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Tribe & State in Jordan: The Hashemite Kingdom 

„You can take the Arab out of the desert, but you cannot take the desert out of the Arab.“ 

(Ghazi bin Muhammad: 20) 
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1. Introduction 

In this paper I want to give an insight into the modern situation of Jordanian tribe-state-

interactions, I want to highlight the ways of encapsulation and change on both a tribal level as 

well as on a state level. In Anthropology as well as in a general public discourse it is not clear 

as to how terms like „tribe“, „tribalism“, „ethnicity“ or „state“ can be clearly defined, since 

they all mean something else in different contexts, areas, analytical and ideological concepts, 

etc. Since the founding of national states, many tribal groups and minorities are being 

„integrated“ by state power. (Tapper 2009: 41f.) In Islam there is a way of respecting the 

roles of „nature“ and „nurture“ to influence people’s behavior, and in addition to the physical 

heredity there is also a ‚heredity of souls‘ that tribal life is laid on. (Bin Muhammad: 55f.) I 

want to give an insight into the modern ways of combining such tribal natures and modes of 

tribal (self-)identification with a national state that functions as a unitary parliamentary 

constitutional monarchy. 

My research question is: How is tribal life encapsulated into the Jordanian state? 

I will therefore need to go into detail and research more into the following questions: 

• How does tribal life and identity in Jordan look like? The question of the definitions 

of tribes are central in Anthropology. Also in my paper I will ask the question of what 

forms of tribal life are existing in Jordan, and how is the belonging to a tribe 

perceived. 

• Is the Jordanian State a Middle Eastern quasi state? Gellner’s concept of the Middle 

Eastern quasi state will build a foundation on how tribal life and state formations are 

combined and intertwined in Jordan, and to give an insight in the different elements 

on both national and tribal levels. I will give more detailed insight into the topics that 

are more relevant for the topic of tribe & state relations and will go less into detail in 

topics that are further away from it.

• How have tribes been encapsulated into the state in Jordan? I will give a little bit of a 

recent historical insight into encapsulation/pacification/democratization/liberalization 

processes. I use the terms encapsulation and pacification due to the texts by Salzman 

and Tapper, democratization and liberalization in a very similar and comparative 

ways, since Shyrock, Milton-Edwards and Hinchcliffe rather use those for talking 



about similar or the same mechanisms. Bin Muhammad talks about modernization in 

general for describing a less political and more general chronological process of 

change, decay and development. 

I want to mention that it would be too far out of reach for the length of this paper to go deeper 

into historical developments, that’s why I mainly want to focus on giving a general insight 

and overview onto ongoing current and recent processes in interaction and influences 

between tribal life and the state of Jordan. 

2. The Tribes: Life and Identity

What Tapper analyzes in his Paper in the case of Iran and Afghanistan, is also partially found 

in Jordan. He talks about the necessity to conceptualize „tribe-state-relations“ in general, and 

to define the terms of „tribe“ and „state“. What generally defines tribe and states is, that tribe 

gives primacy to ties of kinship and patrilinear descent, while state insists on the loyalty of all 

persons dwelling within a defined territory. Tribe describes personal, moral and ascriptive 

factors in status, the division of labour is natural, tribes are homogenous, egalitarian and 

segmentary. The state on the other hand is impersonal and recognizes contract, transaction 

and achievement, the labour division is complex and states are heterogenous, inegalitarian 

and hierarchical. Both the „pure“ tribe, as well as the „pure“ state, are equally impossible, as 

they are always interrelated. (Tapper 2009:37) Only in the Middle East, tribes and state 

coexist within a common territory since a long time, and for tribal peoples to be the founders 

of so many ruling dynasties. And only in the Middle East, tribal people are still remaining in 

a permanent presence, also within the boundaries of every state. (Barfield: 153) 

The old anthropological question „What is a tribe?“ needs to be asked once again. The 

standard notions of „tribe“ have little relation to the Middle Eastern tribal society, egalitarian 

descent groups who best fit Durkheim’s description of „mechanical solidarity“. Lots of 

disagreement was to wether the term tribe was applicable on a descent ideology and grounds 

of culture, or political structure, as in chiefship and/or political-territorial unity. Also a 

pastoral nomadism is not synonymous with „nomads“ or „tribes“, even though pastoral 

nomadism is favored by geography and ecology of most Middle Eastern countries. Other 



