its voice heard in matters pertaining to Lebanese 

security, especially in the selection of Lebanese intelligence and security chiefs.42

When the Lebanese civil war broke out in April 1975, the Syrian regime was naturally 

perturbed. Transpiring at a time when Kissinger’s Middle East diplomacy had shattered Syria’s two- 

front strategy and the concomitant regional balance of power built by Asad to confront Israel and 

regain the Golan Heights, the steady collapse of Lebanon threatened to compromise Syria’s control 

over its immediate security environment, thus undermining its regional position even further. 

Damascus sought initially to contain the conflict and end the fighting by negotiating a set of political 

reforms. The proposed reforms, collected in the Constitutional Document of 14 February 1976, 

aimed at addressing the demands of Moslem leaders, but especially the Druze leader Kamal Junblat, 

without however alienating Lebanon’s Christian community and its leadership. When it became 

apparent that Junblat, with Palestinian support, was bent on pursuing the battle deep into the 

Christian heartland in an effort to smash the power base of the Christian forces, Syria was alarmed 

at the potential consequences.43 The Syrian regime was particularly apprehensive lest Junblat’s

“ Sec Avi-Ran, The Syrian Involvement in Lebanon Since 1975, pp. 7*8; and Seale, Asad o f Syria, p. 269.

43 See Asad’s 20 July 1976 speech to the members of the newly elected provincial councils, reproduced in Rabinovich, The 
War fo r Lebanon, pp. 201*236. All following quotations from Asad’s speech are taken from this text
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intransigence, and die continuing sectarian mayhem, compel Christian leaders to seek direct 

assistance from Israel.44 This, Damascus reasoned, would pave the way for an Israeli intervention 

into Lebanon, exposing Syria’s western flank to an Israeli attack, neutralising the Eastern Front 

strategy Asad was laboriously putting together since middle 1975, hence undermining Syria’s 

leverage in a comprehensive settlement, and tightening its regional isolation. In his long and 

remarkably revealing 20 M y 1976 speech delivered to explicate the reasons behind Syria’s June 

intervention, Asad explained that he had warned Junblat against the follies of “decisive military 

action” because that “would open doors to every foreign intervention [in Lebanon], particularly 

Israel’s intervention.” Similarly, in a later interview, Khaddam explained that prior to the June 

intervention, Damascus was chiefly concerned with the possibility that, under the pretext of 

protecting the Christians in Lebanon, Israel might intervene militarily in Lebanon. “The obsession 

on our part,” he noted, “pertained to ... Israel’s intervention” in Lebanon.45 Consequently, and in 

tandem with defensive realist expectations, Syria’s intervention in Lebanon in June 1976 was 

motivated by geopolitical concerns, namely, the need to ward off an Israeli intervention in Lebanon, 

one that could have profoundly compromised Syria’s regional security.

In fact, during the period immediately prior to the Syrian intervention, especially between 

April and June 1976, American diplomacy may have advertently exacerbated Syrian anxieties 

regarding a possible Israeli intervention into Lebanon so long as Syria did not intervene to save 

Christian strongholds from being overrun by the National Movement-Palestinian coalition.46 Indeed,

“ Interview with Abdel Halim Khaddam, Damascus, 14 March 1999. 

“ See Khaddam’s conversation in as-Safir, 16 November 1995.

“ Patrick Seale advances this thesis in Asad o f Syria, pp. 278-280.
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by April 1976, America’s blatant warnings to Damascus to stay out of Lebanon had been 

overshadowed by Washington’s efforts to arrange a secret Syrian-American-Israeli agreement 

according to which Israel would tolerate a limited Syrian intervention into Lebanon. Instead of 

warning Damascus against intervening in Lebanon, Kissinger now sought to encourage Syria to 

move against the Palestinians before a National Movement-Palestinian victory invited an Israeli 

intervention, a prospect Syria wanted desperately to forestall. The only direct evidence in Kissinger’s 

memoirs of this scheme can be gleaned from his comments to anNSC meeting on 7 April 1976: “We 

know that the Syrians are scared ofthe Israelis so the idea of a Syrian attack can be pretty much ruled 

out,” Kissinger argued. “We exaggerate Israel’s eagerness to enter Lebanon, but Syria is not about 

to start a war if it can be avoided. Only if they have to go into Lebanon and Israel also goes in. We 

have also learned that the Soviets are not eager for a war. They are supporting the Lebanese 

Communist Party and other local elements, including the PLO, but overall they are a factor of 

restraint. The Lebanese Communist Party is most helpful, but the Soviets seem to be counseling the 

Syrians against moving. They want to have their cake and eat it, too. The Soviets are not looking for 

trouble, but they will be forced to move rather than lose all their assets in the Middle East, should 

another war come.”47 Perhaps more revealing of Kissinger’s intentions in precipitating a Syrian 

intervention into Lebanon is his assessment of the impact of Syria’s June intervention on 

Damascus’s ability to oppose the future course of American regional diplomacy. Thus he concludes 

his assessment of America’s role during the Lebanon crisis by noting that “so long as Asad was at 

loggerheads with the Soviet Union and preoccupied in Lebanon, the intensity with which he would 

be able to oppose our planned initiative [that is, an end of the state of belligerency between Israel

"Kissinger. Years o f Renewal, p. 1046. Italics added.
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and its Arab neighbors] would be sharply reduced.” By the summer of 1976, Kissinger continues, 

“Not only had our initial concern of a general conflagration been overcome, the radical coalition 

against the peace process was in tatters. Syria was preoccupied with Lebanon, the PLO with Syria.”48

Be that as it may, the resulting Syrian-American-Israeli arrangement, the so-called ‘red-line 

agreement,’ stipulated that no Syrian troops may be dispatched beyond a line running from Sidon 

to Kfarmiski, an imaginary line that ran directly east from Sidon toward the eastern Beqa‘ region. 

It also stipulated that Syrian troops south of the Beirut-Damascus highway may not exceed the size 

of a single brigade, that Syria may not deploy surface-to-air missiles in Lebanon, nor use its air force 

against ground targets in Lebanon.49 Once the agreement was concluded, sometime toward the end 

of March 1976, Syria’s road to Beirut had become paved with American blessings.

In his 20 July speech, Asad enumerated a number of additional reasons underlying the 

decision to intervene in Lebanon. These also buttress the defensive realist explanation advanced 

above. Damascus feared that an overwhelming defeat of the Christian camp in Lebanon will invite 

the internationalization of the conflict “The world will [then] seek to find a solution to this problem. 

What could this solution be?” asked Asad. “We can all guess that a solution would not take place 

without the partitioning of Lebanon. But it will be a partition of violence and oppression.” 

Consequently, “a state more dangerous and more hostile than Israel would be established - not 

because the people [read, Lebanese Christians] who would live in this state would be Israelis or 

aliens. No, they are an essential part of our people. It is not because of this that they and their state

“Ibid., p. 1050.

MSee Yitzhak Rabin, The Rabin Memoirs (London: Weidenfeld and Nico Ison, 1979), p. 219; Seale, Asad ofSyria, pp. 279- 
280; Kissinger, Years o f Renewal, p. 1045; and Itamar Rabinovich, “Controlled Conflict in the Middle East: The Syrian-Isracli 
Rivalry in Lebanon,” in Gabriel Ben-Dor and DavidB. Dewitt, eds.. Conflict Management in the Middle East (Toronto: Lexington 
Books, 1987), p. 99.
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would be more dangerous and hostile than Israel. They would be so as a result of the series of 

oppressions they had suffered. As a result of this oppression, this state and those in it would be more 

dangerous and hostile than Israel.” In other words, Damascus feared that a decisive defeat of the 

Christians will invite the partition of Lebanon along religious lines, and the creation of a pro-Israeli 

entity, tied to the West, on Syria’s western borders. Asad also contended that the partition of 

Lebanon serves Israel’s objective of defeating “the slogan of the democratic secular state - the slogan 

which we raise.” Moreover, it would “constitute a stab at the idea of Arab unity,” for “when the 

Arabs in Lebanon fail to live together in one state, despite the long years they have lived together, 

it would be the practical and material proof they want to prove that the idea of Arab nationalism is 

invalid.” More ominous for Damascus was the precedent Lebanon’s partition would set in the region 

for other religious or ethnic groups to secede from existing states, including Syria, home to a 

substantial Kurdish minority. An alternative scenario, the creation of a militant entity in the area 

south of the Beirut-Damascus highway, and ruled by a National Movement-Palesdnian coalition, 

was, from Syria’s perspective, an equally appalling scenario. Allied to radical Iraq and Libya, this 

entity could easily embroil Syria in a premature and costly confrontation with Israel.30

For a regime that had always considered the security of Syria to be organically intertwined 

with Lebanon’s, the perpetuation of the fighting in Lebanon was viewed as a recipe for a number of 

equally objectionable scenarios. Consequently, Syria’s intervention in Lebanon to stop the fighting, 

first through political good offices and later by direct military intervention, was a security imperative 

as straightforward as a “mathematical formula,” as Asad explained in his 20 July speech. Throughout 

the period leading up to the June intervention, Damascus was also convinced that the PLO’s support

MSee Kissinger, Years o f Renewed, p. 1040; and Seale, Asad o f Syria, pp. 281*282.
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to Junblat in the latter’s quest for total victory was part of a plan by4 Arafat aim ed at using Lebanon 

to pressure America and other Western countries to resolve the Palestinian question.31 This was a 

Syrian taboo, however. It would have constituted a unilateral settlement of the core component of 

the Arab-Israeli conflict. Subsequently, this would have undermined Syria’s comprehensive 

settlement strategy, and increased its regional isolation. Ever since this divergence of policies in 

Lebanon in 1976, Asad and ‘Arafat would be engaged in a fierce struggle to control the Palestinian 

card, in the hope of deploying it at the service of each party’s own political objectives.32

Thus Syria’s intervention in Lebanon in June 1976 was motivated by strictly defensive realist 

concerns. It was undertaken to bring order to Syria’s political and security backyard, and to forestall 

the possibility of an Israeli intervention into Lebanon, one that could have profoundly compromised 

Syria’s security and regional standing. Asad’s ability to take such an unpopular foreign policy choice 

in 1976 is testimony to the substantial degree of autonomy from domestic pressures enjoyed by the 

Ba‘thi regime, especially by the presidency. Invariably, this was a consequence of the corporatist 

organization of state-society relations prevalent in Ba‘thi Syria.

Lebanon would preoccupy Syria for many years after June 1976. It is nevertheless astonishing 

that later Lebanese governments failed to draw the full implications of Syria’s June 1976 

intervention: namely, that Syria’s security interests in its Lebanese backyard are non-negotiable. Be 

that as it may, no sooner had Syria consolidated its control over Lebanon in the aftermath of the June 

1976 intervention, Damascus was beckoned by another regional headache. This time Cairo was the 

flashpoint. Specifically, Sadat’s uncoordinated unilateral quest for a comprehensive peace settlement

3‘Interview with Abdel Halim. Khaddam, Damascus, 14 March 1999.

32For a discussion o f this contest see Batatu, Syria's Peasantry, pp. 287*322.
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with Israel. The separate road chosen by Sadat along this path further transformed the regional 

balance of power and Syria’s security environment It also triggered a sequence of events that paved 

the way for Syria’s support of Iran when the Iran-Iraq War erupted on 22 September 1980. The 

following section traces the defensive realist logic of this alliance choice.

5.4 The Unthinkable Alliance: Syria’s Alliance with Iran, 1980

Syria’s siding with Iran when the Iran-Iraq War broke out is another example of a 

controversial foreign policy choice taken by the Asad regime. It was popular neither with the 

domestic Syrian public nor among the cadres of the Ba‘th Party.33 The corporatist organization of 

state-society relations under Asad shielded the regime from domestic pressures, however. 

Nevertheless, Syria’s pro-Iran stance also risked the opprobrium of the oil-rich Gulf states, a source 

of considerable financial support to the Syrian treasury. Why then did Arab nationalist Syria, the 

claimant to the secular Ba‘thi mantle, support non-Arab Iran, the Islamic regime bent on exporting 

its revolutionary theological doctrine, against  a fellow Arab and Ba'thi state, Iraq? The following 

discussion advances a defensive realist explanation of the Syrian regime’s decision to support Iran 

when the Iran-Iraq War broke out on 22 September 1980. To do so, however, entails a survey of the 

geopolitical challenges preoccupying the Syrian regime throughout the late 1970s. An appreciation 

of the Syrian regime’s security environment during these years explains its choice to ally with Tehran 

and against Baghdad.

” See Seale, Asad o f Syria, p. 351; Hmnebusch, ‘‘Revisionist Dreams, Realist Strategies,” p. 390; and Batata, Syria’s 
Peasantry, pp. 284*285.
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Betrayed by Baghdad

Sadat’s visit to Jerusalem on 19November 1977 transformed profoundly Syria’s geopolitical 

environment. At least from Damascus’s perspective, his determination to pursue a separate 

relationship with Israel destroyed any chances for a comprehensive regional settlement, even one 

along the lines of the less-than-perfect Geneva conference. More alarmingly, Sadat’s Jerusalem visit, 

and its implications on the future of Egyptian-Israeli relations, created a strategic imbalance in the 

region that tilted unquestionably in Israel’s favor. After all, and despite its detrimental impact on the 

regional balance of power, Sinai H was nevertheless only a disengagement agreement. Sadat’s 

Jerusalem trip, on the other hand, paved the way for the formal removal of Egypt from the Arab 

camp and military equation. For Damascus, Sadat’s Jerusalem visit torpedoed any semblance of a 

balance of power between Israel and the Arab camp, and exposed the whole region to unchecked 

Israeli hegemony.54 For a regime that calculates Syria’s regional security interests in region-wide 

geostrategic terms, Sadat’s visit was a recipe for Syria’s encirclement by Israel, now under the 

leadership of a right-wing Likud government. At worst, it was also an invitation for a knock-out 

Israeli military blow against Syria.

Not surprisingly, then, Asad’s knee-jerk reaction to Sadat’s Jerusalem visit was an appeal on 

20 November 1977 to the Iraqi leadership to open a new page in the relations between the two 

countries. Given its military capabilities and geographic location, Iraq was the only Arab state 

capable of compensating Syria the military weight and strategic depth it desperately required to 

counterbalance Israel’s regional power after Egypt’s formal exit from the Arab camp. Transpiring 

at a period when Damascus and Baghdad were at political loggerheads, the appeal underscored

54Asad describes Sadat’s Jerusalem visit in bis 8 March 1981 speech, reproduced in al-Baath, 9 March 1981.
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Asad’s determination to preempt the possibility of Syria’s regional isolation and political 

marginalization. Baghdad snubbed Damascus yet again, however.55 Damascus reacted by mobilizing 

its Arab allies in the Front of Steadfastness and Resistance (Jabhat al-Sumoud wa-l-Tasadf). 

Composed of Syria, Libya, Algeria, South Yemen, and the PLO, the front’s first meeting was held 

in Tripoli on 5 December 1977. A posse of leaders with disparate interests and regional concerns, 

the front was all rhetoric and little substance. Asad also sought to upgrade Syria’s military 

capabilities with Soviet help. Sidelined by American regional diplomacy and Sadat’s Jerusalem visit, 

Moscow obliged the Syrian regime, but not to the extent desired by Damascus. Syria’s fears oflsraeli 

regional domination and a possible military offensive climaxed when Israel invaded Lebanon in 

March 1978, occupying a stretch of south Lebanon all the way up to the Litani river. Israel’s thrust 

into Lebanon exposed Syria to the dreaded two-front war scenario: an Israeli attack against Syria 

through the Beqa‘ valley and on the Golan Heights. Lacking strategic depth and exposed militarily, 

Damascus opted to stay out of the fight, concentrating instead on defending Syria’s soft underbelly 

along the Beqa‘ valley.56

Just as Sadat’s Jerusalem visit wrecked the Arab balance of power poised against Israel, the 

signing of the Camp David Accords between Israel and Egypt on 17 September 1978 spurred some 

Arab regimes into action to contain the accords’ geopolitical consequences. By committing both 

Egypt and Israel “to negotiate in good faith with a goal of concluding within three months of the 

signing of this framework a peace treaty between them,” the Camp David Accords heralded a

5iSee Kh ad dam’s speech in al-Raya, IS February 1991.

’‘See Seale, Asad o f Syria, pp. 310-312; and Golan, Soviet Policies in the Middle East, pp. 153-154.
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complete transformation in the regional balance of power.57 Egypt was finally and definitively 

neutralized, and Israel’s regional stature was rendered unchallengeable militarily. Iraq, now em erging  

as a regional power in its own right, led the effort to rally the Arab states against Camp David. 

Consequently, on 1 October 1978, the Iraqi Revolutionary Com m and Council (RCC) passed a 

resolution calling for the convening of an Arab sum m it in  Baghdad to counteract the impact of Camp 

David. The resolution also called upon Syria and Iraq to cooperate against a possible confrontation 

with Israel, a euphemism meant to encourage Syria’s attendance of the upcoming summit With the 

regional balance of power after Camp David so overwhelmingly in favor of Israel, Syria responded 

swiftly and positively to Baghdad’s call. In his reply to then Iraqi President Ahmad Hassan al-Bakr, 

Asad argued that at no other time was the need for unity between Syria and Iraq greater to confront 

Sadat’s objective of completing a unilateral peace with Israel. Consequently, Bakr ordered the 

immediate initiation of unity talks between the two countries.58

Henceforth, unity deliberations between Baghdad and Damascus shifted into high gear. Asad 

delegated to Baghdad the task of submitting the unity proposals, declaring his readiness to accept 

any form of unity suggested by the Iraqi leadership. This was in tandem with Syria’s policy toward 

Iraq since Sadat’s Jerusalem visit and its concomitant effects on the regional balance of power. As 

Khaddam explained, in a February 1991 speech to the secretaries and members of the Ba‘th Party’s 

branch commands, “throughout these contacts [with Iraq], Syria’s starting-point was to hold onto 

Iraq in any way, because after Egypt’s exit [from the Arab camp] we felt that the great [regional] 

balance was upset as a result of its exit, and that we had to act in a swift m anner, and with all our

57For the text o f the Camp David Accords see Quandt, Peace Process, pp. 445-456.

