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Hani Hourani, Director General of al Urdun al Jadid Research Center

Like most of its Arab Middle
Eastern neighbours, Jordan is cur-
rently at a crossroads. At this
point, it is faced with a number of
alternative paths - and taking the
right one is crucial. The kingdom
has to choose between indepen-
dently moving on towards a more
liberal political system, or submit-
ting to the imposed plans pro-
posed on Western initiative, often
striving for the implementation of
their favoured model of democra-
cy in the Middle East.

Luckily, during the past few years
Jordan has taken steps that have
enabled it to distinguish itself
from some authoritarian and rigid
regimes in the region. The king-
dom has, for a long time now,
been categorised as semi-liberal.
Despite some backward steps that
have occurred in this respect dur-
ing the last few years - due to a
two-and-a-half-year delay in par-
liamentary elections and the im-
posing of more constraints on
public freedoms - Jordan has, dur-
ing the past few months, shown a
willingness to take decisive meas-
ures towards becoming a dynamic
and liberal political system. This

Hani Hourani

was the intention of His Majesty
King Abdullah II when he request-
ed Prime Minister Faisel al-Fayez
to undertake the task of ensuring
political development in Jordan.

This concept of "political develop-
ment" in Jordan has been translated
in a very specific manner within
the kingdom to mean the authentic
participation of women and youth,
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with better representation of both
groups in the various fields of deci-
sion-making. It has also come to
represent the further development
of parliamentary and party political
life. This will guarantee the pres-
ence of effective parties, and en-
sure a dynamic and flourishing po-
litical culture. In addition, this will
also create a parliament, which will
work in partnership with the gov-
ernment.

In this respect, there have been
many discussions and debates held
throughout Jordan with the aim of
bringing about reform of the laws
pertaining, first of all, to the politi-
cal parties. Other debates have tak-
en place regarding the legal frame-
work of the general elections in the
country. Meanwhile, elsewhere, the
issues surrounding the introduction
of an electoral process, rather than
a process of appointment, as the
way to select those who will gov-
ern in the kingdom's municipal and
student union councils have also
been widely discussed. As part of
this far-reaching process, a new
Ministry for Political Development
has been established. The goal of
this new body is the effective su-
pervision of the application and im-
plementation of political develop-
ment programmes. All in all, the
enthusiasm that Jordan is showing
today - which is based on previous
political and economic reforms -
portrays an Arab country that has
willingly chosen to move towards
political reform and liberalisation,
without waiting for internal or ex-
ternal political pressures. However,
it has to be said that during its first
100 days, the performance of the
"political development" govern-
ment, led by Prime Minister al-
Fayez, has not yet given any clear
answers whether it will effectively
and successfully carry through the
planned reforms or not. Neverthe-
less, the general belief in Jordan is

that the country should be allowed
to choose its own course in build-
ing a political system. This should
be a system that is both modern
and liberal, and will thus be able to
take the most important steps ever
taken in the country's modern his-
tory.

Jordan is a small country, which is
located at a crossroads in the Mid-
dle East, and which does not have
very much time to make the deci-
sive choice of selecting the chal-
lenge of the path of openness and
modernization; there is little time
to waste. But by making this
choice, the country will give the
entire region a model of progres-
sive, constitutional monarchy - a
model that may affect the course
the whole region's development
profoundly. While on the one
hand, it is true to say that perhaps
Jordan does not have the compo-
nents of a large country that would
enable it to command the politics
of the region, on the other it does
have immense capabilities when it
comes to influencing regional
trends. Through these capabilities,
it can present a progressive model
of democracy and %‘ood practice to
the people of neighbouring coun-
tries. There are many Arab citizens
who compare the achievements
made in Jordan with those made
by their own countries - many of
which have more resources - and
are greatly impressed by Jordan's
progress. However, Jordan still has
many political and economic re-
forms, which it needs to apply.
The most important of these could
well be the establishment of a new
political culture. This should be
one that focuses its concerns on
building a new political culture,
and doing this through spreading
positive values, and encouraging
public participation of youth and
women, initiatives and creativity.
This was the idea behind the slo-
gan launched by His Majesty King
Abdullah II more than a year ago -
"Jordan First".