„tribal“ forms of organization are farmers or traders, or partly settled agriculturalists; they are 

often anthropologically defined as chiefdoms or protostates. (Tapper 2009: 35)

In Anthropology we distinguish between tribes, peasants and urbanities, where in Arab 

culture there is more a difference between bedu (nomadic) and hadar (settled). (Salzman 

2016: 215) The Jordanian tribes can be distinguished into Nomadic, Semi-Nomadic and 

Settled. The Nomadic tribes are called Beduin, which comes from the Arabic word badiya 

and means desert, which itself comes from the root bada’a, which means to be obvious or 

clear. In Jordanian contemporary language, people use the word bedu, to refer to beduins. 

The question could be asked, is the word bedu used with a positive or negative connotation, 

and if so, by whom? In my own stay in Jordan, I had the impression the tribespeople 

themselves were very proud of being bedu and considered that identification as very 

honorable (without further research). It may be that city people look down on them, but also 

Gazi bin Muhammad talks about the pride of choosing the freedom of the bedu life over a 

settled one. The bedu move thousands of miles into the desert each year to rear camels. The 

Semi-Nomadic tribes move only twice a year, within a limited area. They rear sheep and 

goats. The Settled tribes usually work as farmers, urban dwellers or peasants. All Jordanians 

of East Bank origin who are ethnically Arab and either Muslim or Orthodox Christian belong 

to a tribe, even the Royal Family. (Bin Muhammad: 9) The majority of the population of 

Jordan is still ‘tribal’, even to this day: Out of a national population of about five million, at 

least a quarter comes from Nomadic or Semi-Nomadic tribes: Over 350,000 ‘originally 

Jordanian’ Bedouins, over 650,000 ‘Semi-Nomads’, at least 200,000 Jordanian Sab’awi 

Bedouins, 30% of the population are settled Jordanian tribes of East Bank origin, a few 

gypsy, Turkoman and other ethnically non-Arab families. (Bin Muhammad: 12)

The belonging to a tribe is not merely a degree of genetic relationship but rather a way of 

behavior (Bin Muhammad, literature?). Belonging to a certain tribe means to believe in the 

same principles, values and ethos, to act in the same rules and laws and to respect the same 

tribal lord (Shaykh). It is about behaviors like living together, migrating together, defending 

each other, fighting together, and dying together. (Bin Muhammad: 13) Underneath a layer of 

Jordanian nationalism and patriotism there is still a consciousness and pride in one’s own 

tribe. In case of necessity the tribesmen will still defend the tribe. Also they are still well 

aware of old rivalries and history of tribal wars, but also of reputations for generosity, 



magnanimity and nobility. (Bin Muhammad: 18)

3. The State: The Hashemite Kingdom

In this chapter I will go further into detail to describe the elements of a tribal quasi state in 

Jordan. I will look at the elements on both national and tribal levels and give examples on 

how Gellners tribal quasi state looks like and functions in Jordan. Why can I search for these 

elements on both a national and on tribal levels? „… there is state within every tribe, and 

tribe within every state; state is partly defined in terms of tribe, tribe in terms of 

state.“ (Tapper 2009: 37) The attempt of the Jordanian state is, to define itself as a tribal 

nation and tribes as essentially Jordanian. (Shyrock: 274) This is the reason of why to search 

Gellners elements of the tribal quasi state in Jordan on both national and tribal levels. 

The Segmentary lineage organisation describes social groups the at intertwined through 

military participation and – mostly feud related – organized violence, in which the male 

adults share the risks involved. Through this shared feud violence it is necessary for the 

single groups, to police their own people. These self-protecting, mostly genealogically and 

patrilineal organized groups, have weak or absent central agency. Up until 1974, tribal law 

was still official, including the three most complicated issues: crimes of bloodshed, rape, and 

violation of protection,  which are still subsisting in the present and are judged by traditional 

tribal judges. (Bin Muhammad: 16) 

 The weak, quasi elective, or even fully elective leadership: Usually a chiefly segment or 

lineage provides a leader for a wider group, chosen by vote or conflict, whereas the inner 

balance of power is weakening external relations. The Jordanian tribal state consists of a 