5>For Iraq’s position and the Syrian response see Majid Khadduri, The CulfW ar: The Origins and Implications ofthe Iraq- 
Iran Conflict (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), pp. 70-71.
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energies, to restore the balance to the region.”59 Baghdad soon submitted proposals for joint action 

between the two countries, to which Damascus responded positively. Subsequently, when Asad made 

a three-day visit to Baghdad on 24-26 October 1978, a Charter for Joint National Action (Mithaq al~ 

'Amal al-Qawmi al-Mushtarak) was announced. In it the two Ba‘thi regimes declared their readiness 

to enter into unity, the nature of which was left for future deliberations.60

This Syrian-Iraqi rapprochement was followed by an Arab summit in Baghdad on 2-5 

November, held to condemn Egypt’s unilateral policies, but also to ensure that other Arab states, 

especially Jordan, did not follow the Egyptian lead. In a desperate effort by the summiteers to 

convince Sadat not to proceed with the peace treaty stipulated for in the Camp David Accords, the 

sum m it dispatched to Cairo a delegation headed by the Lebanese prime minister, Salim al-Hoss. The 

delegation was authorized to offer Sadat US$5 billion a year, for ten years, in return for not signing 

a peace treaty with Israel. Sadat refused to receive the delegation, however.61 Instead, he forged 

ahead with a unilateral Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty. The Washington Treaty was subsequently 

signed on 26 March 1979.

In the mean time, unity negotiations between Damascus and Baghdad proceeded at a fast 

pace. Saddam led an Iraqi delegation to Damascus in January 1979 to resume deliberations toward 

reaching an agreement on the form of unity desired between the two countries. Then, spurred by the 

signing of the Washington Treaty, Asad led a Syrian delegation to Baghdad on 16 June for a meeting 

of the Higher Political Committee, a joint body established in October 1978. After four days of

5‘'See Khaddam’s speech in al-Raya, 18 February 1991.

"See Khadduri, The G ulf War, pp. 70-71; and Asad’s speech to the People’s Council on the occasion o f his swearing in 
to a third presidential term, in al-Baath, 13 March 1985.

“ Interview with Salim al-Hoss. Member of Parliament. Former Prime Minister. Beirut, 30 October 1998.
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negotiations, the meeting’s final political communique called for the formation of a Join t Political 

Leadership responsible for formulating foreign and Arab policies, as well as decisions on war and 

peace. It also called for the creation ofa Political Committee to prepare for the merger of the Syrian 

and Iraqi wings of the Ba‘th Party, a Constitutional Committee to finalize the drafting of the 

proposed union’s Constitution, and a unified command for the armed forces of the two states.62 

However, behind the amiable facade, the two sides diverged on a number of issues. There was 

disagreement regarding which country should hold the presidency seat of the proposed unitary state, 

as well as over the composition of the proposed federal parliament.63 Contemporary reports also 

suggested that Saddam insisted on unifying the two wings of the party, and demanded that Syria 

recognize ‘Aflaq’s leadership of the Ba‘th Party before proceeding with the unification of the two 

states. Moreover, it was rumored that Damascus refused to place the regime’s praetorian units under 

the authority of the projected unified command.64 Be that as it may, the Syrian regime was under the 

impression that lingering obstacles were not insurmountable.65

Less than a month later, on 16 July, Baghdad announced that Bakr, ostensibly for reasons of 

ill health, had retired. On the same day, Saddam succeeded Bakr to the presidency and the 

chairmanship of the RCC. Two days later, on 18 July, Asad dispatched Khaddam to Baghdad to 

convey the congratulations of the Syrian regime to Saddam. According to Khaddam, he and Saddam 

agreed that a secret meeting between Asad and Saddam would be held toward the end of July to put

“ For the text of the communique see Asharq al-Awsat, 20 June 1979. 

“This view is suggested by Khadduri, The G ulf War, pp. 72-73.

“ See Batatu, Syria‘s Peasantry, p. 281.

“ See Khaddam’s speech in al-Raya, 18 February 1991.
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the final touches on the unity declaration between the two countries. However on 28 July, Baghdad 

announced that a conspiracy against the regime was uncovered, and insinuated Syrian involvement 

Damascus denied any involvement in Iraq’s internal affairs, and on 29 July Asad dispatched 

Khaddam and Shihabi to Baghdad to investigate purported Syrian involvement The Iraqi regime 

produced no solid evidence in support of its allegations, however.66

A number of perspectives have been advanced to explain Iraq’s about-face in July 1979. One 

perspective opines that Saddam was reacting to a plot hatched against him, after his election, by 

members of the RCC who favored a union with Syria, and were supported by Damascus. An 

alternative viewpoint suggests that Saddam suspected that the projected union was bound to relegate 

him to third place in the leadership lineup, behind Bakr and Asad. To ensure his ascendence to the 

Iraqi helm, Saddam staged a coup against Bakr at a time when the latter was urging Damascus to 

expedite the completion of the projected union.67 Be that as it may, the Syrian regime insists that 

Baghdad, but especially Saddam, torpedoed the unity project because a Syrian-Iraqi union would 

have moved Iraq to the forefront of the Arab-Israeli conflict, obliging it to partake directly in the 

military confrontation against Israel, a burden it was not willing to carry.68 Thus the union urgently 

sought by Syria to balance against Israel’s dominant regional military position in the aftermath of 

the Camp David Accords proved elusive. Henceforth relations between Syria and Iraq would 

degenerate into a cycle of mutual hostility and recrimination. By September 1979, Damascus was 

accusing Baghdad of arming and financing the Moslem Brotherhood, now locked in a bloody

“ For the Syrian version o f events see Ibid; and Asad’s speeches in al-Baaih, 8 March 1982 and 13 March 1985. 

s7For the first perspective see Khadduri, The G ulf War, pp. 74-78; for the second see Seale, Asad o f Syria, pp. 354-355.

“ Interview with Abdel Halim Khaddam, Damascus, 14 March 1999.
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struggle with the Syrian regime. In less than a year, Iraq had swung from an asset in the confrontation 

with Israel to Syria’s most dangerous Arab neighbor.

Balancing Against Iraq and Israel

This deterioration in Iraqi-Syrian relations transpired at a time when the region had 

experienced a major political upheaval. In January 1979, the Islamic revolution in Iran overthrew 

the Shah’s regime. Overnight, a pro-Israeli, pro-American regime was replaced by another, one that 

was unabashedly inimical to America and its regional allies, especially Israel. Damascus had long 

considered the Shah as Israel’s regional ally. In addition to Ethiopia, the Shah’s Iran constituted a 

link in a regional chain of peripheral states organized by Israel to encircle the Arab world. The Shah 

had also played an instrumental role in bringing about Sadat’s Jerusalem trip, a sin for which he was 

never forgiven in Damascus. Thus, and as early as the middle 1970s, Damascus extended material 

and moral support to Imam Khomeini’s followers, fully cognizant that a regime transformation in 

Tehran would prove to be a major regional upheaval in Syria’s favor.69

When the Shah’s regime collapsed, it was only natural for Damascus to embrace the new 

rulers in Tehran. Enlisting Iran’s support was judged strategically crucial to boost Syria’s position 

in the confrontation with Israel. With Egypt outside the Arab military camp, Iran’s support could 

restore some parity to the regional balance of power, thus containing the strategic fallout from Camp 

David. Iran’s strategic value to Damascus appreciated even further in the aftermath of the collapse 

of the unity negotiations between Syria and Iraq. Damascus also considered Tehran an effective 

counterweight to Baghdad in the intra-Arab balance of power. Moreover, throughout 1979, 

Damascus was extremely apprehensive of a Saddam-orchestrated rapprochement underway between

“ Interview with Abdci Halim Khaddam, Damascus, 14 March 1999.
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Iraq, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia. In 1980, this rapprochement developed into a tacit alliance between 

the three countries.70 By then, Syria’s relations with Amman had also started to deteriorate. 

Damascus accused Amman of providing Syria’s Moslem Brothers training camps and safe havens 

in Jordan. Amman denied the allegations, however. To prove its point, Damascus dispatched Syrian 

intelligence operatives to the kingdom. They slipped into Jordan, arrested a number of Syrian 

Moslem Brothers, and delivered them to Jordanian authorities. On another occasion, the chief of 

Syrian military intelligence visited Jordan and submitted to King Hussein the addresses of Syrian 

Moslem Brothers residing in Amman and al-Zarqa’ .7l Equally alarming for Asad was King Hussein’s 

decision in 1980 to pull out of his increasingly shackling association with Syria, opting instead for 

closer ties with the rising power and prestige of Saddam’s Iraq. Amman even voiced disagreements 

with Syria’s Lebanon policy. Given this configuration of interests in the Arab world, the Iraqi- 

Jordanian-Saudi alliance threatened to isolate Damascus within the Arab system.

In an attempt to break out of this encroaching isolation, Asad accepted in September 1980 

a proposal by Libya’s Mu‘amar al-Qaddafi to form an integral union between Syria and Libya. In 

addition to its political value, the union also served Syria’s financial interests: it was reported that 

on the morrow of Asad’s decision Qaddafi paid US$ 1 billion of Syria’s debts to Moscow.72 When 

the Iran-Iraq War broke out on 22 September, Syria’s beleaguered geopolitical position faced an 

acute challenge. Already confronting a hostile, omnipotent, and unchecked Israel to the southwest, 

Damascus now had to grapple with the regional consequences of an Iraqi victory to the east. For a

’“See Alan R. Taylor, “The Pattern o f Arab Alliances," Middle East International, 14 August 1981, pp. 9-10. 

TISee as-Safir, 14 June 1980; and Asad’s 8 March 1981 speech, reproduced in al-Baath, 9 March 1981.

^See Kanovsky, “What’s Behind Syria’s Current Economic Problems?” p. 301.
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regime that evaluates its geopolitical weight in region-wide terms, and assumes that “any imbalance 

[khala[\ in any part of the region affects all the region,” a swift Iraqi victory would have completed 

Syria’s regional isolation and encirclement.73 Damascus would have then found itself squeezed 

between the Iraqi and Israeli vice. Thus Damascus sided with Iran in the Iran-Iraq War to balance 

against the security threat emerging on its eastern flank, and to protect its geopolitical position from 

the consequences of an unbearable Iraqi victory.74

The Syrian regime was also convinced that Saddam was arming and financing the Moslem 

Brotherhood. In a 1982 speech marking the nineteenth anniversary of the 8 March revolution, less 

than a month after the bloody confrontation in Hama, Asad condemned the Moslem Brotherhood, 

who “extend their hands to America’s agents on our borders,” who cooperate with “the agents of 

American intelligence to collect ... the dollar and the dinar.” After describing the Moslem 

Brotherhood’s weapon caches discovered in Hama, Asad asked sarcastically: “Who is the owner of 

the biggest share of what we found in Hama? The owner of the biggest share,” he answered, “is the 

ruler of Iraq..., the munificent who has generously endowed us with this large quantity of diverse 

weaponry.” “It is clear that the flagellator [jallad] of Iraq,” Asad continued, “was not satisfied with 

killing tens of thousands of Iraq’s brotherly people.... He thus came to Syria to practice his favorite 

hobby some more, [engendering] more killing, destruction, and assassination. This man did not 

hesitate since the first months of assuming the levers of power from sending weapons to the

73 Interview with Abdel Halim Khaddam, Damascus, 14 March 1999.

74See Seale, Asad o f Syria, pp. 353-358; Elie Chalala, “Syria’s Support o f Iran in the Gulf Wan The Role o f Structural 
Change and the Emergence o f a  Relatively Strong State,” Journal o f Arab Affairs 7 ,2 , (Fall 1988), pp. 112-113; and Shireen T. 
Hunter, “Iran and Syria: From Hostility to Limited Alliance,” in Hooshang Amirahmadi and Nader Entessar, eds., Iran and the Arab 
World (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1993), pp. 198-210.
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criminals [Le., Moslem Brotherhood] in Syria.”75

Since the inception of the Iran-Iraq War, Asad defended Syria’s alliance choice on the 

grounds that Iraq’s war was the wrong war, fought at the wrong time, against the wrong party. Why, 

Asad asked, did Saddam invade Iran after the latter “declared it was an Islamic revolution, and ... 

broke its relations with Israel, and... destroyed all agreements that had transformed Iran into a large 

advanced American base in this region, and when... it raised the banner of brotherhood with the 

Arabs, and when it raised the banner of resistance against Zionism and its base, Israel, and when it 

raised the banner of resistance against American imperialism. When Iran did all this, and when it 

said ‘I am with you oh Arabs in your fight against your enemy and your cause is mine,’ [it was] then 

invaded by the flagellator of Iraq.” The Iran-Iraq War, Asad declared, “is neither Iraq’s battle nor the 

Arabs’. It is the battle of America and Zionism.” It is a battle that deprived the Arabs of “a great 

achievement and a great profit” in the confrontation against Israel. It split the Arabs further, and 

diverted the attention and resources of many Arab states away from Israel.76

Syria’s relations with Iraq continued to deteriorate rapidly after the outbreak of the Iran-Iraq 

War. Damascus accused Baghdad of orchestrating a bombing campaign across Syria’s main cities 

throughout 1981. This campaign culminated in the huge explosion in the Azbakiyye neighborhood 

of Damascus on 29 November 1981, killing, according to Syrian sources, some five hundred 

civilians. By then, a quasi state of war had emerged between the two countries.77 Syrian officials also 

allege that during the Hama confrontation between the regime and the Moslem Brotherhood

75Ail quotes are from Asad’s 7 March 1982 speech, reproduced in al-Baatk, 8 March 1982. Punctuation added. 

n lbitL

’’Interview with Abdel Halim Khaddam, Damascus, 14 March 1999.
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throughout February 1982, Baghdad radio incited the insurgents against army units and reported 

troop movements around the city.78 When the battle was over, the army discovered enormous 

quantities of weapons supplied by Iraq. Syria retaliated by closing its borders with Iraq on 8 April 

1982. Two days later, on 10 April, Damascus closed the Iraqi-Syrian pipeline, which transports oil 

horn northern Iraq through Syria to the Mediterranean terminal ports at Banyas and Tripoli. More 

than just a retaliatory measure, the closure of the pipeline aimed at depriving Iraq of substantial 

revenues used to finance the war effort Although the exact financial loss incurred by Iraq as a result 

of the closure is difficult to estimate, the total capacity of the closed pipeline represented a reduction 

in potential annual income of some US$6 billion.79 The closing of the pipeline also deprived Syria 

from considerable revenues in the form of transit fees. Until 1982, these were conservatively 

estimated by Damascus at around US$20 million per year, albeit more accurate estimates put the 

combined annual transit revenues for Lebanon and Syria near US$150 million, of which the lion’s 

share went to Damascus.80

The closing of the Iraqi-Syrian pipeline was primarily in response to Iraq’s sabotage 

campaign against  Syria, and the support it gave to the Moslem Brotherhood in their campaign against 

the regime, especially at Hama.81 It also underscored Syria’s determination to avert an Iraqi victory 

in the war against Iran. It was certainly welcomed by Iran, who compensated munificently Syria’s 

consequent revenue and oil losses. In middle March 1982, one month prior to the closing of the

’’Interview with ‘Adnan ‘Umran, Damascus, 22 September 1998.

” See Yair Hirschfeld, “The Odd Couple: Ba'athist Syria and Khomeini’s Iran,” in Ma'oz and Yaniv, eds., Syria Under 
Assad, p. 109.

“ See an-Nahar, I June 1986.

"Interview with ‘Adnan ‘Umran, Damascus, 22 September 1998.
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pipeline, Tehran and Damascus signed a trade agreement which committed Iran to supply Syria 8.7 

million tons of oil annually, for ten years. One million tons were to be delivered free of charge, with 

the balance supplied at the low price of US$23, compared to the then US$34 market price. Syria was 

expected to use half of the total quantity for domestic consumption; the rest was sold on the 

international market82 However despite these economic incentives, geopolitical, rather than 

economic, interests underpinned Damascus’s decision to close the pipeline. After all, and at least on 

three occasions, in 1983 and twice in 1987, Saudi Arabia promised massive amounts of aid to Syria 

in case the latter reconciled with Iraq and reopened the pipeline. Yet Asad rejected all three offers, 

and Saudi efforts to achieve a reconciliation between Saddam and Asad led to naught83 In addition 

to closing the Iraqi-Syrian pipeline, Syria contributed to Iran’s war effort by supplying intelligence 

information, military bases, and arms supplies. Moreover, Syria’s intelligence services supported 

Iraqi opposition forces and supplied them with arms and military advisors.84

It was in the foreboding geopolitical environment following the collapse of the unity talks 

with Iraq, and the outbreak of the Iran-Iraq War, that Asad launched a new security doctrine to 

protect Syria’s geopolitical interests in its immediate environment, and contain Israel’s regional 

preponderance. Bereft of Egypt, surrounded by hostile Iraq and Jordan, bogged down in Lebanon, 

and deprived of any credible Arab military option to balance against Israel’s power - which was now

12Sec as-Safir, IS March 1982; an-Nahar, 17 March 1982; anAAsharq al-Awsat, 2 May 1982.

“ InFebruary 1983, Saudi Arabia offered Syria a one-time payment ofUSS2 billion to reopen the pipeline. Sec Hirschfeld, 
“The Odd Couple,” p. 115. On 27 April 1987, in a meeting between Asad and Saddam, arranged by King Hussein and attended also 
by Crown Prince Abdullah, it was reported that Abdullah offered Syria SO,000 barrels o f oil per day as compensation in case Iran 
suspended its oil shipments to Syria in reaction to a Syrian-Iraqi reconciliation. See an-Nahar, 9 May 1987. In the aftermath o f the 
November 1987 Arab Summit in Amman, Saudi Arabia and three other Gulf states were reported to have promised to give Syria USS2 
billion in economic assistance in return for a Syrian reconciliation with Iraq and the reopening of the pipeline. See Middle East 
Contemporary Survey, 1987, p. 646.

“ See Christin MarschalL, “Syria-Iran: A Strategic Alliance, 1979-1991,” Orient 33,3, (September 1992), pp. 437-438.
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buttressed by bottomless American support and the backing of the aggressive Reagan administration, 

Syria had to now shoulder unilaterally the burdens of the confrontation with Israel. Labeled 

‘comprehensive strategic parity’ (al-tawazun al-istratiji al-shamel), this security doctrine called for 

Syria, with Soviet and Arab aid, to strive to match Israel’s military, human, technological, and 

professional resources. This was judged a necessary condition to check Israel’s power and regional 

ambitions. Only then, Asad argued, and from a position of military and geopolitical parity, should 

Arab states negotiate with Israel to regain their land. To compensate for the underdevelopment of 

domestic capabilities and ensure the continuous flow of advanced weaponry, Asad turned to 

Moscow, and on 8 October 1980 signed a twenty-year Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation with 

the Soviet Union, one he had resisted for close to a decade, despite Moscow’s urging. Albeit the 

development of Syria’s human potential was a core component of the new security doctrine, the 

pursuit of strategic parity invariably entailed a considerable expansion of the armed forces and a 

substantial arms buildup aimed at securing a conventional weapons deterrent capability. After the 

trying Syrian-Israeli confrontation in Lebanon in the summer of 1982, Syrian military planners 

embarked on a thorough modernization and restructuring of the country’s air defense systems and 

early warning facilities, as well as its mechanized divisions and air force. The size of the regular 

armed forces jumped from 250,000 in 1982, to 400,000 in 1986, and then to 403,000 in 1993; the 

number of armored and mechanised divisions also increased from five in 1982 to nine since 1985. 