However, it is no secret that there
are some powerful forces within
the government who currently be-
lieve that more political liberalisa-
tion will threaten the security of
the country. These groups argue
that Jordan should stick to the min-

imum level of liberalisation, thus
easing some of the pressure the
kingdom is under from the outside
world, thus improving its overall
image, while holding back from
more profound change. I think this
kind of thinking is outdated and
will cause more harm than good.
This will cause us to lose precious
time - time that should not be lost
in the process of increasing liberal-
isation and enhancing Jordan's
competitiveness. If the road to lib-
eralisation is followed, Jordan
could become a model for best
practices in how good governance
and politics can be applied. It
could also become a model demon-
strating to other countries how a
dynamic civil society and a multi-
partisan political system would
function in the Arab world. It
could moreover provide a show-
case for the successful separation
of the three constitutional powers,
while at the same time demonstrat-
ing successful co-operation and in-
teraction between them.

Historically, Jordan has proved its
ability to face external challenges
and threats many times, on each
occasion demonstrating a rare ca-
pacity for efficiency and dyna-
mism. However, the greatest chal-
lenge that faces the kingdom at this
time is its ability to adapt to the
great regional and international
changes taking place. The biggest
threat to Jordan today is not the
presence of external dangers. In-
stead, the greatest threat comes
from any inability within the king-
dom to adapt to the new interna-
tional environment -a world in
which liberalization and democra-
cy have become the most impor-
tant prerequisites for stability and
growth.

A paradox in the case with Jordan
is that the ruling Hashemite family
has understood that its legitimacy
does not only come from the relig-
ious factor of the relationship with
the Prophet Mohammed, or by the
historical factor of them being the
leading family during the Great
Arab Revolt, but it comes also, or
mainly, from the recognition of the
Jordanian peoples' right to partici-
pate in the ruling, and by doing
this building a modern Arab model
of constitutional monarchy. When

we consider the weak resources of
the Kingdom, and its location in
centre of events of the Middle
East, which has to be considered
one of the more tense regions in
the world, then the issue of politi-
cal, economic and social stability
is of an extraordinary priority.
Considering all these curves on the
road a head Jordan is moving to
wards a system of political liberali-
zation. In the past the internal sta-
bility has been negatively affected
by regional turmoil, which has hin-
dered the country to progress in the
most benefiting direction.

However, continuing democratic
reform has become a top priority
on the Jordanian agenda, and with
the documented experience Jordan
has had in dealing with external
risk it cannot hide its worries about
the dramatic developments beyond
our Eastern and Western borders.
A very important strength in Jor-
dan's contemporary situation is that
it has learnt from the past and
knows how develop even though
there is a tense atmosphere in the
region. Still Jordan is facing two
major challenges from these two
fronts. Regarding the current eco-
nomic conditions Jordan is now
forced to import oil from Iraq with
international prices. Jordan does
also shelter the largest population
of Palestinian refugees. The Pales-
tinian dilemma is confusing and
complicating the road towards sub-
stantive democratic reform. A bal-
ance has to be found between giv-
ing Palestinian refugees in Jordan
equal rights and full citizenship,
and to protect their right to return
in accordance with a number of
UN resolutions. Therefore, solving
the Palestinian issue would greatly
facilitate the reaching of a devel-
oped stage of democracy.

Despite all this Jordan is, as men-
tioned, in the process of launching
a new start of democratic reforms.
This is the broad mission of Prime
Minister Faysal Al Fayes, and this
will in the future also consequently
measure its success.

* This article was published in “Emerging
Jordan 2004 ",

an annual magazine from Oxford Business
Group.
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