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Abstract of Dissertation 

 

 

From Guardianship to Governance: Assessing the Institutional 

Development and Autonomy of the Jordanian General Intelligence Directorate 

 

Jordanian intelligence service, known as the General Intelligence Directorate (GID) or 

Mukhabarat, is reputed to be all-powerful, all-knowing, and all-present. Claims that 

nothing happens in the kingdom without their permission are not far-fetched, but this was 

not always the case. The GID's original goal was to balance against the Jordanian Army? 

To better comprehend intelligence services and their intrusions into politics, I focus on 

the issue of institutional autonomy and ask how and when intelligence services become 

more autonomous. This dissertation explores questions about the institutional autonomy 

of intelligence institutions through a detailed examination of the Jordanian General 

Intelligence Directorate (GID). The central question of this dissertation is: what explains 

the variation in the GID’s institutional autonomy? I take a thematic approach and explain 

the numerous institutional, social, and economic factors that underpin the GID's 

institutional autonomy. This dissertation draws on extensive primary and secondary 

sources, as well as 14 months of fieldwork in Jordan. Ultimately, the aim of this 

dissertation is to elucidate critical but frequently neglected policy-making dynamics and 

interactions within Jordanian politics, as well as to highlight the role of the intelligence 

services as an independent agent with its own and interests, constraints, and 

opportunities. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

“The GID was always problematic…I was naive enough to think—coming from 

the army since in the army they said ‘Yes, sir’—the GID would say ‘Yes, sir.’.”1 

 

King Abdullah II to Jeffrey Goldberg 

The Atlantic, April 2013 

1.1 Introduction 

In an article titled The Modern King in the Arab Spring published in The Atlantic 

in April 2013, journalist Jeffrey Goldberg recounts King Abdullah II’s challenges to 

“liberalize the kingdom.”2 In his discussion with Goldberg, the King reflected on his rule 

and admitted that the thought of abdicating the throne had crossed his mind before. 

“When I reached my 10-year anniversary, I remember sitting down with members of my 

family and my close friends and saying, ‘I don’t want to do this anymore,’” he recounted. 

According to Goldberg, chief among the King’s stressors were internal political 

dynamics. “I just said that I was so depressed because of all the forces I was dealing with 

on the inside,” the king explained. Much to the journalist’s surprise the domestic political 

challenges or “the inside” pushing King Abdullah to contemplate abdication, were not 

from usual suspects like the Muslim Brotherhood or other popular opposition 

movements. Rather, King Abdullah pointed to the General Intelligence Directorate (GID) 

as a major source of his woes.   

Goldberg goes on to describe the GID as King Abdullah’s “new foe,” quoting the 

King in a way that suggests much of the his internal troubles were coming from 

“institutions [he] trusted” and explicitly citing the mukhabarat.3  In other words, King 

 
1 Jeffrey Goldberg, “The Modern King in the Arab Spring,” The Atlantic, March 18, 2013, 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2013/04/monarch-in-the-middle/309270/. 
2 Goldberg, “The Modern King and the Arab Spring”.  
3 Goldberg, “The Modern King and the Arab Spring”. 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2013/04/monarch-in-the-middle/309270/
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Abdullah’s statements from this interview suggest that he had gone so far as to consider 

abdicating the throne because of intense opposition from his own intelligence service and 

other elements of “the old guard”.4 King Abdullah added that the mukhabarat’s 

challenges to the throne were not unique to him, but rather preceded him. He claimed he 

“inherited GID troublemaking” from his father King Hussein and Abdullah called 

himself naive when he said he thought that the GID would follow his orders without 

question.5  

The General Intelligence Directorate (also known as the GID or Mukhabarat) is 

the premier intelligence service of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. The institution was 

first established in 1952 as the General Investigation Department and was later reformed 

and renamed in 1964 as the General Intelligence Department.6 According to Peter Moore, 

the monarchy established the GID with the support of the American Central Intelligence 

Agency (CIA) to serve as a coup-proofing institution to counter perceived threats coming 

from the Jordanian Armed Forces (JAF) leadership. The intelligence institution is, 

theoretically, intended to be primarily devoted to protecting the Hashemite crown. Thus, 

it should follow that the GID is also intended to be subservient to the king or at least 

protect him from challenges to his rule, not present them. The King’s statements in his 

interview with The Atlantic paint an entirely different picture of his relationship with his 

intelligence service than what we might otherwise assume.  

The King faced substantial backlash for the “infamous” interview and later 

claimed that his words were taken out of context, saying the article was riddled with 

 
4 Goldberg, “The Modern King in the Arab Spring”. 
5 Goldberg, “The Modern King in the Arab Spring”.  
6 The General Investigation Department is دائرة المباحث العامة in Arabic.  
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“fallacies”.7 Although they should likely be taken with a grain of salt, the King’s 

criticisms of the GID give us some reason to raise questions about the nature of his 

relationship with the institution. This is supported by the fact that some scholars have 

described Jordan as being governed by a “duopoly” between the monarchy and the GID.8  

This characterization suggests that the Jordanian regime is a power-sharing arrangement 

between the GID and the Royal Court. Thinking of the GID as an equal, countervailing 

center of power to the monarchy, combined with the King’s statements expressing some 

degree of powerlessness to the whims of the GID, challenges how the relationship 

between the crown and the intelligence services is commonly conceived. The suggestion 

that the relationship between the monarchy and the GID is not vertical, as one might 

expect, but rather horizontal and, at times, even contentious gives us reason to explore 

this case. The characterization of a duopoly challenges that assumption and raises 

essential questions about how the GID, the purportedly faithful guardians of the 

monarchy, came to accrue so much power. If the guards were meant to stay at the palace 

gates, how did they get a seat at the decision-making table? 

Beyond King Abdullah’s alleged complaints in The Atlantic, there are more 

reasons to believe that there is, at least, some degree of truth to the notion that the GID 

might be too powerful, even for the King. The GID is widely regarded as one of the key 

stakeholders in Jordanian politics. Scholars specializing in Jordan often note the central 

role of the GID in the country’s politics, particularly as it relates to reform efforts and 

controversial legislation. “The GID’s role is so extensive, at times, that even government 

 
7 Elhanan Miller, “King Abdullah chides Atlantic interviewer,” The Times of Israel, March 19, 2013, 

https://www.timesofisrael.com/king-abdullah-chides-atlantic-interviewer/ 
8  

https://www.timesofisrael.com/king-abdullah-chides-atlantic-interviewer/
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officials and highly placed political elites also complain about it.” 9 One senior 

government official even went so far as to say that “nothing happens without their 

knowledge, or consent, or both.” 10 The GID’s role in Jordanian politics is often 

described as that of a final arbiter or veto player.  