High-performance fighters, advanced battle tanks, and more accurate surface-to-air and surface-to- 

surface missiles were also acquired from the Soviet Union.83 However after years of military

“ On strategic parity see Khaddam’s speech to the Seventeenth Congress of the Union of Arab Writers, reproduced in 
Teshreen, 20 June 1989; Khalidi and Agha, “The Syrian Doctrine of Strategic Parity,” pp. 186-216; Ehteshami, “Defence and Security 
Policies of Syria in a Changing Regional Environment,** pp. S2-S7; and Seale, Asad o f Syria, 346-349. For the treaty with Moscow 
see Robert O. Freedman, “The Soviet Union and Syria: A Case Study of Soviet Policy,” in Moshe Efrat and Jacob Bercovitch, eds.,

442

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



spending, Syria has failed to match the quality of the Israeli war machine. Nevertheless, it has 

accumulated a formidable military arsenal with considerable deterrent capability, capable of 

inflicting considerable damage against Israel in case of a military confrontation.

The alliance with Iran throughout the Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988) catapulted Damascus to the 

role of mediator between the Gulf states and Tehran. To the oil monarchies, Damascus explained 

its stance on the Iran-Iraq War as an attempt to avoid an all-out Arab-Iranian conflict On their part 

the Gulf states often sought Syria’s influence with Iran to limit the latter’s adventurism. Most 

importantly, by enabling Syria to balance against the threat from Iraq, the alliance with Iran freed 

Damascus from the menace to the east and allowed it to concentrate its energies on its western flank 

and the confrontation with Israel. Indeed, throughout the 1980s, Lebanon consumed the Syrian 

regime, as Damascus sought to maintain its grip over its political and security backyard, and 

stubbornly insisted on a comprehensive solution to the Arab-Israeli conflict. In the late 1980s the 

Soviet Union began to unravel, however. Moreover, Saddam emerged victorious from the Iran-Iraq 

War, and subsequently set out to reassert Iraq’s regional role. This was cause for Syrian concern, 

especially as Baghdad began extending military support to Syria’s opponents in Lebanon. 

Consequently, when Iraq invaded Kuwait in August 1990, Syria’s security and geopolitical position 

were seriously threatened by Baghdad once again. Damascus responded by joining the American-led 

coalition arrayed against  Saddam. Why Syria assumed this domestically unpopular alignment 

position is the theme of the following section.

Superpowers and Client States in the Middle East (London: Routledge, 1991), pp. 164-166.
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5.5 The Lesser o f Two Evils: Syria’s Alignment in the 1990-91 Gulf War

Eyebrows were raised in the summer of 1990 when Syria opted to join the American-led 

coalition against Iraq. After all, Syria’s alignment choice smacked against the regime’s jealously 

upheld claim as the guardian of revolutionary Ba‘thi dogma. For here was Ba'thi Syria, the bastion 

of Arabism, allied with America, imperialism’s latest incarnation according to Ba‘thi dogma, 

alongside the conservative Gulf monarchies, against a fellow Ba‘thi and revolutionary Arab state. 

Moreover, the regime’s alignment choice was unpopular domestically. Though denied vigorously 

by the regime, and probably exaggerated, contemporary reports spoke of pro-Iraqi demonstrations 

in Dayr al-Zur, Qamishli, and other cities in northeastern Syria close to the Iraqi and Turkish borders. 

There were also reports of demonstrations among Palestinian refugees and students in Damascus. 

Popular discontent with the regime’s alignment policy was also voiced through graffiti, leaflets, and 

in conversations with foreign correspondents. The latter reported that many Syrians listened openly 

to Baghdad’s radio station and expressed sympathy for Saddam and displeasure with their own 

government’s policy.86 Yet despite popular discontent, the regime pursued its chosen alignment 

stance, shielded by the corporatist structure of control over the active sectors of society. Unperturbed 

by popular discontent, in August 1990, Syria dispatched to the Gulf a commando force of some 

4,000 troops. A month later the Ninth Mechanized Infantry Division, consisting o f10,000 troops and 

300 tanks, was transferred from the Israeli front to the Gulf to participate in the liberation of Kuwait 

The following narrative offers a defensive realist explanation of the Syrian regime’s alignment 

choice in the summer of 1990. It does so by situating this alignment choice within the context of the

“ See FBIS-NES-90-169; Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1990, p. 664; Michael Eppel, “Syria: Iraq’s Radical Nemesis,” 
in Amatzia Baram and Barry Rubin, eds., Iraq’s Road to War (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1993), pp. 185-186; and Itamar 
Rabinovich, “Stability and Change in Syria,” in Robert B. Satlof£ ed . The Politics ofChange in the Middle East (Boulder Westview 
Press, 1993), pp. 22-24.
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geopolitical challenges facing Damascus throughout the 1980s.

The Longest Decade

The decade inaugurated with the Iran-Iraq War in September 1980 was probably Syria’s 

longest It was packed with demanding regional and domestic challenges. Lebanon consumed the 

Syrian regime’s energies throughout the 1980s, for it was there that Syria and Israel crossed swords 

in their quest to dominate their immediate environments and consolidate their regional positions. 

Indeed, the struggle for Lebanon came to define the Syrian-Israeli regional confrontation throughout 

the 1980s, as Damascus, in successive rounds, resisted the Israeli onslaught against its political and 

security backyard.

This prolonged engagement opened with the missile crisis of April 1981, when in response 

to Israel’s downing on 28 April of two Syrian helicopters ferrying supplies to paratroopers stationed 

in the mountains around Zahle, Syria moved surface-to-air missiles (SAM) into the Beqa‘ valley. 

This was in violation of the 1976 red-line agreement. The wheels of American diplomacy quickly 

turned into action. The mediation of American presidential envoy Philip Habib secured an 

imaginative agreement between Syria and Israel: Syria was allowed to maintain its missiles in the 

Beqa\ but on the understanding that they would not be fired; Israel could continue reconnaissance 

flights over Lebanon, but would not attack the missiles; and Syria guaranteed that Palestinian cross- 

border shelling into Israel would stop. It would be a stillborn arrangement, however. On 6  June 1982, 

Israel invaded Lebanon in what amounted to a massive operation designed to destroy the PLO 

strongholds in south Lebanon and Beirut, neutralize the Syrian presence in Lebanon, and, 

subsequently, install a pro-Israeli president, Bashir Jumayyel, to rebuild the Lebanese political
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system.87 Despite fighting tenaciously, Syrian forces stationed in Lebanon suffered heavy losses in 

their engagements with Israeli forces: some 92 combat aircrafts were shot down in two days of aerial 

combat, 30 SAM batteries, 300 tanks, 40 armored personnel carriers, and 80 artillery pieces were 

destroyed, and around 1,200 soldiers were killed, including 60 pilots, in addition to 3,000 wounded.88

Syria’s regional position reached a nadir in the summer of 1982. Nothing symbolized its 

beleaguered regional fortunes as did article 7 of section I of the final resolution of the 9 September 

1982 Fez Arab Summit. “The Security Council,” the resolution read, “guarantees peace among all 

states of the region including the independent Palestinian state.” The same formulation had been 

originally floated on 7 August 1981 by Saudi Crown Prince Fahd in what was later labeled the Fahd 

Plan.89 Asad had then rejected Fahd’s proposals on the ground that, with abelligerent Begin in office, 

the time was not opportune for signaling Arab readiness to negotiate peace with Israel. Consequently, 

Asad had boycotted the November 1981 Arab Sum m it held in Fez, where the Fahd Plan was 

expected to be tabled. Yet in September 1982, with Syria defeated in Lebanon, and Washington 

ready to embark on a fresh round of Middle East diplomacy under the banner of the Reagan Plan, 

Asad could ill-afford to oppose the Arab consensus lest Jordan, the perennial maverick, opt for a 

separate peace deal along the Camp David lines.

Despite its dire straits, Damascus fought back. With Soviet help, the army was expanded, 

modernized, and rearmed. Robbed its Lebanese backyard, Damascus was forced temporarily to

"See Rabinovich, The War fo r Lebanon, p. 122, and pp. 12I-IS2 for the course o f the invasion.

“ See Seale, Asad o f Syria, p. 394; and Ehteshami, “Defence and Security Policies of Syria in a Changing Regional 
Environment,” p. 53.

“ For the text o f the 1982 Fez resolution see Saunders, The Other Waits, pp. 194-196. For the text o f the Fahd Plan see 
Walter Laqueur and Barry Rubin, eds., The Israel-Arab Reader: A Documentary History o f the Middle East Conflict (New York: 
Penguin Books, 1984), pp. 623-624.
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watch from the sidelines as Washington, dismissive of Syria’s security concerns, sponsored 

negotiations between Lebanon and Israel. When direct Lebanese-Israeli negotiations to secure an 

Israeli withdrawal from Lebanon within a context of a security agreement between the two countries 

opened on 28 December 1982, Damascus smelled another Camp David in the m aking. When 

President Amin Jumayyel (1982-1988), with American support and participation, concluded a 

Lebanese-Israeli agreement that all but ceded Lebanon’s sovereignty and security to Israel, the Syrian 

reaction was swift and surgical.90 In an interview published a day prior to the signing of the 17 May 

1983 Agreement, as the Lebanese-Israeli agreement was commonly dubbed, Khaddam, then Syria’s 

foreign m inister, rejected the agreement because, among other things, it negated the basis upon 

which the relationship between Syria and Lebanon were based in 1943. He then sounded a dire 

warning to the proponents of the agreement: “Everyone should realize ... the importance of 

geography,” Khaddam thundered. “This agreement will not pass, will not be implemented, and we 

will not allow its passage no matter what developments transpire in the region. Because we do not 

accept, and will not accept, Camp David’s extension to Lebanon, and then to other Arab countries, 

so that we in Syria are surrounded and the Palestinian cause is liquidated, and the region is placed 

under Israeli hegemony.” “This agreement,” Khaddam continued, “will bring neither personal nor 

collective peace for all those who are trying to place an Arab country, Lebanon... or [any other Arab 

country], in the Israeli strategic domain.” For “we [in Syria],” Khaddam concluded, “cannot watch 

Lebanon transformed into an Israeli base.”91

The 17 May Agreement had crossed the Syrian security taboo. It paved the way for the

"For the full text o f the agreement see Salem, Violence and Diplomacy in Lebanon, pp. 280-288, and pp. 68-98 for the 
diplomacy involved to achieve i t  For the American role see Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, pp. 204-219.

’’See the interview with Khaddam in as-Safir, 16 May 1983.

447

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



encirclement of Syria’s western flank by an Israeli security umbrella. By July 1983, Damascus had 

gathered its Lebanese allies in a National Salvation Front Henceforth, the struggle to abrogate the 

17 May Agreement would commence in earnest In the ensuing fight, Syria relied on its Shi‘a and 

Druze allies in Lebanon to defeat Jumayyel, who was backed by Maronite militias, the Multi 

National Forces, and the firepower of American destroyers off the Lebanese coast Less than a year 

later, Jumayyel, defeated in West Beirut and in the mountains, and abandoned by Washington, 

capitulated to Syrian pressures. On 5 March 1984, the 17 May Agreement was abrogated. Earlier, 

on 3 September 1983, Israel had withdrawn from Beirut’s mountain environs in the Shuf to the 

Awali river in south Lebanon. Henceforth, and until its withdrawal from Lebanon on 24 May 2000, 

Israel would be snared in an unwinnable contest against Lebanon’s Shi‘a militias, Amal and 

Hizballah. Syrian-backed Fateh dissidents also dislodged ‘Arafat’s forces from the northern 

Lebanese city of Tripoli in late 1983. By middle 1984, then, Syria had reemerged as the main 

external broker in Lebanon, and regained substantial control over its political and security backyard, 

especially in the all-important Beqa‘ valley.92

By the middle 1980s, the regional isolation plaguing Damascus since the summer of 1982 

was also being slowly broken. In an open letter on 10 November 1985 to Prime Minister Zayd al- 

Rifa‘i, King Hussein admitted that “some of those who had something to do with... [the] bloody acts 

[in Syria] were among us.”93 This admission that Jordan had harbored Syrian Moslem Brothers paved 

the way for a rapprochement between Amman and Syria. A number of other factors contributed to

‘“ For details see Salem, Violence and Diplomacy in Lebanon, pp. 99-157; Rabinovich, The War fo r Lebanon, pp. 174-199; 
Seale, Asad o f Syria, pp. 405-420; and John F. Devlin, “Syrian Policy in the Aftermath o f the Israeli Invasion ofLebanon,” in Robert 
O. Freedman, ed.. The Middle East A fter the Israeli Invasion o f Lebanon (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1986), pp. 303-315.

“ See Asharq al-Awsat, 12 November 1985.
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this rapprochement. Amman’s confidence in the PLO had been shaken by the Achille Lauro fiasco 

of October 1985, as well as by the collapse of talks in London between a joint Jordanian-Palestinian 

delegation and British officials. Amman’s trust in Washington’s ability to play a constructive role 

in regional diplomacy was also undermined when an overwhelming Congressional vote in October 

1985 delayed the sale of US$1.9 billion in aims to Jordan until after 1 March 1986, unless Jordan 

and Israel began “direct and meaningful peace negotiations.”94 The burgeoning Syrian-Jordanian 

rapprochement was capped on 30 December 1985 with a summit between Asad and Hussein. Asad 

returned the visit on 6 May 1986, clearly relieved that the latest round of Palestinian-Jordanian 

negotiations aimed at convincing the PLO to accept Washington’s conditions for Palestinian 

participation in a ceremonial international conference had failed. Henceforth, the king spearheaded 

attempts at reconciling Asad and Saddam. Throughout 1986 and 1987, he shuttled between 

Damascus and Baghdad in an effort to arrange a meeting between the Syrian and Iraqi leaders.

With Saudi and Soviet help, King Hussein’s efforts succeeded in holding a four-way meeting 

on 27 April 1987 attended, in addition to the Hashemite monarch, by Saudi Crown Prince Abdullah, 

Asad, and Saddam. The meeting was held at a military airbase in al-Jafr, along the Amman-Baghdad 

highway. It lasted for a day and a full night, with Saddam and Asad reportedly holding a private 

meeting lasting for six hours. The meeting failed to bridge the differences between the two leaders, 

however. Asad reiterated his position that any reconciliation between the two countries should begin 

by reactivating the moribund Charter of Joint National Action adopted in October 1978, to be 

followed by immediate unity. Saddam would have none of that. In the same meeting, it was reported 

that Abdullah offered Syria 50,000 barrels of oil per day as compensation in case Iran suspended its

“ See Financial Times, IS November 1985. The quote is from Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, p. 4S1.

449

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



oil shipments to Syria in reaction to a Syrian-Iraqi reconciliation.95 Follow-up meetings in Jordan 

between Khaddam and Iraqi Foreign Minister Tareq ‘Aziz in May 1987, and between ‘Aziz and 

Shar‘ in June 1987, also failed to break the deadlock between the two countries.96

Syria’s regional position would take a turn for the worse starting with the 8-11 November 

1987 emergency Arab summit convened in Amman. When King Hussein visited Damascus on 24 

September 1987 to prepare the grounds for the upcoming summit, Asad objected to plans to restrict 

the summit’s agenda solely to a discussion of the Iran-Iraq War.97 The summit’s agenda was 

subsequently expanded to include a discussion ofthe Arab-Israeli conflict, Syria’s chief concern. The 

summit’s endorsement of Egypt’s return to the Arab fold was another central issue expected to 

assume center stage. Throughout the summit, Syria sought to tamper Arab condemnation of Iran by 

convincing the participants to avoid reference in the final resolution to the chronological sequence 

adopted in UN Security Council Resolution 598 - according to which there was to be a cease-fire 

between Iran and Iraq before an international commission was appointed to determine who was to 

blame for starting the war. On the subject of Egypt’s political rehabilitation, Syria preferred that the 

matter be postponed until an ordinary sum m it was held or, at least, that Egypt’s membership in the 

Arab League remain frozen.98

On both issues, however, the summit’s final resolution was heavily weighed against Syria. 

It condemned Iran’s occupation of Iraqi territory and expressed “a complete solidarity with Iraq and

"See an-Mahar, 9 May 1987; and al-Youm al-Sabi', 22 June 1987.

"See an-Nahar, 21 May 1987; and as-Safir, 15 June 1987. Other reports also suggested that ‘Aziz and Shar‘ also met in 
Moscow in 1987. See as-Safir, 15 July 1987.

"See as-Safir, 25 September 1987.

’‘For the summit see FBIS-NES-87-216; FBIS-NES-87-219; and Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1987, pp. 128-134.
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... [stood] alongside it in its legitimate defense of its territory and sovereignty.” The resolution also 

called “on the UN Security Council to work without hesitation to implement Resolution 598 as an 

indivisible whole, in letter and spirit, and in accordance with the sequence of its operative clauses.” 

Syria’s objections regarding Egypt’s rehabilitation were also sidelined when the final resolution 

declared that “diplomatic relations between any Arab League member state and the Arab Republic 

of Egypt is a sovereign act decided by each state in accordance with its constitutions and laws.” As 

for the Arab-Israeli conflict, Syria’s main preoccupation, the final resolution regurgitated the time- 

honored cliche that Arab leaders supported efforts “to achieve strategic parity with Israel within the 

framework of an effective Arab solidarity to confront the Zionist danger.”99 Thus the Amman summit 

placed Syria outside the Arab consensus.