Parliament and a monachical leader, who stems from a royal tribal background. Since the 

country includes its tribal basis into the state rule, it can’t be talked about the tribal leadership 

of today’s tribes in Jordan, but rather about the state leadership in this case. Today’s politics 

in Jordan are largely influenced not only by events in the 20ieth century. It would reach too 

far to go into detail, but since the first constitution in 1952 there was several conflictous 

events, like the civil war led by the Palestinian PLO in the early 1970ies, followed by great 

numbers of Palestinian refugees entering Jordan, the Gulf war between 1990 and 1991, that 



brought at leas 300,000 Palestinian refugees from the Gulf. In 1968 there was a new electoral 

law introduced by the Parliament, which enfranchised women for the first time, and the 

number of deputies to the House of Representatives was raised which made space for seats in 

the Parliament for refugees, Christians, Circassians and Chechens. Due to the strengths of 

islamic parties (like the Muslim Brotherhood) in the elections in the 1980ies, the Jordanian 

charter declares the Islamic (Shari’a) law the „principal source of legislation“ in the 

Kingdom. (Milton-Edwards, Hinchcliffe: 33-68) On the tribal level there are still today 

national institution that follow tribal law, granting them not only to live out their social 

customs, but giving them rights, such as distinct voting districts and seats for the Bedouins in 

the Jordanian Parliament, a Desert Police Legion consisting entirely of Bedouins and Semi-

Nomadic Tribesmen, or the recognition by Royal Decree of Tribal Shyukh. (Bin Muhammad: 

16f.) 

A symbiosis of pastoral and agricultural populations is necessary but doesn’t play a major 

role for this paper. 

Also a complimentarity with holy lineages is possible, when certain tribes claim a descendent 

from the Prophet. The hashemite leadership lineage in Jordan is believed to be descended 

from the Prophed Muhammad, who came from the Hashemite clan of the tribe of the 

Quraysh. This is the reason why Jordan is called The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. (Bin 

Muhammad: 9)

External trade and pilgrimage routes: A strong prostate and chieftaincy is found among 

external trade and pilgrimage routes, where traders and pilgrims prefer one effective patron 

as a protector rather than a plurality of competitive, unreliable and rapacious ones. In Jordan, 

there can only be taken into account the historical King’s Highway, in a historical review, but 

even though the old trade reoute still shapes the geography and most used roads in the 

country, it doesn’t have much influence today. But the current economy can be taken into 

account, even it doesn’t lay on a principle of classical „trade routes“ through the country, but 

influences the life of the Jordanian population like would in any other country. According to a 

World Bank report from 2008, Jordan has one of the highest per-capita disposable income 

compared to other emerging countries in the sub-region, despite its young population, its 

many refugees that came over time, and the lack of resources. Jordan’s GNI per capita in 

2003 was $1,850. (Milton-Edwards, Hinchcliffe: 69)



In Gellners quasi-state mode, the external ideological input forms the reverence for the high-

culture variant of Islam. According to Bin Muhammad, the ‘consciousness of belonging to a 

tribe and behaving accordingty’ originally stems from a pre-Islamic Arab Bedouin tribal 

logic. It is the so called ‚asabiyyah (‚solidarity) mentality of the Ancient Jahiliyah, the shame 

culture of the original desert Shamanism. (Bin Muhammad: 21) In todays Jordan, the Shariya 

law is not only a part of the constitution, but Islam plays also a major role in the modern 

Jordanian tribal life. In modern times the external ideological input would also be found in 

ideas from the West and liberalist countries like the USA that the country counts on for 

financial aid (that i will talk about in the next chapter), moving in through media, the 

schooling system, literature and tourism. 

Wider political game: Especially in an historical context, the wider political game of the 

tribal territories in the Middle East is internationally important, e.g. when the Ottoman 

Empire was centralized in the nineteenth century. The political leadership in Jordan, 

particularly under King Hussein, has always tried to find balance between pro-Western and 

anti-radical policies on the one hand, and on the other hand to avoid isolation within the Arab 

world. (Milton-Edwards, Hinchcliffe: 95) 

The mercenary or mamluk option describes the special ways of the tribal armed forces. 