The GID is thought to be massively influential in the country’s politics and in 

Jordanian’s day-to-day lives. Citizens hoping to obtain visas to travel or work abroad 

often need to obtain certificates of good behavior from the agency.11 Journalists and 

activists often expect to encounter the GID at some point in their work. “Many Jordanian 

journalists and political activists alike are familiar with the GID phone call to visit the 

intelligence headquarters ‘for a cup of coffee '.” 12 Rumors that the country’s taxi drivers 

and street vendors moonlight as Mukhabarat agents are widespread. Whether or not these 

rumors are true is inconsequential; their existence speaks to Jordanians’ perceptions of 

the institution and its expansive reach. The mukhabarat’s influence is felt at every level 

of Jordanian life, from high politics to the quotidian and mundane.   

Unsurprisingly, Jordanians have called for a reduction in the role of the GID in 

public life. In turn, King Abdullah has made attempts to heed this call, although, it is not 

clear if his efforts have been for their sake, his own, or both. For instance, in a public 

letter to GID Director Ahmed Husni in early 2021, King Abdullah expressed his gratitude 

for the institution’s service but stated that the time had come to reform and reorient the 

institution. In the letter, he states:  

 
9 Curtis Ryan, Jordan and the Arab Uprisings: Regime Survival and Politics Beyond the State, (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2018), 158.  
10 Ryan, Jordan and the Arab Uprisings, 158.  
11 For an example, view Canada’s visa requirements (As of 7/2020): 

https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/application/medical-police/police-

certificates/how/jordan.html 
12 Ryan, Jordan and the Arab Uprisings, 157.  

https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/application/medical-police/police-certificates/how/jordan.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/application/medical-police/police-certificates/how/jordan.html
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“During its journey of achievement in the state’s first centennial, our dear Jordan 

faced many dangers, and our specialized institutions did not possess the tools or 

means—and sometimes the capacities—to deal with such exceptional dangers and 

challenges that struck our region over the past 100 years… The General 

Intelligence Department, with much appreciation, stepped up to fill the dangerous 

void that came about due to the inability of the relevant institutions to undertake 

their responsibilities and specialties, especially in the economic, investment, and 

oversight fields, during that era. And may God reward the Department and its 

personnel, active and retired, for their efforts in service of our nation, as they 

undertook the arduous task of bridging these gaps, although they lie beyond the 

objective specialization of the General Intelligence Department…” 

 

Throughout this letter, King Abdullah he points to the extensive role of the GID 

in governance and thanks the institution for taking on these responsibilities when other 

institutions within the state weren’t developed enough to carry them out on their own. 

The King then implores the GID to take a step back and allow other institutions to live up 

to their constitutional duties and responsibilities and focus solely on intelligence and 

counterterrorism.13 To date, there is little to no evidence that the institution has reduced 

its role in overseeing and managing other state institutions’ bureaucratic processes.  

Most recently, King Abdullah II once again attempted to make significant 

changes to the GID’s place in Jordanian governance. In 2022, the King sought to extend 

his oversight over the intelligence institution by establishing National Security and 

Foreign Policy Council (NSFPC) via constitutional amendment in 2022. A 2016 

constitutional reform granting the King the power to appoint the directors of the GID was 

meant to pave the way for the establishment of this council, which, some observers claim, 

is the King’s latest move to tighten his grip on the security services.14 Though the 

 
13 Osama Al-Sharif, “In Letter, King Points to Reduced Intelligence Agency Role in Jordan’s Public Life,” 

Al-Monitor, February 24, 2021, https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2021/02/jordan-king-change-biden-

reform-travel.html#ixzz86NLHlksE. 
14 Hannah Davis, “Jordan: Critics Denounce Reforms ‘Enlarging King’s Authority.’” Al-Jazeera, January 

31, 2022, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/1/31/jordan-critics-denounce-reforms-enlarging-kings-

https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2021/02/jordan-king-change-biden-reform-travel.html#ixzz86NLHlksE
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2021/02/jordan-king-change-biden-reform-travel.html#ixzz86NLHlksE
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/1/31/jordan-critics-denounce-reforms-enlarging-kings-authority
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Jordanian parliament passed the amendment to establish the NSFPC in January 2022, the 

NSFPC has struggled to emerge.15 Sources claim that the fledgling council is the latest in 

a series of the King’s long-standing, but frustrated efforts to establish an overarching 

national security body, first attempted in 2005. To date, King Abdullah’s efforts to 

implement significant changes in the institution’s functions and form have failed to 

materialize.  

1.2 The Puzzle 

Institutions like the GID, the intelligence services or the secret police, are thought 

of primarily as the guardians of the regime, and their raison d'être is to protect the regime 

from existential threats, both internally and externally. Thus, the King’s challenges in 

dealing with the GID, their outsized role in all aspects of Jordanian public life, and the 

King’s unanswered calls to reform the institution present a puzzle. If we are to operate off 

the assumptions conveyed about the literature, the GID should move in lockstep with the 

King. Given that GID seems to violate these assumptions and expectations with respect to 

its intended role in Jordanian public life and its relationship to the crown this raises 

several important and overlapping questions: What allows the GID to resist reforms, 

present strong, and persistent challenges to the King, and exercise influence? How does 

the GID’s relationship with the monarchy square with what we know about 

authoritarianism? 

 
authority.   
15 Intelligence Online, “JORDAN: Abdullah II Wants to Lock in Hashemite Institutions via New National 

Security Council,” January 12, 2022, https://www.intelligenceonline.com/government-

intelligence/2022/01/12/abdullah-ii-wants-to-lock-in-hashemite-institutions-via-new-national-security-

council,109716037-art 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/1/31/jordan-critics-denounce-reforms-enlarging-kings-authority
https://www.intelligenceonline.com/government-intelligence/2022/01/12/abdullah-ii-wants-to-lock-in-hashemite-institutions-via-new-national-security-council,109716037-art
https://www.intelligenceonline.com/government-intelligence/2022/01/12/abdullah-ii-wants-to-lock-in-hashemite-institutions-via-new-national-security-council,109716037-art
https://www.intelligenceonline.com/government-intelligence/2022/01/12/abdullah-ii-wants-to-lock-in-hashemite-institutions-via-new-national-security-council,109716037-art
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The assumption that the intelligence services are expected to act solely on the 

whims of the dictator it is meant to protect is derived from, and reflected in, the extensive 

literature on the relationship between dictators and their coercive apparatuses. As such, 

much of the scholarship on security institutions centers on the phenomenon that is often 

referred to as the “civil-military problematique” or “dictator’s dilemma”.16 In his seminal 

piece on civil-military relations, Peter Feaver defines the “so-called problematique” as “a 

simple paradox: The very institution created to protect the polity is given sufficient power 

to become a threat to the polity. This derives from the agency inherent in civilization”.17 