Syria’s regional concerns were not merely a function of Arab disagreements, however. In 

fact, and well before the Amman summit, Asad had concluded that Mikhail Gorbachev’s ’new 

thinking’ in the Middle East, and the concomitant shift in Moscow1 s policy toward the United States 

from one o f‘confrontation’ to a ‘balance of interest,’ implied a reduced Soviet commitment to, and 

support for, Syria. It also portended better relations between the Soviet Union and Israel. This is the 

lesson Asad derived first from his secret visit to Moscow in the spring of 1986, and then during a 

state visit on 23-25 April 1987. In the latter visit, Asad was informed in no uncertain terms that 

Moscow would not support any military action against Israel. In his speech during the state dinner  

held for Asad, Gorbachev delivered the point bluntly and publicly when he declared that “the 

reliance on military force has completely lost its credibility as a way of solving the Middle East 

conflict.” In the same speech, Gorbachev noted that the absence of diplomatic relations between the

"For the summit’s final resolution see FBIS-NES-87-219.
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Soviet Union and Israel was abnormal.100 Privately, Gorbachev informed Asad that instead of 

pursuing the mirage of strategic parity, Syria should settle instead for “defensive sufficiency.”101 

These comments must have raised Asad’s ire. After all, achieving strategic parity through Soviet 

help was a central tenet of Asad’s approach to the Arab-Israeli conflict Fearing a regional 

conflagration that might precipitate a superpower confrontation, Moscow’s aid to Syria had always 

been calibrated in a manner that denied Damascus the strategic parity it was seeking with Israel. This 

trend continued under Gorbachev, who took an active role in promoting a peaceful resolution of the 

Arab-Israeli conflict Moreover, disagreements between the two countries over Syria’s policy in 

Lebanon and its conflict with the PLO and Iraq, both allies ofMosco w, remained unresolved. Syria’s 

later efforts to open new bridges with Washington were bom most probably afterthe 1986 and 1987 

visits to Moscow.102

Be that as it may, Syria’s regional worries increased logarithmically afterthe end of the Iran- 

Iraq War in August 1988. The collapse of Iranian military resistance and Tehran’s subsequent 

unconditional acceptance of UN resolution 598 allowed Saddam to claim victory in the eight-year 

war. With a vast and battle-hardened military machine under his disposal, Saddam now sought to 

promote Iraq as a dominant actor in inter-Arab affairs, and him se l f  as the Arabs’ paramount leader. 

The rallying of Arab states around Iraq during and after the war served to isolate Syria regionally. 

Most ominously for Damascus, by freeing Saddam from his enemy to the east, the end of the Iran-

,0l>The quote is from Golan, Soviet Policies in the Middle East, p. 280, but see also pp. 278-280; Middle East Contemporary 
Survey, 1987, pp. 653-654; FBIS-MEA-87-080; and Rabinovitch, “Stability and Change in Syria,” p. 17.

l0lSee Patrick Seale, “Asad’s Regional Strategy and the Challenge From Netanyahu,” Journal o f Palestine Studies 26,1, 
(Autumn 1996), pp. 32-33.

““See Heikal, Harb al-Khaleej, p. 30.
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Iraq War enabled him to settle scores with his Ba'thi nemesis to the west, for having sided with Iran 

throughout the Iran-Iraq War. The personal antipathy between the two Ba‘thi leaders compounded 

the geopolitical competition between their two capitals. S addam refrained from a direct confrontation 

with Syria, however. Rather, he opted to challenge Damascus in Lebanon, its perennial political and 

security backyard.103

Saddam’s challenge transpired at a most inopportune time for Damascus. Beginning in July 

1988, Damascus was preparing the grounds for the succession to Amin Jumayyel, whose presidential 

term was to expire at midnight on 22 September 1988. Despite repeated attempts by Washington to 

secure a compromise candidate acceptable to Damascus, Jumayyel, and the Christian political 

establishment, especially the Lebanese Forces headed by Sam ir Ja‘Ja \ by 22 September no such 

candidate had emerged. At the eleventh hour, the Lebanese Forces rejected Washington’s advice to 

accept Mikhayel al-Daher, the presidential candidate selected by Damascus. Consequently, and to 

prevent the sitting prime minister, Salim al-Hoss, from declaring himself acting president, Jumayyel, 

only fifteen minutes before the end of his presidency, appointed Michel ‘Awn, the commander of 

the Lebanese army, prime minister.104 Marketing himself as Lebanon’s new savior from the corrupt 

political establishment and from all foreign forces, ‘Awnheaded directly toward a confrontation with 

Damascus. Aiming to undermine Syria’s position in Lebanon, Saddam was quick to extend support 

to ‘Awn, inciting him against Damascus.

In a speech on 17 November 1988 to Arab teachers and educators participating in Iraq’s

l03See Ahmad Yusef Ahmad, “AI-Khilaf al-Suri-al-‘Iraqi,” [The Syrian-Iraqi Disagreement] Paper Presented at the First 
Arab National Congress, (Tunis, 5-3 March 1990); John F. Deivin, “Syria and Its Neighbors,” in Freedman, ed., The Middle East 
from  the Iran-Contra A ffair to the Intifada, p. 319.

10*See Salem, Violence and Diplomacy in Lebanon, pp. 256*270.
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victory celebrations, Saddam lambasted Syria for “occupying” Lebanon, and called for “the 

evacuation of the Syrian Army from Lebanon.” “In Lebanon,” Saddam declared, “we still face a 

tragic situation. It is tragic because an Arab is occupying another Arab.” Saddam went on to blame 

Syria for Israel’s occupation of Lebanese territory: “Were it not for the Syrian occupation, Israel may 

have hesitated before occupying Lebanese territory.” In the same speech, Saddam offered the 

Lebanese Iraq’s mediation to unite the different warring factions. He also announced that “We are 

endeavoring politically to make the Syrian Army evacuate Lebanon,” and that “We will extend all 

kinds of aid to all those who want to expel the occupier [from Lebanon], whether this occupier 

comes from Syria, Israel, or, God forbid, Iraq.” Saddam was also critical of the Arab states for not 

exerting enough pressure on Damascus to ensure the withdrawal of Syrian troops from Lebanon.105 

Saddam buttressed his verbal declarations with increased involvement in Lebanese affairs, supplying 

‘Awn and the Lebanese Forces with generous arms shipments. On 14 March 1989 ‘Awn unleashed 

a ‘war of liberation’ against Syria. In what amounted to a direct military challenge to Syria’s 

presence in Lebanon, the guns of the Lebanese army in East Beirut targeted Syrian military 

installations all the way from West Beirut to the central Beqa‘. Iraq stepped-up its meddling in 

Lebanese affairs, with Foreign Minister ‘Aziz rejecting in late March what he described as Syrian 

“custodianship” over Lebanon. Worst still, in July 1989, Syria foiled attempts by Iraq to supply 

‘Awn with FROG-7 surface-to-surface missiles. Had the missiles reached their intended destination, 

they would have provided ‘Awn the military capability to strike at the heart of Damascus.106

““Seethe text o f the speech in FBIS-NES-88-223. Interestingly, in the same speech, Saddam declared that “if  at any time, 
policy in Iraq goes to the extreme and an aggressive, invading [Iraqi] army is sent to an Arab country, then I urge all Arabs to unite 
in one army and destroy the invading army because this will not benefit die Arab nation.”

'“ For * Awn see William W. Harris, Faces afLebanon: Sects, Wars, and Global Extensions (Princeton: Markus Wiener 
Publishers, 1997), pp. 243-260. For ‘Aziz's comments see Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1989, pp. 128-129.
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Syria’s troubles in Lebanon were compounded by its growing regional isolation. Already in 

November 1988, the PNC had proclaimed an independent Palestinian state and accepted UN 

resolutions 242 and 338, thus indirectly recognizing the existence of Israel. This was followed by 

‘Arafat’s public renunciation of terrorism and direct recognition of Israel’s right to exist in 

December, paving the way for a PLO-American dialogue. By opting for negotiations with 

Washington, ‘Arafat undermined Asad’s collectivist and comprehensive strategy on the Arab-Israeli 

conflict This served to isolate Syria from the rest of the Arab world, who rallied behind ‘Arafat’s 

peace maneuvers. In his 1989 speech celebrating the twenty-sixth anniversary of the 8 March 

revolution, Asad struck back at ‘Arafat, complaining that whoever “renounces basic positions and 

concedes concession after another under the moto of [attempting to] win general public opinion and 

embarrass the enemy [is like] someone asked to sit for an examination to prove a desire for peace.” 

“What is the use,” Asad wondered, “for someone to ask others to support his legitimate rights if he 

himself is giving them up.”107

Syria’s regional isolation grew tighter throughout early 1989. In February 1989, two new 

regional groupings were formed: the Arab Maghreb Union (AMU) - gathering Morocco, Tunisia, 

Libya, Algeria, and Mauritania, and the Arab Cooperation Council (ACC) - including Jordan, Egypt, 

Iraq, and North Yemen. When added to the six members of the Gulf Cooperation Council founded 

in 1981, these groupings gathered between them fifteen of the twenty-two members of the Arab 

League.108 Syria was the conspicuous exception, however. The formation of the ACC was of 

particular import. It consummated the Cairo-Baghdad-Amman alliance formed during the Iran-Iraq

“17See Asad’s 8 March 1989 speech during the opening session o f the Fifth Congress o f the General Women’s Union, 
reproduced in al-Sharq, 9 March 1989.

ia*See Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1989, pp. 120-129 and 143-147.
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War, and served to underscore Syria’s regional isolation in the eastern Arab world. From Damascus, 

the formation of the ACC was a sign that not all was well in the Arab states system, and a harbinger 

of worst things yet to come.109

The idea of holding an Arab summit was also floated early in 1989. Baghdad sought to use 

the occasion to put Syria’s involvement in Lebanon on trial. Jordan and the Gulf states, on the other 

hand, pressed for an Arab gathering to consecrate Egypt’s return to the Arab League, but also to 

capitalize on Syria’s regional isolation and thus attempt to loosen its grip over Lebanon and end the 

bloody confrontation between ‘Awn and Damascus. That an emergency sum m it convened in 

Casablanca on 23-26 May 1989, and was explicitly concerned with finding an Arab solution to the 

Lebanese imbroglio, underscored Syria’s weakened regional position at the time. After all, Asad had 

always reminded his Arab counterparts that Lebanon was Syria’s business, and that Syria’s relation 

with Lebanon is unlike those between Lebanon and any other Arab country, a theme he would repeat 

in a three-hour dissertation to the gathering of Arab leaders in Casablanca.110 After much 

acrimonious debate between the summiteers, and an Iraqi assault against the legality of Syria’s 

presence in Lebanon, Damascus relented to Arab pressures and, without conceding anything that 

jeopardized its presence in Lebanon, condoned the Arabization of the Lebanese crisis. Thus the 

summit’s final resolution established a three-member committee of the heads of state of Saudi 

Arabia, Algeria, and Morocco, and empowered it with “comprehensive and frill prerogatives to 

achieve the aim s decided by the conference in order to solve the Lebanese crisis.”

The Casablanca summit was also an opportunity for Syria to ease its regional isolation by

""Interview with Abdel Halim Khaddaxn, Damascus, 14 March 1999. 

t,0Sce FBIS-NES-89-101.
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reconciling with Egypt. Some ten days before the summit convened, Damascus signaled its readiness 

to accept Egypt’s return to the Arab League. Asad’s presidential spokesperson exonerated Mubarak 

from any resp o n sib ility  for Sadat’s policies, paving the way for the reconciliation between Asad and 

Mubarak at the summit’s opening session.111 Howeverthe summit’s real drama was the messy verbal 

exchange between Asad and Saddam. Asad charged Saddam with tunneling arms to ‘Awn as he 

waged war against Syrian soldiers in Lebanon. The charges and countercharges exchanged between 

the two leaders left nothing to be desired. Furious with the Syrian-Egyptian rapprochement 

inaugurated during the summit, with what he decried as the “shameful” summit resolutions on the 

Lebanese crisis and the Palestinian problem, and at what he felt was Mubarak’s tilt toward Asad 

when the former attempted to mediate between the two leaders, Saddam walked out of the summit 

in a rage a day before the final session.112

The opening toward Egypt in Casablanca highlighted the reorientation in Syrian foreign 

policy then underway. It was the practical manifestation of a policy reexamination undertaken in the 

late 1980s in response to a number of international and regional developments adversely affecting 

Syria’s regional position. These included the transformations in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe 

and the concomitant changes in Moscow’s Middle East policies, Syria’s growing regional isolation 

and its failure to achieve strategic parity with Israel, and the menacing re-emergence of Iraq into 

Arab center stage after the end of the Iran-Iraq War. The foreign policy reorientation initiated by 

Damascus in response to these changes involved a number of elements. Syria would now seek a 

dialogue with America, mend its fences with Egypt, and move closer to the Gulf states, especially

m See al-Sharq, 20 December 1989.

UJForthe summit’s details see FBIS-NES-89-099; FBIS-NES-89-102; FBIS-NES-89-I03; Heikal, Harb al-Khaleej, pp. 
294-298; and Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1989, pp. 128-138, and pp. 136-159 for the summit’s final resolution.
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the most politically and financially influential member among them, Saudi Arabia. The latter’s aid 

could also help Damascus improve its domestic economic conditions. The relationship with Moscow 

was to be maintained and the alliance with Iran cultivated. This alliance would be deployed to 

enhance the Syrian regime’s leverage with the Gulf states but also to help the Ba‘thi regime maintain 

its radical edge.113 Signs of this reorientation were already present in Asad’s 8 March 1989 speech. 

After exploring the transformation underway in international politics, which replaced superpower 

confrontation with greater cooperation, and after accrediting this transformation to Moscow’s 

“peaceful initiative” and its “concern with forestalling the nightmare of a nuclear disaster,” Asad 

noted that “Syria supports this move toward international detente because it is in our interest and the 

interest of all humanity.”"4

The conclusion of the Ta’if Accord on 22 October 1989 was the exception to an otherwise 

bad year for Syria. To Damascus’s satisfaction, Ta’if recognized that Lebanon and Syria are linked 

by “distinct relations” ( "daqat mumayyaza). Invoking the language of the 1943 National Pact, Ta’if 

also stipulated that “Lebanon should never be made a source of threat to Syria’s security ... . 

Consequently, Lebanon d oes not allow that it be made a corridor [mamar] orabeachhead [mustaqar] 

for any power or state or organization seeking to undermine its security or the security of Syria.” On 

the subject of the withdrawal of Syrian troops form Lebanon, Ta’if committed Syria only to 

“redeploy” (i 'adat tamarkuz) its troops to the Beqa‘ and its western approaches, but only after a host 

of constitutional and political reforms were adopted. Most importantly, the future mission and 

duration of Syrian troops in Lebanon was considered a bilateral issue, to be determined by Syria and

1 l3For a discussion see Rabinovitch, “Stability and Change in Syria,” pp. 17-19; and Moshe Ma’oz, Syria and Israel: From 
War to Peacemaking (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), pp. 197-202.

"‘See Asad’s 8 March 1989 speech, reproduced in al-Sharq, 9 March 1989.
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the future Lebanese government.115 Be that as it may, ‘Awn rejected the Ta’if Accord, and as long 

as he barricaded himself in the presidential palace, the implementation of the accord remained 

elusive.

Throughout late 1989, Syria’s regional position continued to be eclipsed by Iraq’s rising star 

in the Arab world. Through his alliance with the PLO and Amman, Saddam sought to promote Iraq 

as the paramount Arab state in the region, especially with respect to the Arab-Israeli conflict. To 

shore up its regional standing and break out of its isolation, Syria restored relations with Egypt on 

27 December 1989. This was a dramatic reversal of Syria’s long held position that it would not 

restore its relations with Egypt so long as an Israeli flag flew over an Israeli embassy in Cairo. The 

turn toward Cairo was undertaken not only to counter the growing threat from Iraq, but also to use 

Egypt’s good-offlces to improve Syria’s relations with Washington, keep tabs on American efforts 

underway to arrange for a Palestinian-Israeli dialogue, and ensure a Syrian voice in any prospective 

American settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict Simultaneously, and in a move reflecting Syria’s 

strategic vulnerability at the time, military ties between Damascus and Tehran were upgraded. 

Damascus also used its influence with Tehran to secure the release of two American hostages - 

Robert Polhill and Frank Reed - in Lebanon. The release of the hostages in April 1990 was also part 

and parcel of Syria’s efforts to improve its relation with Washington. The expulsion of Abu Nidal’s 

notorious organisation from Damascus back in the summer o f1987had also aimed to serve the same 

objective.116

II3See Wathiqaz al-W ifaq al-Watani al-Lubnani [The Lebanese National Reconciliation Documentl (Beirut: Lebanese 
Republic Publications, n.p., n.<L), pp. 16-18.

116See M iddle East Contemporary Survey, 1990, pp. 655-658; Ehtcshami, “Defence and Security Policies of Syria in a 
Changing Regional Environment,” p. 61; and Seale, “Asad’s Regional Strategy and the Challenge From Netanyahu,” p. 33.
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Damascus would get no respite from Baghdad’s hackling, however. When early in 1990 

‘Arafat and King Hussein issued appeals for the convening of an emergency Arab summit to respond 

to the threat posed by the rising tide of Jewish immigration to Israel, Saddam adopted the idea, and 

proposed that the projected summit be held in Baghdad. Damascus smelled a rat in these maneuvers. 

After all, a Baghdad summit could only serve to bolster Iraq’s regional stature. A conclave of Arab 

leaders on Saddam’s home turf could also degenerate into an open forum for Iraqi criticism of Syria 

and its involvement in Lebanon. The regime in Damascus was especially perturbed by the choice of 

Baghdad as the venue for the summit when it was well known in advance that this choice is bound 

to elicit Syrian objections given the recriminations and disagreements plaguing relations between 

the two Ba‘thi regimes at the time.117 Consequently, and despite strenuous efforts by Cairo and Saudi 

Arabia to convince him otherwise, Asad refused to attend the sum m it on the grounds that it had not 

been adequately prepared. The focus of the summit agenda on the subject of Jewish immigration and 

Israel’s purported threat to Iraq was also perceived as an attempt to sideline Syria’s own conflict with 

Israel and focus attention on Saddam.118 Moreover, for Syria to attend what was clearly Saddam’s 

summit would have amounted to a grudging recognition of Iraq’s regional stature and dominance, 

a privilege Asad was bent on denying his Iraqi counterpart Thus when the emergency Baghdad 

Summit convened on 28-30 May 1990, Syria opted to stay away. It was in this geopolitical context, 

one that was highly unfavorable to Syria’s security interests and geopolitical position, that Iraq 

invaded Kuwait on 2 August 1990.

“’Interview with Abdel Halim Khaddam, Damascus, 14 March 1999.

