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DOES JORDAN NEED A Kl NG?
Elias H Tuma

The passing away of King Hussein of Jordan has evoked vari ous
reactions around the world. Heads of state rushed to pay their
respect, the nedia had a heyday in eul ogi zing the departing king,
and journalists and political scientists were generous in comenting
on the king's achi evenents and the vacuum he | eaves behi nd. They
al so expressed doubts regarding the ability of the new King Abdull ah
to fill that vacuum However, a few commentators went the other
way and asked whether King Hussein did really achieve nuch for
Jordan, other than what he achieved for hinself, his famly, and his
friends. The major question which has not been raised is whether
Jordan does need a King! The answer might be not only provocative,
but al so enbarrassing, for various reasons. Jordan does not have a
| ong enough history of a nonarchy to claima tradition that is worth
preserving. Mre than half of the population are of Palestinian origin
and have no tradition of a nonarchy and woul d rather do without
one. Jordan cannot afford a constitutional nonarchy in the tradition
of Britain, which is too costly and archaic. Furthernore, Jordan
cannot afford an absolute nonarchy either, as King Hussein's was, if
it aimse to achieve econom c devel opnent and political denocracy.

People of all walks of Iife have been uttering wondrous,

i nqui sitive, sonetines wi se, and often irrelevant judgments on

changes of the power structure in Jordan. WII| political stability be
mai ntai ned? WIIl conflict within the Hashem te dynasty be

forthcom ng and dangerous? WIIl the new King be as friendly to

Israel as were his father and his nanesake grandfather, and will he

be able to deal with the social and political ills of the country better
than both his predecessor kings did? In particular, wll denocracy
have a chance and will the econony devel op under the new ki ng any

nore or faster than it has in the last half century? Awareness of
these questions is bound to | ead to nore questions, many of which

have no ready answers.

King Hussein's Jordan seened |ike a nedieval feudal estate in
which 1lord of the manor was the absolute authority, the single nost
privil eged beneficiary, and the nbpst generous and nmpost stingy, all at
once, as he dealt with his subjects. Many becane wealthy in
Hussein's Jordan, but the majority of the people renai ned poor
Many thought they had power, but only as long as they stayed
subservi ent and obedient. Many thought they had freedom and
denocracy, but only as these values were interpreted by the King.
Prime mnisters were replaced as easily as shuffling a deck of cards.
The parlianment was dissolved with a stroke of the King's pen.
Journalist were jailed and their nedia closed down at the whi m of
t he nonarch.

Ki ng Abdul l ah the first set the stage for his grandson, the late
Ki ng Hussein, by playing into the hands of the British, as Hussein did
into the hands of the Anmericans. Both al so cooperated with |Israe
and accommopdat ed the Pal estinians for a price. Abdullah the First
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accompdat ed the Pal estinians in return for the West Bank. King
Hussein al so accommpdated the Pal estinian for the sane price. He
gave themcitizenship and treated themlike his "other" children, but
he did not hesitate to gun them down in the 1970 Bl ack Septenber.
Ki ng Hussein ruled Jordan with an iron hand, the iron being
desi gned and manufactured by his patron states, the UK, the US, and
Israel, all in the nanme of political stability, safety of Mddle East oil
and the security of Israel. The King was shrewd, able to maintain his
power and authority while several Arab nonarchies were being
elimnated. And yet, the people of Jordan have renmi ned poor
deprived of individual freedom and excluded from governance of
the country.
Ki ng Hussein summarily deposed his brother, the woul d-be
Ki ng Hassan and appointed his son in his place, but the people of
Jordan had little to say about the change. Apparently the US was the
maj or consultant in the process. King Hussein reconstituted the line
of succession and thus the source of power, authority, and absolute
rul e over the people without any pretense of consideration of their
wi shes and expectations. And so has the new Ki ng Abdul | ah who
appoi nted one of his younger bothers as crown prince, and his wife
as Queen, with no evident consultation with the people, or
assessnent of popular sentinment. (Runor has it that Prince Hassan
was nore an Arab nationalist than King Hussein was, and had | ess
synpathy towards |srael and the Pal estine National Authority than
did the King; this remnds ne of the runors that followed the exile
of Hussein's father King Talal to Turkey on the pretense that he was
mental |y unstable; the runors then were that he disagreed with the
policies that had been dictated and followed by his father, King
Abdul I ah, towards Britain and |Israel and therefore he had to go).
Monar chies still exist in devel oped and denocratic countries,
but in all of themthe nonarch plays a synbolic role only, |eaving
power and authority to reside in the people who el ect the
governnent and hold it accountable, as in Britain and Scandi navi a.
Countries with absol ute nonarchi es have remai ned economically
under devel oped and poor, as in Jordan and Morocco. Even the Gulf
countries have remai ned underdevel oped; their wealth has resulted
from natural endowrents and the know how and investnments of the
devel oped countries, rather than fromthe efforts and achi evenents
of their own people. It is obvious that absolute nonarchies are
i ncompati ble with denocracy and are apparently an obstacle in the
way of econonic devel opnment.
Jordan is now at a cross-roads: To pronote political denocracy,
devel op the econony, reduce unenpl oynent, poverty, and
econonmi ¢ dependence on foreign aid for "survival", or to continue
the pattern of econonmic and political dependence as has been the
case since its independence. The options are limted: 1. Jordan can
persist in the same pattern, though it can hardly be consi dered
viable, given the world w de tendency toward econonic and politica
gl obal i zation, and the sentinent toward denocracy and participatory
governance. 2. Jordan can explore abolishing the nonarchy and
establishing a presidential/parlianentary system which allows the
peopl e to choose their government and hold it accountable for its
actions. This option is nost unlikely at the present tinme if it is to be
i mpl enented by peaceful nmeans. 3. Jordan can, even though it is
costly, opt for a truly constitutional nmonarchy in which the nonarch
pl ays a symbolic, honorary role, while power, responsibility, and
accountability reside in the people.
It is easy for an outsider to recommend one approach or the
ot her, but only the people of Jordan can decide the road they should
follow. Let us hope that King Abdullah and the people of Jordan
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find the right path and realize econonmic and political freedom both
of which are cherished objectives around the worl d.

AVP is a non-profit, non-partisan nonthly published by Elias H Tumg,

professor eneritus of economics, University of California, Davis, CA.  The views
expressed above are those of the author and do not inplicate the University in
any way. On internet: http://ww.econ.ucdavis. edu/!tuna/avpi ndex. ht n
[preferred e-mail address: tuma@fr. net]
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