This “civil-military problematique” or dilemma entails the delicate task of 

reconciling two opposing societal objectives. On one hand, the military's strength must be 

sufficient to achieve victory in armed conflicts, thereby functioning as a safeguard 

against catastrophic events, and it should be proportionate to effectively address the 

challenges confronting the political entity. Additionally, it is imperative for the governing 

body to safeguard the political entity from external threats and ensure that its actions do 

not result in the detriment or exploitation of the society it is entrusted to safeguard. On 

the other hand, the military’s coercive power, characterized by the capacity to impose its 

will upon others, may be employed to enforce its authority over the community from 

which it originated. These circumstances may result in the direct acquisition of political 

authority, the potential for a military that exploits societal resources, engagement in 

conflicts that run counter to societal interests, and the matter of compliance. To safeguard 

 
16 Caitlin Talmadge, "The Dictator's Army: Battlefield Effectiveness in Authoritarian Regimes," (2015); 

Peter D. Feaver, "The civil-military problematique: Huntington, Janowitz, and the question of civilian 

control," Armed Forces & Society 23, no. 2 (1996): 149-178. 
17 Peter D. Feaver, "Civil-military relations," Annual Review of Political Science 2, no. 1 (1999): 211-241. 
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the welfare and security of its populace, the military must effectively manage and 

reconcile these considerations. 

Although Feaver’s discussion of the problematique features discussions of the 

military’s interests and agency, much of the literature on coercive institutions has come to 

center the logic of regime survival and thereby, the regime’s considerations in engaging 

with coercive institutions. Thus, scholars often argue that security institutions' structures, 

activities, and functions stem from regime interests.18 In the case of the GID, the 

literature would likely suggest that the institution’s structure, development, and behavior 

would be an extension of the monarchy’s interests or a reflection the threats the 

monarchy faces. This may be true in some cases, but as I have detailed in the previous 

section, it appears that the GID has its own interests and sometimes those seem to differ 

from those of the crown. Not to mention, as King Abdullah himself as expressed, the 

intelligence services have posed their own threats to his reign.  

Although studies rooted in the logic of regime survival have produced important 

insights into civil-military relations, we miss out on opportunities to understand the 

development of coercive institutions and their involvement in governance and politics 

more deeply. As the name of the field suggests, much of the study of civil-military 

relations has come to be defined by centering regime efforts to manage the military. 

Thus, by centering dictators’ survival, we examine other coercive institutions solely from 

 
18 James T. Quinlivan, "Coup-proofing: Its practice and consequences in the Middle East," International 

Security 24, no. 2 (1999): 131-165; Risa A. Brooks, "Integrating the civil–military relations subfield." 

Annual Review of Political Science 22, (2019): 379-398. Abel Escribà-Folch, Tobias Böhmelt, and Ulrich 

Pilster. "Authoritarian regimes and civil–military relations: Explaining counterbalancing in autocracies." 

Conflict Management and Peace Science 37, no. 5 (2020): 559-579; Holger Albrecht, "Does coup-proofing 

work? Political–military relations in authoritarian regimes amid the Arab uprisings," Mediterranean 

Politics 20, no. 1 (2015): 36-54; Huntington, Samuel P. The soldier and the state: The theory and politics 

of civil–military relations. Harvard University Press, 1981. 
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the dictator’s perspective as instruments to safeguard against coups and neglect any 

opportunity to probe questions about the institutional agency and autonomy of other 

elements of the coercive apparatus, such as the intelligence services. Thus, the political 

functions that intelligence institutions serve are assumed to be an extension of dictators’ 

regime maintenance strategies. Though some degree of autonomy is expected for 

militaries and armies, intelligence institutions are solely recognized for the part they play 

in elite politics as the dictator’s loyal guardians and the final arbiters in the bloody 

politics of authoritarianism, where leadership disputes are most often resolved by force.19  

The narrow focus on coup and coup-proofing is also what often pulls scholars 

interested in coercive institutions to focus mainly on armies because they are thought of 

as the only element within the coercive apparatus that have sufficient manpower or 

capacity to overcome the regime.20 Scholarship has begun to trend toward focusing on 

other elements of the coercive apparatus and lending their attention to intelligence 

services and national police forces.21 The study of intelligence institutions is growing but 

continues to be informed by assumptions about their functions and interests that stem 

from their stance vis-a-vis the regime and the countervailing coercive institutions that risk 

carrying out coups.   

 
19 Milan W. Svolik, The Politics of Authoritarian Rule, Cambridge University Press, 2012. 
20 Svolik, The Politics of Authoritarian Rule, 2012. Talmadge, The Dictator’s Army, 2015. 
21 Sheena Chestnut Greitens. Dictators and their Secret Police: Coercive Institutions and State Violence, 

Cambridge University Press, 2016; Austin S. Matthews, "If You’ll Be My Bodyguard: Presidential Guard 

Units and Leader Capture During Coups d’état," Armed Forces & Society (2023); Tobias Böhmelt and 

Govinda Clayton; "Auxiliary force structure: Paramilitary forces and progovernment 

militias." Comparative Political Studies 51, no. 2 (2018): 197-237. 
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1.3 Bridging the Gap: Institutions, Civil-Military Relations, and Institutional 

Autonomy 

Interestingly, the normative and empirical question at the heart of civil- military 

relations is “who will guard the guardians”? 22 However, the guardians have generally 

been presumed to be the army because scholars expect threats to leaders to arise from the 

military, not their intelligence services. If anything, intelligence services are thought to be 

one of the last lines of defense. Yet, if intelligence services are intended to guard against 

the army, who is guarding against the intelligence services? This question remains largely 

under theorized, though potential answers derived from dominant perspectives in civil-

military relations might suggest that counter-balancing is intended to serve this purpose. 

However, any efforts to understand military autonomy has yet to be similarly extended to 

the intelligence services. 

We cannot understand the role of intelligence services in political life by solely 

applying the dominant approaches in civil-military relations. They often treat all that goes 

on with coercive institutions as a means of ensuring dictators’ political survival. This is 

not to say that intelligence institutions are nothing if not crucial to ensuring regime 

survival. Rather, we assume a way a lot of the politics that surrounds these institutions. 

Forcing a top-down, regime-centric approach to the study of coercive institutions robs us 

opportunities to explore the various roles that coercive institutions can take on.  