1 “ For the disputes preceding the summit see Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1990, pp. 137*139 and 655-656.
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The Event

Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait posed a direct threat to Syria’s security interests and geopolitical 

position. If left unchecked, Saddam’s leadership of the Arab world would become undeniable and 

unchallengeable. This was a nightmare scenario for the Damascus regime, however. Once secured 

in an impregnable position, Saddam would be ideally placed to finally and definitively settle his 

scores with his Ba‘thi rivals in Damascus. Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait was also a welcome relief 

for Syria’s opponents in Lebanon, especially ‘Awn. Their position was strengthened when on 12 

August Saddam linked any potential Iraqi withdrawal from Kuwait to a parallel Syrian withdrawal 

from Lebanon. Thus, and in line with defensive realist expectations, Syria aligned with the 

American-organized coalition in the summer of 1990 to balance against the immediate and more 

urgent threat to its security and regional interests represented by Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait Syria’s 

alignm en t in August 1990 was also underpinned by offensive bandwagoning considerations: by 

aligning with the wining side, Syria could secure from Washington a free hand in Lebanon to 

dislodge the recalcitrant ‘Awn, could catalyze the rapprochement with America as well as its 

rehabilitation in the international arena, could break out of its regional isolation and resume its 

central role in the Arab states system, and, finally, could earn a good place in the financial books of 

the rich Gulf states, especially Saudi Arabia and Kuwait119

Immediately after the 2 August invasion, Syria took an active role in initiating the convening 

of an emergency all-Arab summit In the ensuing 10 August summit held in Cairo, the Cairo- 

Damascus-Riyadh axis emerged as the dom inant alliance in the Arab world. Asad’s speech during

ll9For discussions see Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1990, pp. 662-666; Eyal Zisser, “Syria and the Gulf Crisis - 
Stepping on a New Path,” Orient 34,4, (December 1994), pp. 563-79; Garnham, “Explaining Middle Eastern Alignments During 
the Gulf War,” pp. 68-69; and Eppcl, “Syria,” pp. 183-187.
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the Cairo summit underscored two themes: the need to resolve the causes that invited the deployment 

of foreign troops in the region, and the need to secure an Arab solution that may ensure the swift 

departure of foreign troops from the Gulf. Asad adopted a straightforward causality in his speech, 

one that marked his position throughout the crisis: “the event [Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait] brought 

the foreigners [to the region]. The foreigners did not bring the event,” contended Asad. “So let us 

solve the cause, let us solve the event.”120

The same theme was adumbrated in the major speech delivered by Asad on 12 September 

1990 in defense of Syria’s alignment choice against Iraq. Delivered to youth graduates from a 

parachute-jumping training course, the speech was Asad’s only major address on this topic in 1990. 

It was a detailed defense of Syria’s position alongside the coalition forces poised against Iraq, and 

a rebuttal of Saddam’s attempts to shroud Kuwait’s invasion with the mantle of Arab ism. “The 

problem,” Asad explained, “is the occupation of Kuwait So, do not depart from it; do not say the 

problem is that of foreign forces. We are not for the presence of foreign forces. Syria is not for the 

presence of foreign forces anywhere in the Arab homeland.” “However,” Asad continued, “our 

urgent problem is not the foreign forces. The problem began before the foreign forces arrived here. 

The problem is what brought the foreign forces here. Therefore, let us resolve our problem, which 

is an inter-Arab problem. And when we resolve this inter-Arab problem, the foreign forces will 

leave.”

Asad also labored to explain the regime’s decision to dispatch troops to the Gulf, frilly 

cognizant of the Syrian public’s displeasure at the thought of Syrian troops fighting alongside 

American forces against a fellow Arab army. Asad addressed himself directly to those who

120See the text of Asad’s speech in al-Diyar, 16 January 1991.
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questioned the regime’s decision to send troops to the Gulf: “There are those who wonder - within 

the framework of delusion or within the framework of erroneous thinking - they wonder how Arab 

forces can be present on Saudi Arabian territories while the foreign troops are there. Im agine this 

fallacy. How could we Arabs be present on Arab land if there are foreigners on th is  territory? Since 

the foreigners are on Saudi territory, the Arabs should leave it to those foreigners. Is it not strange 

for some to claim that this logic is the pan-Arab logic?” remarked Asad. “The situation is like 

someone who walks upside down. They want us to leave the whole Gulf, to leave the Arabs of the 

Gulf, to the foreigners who are now there.” In fact, Asad argued, ‘‘the presence of the foreigners is 

an additional motive to the Arabs to send their forces and citizens to these Arab territories.” Thus, 

and “inasmuch as we are true pan-Arabists, we must send more troops to Saudi Arabia and other 

Gulf states if they so wish.”121

Asad invoked similar sentiments in the open, and much publicized, letter he addressed to 

Saddam through the airwaves on 12 January 1991, only days before Desert Storm commenced. At 

the outset of his message, Asad conceded that there have been “differences in opinion between us 

since many years and that relations between us are not amiable.” He then appealed to Saddam to 

withdraw from Kuwait to “deny the enemies of our nation an opportunity of [which] a better one 

they can never dream.” Iraq’s forceful annexation of Kuwait, Asad argued, “is not a legitimate act, 

... [it is one that] Iraq has no right to undertake even from a unionist point of view, because the style 

of power and aggression is not the right and fitting style to achieve unity, rather it is a reason to 

impede any unionist effort” Asad then ended his message by pledging to Saddam that in case Iraqi 

troops are attacked while withdrawing from Kuwait, “Syria will stand by Iraq with all its material

,zlSee the text o f Asad’s speech in al-Sharq, 13 September 1990. For an English version see FBIS-NES-90-178.
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and emotional capabilities..., fighting with it forcefully and resolutely until victory is achieved.”122 

The decision to invite foreign, that is non-Arab but m ainly American, troops to protect Saudi 

Arabia had been endorsed by Syria in the 10 August 1990 summit in Cairo. Article 5 of the final 

resolution declared that the summit decided “to support the measures the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

and other Arab Gulf states take in implementation of the right of legitimate defense.”123 However 

Damascus was aware that Washington was determined to use Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait to advance 

its own regional interests. Nevertheless, Syria supported Saudi Arabia’s decision to invite American 

troops to the kingdom to forestall a major military confrontation between Syrian and Iraqi troops. 

Once the decision was taken in Damascus to support the reversal oflraq’s annexation ofKuwait, the 

regime was faced with two equally unpalatable scenarios: either Syrian and other Arab troops were 

to bear the brunt of the fighting to dislodge Iraq from Kuwait, or the fighting would be undertaken 

by American forces. Damascus was determined to avoid the former scenario at all costs. 

Consequently, the regime opted for, in Khaddam’s words, “the lesser of two evils,” and endorsed 

Saudi Arabia’s decision to invite American troops to the Gulf.124 Nor was Damascus under any 

illusion with respect to the military armada required to evict Iraq from Kuwait, one that went far 

beyond the capabilities of the Arab force that was being assembled.125

Be that as it may, the fruits of Syria’s alignment choice in August 1990 were not long in 

coming. Washington was keen on ensuring Syrian participation in the political and military coalition

m See the text o f Asad’s message in an-Nahar, 14 January 1991. Punctuation added. 

‘"For the text of the final resolution see Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1990, p. 171.

'"Interview with Abdel Halim Khaddam, Damascus, 14 March 1999.

'"Interview with ‘Adnan ‘Umran, Damascus, 22 September 1998.
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gathered against Iraq. “With Syria represented,” Baker reasoned, “the credibility of our Arab 

coalition partners was immeasurably strengthened.”126 Consequently, Syria’s stance against Iraq 

earned Damascus a free hand in Lebanon, supported, albeit quietly, by the Gulf states, Egypt, and 

America. With Saddam immersed in his Kuwaiti adventure, Damascus could finally move to 

dislodge ‘Awn, Syria’s arch enemy in Lebanon and the only remaining barrier impeding the 

implementation of the Ta’if Accord, from the presidential palace. Moreover, by autumn 1990, 

Washington was no longer willing “to shoulder the Lebanese problem,” as one senior American 

official remarked to Fu’ad Butrus, a former Lebanese foreign minister.127 America was thus willing 

to turn a blind eye to a Syrian military operation against ‘Awn, with the proviso that such an 

operation be executed swiftly, and that it follows an official request by the pro-Ta’if government of 

Lebanese President Elyas al-Hrawi. This, Washington reasoned, would counter anticipated 

comparisons with the Iraqi operation against  Kuwait.128

On 9 October the Lebanese government submitted an official written request to Damascus, 

asking for Syrian military intervention on its behalf against  ‘Awn. On 13 October, Syrian troops, 

supported by pro-Ta’if Lebanese army troops, attacked ‘Awn’s forces in Eastern Beirut and 

dislodged him from the presidential palace.129 Henceforth, the Syrian order in Lebanon would be 

consecrated by official treaties between the two governments. On 22 May 1991, the Treaty of

'“ Baker, The Politics o f Diplomacy, p. 295.

'"Interview with Fu’ad Butrus. Former Foreign Minister. Beirut, 27 January 1999.

'“ See Harris, Faces o f Lebanon, p. 276. Some reports suggest that Syria received American consent to an operation against 
’Awn during Baker’s 14 September 1990 meeting with Asad in Damascus. See Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1990, p. 666. In 
his account o f the meeting with Asad, Baker makes no mention ofLcbanon, however. See Baker, The Politics o f Diplomacy, pp. 295- 
298 and 426-427.

'“ For details o f the operation see Carol Dagher, Jeneral wa Rihan [A General and a Bet] (Beirut: FMA, 1992).
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Brotherhood, Cooperation, and Coordination (Mu ‘ahadat al-Ukhuwa wa-l-Ta 'awuri wa-l-Tanseeq) 

was signed between Lebanon and Syria, streamlining the security and foreign policy objectives of 

the two countries (articles 3 and S). The treaty reiterated the reciprocal security guarantees stipulated 

in the Ta’ifAccord. Moreover, article 1 declared that “the two states will work to achieve the highest

scientific and other fields.” The treaty also provided a mechanism for the institutionalization of 

coordination between the two countries through bilateral executive, economic, foreign, and defense 

and security com m ittees (article 6).130 Given the power disparity between the two countries, the treaty

security fields.

The latter objective was also ensured with the promulgation of a Defense and Security 

Agreement (Itifaqiyyat al~Difa‘ wa-l-Amn), signed by the defense and interior ministers of both 

countries on 1 September 1991. The agreement provided for comprehensive coordination and 

cooperation among the m ilitary, security, and intelligence establishments ofLebanon and Syria. The 

agreement was clearly intended to streamline the security and defense establishments of the two 

countries. Article 21 banned “any action or activity or organization, in all military and security and 

political and information fields, that may cause danger or threat to the other country.” Article 22 

stipulated that “each side commits [itself] not to offer refuge or facilitate the passage or provide 

protection to individuals or organizations who operate against the security of the other state, and in 

case they escape to it, the other side commits [itself] to apprehend them and deliver them to the other 

side per [the latter* s] demand.” The agreement also provides for monthly meetings, or whensoever

,30For the text of the treaty see as-Sqfir, 23 May 1991.

levels of cooperation and coordination in all political and economic and security and cultural and

invariably institutionalized Syrian overlordship over Lebanon, chiefly in the foreign policy and
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the occasion arises, between the military and security officials of each country to exchange pertinent 

information (articles 23 and 24). Finally, the agreement called upon the defense and interior 

ministries of both countries to promote the exchange of officers and instructors in military schools 

and training camps to “achieve a high degree of military adaptability \ta 'aqltxm] and coordination 

[between the two armies], in confronting mutual dangers.”131 In sum, then, both the Treaty of 

Brotherhood, Cooperation, and Coordination, and the Defense and Security Agreement, allow Syria 

to maintain indefinitely a military presence in Lebanon, and intervene militarily in Lebanon at the 

slightest provocation or whenever Damascus deems necessary. Consequently, Syria’s western flank 

has been shielded from a potential Israeli thrust through the Beqa‘, and Damascus’ s control over its 

political and security backyard has been secured.

In addition to paving the way for the consolidation of Syrian control over Lebanon, Syria’s 

alignment choice in 1990 led to the emergence of the geopolitically crucial Cairo-Damascus-Riyadh 

alliance. Bom during the Gulf War, the axis has endured well after the end of the war. It was 

consecrated at the tripartite Cairo sum m it between Mubarak, Asad, and Fahd on 28-29 December 

1994. Damascus has often invoked this alliance to bolster its regional position against Israel or its 

negotiating position in the peace process. Syria’s participation in the American-led coalition also 

contributed to altering its image in the West from that of a ‘terrorist state.’ This has allowed 

Damascus to improve its relations with the Western European countries. Finally, Syria collected 

some USS2.S-3 billion at the end of 1990 from Kuwait and Saudi Arabia in compensation for 

sending troops to the Gulf and for economic damage incurred as a result of the Gulf crisis. Most of 

the money was promptly used to purchase and order an array of advanced weapons, such as Scud-C

13,For the unclassified articles o f the agreement see an-Mahar, 7 September 1991; and as-Sapr, 16 September 1991.
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surface-to-surface missiles from North Korea, T-72 tanks from Czechoslovakia and the Soviet 

Union, MiG-29 and Su-24 planes and advanced SAM missiles from the Soviet Union, and M-9 

surface-to-surface missiles from China - although the delivery of the Soviet planes and the Chinese 

missiles has not been confirmed.132 The procurement of these weapons was designed to shore up 

Syria’s deterrent capabilities against a possible Israeli military strike, and bolster Syria’s regional 

position after Desert Storm.

Despite these gains, however, the Gulf War had a profound impact on Syria’s geopolitical 

environment. Any hope for the much vaunted Eastern Front strategy to contain Israel were dashed 

for a very long time given the destruction of the Iraqi army in Desert Storm. Strategic parity was 

Desert Strom’s other casualty. The obvious superiority of American weapons compared to their 

Soviet counterparts convinced military planners in Damascus of the futility of pursuing strategic 

parity with Israel. These hard facts, coupled with the steady disintegration of the Soviet Union in late 

1991, and the subsequent rise of American global supremacy, edged Damascus toward seeking an 

alternate route to contain Israel and elicit an Israeli withdrawal from Arab lands occupied in the 1967 

War. The following section unpacks the geopolitical imperatives that caused Syria to opt for this 

alternative peace route, and examines Asad’s consistent strategy in the negotiations with Israel. It 

also explores the impact of the Turkish-Israeli alliance, unfolded in February 1996, on Syria’s 

geopolitical position, as well as Damascus’s attempts to balance against  it.

5.6 The Puzzle of Peace

As the opening quotation of this chapter suggests, and well into the 1980s, Asad never tired

‘“ Sec Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1991, pp. 677 and 686-687.
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of repeating that ‘ peace is not for the weak, ’ and that only a propitious Arab-Israeli balance of power, 

or one favorable to the Arabs, could restore Arab land occupied in the 1967 War, ensure a just 

resolution of the Palestinian problem, and guarantee regional security. “We should beware lest we 

rush into peace,” Asad insisted in his 8 March 1988 speech, “especially when the congenial objective 

conditions are absent, [for then] we achieve a solution of the enemy's concerns [but] not a solution 

of our concerns, and [thus] fall in a trap hatched for us.” After all, “there is no reason to worry,” 

Asad reasoned, “because the future is ours’ and not Israel’s. Israel possesses elements of strength, 

and we also possess elements of strength. And if Israel surpasses us in some of these elements, it is 

only a temporary... [condition], because we can possess, and we will, sooner or later, possess what 

Israel possesses. But Israel cannot possess, [neither] sooner nor later, what the Arabs possess, for we 

possess two basic issues beyond Israel’s grasp, now and forever, [and] they are a glittering justice 

and an expansive population.”133 The current balance of power, Asad was thus arguing, will not last 

forever.

Asad impressed his balance of power logic regarding the Arab-Israeli conflict upon his 

domestic and foreign audiences. It certainly did not pass unnoticed on one of his chief American 

protagonists. In the final tome ofhis memoirs, Kissinger supplied the following evaluation ofAsad* s 

working understanding of peace: “As far as he was concerned, peace had no abstract value, and he 

never pretended that it did. It registered, in Asad’s view, an equilibrium of forces which would end 

when the equilibrium altered. Thus a formal agreement with Israel would only formalize an existing 

balance of power. A succession of American Secretaries of State have perceived their talks with him 

to be about moving him toward a breakthrough in his perception of the nature of peace. The effort

133See Asad’s 8 March 1988 speech, reproduced in Teshreen, 9 March 1988. Punctuation added.

469

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



was doomed to failure. Asad was never prepared to conclude more than an armistice no matter what 

heading might appear on top of the document being signed at the conclusion.”134

Asad maintained this unwavering stance until Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in August 1990. The 

1990-91 Gulf War was bound to change Syria’s approach to the resolution of the Arab-Israeli, 

however. With the destruction of Iraq’s army and the demonstrated superiority of American 

firepower, Syria’s quest for strategic parity and an Eastern Front strategy were rendered untenable. 

The plummeting of the Soviet economy in the late 1980s deprived Syria of its strategic shield in the 

region. It also inhibited the possibility of a swift and large-scale rearmament should Syria’s military 

arsenal be depleted in a war against Israel. Moreover, America’s post-Gulf War unprecedented 

regional and international stature, and the emergence ofMoscow as a partner of American diplomacy 

rather than a check on it, meant that Syria’s hitherto unbending conditions to participate in an Arab- 

Israeli peace process - the convening of a full-fledged international conference under UN 

sponsorship, to meet only after Israel committed itself to withdraw from all occupied Arab territories, 

including East Jerusalem, where the Arab parties were to negotiate with Israel jointly rather than 

separately, indirectly rather than directly, and where the PLO would represent the Palestinians - were 

no longer viable. Consequently, Syria’s decision on 14 July 1991 to participate unconditionally in 

the Madrid - neither regional nor international but - peace conference under American and Soviet 

sponsorship, with only a token, passive UN role, where bilateral negotiations were to be conducted 

between Israel and the Arab states without an advance commitment from Israel to withdraw from 

all the occupied territories, and where the PLO was not officially represented, was a result of the

1MKissmgcr, Years o f Renewal, p. 404.
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aforementioned shifts in Syria’s international and geopolitical environment.135 It was also invited by 

what Damascus then perceived as a shift in American diplomacy, with Washington belatedly 

recognizing Syria’s central role in the peace process. This encouraged Damascus to participate in an 

American-sponsored peace process.136 Moreover, and before accepting the American invitation to 

Madrid, Asad secured a letter of assurances from the Bush administration. In the (then secret) letter, 

dated 1 June 1991, Bush declared that “We intend our engagement throughout the negotiations to 

be significant.” The United States, Bush pledged, will be a “driving force behind the negotiations, 

taking a special responsibility for making them succeed.” Bush further assured Asad that “we will 

be doing so on the only basis possible for a comprehensive peace: Territory for peace applied to all 

fronts, including the Golan Heights. We will not change this fundamental policy position of ours; 

nor will we change our non-recognition of Israel’s purported ‘Annexation’ of the Golan Heights.”137 

For Damascus, whose advocacy of a comprehensive settlement had been hitherto ignored by 

successive American adm inistrations, Bush’s letter was an unprecedented and powerful expression 

of a fresh approach to the Arab-Israeli conflict Nevertheless, Asad’s advice to the Syrian delegation 

prior to their departure to Madrid bespoke his appreciation of the new, unfavorable configuration of 

power in the region: “It is incorrect for any one of us to behave as if he is vanquished... for we are

a3See Moshe Ma'oz, “Syria, Israel and the Peace Process,” in Barry Rubin, Joseph Gin at, and Moshe Ma'oz, eds., From 
Wear to Peace: Arab-Israeli Relations 1973-1993 (New York: New York University Press, 1994), pp. 166-167; and Ze’cv SchifFand 
Ehud Ya’ari, “Lions in Winter,” The Atlantic Monthly 271,1, (January 1993), pp. 26-30.