Driven by conflict, prospect of loot or inspired leadership, the tribe members were always 

ready to fight, but at the same time also not committed to their military roles since they 

equally engaged in civil activities, which made them leave any battle when it wasn’t suiting 

them. As I will mention later on, many tribespeople have been engaged with the Royal 

Jordanian Army, Air Force, and national security. In today’s Jordan there are special royal 

scholarships and military schools for poor students from tribal areas. A traditional aggressive 

recruitment drive is put amongst the tribes for them to participate in the Armed Forces. (Bin 

Muhammad: 17) This works well, since it seems to be the ‚innate nature‘ of Arab tribesmen 

to be wild and fiery ‚People of the Sword‘ (Ahl al-Sayf). They are in their hearts striving for 

adventure, excitement, danger, nobility, grand acts, courage, movement, endurance and 

combat, and secretly want nothing more than to be an epic hero. (Bin Muhammad: 57) 

These examples underline what Tapper suggests, namely that from the perspective of the 



state rulers that want to claim sovereignty over a territory, even the most remote and 

autonomous inhabitants should have representatives and identifiable patterns of organization. 

There is perhaps a longer history in the Middle East than elsewhere of governments creating 

tribes and chiefs for both political and administrative purposes. (Tapper 1991: 55) 

4. The Process: Encapsulation – Modernization

‘Change in the Middle East must be gradual and sensitive to the political cultural and social 

needs of the population. It must develop organically and not be imported wholesale; with the 

will to change and coming at once from above and below’ (Prince Hassan bin Talal, 1992, p. 

5, IN: Milton-Edwards, Hinchcliffe: 53). 

The process that was to change the tribe’s lifestyle that had been essentially the same in the 

last 5,000 years started within the 1920ies and the establishment of the Emirate of 

Transjordan in 1921. This first resulted into an immediate struggle of power between the 

nascent state and that of the Tribal Lords or Shyukh. So one of the first strategies to unite or 

isolate the Shyukh – depending on the situation – was, to co-opt the tribesmen into the 

Jordanian army. (Bin Muhammad 12f.) Salzman notices Jordan when he talks about the 

strategies of weak states to encapsulate its tribes. He mentions the examples of Qatar, Saudi 

Arabia and Jordan for that case. The regime’s tribal base of support as well as time were 

therefore integral to preserving the political order of the Jordanian kingdom. (Salzman: 2016: 

213) In weak states, often bribery or alliances with tribes are enough to make them cooperate. 

In Jordan the pressures of modernization played a crucial part. Not only because modern 

items made tribal life easier, and began to lure the tribespeople into pacification and 

settlement. More profoundly it was the modern state education that spread the idea of 

abandoning the traditional lifestyle in change for material possibilities and benefits of modern 

lifestyle. (Bin Muhammad: 14)

Until the 1870ies, tribal history was passed down only in spoken word (Shyrock: 1). 

However there is the national attempt to form a new Jordanian identity through literature. The 

attempt is to define Jordan as an essentially tribal nation, and the tribes as essentially 

Jordanian. The recording of genealogies can therefore be constructed as a patriotic act, they 



give shape to a community of patrilineal decent. The most authentically Jordanian citizens 

are thereby those, who can put their roots deepest into Jordanian soul, excluding people 

without long and local genealogies, like Palestinians, ghawarna, peasants, gypsies, 

Circassians, and others. (Also the peasant communities in the north, who make up the 

majority of it’s indigenous inhabitants.) (Shyrock: 274)

The tribal life in the segmentary lineage systems of the Middle East, is normatively obliged 

to respect collective responsibility. Even though the forms of leadership in different tribes are 

very different from each other, the political process is very similar: It’s based upon consent of 

the tribespeople. This reflects the power of the ordinary tribesmen who are all at least part-

time warriors, and who only take action when they want to, not by order of the leader. 

Especially when the tribe is nomadic it is easy to restrain from leadership that the tribesman 

doesn’t consent with simply by moving. For that reason, Salzman views tribal organization as 

„Chiefdom“, since chiefs are leaders, not rulers, and may help to form public opinion, but 

must always follow it. Rulers are in some states validated by sacred descent, military power, 

or familial prestige, and have titles such as Emir, King, Hakim, Emperor or President. 