Some studies within civil-military relations have begun to forge beyond the logic 

of political survival to explore the role of the military in politics, economics, and 

business, but despite their expanded scope, their insights are often limited to the 

 
22 Feaver, “Civil Military Relations”, 1999.  
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military.23 Though the limitations of the logic of political survival affects how we 

examine all coercive institutions, I limit my study to intelligence services. Compared to 

militaries, police forces, and militias, intelligence services (sometimes called the secret 

police) are comparatively understudied. Not to mention, intelligence institutions are often 

assumed to be the final line of defense against challenges to the regime. Therefore, it is 

even more tempting to simply apply the logic of regime survival to any inquiry of these 

institutions.  

We know, at least anecdotally, that intelligence services engage in politics in 

other ways, leading us to ask more about their role in politics than simply asking to coup 

or not to coup? Through this dissertation, my aim is to problematize our assumptions 

about intelligence services to expand the framework by which we evaluate their roles in 

politics and thinking beyond the logic of coup-proofing.  For this reason, I turn toward 

growing areas of scholarship that have already begun to look beyond regime-centric 

approaches to examine and question the role of institutions under authoritarianism.  

There is much to be gained by drawing a bridge between the literature on 

institutions under authoritarianism and civil-military relations. The growing scholarship 

on authoritarian institutions is motivated by the desire to overcome functionalist 

explanations that simply describe authoritarian institutions additional means of ensuring 

regime stability and survival. Drawing from studies looking to understand agency in 

 
23  Zeinab Abul-Magd, "Egypt’s defense industry: Dependency, civilian production, and attempts at 

autonomy," Defence Industries in the 21st Century: A Comparative Analysis (2021): 93-114; Roya Izadi, 

"State Security or Exploitation: A Theory of Military Involvement in the Economy," Journal of Conflict 

Resolution 66, no. 4-5 (2022): 729-754; Vincenzo Bove, Mauricio Rivera, and Chiara Ruffa. "Beyond 

Coups: Terrorism and Military Involvement in Politics." European Journal of International Relations 26, 

no. 1 (2020): 263-288; Milan W. Svolik, "Contracting on Violence: The Moral Hazard in Authoritarian 

Repression and Military Intervention in Politics." Journal of Conflict Resolution 57, no. 5 (2013): 765-794.  
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authoritarian institutions, I aim to broaden and deepen our imagination about what 

intelligence institutions can and cannot to do as political actors in their own right.   

My approach suggests bridging the scholarship on coercive and state institutions 

under authoritarianism to build on growing efforts to examine the extent of intelligence 

institutions’ ability to develop and exercise autonomy. By putting the literatures on 

authoritarian institutions and civil-military relations in conversation, we can get a clearer 

sense of how, when, and to what degree functionalist approaches in civil-military 

relations are applicable while also thinking about the ways that coercive institutions and 

non-coercive institutions are fundamentally distinct. 

1.4 My Approach  

To better understand how and why regime guardians become key stakeholders 

and central to governance, I focus on exploring variations in institutional autonomy. I 

define institutional autonomy as the ability of intelligence institutions to govern their 

internal affairs (internal autonomy) and the ability to exercise influence on policy and 

decision-making processes in areas beyond their original domain (mission autonomy). 

Institutional autonomy is shaped by linkages, or connections to various constituencies, 

and institutionalization, or the degree of development. 

 My goal is not to assert that the intelligence services are currently, or hope to 

someday, overtake the regime by becoming more autonomous. Rather, focusing on 

institutional autonomy provides us with a useful lens to better understand the role of 

intelligence services in social and political life and how this role has changed over time. 

This dissertation explores questions about the institutional autonomy of intelligence 

institutions through a detailed examination of the Jordanian General Intelligence 
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Directorate (GID). The central question of this dissertation is: what explains the 

variation in the GID’s institutional autonomy? Through a detailed case study of this 

institution, its origins, and the way that its role in Jordanian politics and society has 

shifted over time, I hope to illustrate what there is to gain empirically and theoretically in 

taking on a different approach and seeing the institution in a new light.   

1.4.1 Plan of Dissertation 

In this first chapter, I began by illustrating a phenomenon that is known to 

Jordanians and observers of Jordanian politics alike, the intelligence services are thought 

to be omnipresent, omnipotent, and omniscient. Claims that nothing goes on in the 

kingdom without their consent are not far-fetched, but things were not always this way. 

When it originated, the GID’s sole mission was to balance against the Jordanian Army. 

This led me to pose the central questions of the dissertation: How and when do 

intelligence services become more autonomous? How do intelligence institutions’ 

autonomy square with their perceived functions under authoritarianism?  

I suggest that to better understand intelligence services and their inroads into 

politics, it is important to examine them from their own perspective. For this reason, I 

propose bridging the literatures on civil-military relations and state institutions under 

authoritarianism to gain a more nuanced understanding of how intelligence institutions 

through the lens of institutional autonomy. I expand my argument in chapter 2, the theory 

chapter. I define my concepts, situate my argument in the relevant literatures, outline my 

expectations and observable implications, describe the mechanisms of my argument, and 

lay out my empirical strategy.  
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Chapters 3-5 are my empirical chapters, where I take on a thematic approach, 

highlighting institutional, social, and economic factors underlying the GID’s institutional 

autonomy, respectively. In chapter 3, I draw an institutional map of the Jordanian state 

and situate the GID vis-a-vis the rest of the coercive apparatus, the country’s legal 

infrastructure, the legislature, state bureaucracy, and the monarchy. By focusing on the 

GID’s relationships with these various entities and how they have changed and developed 

over time, I describe the institutional factors shaping the GID’s institutional autonomy. In 

chapter 4, I focus on social factors and explore the social and reputational sources of 

institutional autonomy of the intelligence services. I illustrate how the interactions that 

the GID has had with various elements of Jordanian society shape perceptions toward the 

institution, which in turn generates unclear expectations of what the institution is meant 

to be and do. In chapter 5, I focus on economic factors and highlight how the GID has 

managed to capitalize on moments of crisis to attract resources, deter financial oversight, 

and establish privileged domestic and international linkages allows them to become more 

autonomous and influential through financial independence, in a country characterized by 

scarcity and austerity. I conclude with chapter 6 where I offer a summary of my findings 

and contributions, outline the limitations of my study, and highlight future avenues for 

research.  
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2 Chapter 2: Theory  

2.1  Introduction 

This chapter explores the relationship between linkages, institutionalization, and 

institutional autonomy. My point of departure is that institutions, be they civilian or 

coercive can develop their own interests and seek to exercise their autonomy and in 

unintended and unexpected ways.24 I look to the growing literature on institutions under 

authoritarianism to seek alternatives to functionalist explanations as typified by the so-

called “dictator’s dilemma”. Although there may be similarities in the dynamics between 

how coercive and non-coercive institutions relate to autocrats, there are also key 

distinctions. I discuss the theoretical origins and underpinnings of my approach and 

position my argument relative to the scholarship on state institutions and in contrast to 

most of the scholarship on authoritarian civil-military relations.  