1MSee Asad’s interview with Patrick Seale in al-Wasat, 10 May 1993; reproduced in English in Patrick Seale, “Interview 
with Syrian President Hafiz ai-Asad,” Journal o f Palestine Studies 22,4, (Summer 1993), pp. 111-121, especially pp. I IS and 121. 
For the American diplomacy leading up to Madrid see Baker, The Politics o f Diplomacy, pp. 425-427,447-449,460-463, and 487- 
507.

IIJThe letter is reproduced in George Bush, A ll the Best, George Bush: My Life and Other Writings (New York: Scribner, 
1999), pp. 523-524.
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138not vanquished,” Asad is reported to have said.1

With the convening of the Madrid conference in October 1991, Syria insisted upon “a just 

and comprehensive peace” (al-salam al- ‘adel wa-l-shamel), that is, an Israeli withdrawal on all 

fronts to the 4 June 1967 lines, as well as self-determination for the Palestinians. Attaining this 

comprehensive peace entailed coordination between the Syrian, Palestinian, Jordanian, and Lebanese 

negotiating teams. Otherwise, Damascus worried, Israel would first negotiate separate bilateral 

agreements with the weaker parties, isolate Syria, and thus weaken its bargaining position when it 

negotiated its own agreement with Israel. In his 10 May 1993 interview with Patrick Seale, Asad 

conceded that the different tracks may proceed at “different speeds,” but that no Arab party could 

finalise a separate agreement without the consent of the other parties, and certainly not if the interests 

of the other Arab parties would be adversely affected by such an agreement139 Prior to the convening 

of the Madrid conference, Damascus also sought to convince the other negotiating Arab parties not 

to hold bilateral or multilateral discussions with Israel on matters dealing with the normalization of 

relations until Israel first committed itself to the principle of withdrawing from all the territories 

occupied in the 1967 War. Syria’s position in Lebanon ensured that at least Beirut could never opt 

for a separate agreement with Israel. To ensure coordination with the other Arab parties during the 

upcoming Madrid conference, Damascus called for a summit conference of the four states bordering 

Israel (duwal al-tawq) plus the PLO. When Cairo demurred, a foreign ministers’ meeting was 

convened instead. Held in Damascus on 23-24 October 1991, a week prior to the convening of the 

Madrid conference, the meeting’s final statement pledged “full coordination” between the Arab

UIQuoted in Heikal, ffarb al-Khaleej, p. 597.

139SeaIc, “Interview with Syrian President Hafiz ai-Asad," pp. 116-117.
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parlies in Madrid to ensure a “united Arab stand” throughout the various stages ofthe negotiations.140

Despite participating in the peace process launched at Madrid, the Syrian regime’s true 

intentions regarding the projected peace remained a subject of much puzzling speculation. In Middle 

Eastern as well as Western capitals, at least two views emerged. One view suggested that by peace 

Damascus actually meant a state of non-belligerency. An alternative view contended that Damascus 

was more interested in the ‘process’ than in the final outcome, for fear that a peace settlement will 

divest Syria of its leadership of the so-called opposition camp in the Arab world.141 In his 12 March 

1992 address, and facing an intransigent Likud government in Israel, Asad insisted that “Israel’s 

rulers do not want peace.” Echoing past sentiments, he declared that “we want peace through the 

implementation of international resolutions [242 and 338], upon which the peace process was 

[originally] launched.... otherwise we w ill... leave matters for the future, for we are in no hurry.” 

The peace Asad was willing to negotiate “is the peace that returns the land and restores rights and 

spreads security in the region, and anything less than this is surrender, and no power in the world can 

ever force us to surrender.” The international configuration of power that emerged after the GuifWar 

had edged Syria to participate in the Madrid peace conference, but, Asad insisted, “the international 

situation which we find ourselves in cannot [be allowed to] transform the results of aggression [into] 

rights for the aggressor,” nor should “the present international situation... [be allowed to] cancel the 

will of the peoples and their rights.”142 Despite participating in Madrid, then, Asad was unwilling to

,40See Middle East Contemporary Survey, 1991, pp. 155-156.

141 Interviews in Beirut and Amman, August 1998-January 1999. See also Richard W. Murphy, “Syria; Not So Inscrutable,” 
The World Today 52,8-9, (August-September 1996), pp. 203-205; and Raymond A. Hinnebusch, “Does Syria Want Peace? Syrian 
Policy in the Syrian-Israeli Peace Negotiations,” Journal o f Palestine Studies 2 6 ,1, (Autumn 1996), pp. 42-57.

I42See Asad’s speech on the occasion ofhis swearing in for a fourth presidential term and in commemoration of the twenty- 
ninth anniversary o f the March revolution, reproduced in as-Safir, 13 March 1992. Punctuation added.
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surrender sovereignty over any inch of the Golan Heights, for that would connote a Syrian defeat in 

what he often referred to as ‘the battle for peace.’ Nor does participating in the peace process to 

regain Arab land translate into abandoning Syria’s geopolitical security interests in its immediate 

regional environment, rendering Israeli hegemony in the Levant unchecked. With or without a peace 

agreement, the competition between Syria and Israel over each state’s immediate geopolitical 

environment was bound to continue. Hence the tenacious fight by Damascus, once negotiations over 

security issues commenced, to deprive Israel of unwarranted strategic advantages at Syria’s 

expense.143 In addition to these geopolitical imperatives, Asad may also feel a personal responsibility 

toward restoring Syrian sovereignty over all ofthe Golan, given that these strategic heights were lost 

to Israel in controversial circumstances when he was serving as minister of defense.144

From the convening of the Madrid conference in October 1991 to June 1992, the Syrian- 

Israeli track went nowhere. The Syrian delegation refused to discuss any substantive issues until 

Israel conceded that the Golan would be returned to Syria, all the way until the 4 June 1967 lines. 

Likud, on the other hand, was unwilling to discuss any Golan withdrawals. After Rabin’s election 

to the premiership in June 1992, Asad floated a new proposition intended, as he described it, “to 

throw the ball into the Israeli court,” and justified its timing by what he described as “a phenomenon 

emerging in Israel which we may consider new, and which we have noticed particularly in die past 

two years. This is that the trend of opinion in Israel in favor of peace is growing.” Thus in his 10 

May 1993 interview with Patrick Seale in the arabic weekly al-Wasat, Asad put forward a new 

concept, to serve as a precondition for any future bilateral negotiations between Syria and Israel:

'"See Patrick Seale; “La Syrie et Ie processus de paix,” Politique Etrangere 57,4, (Hivcr 1992), pp. 785-796.

I44For a  discussion see Batatu, Syria's Peasantry, pp. 198-201.
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“full peace for full withdrawal” (salam kamel muqabel insihab kamel). Asad was adamant, however. 

Unless Israel accepted this principle up front, no negotiations would proceed on the projected 

security arrangements and the details of peace.145 On this “frill peace for full withdrawal” stance, the 

regime in Damascus was and remains in unison with the majority of Syrians.146

Asad was thus proposing a full peace agreement with Israel, though not necessarily a warm 

peace between the two countries or peoples, in return for an Israeli withdrawal to the 4 June 1967 

borders and self-determination for the Palestinians. In so doing, he did not abandon his unbending 

insistence on a prior Israeli commitment to total withdrawal from the Golan Heights before 

proceeding to discuss security arrangements and normalization procedures between the two 

countries. In launching the new initiative, Syria may have also expected that Washington could 

induce Israel to withdraw from the entire Golan Heights, would remove Syria’s name from the list 

of countries supporting terrorism to help it develop its ailing economy, and from the list of countries 

that play an important role in producing or shipping illegal drugs.147

Coupled with its participation in the peace process, Syria’s post-Gulf War strategy to regain 

the Golan Heights also rested on a new security doctrine. Given that strategic parity was no longer 

attainable, and in light of the country’s increasing budgetary constraints, the Syrian high command 

adopted the concept of “strategic deterrence.”148 Strategic deterrence aims at bolstering the Syrian 

army’s capabilities to deter an Israeli attack, or any other regional threat, through power projection

u3See Asad’s interview with Patrick Scale in al-Wasat, 10 May L993. The same formula is sometimes rendered as “’insihab 
kamel muqabel salam shamel.”

144See Sadik J. al-Azm, “The View from Damascus,” New York Review o f Books, 15 June 2000.

t47See Ma'oz, Syria and Israel, p. 261. In November 1997, Syria and Lebanon were removed from the list o f drug nations. 
See Washington Post, 11 November 1997.

‘■“See Andrew RatiimeU, “Syria’s Search for an ‘Honourable Peace*," Middle East International, 22 July 1994, pp. 16-17.
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and suitable alliances with, one or more regional ally. It also aims at strengthening the regime’s 

negotiating position by providing Syria with a credible deterrent against Israel’s military capabilities. 

This deterrent option is to be partly achieved by upgrading and expanding Syria’s strategic weapons 

stockpiles, a project that began in earnest in 1991. By 2000, Syria had acquired from North Korea 

some 300 Scud-B and Scud-C surface-to-surfaces missiles and 26 missile launchers, in addition to 

dummy launchers. With a delivery range of 500 kilometers, Scud-C missiles can strike any target 

in Israel. Syria also possesses an extensive chemical and biological arsenal. Syria’s deterrent profile 

is rendered more credible given that many of its surface-to-surface missiles can be armed with 

chemical weapons. In May 2000, reports suggested that North Korea had also supplied Syria with 

Scud-D missiles. With a range of700 kilometers, 200 kilometers above the range Syria requires to 

cover all of Israel, these new missile purchases suggest that Damascus intends to deploy its latest 

missiles deep in its territory while keeping Israel within striking range. They also help offset Syria’s 

failure to narrow Israel’s qualitative military lead. Moreover, Syria has acquired the ability to 

manufacture some missile parts on its own, and is being supplied by Iran with rocket fuel. China is 

also reported to be helping Syria set up a factory to develop missile engines, guidance systems, and 

solid fuels. China’s sale of M-9 surface-to-surface missiles to Syria is still being blocked by 

Washington, however. Syria’s ground forces have also been revamped. Most ofthe front-line units 

have been equipped with T-72 battle tanks, and the old generation of towed artillery is being replaced 

by self-propelled artillery. Reports in April 2000 also suggested that Moscow was about to deliver 

to Damascus T-90 battle tanks and advanced anti-tank missiles. These changes enhance the mobility 

of the armored divisions, and enable Syrian strategists to experiment with a combination of war 

strategies, such as a thrust through the Beqa‘ valley, instead of focusing only on a frontal attack on
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the Golan. Finally, in December 1997, the Russian government approved the launching of 

negotiations aimed at selling Syria a nuclear reactor.149

Syria’s hopes for a comprehensive and coordinated peace agreement on all tracks were 

shattered by the surprise announcement of the Oslo Accord in September 1993 between Israel and 

the PLO, followed by the October 1994 peace treaty between Jordan and Israel. Yet despite the loss 

ofthe PLO and Jordan, Syria did not abandon the peace process. Henceforth, comprehensive peace 

connoted full withdrawal from Syria and Lebanon. Nevertheless, it was only after Rabin, through 

American Secretary of State Warren Christopher, committed Israel on 3 August 1993 to full 

withdrawal to the 4 June 1967 lines, on the proviso that Israel’s security needs be met, and later 

clarified this commitment in the second half of July 1994, again through Christopher, that Asad 

sanctioned negotiations with Israel on security arrangements, normalization, and the timetable of 

fulfillment.150 Consequently, the negotiations between Walid al-Moualem and Itamar Rabinovich, 

the respective Syrian and Israeli ambassadors in Washington, commenced in earnest in September 

1994. Another round of negotiations produced on 24 May 1995 a one-page document entitled “Aims 

and Principles of the Security Arrangements.” The purpose of this “non-paper” - as Washington 

described it - was to spell out the aims and contours ofthe security arrangements under negotiation 

between Israel and Syria and, at least from Syria’s standpoint, to limit Israel’s security demands on 

the Syrian front to reasonable proportions. Henceforth, Asad would insist that negotiations between 

Syria and Israel should be based on Rabin’s commitment to frill withdrawal to the 4 June 1967 lines

“’See Ha 'area, 31 December 1997, 29 May 2000, and 4 June 2000; al-Hayat, IS April 2000; and Ralhmcll, “Syria’s 
Search for an ‘Honourable Peace’,” p. 16.

‘“ While on a  visit to Cairo on IS April 1998, Asad described Rabin’s commitment as a “legally-binding” and “non- 
negotiable” deposit {wadi ’a), to be safeguarded with Clinton until negotiations on all other issues have been completed. See as-Safir, 
16 April 1998.
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and the document on the Aims and Principles of the Security Arrangements.131

Whether or not, as Seale contends, Rabin floated the August 1993 com m itm ent to withdraw 

until the 4 June 1967 lines as “a political deception, a ruse of war” to “engage Asad just enough to 

blunt his attack on Oslo, while, at the same time, frightening the Palestinians into concessions” in 

the negotiations at Oslo, undoubtedly, Syrian-Israeli negotiations have proceeded despite numerous 

setbacks.132 After Rabin’s assassination on 4 November 1995, negotiations resumed under Peres, 

who endorsed Rabin’s commitment in December 1995. They were later interrupted under 

Netanyahu’s premiership (May 1996-May1999), but resumed again under Ehud Barak after his 

election to the premiership in May 1999. However, in the talks between Barak and Shari on 3-11 

January 2000 in Shepherdstown, the Israeli delegations boycotted most ofthe meetings of the border 

demarcation and water committees, focusing instead on negotiating security and normalization 

arrangements, thus avoiding a demarcation of the 4 June 1967 lines. The Shepherdstown negotiations 

ultimately collapsed due to disagreement over the extent of the Israeli withdrawal from the Golan. 

Syria insisted on regaining sovereignty over all of the Golan, including the northeastern shores of 

Lake Tiberias, though it expressed its willingness to cooperate to translate the not-too-accurate 4 

June 1967 military lines into permanent border lines on the map. Syria also demanded that the 

division of the Golan waters be based on the principles of international law. Israel, on the other hand, 

not only demanded sole access to the waters and control over the whole of Lake Tiberias, including

“ 'For an assessment see Patrick Seale, “The Syria-Israel Negotiations: Who is Telling the Truth?” Journal o f Palestine 
Studies, 24,2, (Winter2000), pp. 65-77; and al-Azm, “The View from Damascus.” For the Syrian perspective see the interview with 
Walid al-Moualem, “Fresh Light on the Syrian-Israeli Peace Negotiations,” Journal o f Palestine Studies 26,2, (Winter 1997), pp. 
81-94. For the Israeli perspective see Itamar Rabinovich, The Brink o f Peace: The Israeii-Syrian Negotiations (Princeton, NJ.: 
Princeton University Press, 1998).

'“ Scale, “The Syria-Isracl Negotiations,” p. 68.
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its shores, it also insisted on controlling the road around the lake. This entailed pushing the Syrian 

borders back some hundreds of meters east ofthe 4 June 1967 lines. The Israeli demand would even 

require pushing the Syrian borders east of the borders drawn in 1923 between Syria and Palestine 

by the British and French Mandatory authorities, borders which Syria has all along refused to 

recognize as its international boundaries.133

Despite these differences, however, the text ofthe confidential American document presented 

to Israel and Syria at Shepherdstown on 7 January 2000, entitled “A Framework for Peace between 

Israel and Syria,” revealed that there was considerable agreement between the two sides on the nature 

and breadth of normalisation measures, and that gaps between the two sides over security and water 

issues were bridgeable. It also suggests that Syria has conceded an early warning ground station on 

Mount Hermon to be operated by America and France.134 Yet when Israel leaked the text ofthe draft 

agreement, Syria refused to resume the Shepherdstown negotiations, suspecting that Barak was 

unwilling to commit to the 4 June 1967 lines. Later, when Clinton met with Asad for a summit in 

Geneva on 26 March 2000, the latter expected a renewed Israeli commitment to the 4 June 1967 

lines. Instead, Clinton communicated new demands put forward by Barak. In addition to control over 

the water of Lake Tiberias, Barak also demanded control over the northern origins of the Jordan 

River as well as its other tributaries that originate in the Golan and flow into the lake. Naturally, 

Asad rejected these terms, inform ing Clinton that unless Barak commits to the 4 June 1967 lines,

l33Sec Patrick Scale, “Al-Sira‘ ‘ala Buhayrat Tabariya: Hal Min Hal Wasat?” [The Struggle over Lake Tiberias: Is there 
a Middle Ground?] al-Hayat, 8 April 2000; and idem, “Na‘t al-Masar al-Suri,” [Eulogizing the Syrian Track] al-Hayat, 9 May 2000. 
For a discussion of the 4 June 1967 line see Frederic C. Hof “The Line of June 4,1967,” Middle East Insight, September-October 
1999.

li4The text of the agreement may be found at http://mideastinfo.com/documents/golan-treaiy.htm. It was published in late 
January 2000 in both Ha ’aretz and al-Hayat.
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Syria was ready to wait forever to conclude a just peace.155 

The Turkish Menace

In addition to the peace process, the second half of the 1990’s witnessed Syria’s 

preoccupation with an emerging menace from the north. On the morrow of the Corrective 

Movement, Syria strove to develop correct and amicable relations with Turkey. However, and 

especially since the late 1970s, relations between the two states have fallen short of Syria’s desires, 

and have been subsequently marred persistently by a number of contentious issues. The oldest 

dispute, and the least volatile, centers around the Alexandretta province, which France ceded to 

Turkey in 1939. Damascus considers Alexandretta - or Hatay, as Ankara labels it - a part of Syria, 

and has never recognized its incorporation into Turkey. In fact, Syrian military and official maps 

continue to mark the borders between the Alexandretta province and the rest of Syria as temporary 

borders. A more problematic issue revolves around the distribution of the waters of the Euphrates 

river, which rises in eastern Anatolia and snakes its way to Iraq through Syria. Damascus has long 

demanded a fair division of the Euphrates’ water between Turkey and its downstream neighbors, and 

has complained repeatedly of the adverse effects of Turkey’s multi-dam irrigation and power- 

generation network on the flow and quality of the water reaching Syria. Damascus also suspects that 

Turkey aims to postpone a permanent settlement of the water issue until after it completes all twenty- 

two dams as part of its Southeast Anatolia Project (GAP), and that Ankara also wants to use the 

water issue as a pressure tactic against Syria if the latter resumes its demands on Alexandretta after 

it regains the Golan. Finally, and at least until the summer of 1998, Ankara accused Damascus of 

supporting the Kurdistan Worker’s Party (PKK), who for many years waged a bloody campaign

I55For the Geneva summit see Seale, “Na‘i al-Masar al-Suri.”
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against Turkey, by offering it military aid, training camps, and refuge for its leader Abdullah Ocalan, 

who fled to Syria in the late 1970s. Syria, in turn, has used its support for the PKK as a pressure 

tactic to elicit an agreeable water deal from Ankara, one that would involve Turkey increasing the 

down flow of the Euphrates.156

As noted earlier in this chapter, and given the exigencies of the confrontation with Israel, 

Syria has always sought to downplay differences and de-escalate confrontations with Turkey. 