(Salzman 2016: 211)

On an individual level Bin Muhammad argues that for bedouins their nomadic lifestyle has 

often meant a profound vocation which often brought out their purest and noblest elements in 

their natures, and afforded them true self-fulfillment. In today’s urban and settled lifestyle 

however, this individual strength and nobility counts for not much, as well as the legitimate 

martial qualities within the profession of arms has lost much of its allure, because of which 

Bedouins often choose the remaining option to join the military. (Bin Muhammad: 58ff.) 

Whereas on a national level King Hussein has always pushed for greater political and 

economic liberalization of society up until his death. The schedule for change had been 

dictated by the palace and happened step by step. (Milton-Edwards, Hinchcliffe: 53f.) In the 

1990ies, Jordan was an encouraging example of democratization in the region, but 

democratization was not the true aim of the ruling regime. Rather a ‚façade or paper 

democracy‘ was created, that should satisfy the local demands for greater participation in 

international and especially American conditions, in exchange for financial and other aid-

giving assistance. (Milton-Edwards, Hinchcliffe: 56)



5. Conclusio

Lets get back to the initial question: how is tribal life encapsulated into the Jordanian state? 

As we read in the paper, it’s mainly about interaction from two or more different sides. If it is 

about the Arab and the desert interacting and interfering with each other, being inseparable 

intertwined in „You can take the Arab out of the desert, but you cannot take the desert out of 

the Arab.“ (Ghazi bin Muhammad: 20), when we feel that the soul of the tribespeople is 

directly connected to the nurturing nature of the desert. Or if it is about the state and tribe 

interaction when Tapper says „… there is state within every tribe, and tribe within every 

state; state is partly defined in terms of tribe, tribe in terms of state.“ (Tapper 2009: 37) 

where we already see that both tribal and state levels play roles in each other’s existence, and 

are both dependent on the other’s actions, words and identity. Or even encapsulation itself in 

Jordan has the touch of interference on both ends met, when Prince Hassan bin Talal says that 

‘Change in the Middle East must be gradual and sensitive to the political cultural and social 

needs of the population. It must develop organically and not be imported wholesale; with the 

will to change and coming at once from above and below’ (Prince Hassan bin Talal, 1992, p. 

5, IN: Milton-Edwards, Hinchcliffe: 53). Even though the last quote must be questioned and 

looked at very critically from all perspective, this research shows that in Jordan there is really 

a tendency of interference on all ends met, even though not everything is always coming to 

an all-positive outcome. 

The Question of how tribal life and identity in Jordan looks like, shows that the majority in 

Jordan today is still tribal. The way of life has changed in many ways, since a lot less 

percentage of tribespeople are nomadic than before the 1920ies, but the identity and self-

identification has merely not changed. Even though there is a national identity created that 

replaces the tribal identity, although under the surface the tribal identification seems to be still 

very much vivid. The quasi state in Jordan consists of that new national identity in many 

forms. If it is about law and order, that has once been and is still in some ways happening on 

a tribal level, like a Desert Police Legion or military participation that is now an often 

participated field of labour for former tribesmen. Also in leadership the tribes and the state 

are intertwined, since tribal laws are partly written into the state constitution, giving tribes 

rights, social customs and seats in the national parliament. Also, additionally to the Islamic 



Sharia law, that is written into the national constitution, the asabiyyah, the pre-islamic tribal 

law is still very much alive. 

The process of encapsulation in Jordan has been gradually and on many levels. It has been 

given many words: encapsulation and pacification, democratization and liberalization, to 

speak about the processes of financing the young Jordanian state by states like Great Britain 

or the US, in exchange of greater participation in international and especially American 

conditions. The written and spoken word has played a major role in general, since also in 

literature and historical (self-)remembrance there has been a two-sided interaction and 

interference. The oral history of the elders has been recorded and shaped into recordings of a 

new patriotic national identity on the one hand, as well as education and a „modern“ way of 

thinking has been planted into tribal identity. These interactions and interferences that (forced 

or non-forced, bribed or non bribed) stem from both sides of the scale, talk about a state that 

at least partly includes the consent of its tribespeople into its state laws and responsibilities. 

Since the collective responsibility in a tribal political process is based upon the consent of the 

tribespeople, also a national tribal state like the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, has to follow 

the consent of its people, to at least a certain relatable degree. 
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