I engage with the literature on institutions under authoritarianism as my point of 

departure, though much of the scholarship of civilian institutions has been informed by 

the desire to understand the seemingly counter-intuitive adoption and empowerment of 

state institutions that we might expect to be characteristic of democratic states, 

institutions such as legislatures. It may seem less intuitive to rethink the roles of coercive 

institutions. We may not seek to question coercive institutions because, to some extent, 

we expect dictators to have them and to empower them so that they may do their job of 

guarding them. Whereas we might not always expect a dictator to empower a legislature 

or have any real reason to devolve his authority to a parliament or court. That is, unless 

 
24 Nathan J. Brown, Steven Schaaf, Samer Anabtawi, and Julian Waller, "Understanding Authoritarian 

Institutions" (unpublished manuscript, April 30, 2020), typescript. 
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he finds that it will extend his tenure and improve his hold on power, as much of the 

literature suggests. This logic, when applied to coercive institutions, is what leads us to 

the “dictator’s dilemma” or even the “civil-military problematique”.  

How does a dictator establish and empower a coercive institution or a network of 

them (as a security apparatus) to be strong enough to ward off threats, but not too strong 

as to overtake the dictator? These questions are what largely drives the existing literature 

on coercive institutions in authoritarian regimes. Both function and form are explained 

away as the result of regime survival. This makes sense and certainly provides a point of 

departure, but regime survival alone cannot explain all the roles that coercive institutions 

come to take on throughout the duration of their existence. In some instances, coercive 

institutions do as they are expected to, and that is, prioritize the protection of the regime 

above all else. But at what point, does that mission become so broadly defined that 

anything as mundane as approving driver’s license applications be interpreted as central 

to regime survival? We must consider the possibility that the logic of political survival 

only partially explains the behavior of these institutions.   

This dissertation poses questions associated with shifts and expansions in 

intelligence services’ missions by assuming that autonomy is a possibility worth 

examining, rather than a nuisance to the dictator’s overall strategic manipulations of his 

security establishments to extend his tenure and ensure his survival. After all, why 

wouldn’t something as mundane and seemingly benign as driver's licenses not be a matter 

of regime security? Truthfully, I am not interested in regime survival, but rather, in 

governance, and this may ultimately be related to survival, but we need not treat 

governance as a means to that end to find it interesting or worth studying.  
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In arguing that the mukhabarat has institutional autonomy, and that this has varied 

over time, I am not suggesting that the GID aims to usurp its role as protector of the 

King. However, inquiring if, when, and to what degree the GID can accrue, and exercise 

institutional autonomy allows us to examine the intelligence services in their own light 

and their relationships with other institutions and relevant political actors. Exploring the 

areas in which the GID can exercise autonomy, be it in its own internal administration or 

in policymaking and governance, generates more opportunities to develop a more 

realistic and nuanced understanding of the role that the intelligence services have come to 

occupy in Jordanian politics and society. It is by seeking to understand the origins, 

development, and manifestations of institutional autonomy that we can better understand 

the role of intelligence services in social and political life.  

2.2 Conceptual and Theoretical Foundations 

2.2.1 Internal and Mission Autonomy  

This study builds on Brown et al.’s (2020) approach to exploring authoritarian 

institutions from within and utilizes their definition of institutional autonomy.25 Their 

definition of institutional autonomy consists of two elements: internal autonomy and 

mission autonomy. The first, internal autonomy, is the degree to which institutions can 

control their affairs and administration. Examples of internal autonomy could be 

determining its budgets, making promotional decisions, etc. The second, mission 

autonomy, is the capacity of state institutions to pursue their sense of mission in some 

areas of public policy or decision-making influence.26  

 
25 Brown et al. (2020)  
26 Brown et al., Chapter 1, 24. 
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If institutions have high degrees of internal autonomy, dictators have little ability 

to interfere in an institution’s operations and internal affairs. In other words, all “in-

house” decisions will be made in-house. Relatedly, institutions with high degrees of 

mission autonomy could halt or interfere with the dictator’s directives. This does not 

preclude the possibility of institutions having any autonomy whatsoever. If the institution 

behaves exactly as the dictator intended and has no control over its sense of mission or 

the running of its own affairs and operations, it has no institutional autonomy. Therefore, 

institutional autonomy does not imply that the intelligence services are necessarily 

antagonistic to the dictator or even fully independent from them.  

2.2.2 Linkages and Institutionalization 

Within this framework, internal and mission autonomy both vary based on the 

linkages that institutions have and the degree of institutionalization. The concept of 

linkages highlights how institutions can embed themselves within support networks and 

cultivate their own direct ties, as opposed to relying solely on those that flow through 

dictators or their regimes.  These relationships may develop because of the institution's 

reputation in resolving significant issues. In other instances, state institutions may 

cultivate alliances with various constituencies for strategic reasons.27 

When linkages exist, they can possess mobilizational, deterrence, and 

transformational capabilities; these are what facilitate the acquisition of internal and 

mission autonomy. Different constituencies that are linked to state institutions (within the 

state, society, or internationally) may come to value the activities of the institution in 

question, which mobilizes those constituencies to advocate for greater autonomy of that 

 
27 Brown et al., Chapter 2, 11.  
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institution. Institutions can deter regime incursion through independent linkages to 

supportive constituencies if the dictator anticipates the cost of interfering with an 

institution's internal affairs or mission to be excessively high. Strongly connected 

institutions may perceive themselves as having leverage over regime elites. This, in turn, 

transforms the institution’s perception of its mission and impacts its operations.28 

Linkages and institutionalization reinforce each other. Even the strongest linkages 

may accomplish very little if there is no stable, organizational capacity undergirding an 

institution. Brown et al. define institutionalization as the processes that allow state 

institutions to develop adaptability, complexity, coherence, and hierarchy.  When state 

institutions have these features that enable them to acquire stability and firmly 

consolidate themselves, they are more institutionalized. In turn, institutions become more 

difficult for autocrats to reform, reshape, subdue, or control on a whim the more 

institutionalized they become.29  

2.3 Autonomy By Default? Coercion and Institutional Autonomy  

Brown et al.’s analysis focuses on civilian state institutions such as judiciaries, 

parliaments, and religious institutions. Their mission is to challenge predominant 

approaches to the study of state institutions under authoritarianism. The study of these 

institutions is dominated by what they call “functionalist explanations”. Functionalism, in 

this case refers to “the attempt to explain attributes of the system by reference to the 

purpose or role they play in maintaining that system”.30 As it relates to institutions under 

authoritarianism, functionalist explanations posit that these institutions adopt certain 

 
28 Brown et al. Chapter 2, 11. 
29 Brown et al. Chapter 2, 12. 
30 Brown et al. Chapter 1, 3. 
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characteristics or engage in specific behaviors because of the role they are to play in 

ensuring regime survival. In other words, what institutions look like and what they do are 

inherently a function of autocrats’ interests.  