Defending the long and tortuous borders between the two countries would undermine Syria’s 

military preparedness on the Golan front. A military mobilization in response to every crisis with 

Turkey would also exhaust Syria financially. On 17 July 1987, the two countries concluded a 

provisional accord under which Turkey guaranteed a minimum flow of500 cubic meters per second 

of the Euphrates’ water to Syria. The water accord was coupled with a security protocol, according 

to which Damascus agreed to place some restrictions on cross border PKK movement and to 

cooperate with Ankara in the fight against  cross border drug trafficking. Consequently, Damascus 

pushed back PKK training camps away from the border area. Ankara’s demand for the closure of a 

main PKK training camp in the Beqa‘ valley was ignored, however.157 Henceforth, and until the 

crisis of October 1998, the dynamics of Syrian-Turkish relations settled into a familiar pattern: in 

response to PKK raids, Ankara clamors for a Syrian crackdown, a new security protocol is signed, 

Damascus responds partially to Turkish demands, and a fresh round commences anew.

In the early 1990s, Ankara pressed Damascus to label the PKK a terrorist organization, expel 

its members and leader from Syria, close PKK training camps in the Beqa‘ valley, and tighten cross

1MFor discussions see al- Wasat, 25 March 1996; as-Safir, 25 April 1996; al-Hayat, 22 March 1996; and Dyab, “AI-‘IIaqar 
al-Suriyya al-Turkiyya Mundhu al-Sitinaat.”

l57See an-Nahar, 3 October 1989.
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border infiltration. After Ankara threatened to strike at the Beqa‘ camps of the PKK, a new Syrian- 

Turkish security protocol was signed in Damascus on 17 April 1992. The protocol declared that both 

sides will “not allow for the members of the organizations labeled terrorist by one of the two sides, 

to settle or live or pass or organize or meet or [engage in] propaganda or training activity in the 

territories of [either of] the two countries.” The protocol also stated that “the Turkish side has voiced 

its displeasure, and in detail, of the terrorist activities of the PKK,” yet without specifying the 

location of this activity. Moreover, Damascus reiterated its position that it considers the PKK “an 

illegal organization in Syria.”158 As a result of this protocol, Syria closed the PKK training camp in 

the Beqa‘. On a follow-up visit by Turkish Prime Minister Stileyman Demirel to Syria in January 

1993, Syria pressed for a permanent accord on waters, and demanded that it receive up to 660 cubic 

meters per second of the Euphrates’ water. In turn, Ankara committed itself to finalize a permanent 

accord on water on the basis of international law before the end of 1993.139 No such accord was 

signed before the year ended, however. Instead, and to divert attention away from the water question, 

Ankara resumed its accusations against Damascus’s support for the PKK. This resulted in the 

conclusion of yet another security protocol between the two countries in November 1993, signed on 

the Syrian side by Major-General ‘Adnan Badr Hasan, the chief of political security.160 Ankara 

claimed that the latest protocol targeted the PKK directly, but PKK activities against Turkey resumed 

after a brief lull.

The conclusion of a “Military Education and Cooperation Agreement” between Turkey and

l3,For the text of the protocol see asSafir, 19 May 1992.

l59For details o f the visit see al-ffayat, 22 January 1993. 

'“ See an-Nahar, 22 November 1993.
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Israel on 21 February 1996 altered the geopolitical context of Syria’s relations with Ankara. The 

published parts of the agreement list areas of cooperation involving the exchange of information in 

military training, exchange of visits between military academies, and joint training exercises. 

However leaked reports suggested that Turkey also offered Israeli pilots access to its wide and divers 

fighter training areas, giving them an opportunity to gain flying experience over a more versatile 

terrain. The agreement most probably involves an intelligence-sharing component, and has opened 

the Turkish skies to Israeli aircrafts to launch air strikes against Syria and Iran from Turkish bases.161

The deal was immediately denounced by Arab capitals and by Tehran. Egypt’s foreign 

minister, ‘Amr Musa, condemned the Turkish-Israeli agreement as an act of aggression against Arab 

states, declaring that Cairo would not permit a shift in the regional balance of power in favor of any 

one side. Subsequently, Musa’s visitto Turkey planned for 16 April was promptly canceled.162 From 

Damascus’s perspective, the agreement affected adversely the regional balance of power. It was 

interpreted as the crowning achievement of years of sustained Israeli efforts to build a strategic 

alliance with Turkey to outflank Syria from the north. Moreover, and given that Damascus assumes 

that Turkey’s military establishment is under thorough American influence, the emerging Turkish- 

Israeli alliance was also seen as yet another attempt to isolate Syria regionally and weaken its 

negotiating position in the peace process.163

Syria has sought to balance against Israel's geopolitical gains derived from the alliance with 

Turkey through two axes: the Cairo-Damascus-Riyadh axis, and the Damascus-Tehran axis. The

"'See Robert Olson, “Turkey: Water, the PKK and the Peace Process,” Middle East International, IS March 1996, p. 19; 
and Huge Pope, “Cooperating with Israel,” Middle East International, 12 April 1996, p. 11.

‘“ See John King, “A Controversial Deal,” Middle East International, 26 April 1996.

'“ Interview with ‘Adnan ‘Umran, Damascus, 22 September 1998.
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latter is particularly important for Damascus given Iran’s military capabilities and geographic 

proximity to Turkey. Damascus and Tehran share a common concern with respect to the Turkish- 

Israeli alliance. The military agreement between Israel and Turkey allows Israel to intimidate Tehran 

by allowing Israeli planes to eavesdrop electronically on Iran’s nuclear, chemical, biological, 

military, and industrial facilities. The prospect of Israeli planes using Turkish bases also constitutes 

an explicit threat to Tehran. The alliance also emboldened Turkey to undertake military operations 

against  PKK bases inside Iran. In both cases, an alliance between America’s chief allies in the region 

is an unwelcome geopolitical threat to Tehran.164 Syria also responded to the Turkish-Israeli alliance 

with an opening toward Iraq, mainly through the exchange of trade delegations, aimed at luring 

Baghdad to the Damascus-Tehran alliance and away from Ankara’s flirtations. On 14 July 1998, 

Damascus and Baghdad agreed to reopen the Iraqi-Syrian pipeline. The move has been hitherto 

blocked by Washington, however, who rejects any attempt to ease the economic blockade against 

Iraq. Washington also fears that the reopening of the Iraqi-Syrian pipeline will deprive Turkey of 

substantial revenues generated from the passage of more than half of Iraqi’s oil exports through 

Turkish territory. Washington also opposes a greater thaw in Syrian-Iraqi relations lest it pave the 

way for Iraq’s rehabilitation in the Arab world, or strengthens Syria’s regional position, consequently 

allowing Damascus to continue resisting Israel’s conditions, backed by American pressure, for a 

withdrawal from the Golan Heights.165

1MSee Robert Olson, “The Turkey-Israel Agreement and the Kurdish Question,” Middle East International, 24 May 1996, 
pp. 18-19; and Peter Feuilherade, “Iran and Syria: Drawing Closer,” Middle East International, 5 July 1996, p. 13.

‘“ See Ibrahim Humaydi, “Turkiyya Tusa'ed wa Suriyya Taiamassak bi-l-Hiwar... wa Tu'azziz ‘Ilaqatiha ma‘ al-‘lraq,” 
[Turkey Escalates and Syria Holds on to Dialogue... and Consolidates its Relations with Iraq] al-Hayat, 2 August 1998; and Raghid 
al-SoIh, “Ab'ad min 1‘adat Tashghil Anboub al-Naft al-‘Iraqi-al-Suri,” [Beyond Reopening the Iraqi-Syrian Pipeline] al-Hayat, 16 
August 1998.
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In spite of the Turkish-Israeli alliance, Damascus was determined to maintain working 

relations with Ankara at all costs. This was meant to avoid driving Turkey further into the Israeli 

orbit. Thus when the Turkish foreign ministry invited then Deputy Foreign Minister ‘Adnan ‘Umran 

for what was promised to be serious discussions on all bilateral issues, Damascus accepted. ‘Umran 

subsequently headed a delegation that visited Turkey on 1-3 July 1989. On the first day of the talks, 

the two delegations discussed all issues of mutual concern, including Turkish-Israeli military 

cooperation, and made some progress in their deliberations. When the talks reconvened the next day, 

and to the surprise of the Syrian delegation, the head ofthe Turkish team proceeded to read out a pre

written statement, drafted by the Turkish ministry of defense, reversing the positions taken a day 

earlier. The intervention of the ministry of defense was in response to the Syrian delegation’s 

insistence on including an item entitled ‘Turkish-Israeli cooperation’ on the agenda of the talks.166 

The Turkish defense ministry was unwilling to allow any discussion of the alliance with Israel. 

Subsequently, Ankara announced that the visit had failed, declined an invitation by Shari to his 

Turkish counterpart, Ismail Cem, to visit Damascus, and declared instead that Turkish fighter planes 

will be partaking in the celebrations marking Israel’s fiftieth anniversary.

Some two months later, and starting in middle September 1998, Turkey unleashed a barrage 

of threats against Syria, accusing it of supporting the PKK’s military campaign against Ankara and 

of hosting Ocalan. In late September, the newly appointed and staunchly anti-PKK Turkish chief of 

staff, Htiseyin Kivrikoglu, ominously declared that “there is an unannounced state of war between 

us and Syria.”167 Other declarations by President Demirel and Prime Minister Mesut Yilmaz

'“ Interview with ‘Adnan ‘Umran, Damascus, 22 September 1998.

l67See as-Safir, 3 October 1998. For a brief review o f the crisis see Alan Makovsky, “Defusing the Turidsh-Syrian Crists: 
Whose Triumph?” Middle East Insight, January-February 1999.
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threatened military action against Syria if it continues supporting the PKK. On 4 October, Mubarak 

landed in Damascus and began mediating between Syria and Turkey. Shortly afterwards Iranian 

Foreign Minister Kamal Kharazi joined the mediation effort. In Ankara, Dimerel handed Mubarak 

a dossier cataloguing Turkey’s grievances against Damascus. It repeated charges made in the past 

years, that Damascus was providing the PKK’s leader and cadres shelter as well as training camps 

and safe passage, and, armed by satellite photos provided by Israel, enumerated in details the 

locations of the PKK’s headquarters and camps in Syria. The dossier also charged that Syria has 

employed its support for a number of anti-Turkish “terrorist” organizations to elicit a favorable 

resolution of the water dispute between the two countries, and to retain its claims over Alexandretta. 

It concluded by listing a number of conditions that Damascus should accept to forestall a military 

confrontation between the two countries. These included extraditing Ocalan to Turkey or expelling 

him from Syria, the closing of all PKK camps in Syria, and an end to any form of direct or indirect 

support to the PKK.168

The Syrian response to Turkey’s threats was restrained and subdued, dictated by the hard 

facts of geopolitical realities. With the army deployed on the Golan front and in Lebanon, Damascus 

was unwilling to open an additional front in the north. Defending the 820 kilometer-long border with 

Turkey would invariably stretch Syria’s military capabilities and compromise the army’s deterrent 

posture against Israel. In fact, and throughout the crisis, Damascus did not even reinforce its lightly 

policed border with Turkey. Military action on Syria’s northern front was also bound to give Israel 

reason to activate the 1996 military agreement with Turkey, consummating Damascus’s perennial 

nightmare of a two-front military confrontation. Consequently, Syria resisted matching Turkey's

‘“ For excerpts from the dossier see as-Safir, 13 October 1998.
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bellicose declarations, and sought to de-escalate the crisis. In middle October Ocalan was deported 

quietly from Syria, and Egyptian and Iranian mediation subsequently succeeded in arranging for a 

meeting between representatives of Turkey and Syria in Adana on 19-20 October. The two-day 

conclave produced the Adana Agreement of 20 October, a veritable catalogue of Syrian undertakings 

in response to Ankara’s demands, aimed at halting all forms of support to the PKK. The first article 

of the released text of the agreement declared that “henceforth, Ocalan is not in Syria, and will never 

be allowed to enter Syria.” The agreement also stipulated that PKK members outside Syria will not 

be permitted to enter the country, that their military camps in Syria are henceforth nonoperational 

and will not be allowed to resume their activities, and that “a big number” of PKK members were 

arrested and their names were submitted to Turkey. The Adana Agreement also stipulated that “Syria 

will not permit, on the basis of the principle of reciprocity, any activity originating from Syrian 

territory, and aimed at damaging the security and stability of Turkey, and that Syria will not assist, 

on its territories, in providing the PKK with military and logistic and financial support, nor [will it 

help the PKK] undertake propaganda activity.” Syria also assured Turkey that “it would not allow 

the PKK to use its territory to cross into a third country.” The agreement also stated that “Syria 

agreed that the PKK is a terrorist organization,” and that it “prohibited the activities of the PKK and 

its adjunct institutions, and all other terrorist organizations,” without, however, specifying or naming 

them.169 The crisis was consequently declared over on 21 October, and on 22 October some 300-400 

PKK fighters crossed the Syrian border into northern Iraq.

Despite this long list of Syrian commitments and concessions, Damascus achieved a number

'“ For the text o f the 20 October Adana Agreement see an-tfahar, 24 November 1998. The official Arabic text was not 
released by Syria. Only the Turkish text was published by the Turkish newspaper Hurriyet.
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of strategic objectives through the Adana Agreement. It obviated a military confrontation with a 

formidable army, and defused a conflict with a country Damascus was determined not to turn into 

“an enemy of the Arabs,” as Shar‘ commented during a visit to Cairo on 22 October.170 Moreover, 

Ocalan, and the PKK, were all along disposable assets in the regional balance of power, to be 

abandoned when geopolitical conditions so dictated. Most importantly, the reciprocity principle 

inscribed in the Adana Agreement - by which each state was committed not to allow any activity 

originating from its territory to harm the security and stability of the other country - potentially 

neutralized the possibility of Turkish-Israeli ground cooperation against Syria. Damascus’ s intention 

to expand this provision to include a prohibition on Israeli use of the Turkish airspace to attack Syria 

was left for a future occasion.171

However there could be no denial of Syria’s difficult geopolitical position as the twentieth 

century came to a close. Since the end of the Gulf War, America’s drive to reorder the region in a 

manner guaranteeing the long term protection of its strategic interests and local allies had proceeded 

without a respite. After flirting briefly with an Arab security regime, the oil-rich Gulf states opted 

to put their trust not in the Arabs, but in America. This exposed the region to even greater American 

domination. Israel and Turkey, America’s formidable regional allies, were moving closer to each 

other as Arab regimes were moving apart Worst still, Damascus bemoaned the rush of its Arab 

counterparts to forge ahead and normalize relations with Israel while Arab land was still under Israeli 

occupation, thus denying Syria much-needed tactical leverage in its negotiations with Israel. All 

these disappointments and apprehensions could be seen reflected in Asad’s pensive written speech

lTOSee as-Safir, 23 October 1998.

171 Interview with Abdel Halim Khaddam. Damascus, 14 March 1999.
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distributed to members of the People’s Council at the swearing ceremony of 11 March 1999, 

inaugurating his fifth presidential term. “In the forties and fifties,” Asad’s speech read, “the Arabs 

aspired to liberate [themselves] from the foreigner and achieve Arab unity. And in the sixties and 

early seventies, the Arabs aspired to achieve Arab solidarity. And after that, the aspiration today is 

to stop the state of infighting, competition, and conflict.” “Many great mistakes have been committed 

by this brother or that,” Asad continued, “and have left deep pains..., but until when, and where [will 

all this lead] to? Is it in the interest of any Arab leader to bequeath these conflicts to future 

generations? And what price have we paid, and [what price] will future generations pay, that is, if 

[they are] ... left anything to pay with? I invite all the brother Arab leaders everywhere, to [take] a 

courageous and responsible stance, [one that] helps achieve a critical and objective review of the 

Arab condition, [and] aims at establishing a new way [of conducting] Arab relations, [one that] 

moves us from a state of conflict to a state of cooperation, solidarity, and mutual support.” For “some 

are talking about peace with Israel,” Asad observed, “at a time when we reject peace among 

ourselves.... Peace with Israel will not be objectively achieved unless peace is achieved among the 

Arabs themselves.” Summing up the geopolitical principles that had underpinned Syria’s position 

on the Arab-Israeli conflict for decades, Asad asserted that “the Israelis have to realize that their 

present policies toward the Arabs will not bring them security, nor [will it bring] peace to the region. 

For power invites aggression but does not ensure security and peace of mind. And the concept of 

power is relative in time and space, and the components of power are not static.” As for the future, 

Asad remained optimistic: “we are certain that we shall regain our occupied land in the Golan, no 

matter how long... [it takes], and no matter how powerful the aggressors [become], and no matter
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how difficult the Arabs’ conditions [become].”172

5.7 Conclusion

This chapter surveyed the geopolitical imperatives underlying Syria’s salient foreign policy 

and alignment choices since November 1970. It explicated the defensive realist assumptions 

underlying a number of crucial but domestically unpopular foreign policy and alignment choices 

taken by the Asad regime: namely, Syria’s intervention in Lebanon against an alliance of leftist and 

Palestinian forces in June 1976; the alliance with Iran against Iraq throughout the Iran-Iraq war, from 

1980to 1988; and Syria’s alignment with the American-led coalition against Iraq during the 1990-91 

Gulf War. It also considered the geopolitical imperatives that impelled Syria to participate in the 

American-sponsored peace process launched at Madrid in October 1991, Asad’s consistent strategy 

in the negotiations with Israel, and Syria’s reaction to the Turkish-Israeli alliance. This survey was 

undertaken to demonstrate the Asad regime’s substantial autonomy from the active sectors of society 

when taking foreign policy and alignment choices. In contrast to Jordan, where the domestic and 

external security terrains have often overlapped, and where foreign policy and alignment choices are 

either constrained or motivated by domestic political imperatives, or, alternatively, are sometimes 

followed by domestic political implications, in Asad’s Syria these choices are straightforward 

responses to shifts in the country’s external security and geopolitical environment. Not for Asad’s 

Syria the domestic constraints under which the Hashemite monarchy’s foreign policy and alignment 

choices often operated. Compared to its Jordanian counterpart, the Asad regime’s ability to ignore 

domestic constraints and focus instead on external sources of threat in pursuit of Syria’s geopolitical

t72For the text o f the speech see as-Safir, 12 March 1999. Punctuation added.
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objectives is a consequence of the substantial autonomy it enjoys vis-a-vis society. This is a 

derivative of the ensemble of corporatist institutions organizing and controlling the active sectors 

of society and underpinning Syria’s populist authoritarian system of rule. The following concluding 

chapter spells out some theoretical and methodological implications generated by the comparative 

exploration undertaken in this study.
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Chapter 6

Conclusion

6.1 Summing Up

This study addressed a number of theoretical questions of relevance to comparative politics 

and international relations theorizing. It explored how different ways of organizing state-society 

relations affect regime autonomy to take foreign policy and alignment choices. It also suggested that 

these differences best explain why domestic and external security terrains may overlap in some states 

but not in others, and why foreign policy and alignment choices may have domestic political origins, 

uses, and implications. Through a comparative exploration of King Hussein’s Jordan and Asad’s 

Syria, this study suggested that where state-society relations are organized along tight corporatist 

institutional channels, regimes enjoy substantial autonomy in taking foreign policy and alignments 

choices. This is so because in such contexts the ensemble of corporatist institutions shields the 

regime from domestic pressures, and ensures a considerable degree of control over the active sectors 

of society. In this case, foreign policy and alignment choices reflect regime responses to shifts in the 

regional balance of power, and are undertaken to safeguard a state’s geopolitical and security 

interests. This is so even when foreign policy and alignment choices are deeply unpopular with a 

majority of the population. Alternatively, when the organization of state-society relations does not 

guarantee thorough control over the active sectors of society, then the regime’s autonomy in taking 

foreign policy and alignment choices is constrained. In this latter case, foreign policy and alignment 

choices may have domestic political origins, uses, and implications. Hence, the more corporatist the 

organization of state-society relations, the more the regime’s autonomy in taking foreign policy and
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alignment choices.

In unpacking this argument, the first step explored the different ways in which state-society 

relations are organized in Jordan and Syria. This exercise revealed a number of contrasts between 

the two states. Unlike its Ba‘thi counterpart, the Hashemite regime did not organize the active sectors 

of society into compulsory, non-competitive, functionally differentiated corporatist institutions. 

Instead, it employed a neopatrimonial system of populist rentierism to organize a mainly Hashemite- 

Transjordanian ruling coalition, one that also included strategic Palestinian segments of the 

population. First founded by King Abdullah with British support, this neopatrimonial coalition was 

later inherited by King Hussein and expanded into a complex populist rentier system of rule 

buttressed by a powerful legal edifice. This organization of state-society relations maintained the 

monarchy in power through turbulent times, and successfully inhibited the emergence of any viable 

alternative to Hashemite rule. Nevertheless, and with the exception of the corporatized labor unions, 

substantial sectors of the politically active population remained beyond regime control. Jordan’s 

professional syndicates put up a stubborn and successful fight to defend their organizational 

autonomy. When political parties were banned in 1957, the naqabat emerged as alternative arenas 

of political activity. They amassed a political weight that the regime could not afford to ignore, and 

became vehicles for the expression of the population’s variegated political affiliations. Nor could 

the regime corporatize the kingdom’s popular organizations and student groups. Moreover, the 

political liberalization launched in 1989 empowered Jordan’s political and professional groups, 

further loosening regime control over the active sectors of society. Consequently, the organization 

of state-society relations in Jordan, before and after the political liberalization initiated on the 

morrow of habat nisan, did not provide the regime immunity from domestic pressures when a
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number of crucial foreign policy and alignment choices were taken.

The analysis of state-society relations in Syria revealed a considerably different 

organizational configuration. In Syria, the Ba‘th installed a populist authoritarian system of rule 

based on the organization of state-society relations along tight corporatist channels. Moreover, the 

ensemble of corporatist institutions organizing and controlling the active sectors of the population 

stretched throughout society. When they ascended to the helm in March 1963, the Ba‘th inherited 

the corporatist institutions planted in Syria during the Union years, and created an amazing array of 

other corporatist institutions to organize and control those sectors of society sparred by Cairo’s 

restructuring measures. Consequently, labor, peasants, students, youth, women, teachers, the 

different business chambers, and a host of other social groups were organized into Ba‘thi-dominated 

compulsory, non-competitive, functionally differentiated corporatist institutions. This institutional 

infrastructure of corporatist control was linked to the Ba‘th Party through the Regional Command’s 

respective specialized bureaus, ensuring regime control over the active sectors of society. The role 

of the Ba‘th Party in this process is paramount: it serves as an institutional chain, linking the 

variegated popular and professional organizations to the regime along strict corporatist channels.

Asad’s organizational innovation after the Corrective Movement of November 1970 was to 

introduce a number of corporatist institutions aimed at structuring political activity at the local level 

and popular representation at the national level. These institutions did not undermine the regime’s 

control over society, however. In fact, the ensemble of corporatist institutions organized by the Ba‘th 

since 1963 was expanded and consolidated further under Asad. Moreover, the organizational 

autonomy of the professional syndicates was smashed; their institutions were corporatized, and their 

objectives streamlined with those of the Ba‘th Party. This corporatist ensemble of populist
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authoritarianism has proved durable under Asad, enduring a long trial of strength with the Moslem 

Brotherhood and an alarming fiscal crisis. It has hitherto inhibited the emergence of a viable 

alternative to Ba‘thi rule, and has allowed the regime a substantial degree of control over, and 

autonomy from, society. Consequently, and in contrast to his Jordanian counterpart, the corporatist 

institutional organization of state-society relations in Ba‘thi Syria allowed Asad a substantial degree 

of autonomy in taking foreign policy and alignment choices.

In the second step of the argument, the preceding conclusions were applied to a survey of a 

number of foreign policy and alignment choices in King Hussein’s Jordan and Asad’s Syria. 

Departing from neorealism’s insistence on the centrality of external military power or threats in 

determining foreign policy and alignment choices, this study examined a number of such choices 

taken by the Hashemite regime to demonstrate how in Jordan domestic and foreign politics have 

often overlapped. Consequently, in Jordan, foreign policy and alignment choices have had domestic 

political origins, uses, and implications, and have not - as offensive and defensive realists assume - 

been always determined by external military considerations. Four different scenarios were surveyed 

in detail to explicate this argument. The first was the use of foreign policy and alignment choices for 

state building and regime survival objectives in the 1950s and 1960s. In this period of acute regional 

permeability, foreign policy and alignment choices were often deployed for domestic political uses: 

namely, to insulate the domestic political arena from external interferences and thus allow the 

regime’s integrative state building policies some time to take effect. Alternatively, foreign policy and 

alignment choices were deployed to shield the regime from its domestic opponents, and, 

subsequently, to pave the way for a domestic crackdown by the army and the mukhabarat. This study 

then turned to a detailed examination of the route leading to Jordan’s disengagement from the West
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Bank in July 1988, underscoring the strictly domestic motivations and implications underlying this 

foreign policy choice. This was followed by an analysis of the domestic political constraints shaping 

Jordan’s alignment choice during the 1990-91 Gulf War. The domestic considerations and costs 

involved in the Hashemite regime’s peace process policy and its conclusion of a peace treaty with 

Israel in 1994 were then detailed.

This overlap between domestic and foreign politics has meant that on a number of pivotal 

occasions the Hashemite regime’s foreign policy and alignment choices reflected a preoccupation 

with domestic constraints. This does not imply that the regime did not at times resist domestic 

constraints, opting instead for unpopular foreign policy and alignment choices. This it certainly did, 

but only when its survival was not threatened from within by a mass movement cutting across the 

kingdom’s different socio-political and class cleavages, and when it could safely unleash the army 

and the mukhabarat against its domestic foes without precipitating a bloody civil war or risk 

jeopardizing the loyalty of the armed forces. On the morrow of the political liberalization initiated 

in 1989, resisting domestic constraints also entailed the reversal of the liberalization process 

underway.

In Syria, on the other hand, foreign policy and alignment choices are responses to shifts in 

the external geopolitical security environment This derives from the substantial degree of autonomy 

enjoyed by the Asad regime vis-a-vis the active sectors of society, a luxury engendered by the 

ensemble of corporatist institutions organizing Syria’s populist authoritarian system of rule. 

Consequently, the Asad regime’s foreign policy and alignment choices reflect a preoccupation with 

geopolitical balance of power considerations. On a number of crucial occasions, and when faced with 

shifts in the regional balance of power, the Asad regime responded by taking foreign policy and
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alignment choices aimed at restoring the regional balance, hence safeguarding Syria’s geopolitical 

and security interests. This was done even when these choices were deeply unpopular among a 

majority of the Syrian population. Indeed, Asad’s foreign policy career is veritably an uninterrupted 

geopolitical contest with Israel for the domination of both countries’ immediate security 

environments, a contest punctuated by episodic conflicts with Iraq, Syria’s other major geopolitical 

opponent.

This thesis was advanced by examining the defensive realist logic underlying three important 

and domestically controversial foreign policy and alignment choices taken by Damascus: Syria’s 

intervention in Lebanon in June 1976 against an alliance of Moslem and Palestinian forces; the 

alliance with Iran against Iraq throughout the Iran-Iraq War, from 1980 to 1988; and Syria’s 

alignment with the American-led coalition against Iraq during the 1990-91 Gulf War. Moreover, all 

three foreign policy and alignment choices were examined in the context of the regime’s 

contemporary geopolitical objectives: namely, to balance against Israel’s, and sometimes Iraq’s, 

power and threat, and safeguard Syria’s security interests. In this same vein, this study advanced a 

discussion of the geopolitical imperatives that caused Syria to participate in the American-sponsored 

peace process launched at Madrid in October 1991, followed by an examination of Asad’s consistent 

strategy in the negotiations with Israel, and concluding with a brief analysis of Damascus’s attempts 

to contain the adverse geopolitical ramifications of the Turkish-Israeli alliance consummated in 

February 1996. Given the arguments advanced above, what then are some methodological and 

theoretical implications generated by this study?
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6.2 Studying Arab Politics in the Trenches

By focusing on the organization of state-society relations, this study departs from political 

culture and economistic theoretical metonyms often deployed to explain Arab political dynamics. 

The focus on the organizational and institutional infrastructure of power also intentionally avoids 

reducing Arab politics to a tale of sectarian conflict or to a sideshow of the omnipotent coercive 

machinery of the mukhabarat state. After all, sectarian and coercive dynamics reveal only part of an 

otherwise rich tapestry of struggles and battles fought to anchor and sustain the contemporary Arab 

state on durable foundations. Consequently, surveying how regimes organize state-society relations 

to inhibit the emergence of viable alternatives entails looking at the contests between regimes and 

different socio-political groups to, respectively, delimit or expand the parameters of political activity, 

and to deny or defend the organizational autonomy of professional syndicates, labor unions, and the 

array of popular organizations. On some occasions, as in Ba‘thi Syria, the regime is able to spread 

its control over the active sectors of the population; on other occasions, as in Jordan, the regime’s 

efforts are successfully resisted. Nevertheless, the sites of these contests, whether in the corporatist 

or corporatized institutional ensembles organizing the active sectors of society, or the legal and 

organizational techniques deployed by regimes to deny professional syndicates, popular 

organizations, and political parties organizational autonomy and political space, constitute the arenas 

where the raw struggles of Arab politics are played out. In this regard, they are the Arab equivalent 

of what Gramsci, in a rather different context, referred to as the “trenches” and the “permanent 

fortifications” sustaining modem Western democratic states.1 In the nonhegemonic, nondemocratic 

contexts of most Arab states, with articulated modes of production, and where the capitalist material

'Gramsci, Selections from  the Prison Notebooks, p. 243.
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bases of consent are lacking, these trenches serve as the battlegrounds where regimes deploy 

different strategies to consolidate, reproduce, and hence maintain their power. These strategies vary 

depending on the constellation of threats and forces confronting regimes in different national 

contexts. Consequently, analyzing the strategies deployed by regimes to organize state-society 

relations is best approached contextually and historically.

The common aim of these strategies is to organize political life and structure political 

interactions in a manner that inhibits the emergence of viable alternatives to existing ruling regimes. 

The institutional ensembles or neopatrimonial coalitions organized by regimes are thus deliberate 

political choices deployed to structure state-society relations in a manner conducive to regime 

control. They are the infrastructure of control underlying modem Arab regimes. They are also present 

throughout the developing world in varying permutations. Invariably, this infrastructure is protected 

by the coercive armor of the state, often deployed mercilessly at times of open confrontation. 

Nevertheless, and beyond such times, it is the institutional and organizational infrastructure of 

control that sustains regimes in power and inhibits the emergence of viable alternatives. Indeed, the 

existence of this infrastructure of control obviates the perpetual massive deployment ofthe coercive 

armor of the state. Unpacking this infrastructure will undoubtedly reveal the dynamic, though often 

depressing, unequal political contests between regimes and socio-political actors hitherto rendered 

invisible by past methodological approaches and theoretical metonyms.

This task is especially timely given that the fiscal crisis of the state, in the Arab world and 

elsewhere in the developing world, is increasingly eroding the populist commitments and 

entitlements of past decades. Confronted by increasing budget constraints, Arab regimes are now 

facing the challenge of gradually replacing past social contracts with new “extraction contracts,”
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whereby the burden of social costs is shifted to their citizens through the reduction of direct or 

indirect subsidies.2 This is bound to increase citizens’ demands for greater accountability from their 

governments as socioeconomic conditions deteriorate. Inmost Arab states, professional syndicates, 

labor unions, and popular organizations, penetrated and sometimes  controlled by Islamist 

movements, are at the forefront of the struggles for political accountability and economic 

empowerment. As the Syrian scenario suggests, however, exaggerated optimism concerning the 

prospects of these efforts has no place in the analyst’s arsenal. Regimes., and the state institutions 

they control, continue to posses considerable resources to contain and resist pressures - whenever 

these emerge - for greater political reforms. Corporatist controls need not given way to looser 

institutional arrangements; moreover, the state oriented classical populism of the past may be 

replaced by a new brand of market oriented populism, more amenable to neoliberal economic 

policies, a la Alberto Fujimori’s Peru or Carlos Menem’s Argentina. Furthermore, conservative 

elements in the political, military, party, bureaucratic, and security establishments are bound to resist 

policies that potentially jeopardize their social and economic privileges. They view any attempt at 

political and economic restructuring as recipes for future chaos. How these dynamics will unfold in 

the Arab world, what changes in the present organization of state-society relations will they incur, 

and how will these experiences compare with developments in other regions of the developing world 

are all questions for a future research agenda.

2See John Waterbury, “From Social Contracts to Extraction Contracts: The Political Economy of Authoritarianism and 
Democracy,” in John P. Entelis, ed., Islam, Democracy, and the State in North Africa (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997),
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6.3 Towards a First-Cut Theory of State Behavior

In addition to the aforementioned contributions to comparative politics theorizing, this study 

also advanced a more rigorous research methodology for investigating the relationship between the 

domestic structures of nondemocratic states and their foreign policy and alignment choices. 

Departing from earlier studies, which deployed a host of slippery indicators to gauge the degree of 

state control over society, this study shifted the focus of the investigation to the organization of state- 

society relations. It suggested that the ways in which regimes organize their relations with the active 

sectors of society either constrain or enable regime autonomy to take foreign policy and alignment 

choices. Where the organization of state-society relations follows tight corporatist channels, regime 

autonomy to take foreign policy and alignment choices is consequently unhindered by domestic 

pressures. In this case, foreign policy and alignment choices reflect a preoccupation with external 

shifts in the regional balance of power, and are taken to protect a state’s geopolitical and security 

interests. This is the case even when the regime’s foreign policy and alignment choices are deeply 

unpopular with a majority of the population.

Alternatively, when the organization of state-society relations does not allow a regime 

thorough control over the active sectors of society, its autonomy to take foreign policy and alignment 

choices is consequently constrained. In this latter case, foreign policy and alignment choices reflect 

either domestic pressures and objectives, are deployed for domestic state building uses, or are 

followed by domestic political restructuring measures. In all three scenarios, the domestic political 

origins, uses, and implications of foreign policy and alignment choices signal a departure from 

neorealist assumptions and expectations. Hence this study also contributes to, and helps refine, the 

burgeoning literature in international relations which advocates a shift away from neorealism’s
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overemphasis on state leaders’ concern with the maximization of state power, calling instead for 

paying more attention to the preoccupation of regimes with their own survival when taking foreign 

policy and alignment choices. This comparative study of Jordan and Syria advances the 

aforementioned research agenda by cataloguing the respective organizational and institutional 

configurations of state-society relations which may or may not compel a regime to submit to 

domestic pressures and constraints. In the case of Jordan, the organization of state-society relations 

allowed for an overlap between the domestic and external security spheres. This caused the regime 

to defer to domestic pressures and constraints when taking a number of crucial foreign policy and 

alignment choices. This study also unpacked the converse scenario: namely, the ability of regimes 

to pursue their geopolitical objectives according to straightforward balance of power or balance of 

threat calculations when state-society celadons are organized along dght corporatist channels.

The implications of the above conclusions to any projected neoclassical realist first-cut theory 

of state behavior are not difficult to discern. Neoclassical realist attempts to trace how systemic 

incentives are translated into foreign policy choices would benefit most from a unit-level analysis 

of the specific organization of state-society relations in any national context. As this comparative 

exploration of Jordan and Syria suggests, whether or not states can pursue their geopolitical interests 

through straightforward balance of power considerations hinges on the domestic organization of 

state-society relations. Only when this organization ensures a regime considerable autonomy from 

domestic pressures and constraints will the foreign policy and alignment choices of a state adhere 

to defensive or offensive realist expectations. Given that this variable - the organization of state- 

society relations - is elastic enough to travel across cases and regions, a unit-level analysis of the 

impact of the organization of state-society relations on foreign policy and alignment choices may
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expand the explanatory scope of neoclassical realist theories beyond the developed world, 

incorporating cases from the developing world into theory testing and building. This may 

consequently pave the way for the bridging of not only comparative politics and international 

relations theorizing, but also international relations research in the developed and developing worlds. 

Such an undertaking is a truly challenging and rewarding enterprise for a future research agenda in 

the quest for a parsimonious, first-cut neoclassical realist theory of state behavior. If, en route to this 

destination, the study of Arab politics contributes its share of methodological and theoretical insights 

to the larger discipline of politics, then all the better.
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