Brown et al. do not include coercive institutions, such as militaries or security 

services. Their justification for the omission is that coercive institutions have their own 

dedicated area of scholarship to explore the dynamics between the regimes and coercive 

institutions, mainly in the field of civil-military relations. However, this area of 

scholarship is also plagued by functionalist explanations in the same way as the civilian 

institutions they explore in their study.31 Though I engage their framework emphasizing 

institutional agency to study intelligence services, it is worth noting that coercive 

institutions like the GID are substantively distinct from the non-coercive institutions such 

as parliaments, religious institutions, and judiciaries they explore in their study. In fact, 

given coercive institutions’ capacity for violence, the autonomy of coercive institutions is 

not often discussed or explored at length, but it is implied.  

Presumably, coercive institutions hold leverage over the regime that other 

institutions do not because of their access to the use of force and personnel. Coercive 

institutions are expected to be conferred with greater institutional autonomy because the 

costs of denying this autonomy are greater. We do not anticipate that judiciaries, for 

example, will pose a violent threat to the regime, at least not without the help of coercive 

institutions. The understanding that coercive institutions possess a special capacity for 

violence is likely why most of the literature on civil-military relations revolves around 

the idea that coercive institutions could be primed and ready to carry out a coup or 

 
31 Brown et al. Chapter 1, 2.  
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prevent one. Coercive institutions are often only considered politically relevant because 

of the coup risk they pose to the regime; their political involvement and administration 

are thus a function of their satisfaction with the dictator and their capacity to depose him. 

Although coup-proofing and the logic of political survival is critically important for 

understanding what is at stake for dictators engaging their coercive institutions, 

approaching coercive institutions solely from this perspective leaves a broad variety of 

political engagement unexplored. 

Studies that take on a functionalist approach describe the characteristics and 

behaviors of coercive institutions as a function of regime interests and needs. In other 

words, coercive institutions are how they are and do what they do because the dictator 

said so. We can draw important insights from a regime-focused approach, but this may 

also cause us to miss the more nuanced dynamics at play in civil-military and state-

security relations. Do coercive institutions have their own interests? Can they exercise 

autonomy, if so, how? Can they become more or less autonomous over time? If so, what 

drives this change? Even when coercive institutions’ interests align with the regime's, is 

that by choice or force? How else might these institutions set and pursue their own 

agendas and ensure they have a seat at the decision-making table? 

In addition to missing out on the full scope of civil-military relations and state-

security dynamics, a regime-centric approach can lead us to underestimate the importance 

of other members of the security apparatus by over-emphasizing the military or 

discussing institutions like the intelligence service only as a counter-balancing force.32 

There have been some studies that aim to unpack the differences between security 

 
32 Erica De Bruin,  How to Prevent Coups d’État: Counterbalancing and Regime Survival, Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 2020. 
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services and focus solely on intelligence services. These, however, continue to examine 

these institutions as existing to protect the regime from threats, be they internal or 

external.33 They do not explore the interests of the institutions and their interactions with 

other parts of the security apparatus, the regime, or the state.  

In explaining the variation in the institutional design of coercive institutions and 

its implications, Greitens (2016) argues that autocrats fundamentally face a “coercive 

dilemma” in making decisions about institutional design. When they assume power, they 

must assess the relative weight of the threats they face and respond accordingly. They 

must choose to “organize their internal security apparatus to protect against a coup, or to 

deal with the threat of popular unrest”.34 Different threats beget different choices, which 

have consequences on subsequent patterns of violence perpetrated by these institutions.  

A threat-based explanation for institutional design and change is compelling and 

an important contribution to the study of intelligence services; however, it reflects 

common underlying assumptions about the origins of these institutions that limit our full 

understanding of how they operate. First, this perspective assumes that the dictator can do 

whatever he wants for the security services, whenever he wants. It suggests that a dictator 

will shape and reshape the structure of its intelligence apparatus at will, depending on the 

threats that he faces. Although dictators can indeed play a heavy hand in structuring the 

security services, empowering them, and disempowering them, the institutional autonomy 

or corporate identity of these institutions is often taken for granted. Some dictators can 

completely collapse or restructure their security institutions better than others. Some 

dictators may face a great deal of opposition when trying to meddle with the intelligence 

 
33 Greitens, Dictators and their secret police, 2016. 
34 Greitens, Dictators and their secret police, 2016. 
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services at all or attempting to otherwise infringe on their autonomy as an institution with 

its own interests and capabilities.  

In explaining institutional changes, Greitens argues that this largely occurs during 

a period of regime change and argues that anyone strong enough to take over the seat of 

power is strong enough to reshape his coercive apparatus and redesign the intelligence 

institutions.35 Because one of her outcomes of interest is institutional design, it makes 

sense that Greitens implicitly defines institutional change as the complete restructuring 

and reshaping of the institution. However, an entire spectrum of institutional changes can 

occur incrementally, just short of institutional collapse and reconstruction. Are there 

changes the dictator attempts to make to the intelligence services’ budget, leadership, or 

mission? How successful are they in making these changes? Exploring these questions 

and examining attempts at varieties of institutional change or reform allows for a more 

complete understanding of intelligence institutions’ autonomy, be it internal or mission. 

Although security services still ought to be regarded as the guardians of the 

dictator and the regime, I challenge the commonplace implicit assumption that these 

institutions are incapable of maintaining independent interests and exercising agency over 

areas of policy concern. By approaching these institutions solely from the dictator's 

perspective, we incorrectly assume that security services have no other involvement in 

politics outside of coercion, repression, coup prevention, or carrying out coups, which is 

not true. This reductive view of security services assumes away important questions 

about these agencies and the complexity of their origins and institutional development. 

 
35 Greitens, Dictators and their secret police, 2016. 
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This, in turn, can cause us to underestimate the role of coercive institutions in political 

life. 

Because intelligence services are often thought of as existing and acting solely to 

serve the dictator or regime, they are expected to have very little if any, institutional 

autonomy beyond that which is naturally given to them via their ability to wield force. 

Intelligence services’ raison d’être is commonly thought to be the regime’s protection 

exclusively. This obligation is assumed to fall more heavily on the intelligence services 

than any other coercive institution. Yet, we can point to examples across the world of 

intelligence services that are not only autonomous but can often trump the regime itself or 

lead to its downfall. Examples of highly autonomous intelligence services are the KGB in 

Communist Russia, the Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) in Pakistan, and the Romanian 

Intelligence services.36 These are notable cases because they are examples of intelligence 

services with such high levels of institutional autonomy that they eventually overcame 

the regime and replaced it.37  Overture of the intelligence services is rare, but higher 

levels of autonomy can be achieved just shy of overcoming the regime completely. If we 

were to examine every intelligence service in the world closely, we would find that not 

only do they demonstrate variation in their institutional autonomy over time, but we 

might also observe significant variation across cases where some stand out as 

exceptionally autonomous, whereas others resemble more closely the often-assumed 

image of regime guard. We might also observe that the degrees of autonomy vary by 

 
36Amy W. Knight The KGB: Police and Politics in the Soviet Union. Vol. 28. Routledge, 2021; Sean P. 

Winchell, "Pakistan's ISI: The Invisible Government." International Journal of Intelligence and 

Counterintelligence 16, no. 3 (2003): 374-388; Dennis Deletant, Ceausescu and the Securitate: Coercion 

and Dissent in Romania, 1965-1989, Routledge, 2016. 
37Robert Springborg, "Deep states in MENA," Middle East Policy 25, no. 1 (2018): 136-157. 
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issue area or type of autonomy, in this dissertation, I focus on internal and mission 

autonomy. 

In other cases, intelligence services outlive the regimes or dictatorships they are 

meant to protect.38 In exploring the survival of security institutions during regime change, 

Onur Kara argues that institutional continuity rather than change is the norm, as coercive 

institutions, and the secret police are remarkably resilient and are not easily reformed, 

disbanded, or eliminated. This was the case in Tunisia and Egypt after the Arab Uprisings 

and across Latin America in the late 20th century.39 In these cases, being able to outlive 

the regime that these police services were intended to guard can be emblematic of highly 

autonomous security institutions. Regime change, however, does not happen every day. 

This begs the question, what other ways can security institutions be considered 

autonomous in cases where regime change did not occur and might not occur? Cases of 

regime breakdown are instructive because they can help illustrate the spectrum of 

institutional autonomy for intelligence services. In some rare cases, intelligence services 

can be so autonomous that they survive instances of regime change or can forcibly 

precipitate these regime changes. My goal is to shed light on instances of autonomy 

under more mundane circumstances, not just during periods of regime change or political 

upheaval.  

2.4 Institutional Autonomy and the GID  

So far, I have tried to make the case that institutional autonomy matters. We 

cannot understand authoritarian politics without it, and we cannot truly appreciate the 

 
38 Onur, Kara, "Exit the President: coercive institutions and regime breakdown in Tunisia," PhD 

dissertation, King's College London, 2021. 
39 Kara, 10. 
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importance of intelligence services without it. We also cannot properly study intelligence 

services without exploring the ways that their interests and capacity to pursue them. 

Focusing on institutional autonomy is a key that allows us to unlock a more 

comprehensive understanding of policing and intelligence in politics and the state. If 

autonomy matters, what does it look like? How do we know it when we see it? Can it 

vary over time? If it can, how does it? What does institutional autonomy look like as it 

relates to the GID?  

 Autonomy is a matter of degree; it is not a binary outcome suggesting that an 

institution is or is not autonomous. As I outlined above, there are two dimensions of 

institutional autonomy, these are internal autonomy and mission autonomy. Internal 

autonomy refers to an institution’s ability to mind its affairs, such as budgets and 

institutional leadership decisions. Mission autonomy refers to the scope of the 

institution’s work and if it can become involved in issues beyond those within its 

jurisdiction and can shape and impact policy. Both dimensions are shaped by linkages 

and institutionalization. In this section, I highlight some examples of these dimensions of 

autonomy to illustrate the framework as it applies to the case of the GID in Jordan. This 

framework will, of course, be applied and discussed at greater length throughout the 

course of the dissertation.   

2.4.1 Internal Autonomy 

As it relates to the GID and intelligence services in general, internal autonomy is 

difficult to assess because it requires observing the inner workings of a necessarily 

opaque institution. The royal court sometimes changes the leadership, but this can be a 
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messy and contentious process.40 Data that would be useful in assessing autonomy, such 

as internal budgets, and the institutions’ infrastructure, are unavailable to the public. 

Article 10 of the GID law (Law no. 24 of the year 1964) stipulates that the director of the 

GID must inform the Prime Minister of its finances and expenses in “a closed manner.” 

This information is not public, and as an outsider, there is no way of knowing if the GID 

director complies or is expected to comply with this requirement.  Even if the GID 

directors generally and routinely comply with this reporting requirement, that does not 

inherently discount the possibility that these reports are met with much scrutiny or are 

detailed and consistent.  The lack of transparency with respect to the GID’s finances 

exemplifies the difficulty in getting a real sense of what the GID’s internal decision-

making looks like. Scholars, practitioners, and observers have all noted that the general 

scope and breadth of the directorate’s membership are unclear or unknowable. Under 

these circumstances, any institutional changes or key events referred to as potential 

instances of internal autonomy will be contextualized and justified to the best of my 

ability but will still be inherently speculative.  

With these caveats in mind, throughout this dissertation, I will point to some 

instances that could potentially be interpreted as changes to the GID’s internal autonomy. 

For example, I look to changes in the GID’s leadership, such as the circumstances 

surrounding the appointment and dismissal of the GID’s directors. These leadership 

 
40 Intelligence Online, “JORDAN : SECURITY SHAKE-UP,” April 14, 1993, 

https://www.intelligenceonline.com/community-watch/1993/04/14/security-shake-up,63876-art; 

Intelligence Online, “JORDAN : NEW INTELLIGENCE GENERATION,” February 22, 1996, 

https://www.intelligenceonline.com/community-watch/1996/02/22/new-intelligence-generation,65949-art; 

Intelligence Online, “JORDAN : How the King’s Master Spy Fell from Grace,” January 22, 2009, 

https://www.intelligenceonline.com/political-intelligence_organizations/2009/01/22/how-the-king-s-

master-spy-fell-from-grace,55023518-art; Intelligence Online, “JORDAN : Intelligence Shake-up amid 

Internal Squabbling,” April 5, 2017, https://www.intelligenceonline.com/government-

intelligence/2017/04/05/intelligence-shake-up-amid-internal-squabbling,108228863-art.  

https://www.intelligenceonline.com/community-watch/1993/04/14/security-shake-up,63876-art
https://www.intelligenceonline.com/community-watch/1996/02/22/new-intelligence-generation,65949-art
https://www.intelligenceonline.com/political-intelligence_organizations/2009/01/22/how-the-king-s-master-spy-fell-from-grace,55023518-art
https://www.intelligenceonline.com/political-intelligence_organizations/2009/01/22/how-the-king-s-master-spy-fell-from-grace,55023518-art
https://www.intelligenceonline.com/government-intelligence/2017/04/05/intelligence-shake-up-amid-internal-squabbling,108228863-art
https://www.intelligenceonline.com/government-intelligence/2017/04/05/intelligence-shake-up-amid-internal-squabbling,108228863-art
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changes, if they appear to happen at the king's behest, could be understood as an 

infringement of internal autonomy, even if the institution's structure remains. Changes to 

the institution’s oversight mechanisms might also signal shifts in internal autonomy.  In 

2014, parliament unanimously voted to give the king sole authority to appoint the GID 

director instead of allowing the Prime Minister to nominate him. Some argued that this 

change was just a formality. In contrast, others suggested that it further centralized the 

royal court’s power and placed the GID directly under its supervision and removed any 

semblance of civilian oversight.41 

 Similarly, in 2022 the Royal Court moved to create the National Security Council 

via a constitutional amendment proposed amid broader political reform efforts. This body 

is led by the king and includes the prime minister, army chief, directors of the various 

security forces (including the GID), foreign minister, and interior minister.  Although the 

Royal Court justified the establishment of the National Security Council as a means of 

depoliticizing security and foreign affairs, critics of the new council have expressed 

concerns that the council is unconstitutional and further centralizes power under the 

King.42  Others have suggested that the council's creation was intended to reel in the 

security services and reaffirm the crown’s authority over them.43 Is the creation of this 

National Security Council a contraction of the GID’s autonomy, or does it merely 

formalize an existing configuration of authority? In either case, it is worth examining if 

 
41Areej Abuqudairi, “Jordan King given further exclusive powers,” Al-Jazeera, August 30, 2014, 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2014/8/30/jordan-king-given-further-exclusive-powers.  
42Tareq Al Naimat, “Constitutional Amendments in Jordan,” Sada, Carnegie Endowment for International 

Peace, March 1, 2022, https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/86538.  
43 Intelligence Online. “JORDAN : Abdullah II Wants to Lock in Hashemite Institutions via New National 

Security Council,” January 12, 2022, https://www.intelligenceonline.com/government-

intelligence/2022/01/12/abdullah-ii-wants-to-lock-in-hashemite-institutions-via-new-national-security-

council,109716037-art,  

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2014/8/30/jordan-king-given-further-exclusive-powers
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https://www.intelligenceonline.com/government-intelligence/2022/01/12/abdullah-ii-wants-to-lock-in-hashemite-institutions-via-new-national-security-council,109716037-art
https://www.intelligenceonline.com/government-intelligence/2022/01/12/abdullah-ii-wants-to-lock-in-hashemite-institutions-via-new-national-security-council,109716037-art


 29 

events such as changes in the GID’s relationship vis-a-vis the royal court and other parts 

of the state have implications for the institution’s internal autonomy and ability to govern 

itself.  

2.4.2 Mission Autonomy   

With mission autonomy, the interest is in whether institutions operate as if they 

have a vital public role to play and can change their own policy preferences based on 

choices made within – rather than made for – the institution. When observers refer to the 

GID’s outsized role in politics, they implicitly refer to the institution’s mission autonomy. 

In the clearest cases, we will observe mission autonomy when security institutions pursue 

goals that directly conflict with those of the dictator. However, institutions do not 

necessarily have to act against the regime’s will to express mission autonomy. In some 

cases, institutions can develop their own rules, senses of mission, and goals in areas in 

which the regime does not have a clear sense of mission on.  

Though difficult to parse out, institutions can also follow regime interests of their 

own volition because it is in their own interest to do so. The inability to reform or 

circumscribe the jurisdiction of security institutions can be viewed as an expression of the 

institutions’ mission autonomy. Externally imposed efforts to reform security institutions’ 

areas of authority and redefine their responsibilities would constitute an infringement of 

their mission autonomy because it means limiting their ability to define their own sense 

of mission and roles in policymaking and politics.  As it relates to security institutions, 

security sector reform efforts are an opportunity to observe mission autonomy; even if 

these reform efforts are unfulfilled and uninitiated, they can shed light on these 
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institutions’ mission autonomy and ability to maintain their sense of mission and protect 

their interests.   

Throughout the country’s history, especially in the last decade since the Arab 

uprisings, the royal court has announced its intent to enact various political reforms. 

Notably absent from these political reform efforts is security sector reform. Despite this, 

there have been mentions of potential efforts to initiate security sector reforms limiting 

the scope of the GID’s responsibilities as exemplified by the abovementioned letter to 

Major General Ahmad Husni. When the letter was published, discussions on social media 

referred to the call to restructure the GID and redefine its role in Jordanian politics and 

governance as a “180” or a “white coup”.44  

Despite the fanfare surrounding the letter at the time, these calls to reform the 

GID and reorient its mission have largely gone unanswered. Were these calls to security 

sector reform meant to be cheap talk? Or genuine efforts to reform that have otherwise 

been thwarted by the security services or someone else? According to sources close to the 

reform commission, the issue of security sector reform was not even allowed to be raised 

in discussions surrounding the reform efforts driven by a royally appointed reform 

committee in 2021.45 Security sector reform, or a notable lack thereof as was the case for 

the GID in the last few years, could potentially be seen as a preservation of mission 

autonomy. Changes to GID’s mission have been mentioned before but have not resulted 

in significant changes in the institution’s mission.  

 
44 Nidhal Mansour, “المخابرات.. من ‘حكومة الظل’ إلى الظل.” Al-Hurra, 25 Feb. 2021, 

https://www.alhurra.com/different-angle/2021/02/25المخابرات-حكومة-الظل -الظل/ . 
45 Discussion on reform efforts under Chatham House rules, March 2021.  
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2.4.3      Explaining Variation: Linkages and Institutionalization  

When an institution has a high level of institutional autonomy, it usually has 

strong ties, or linkages, to groups that can protect it or give it a strong base of support. 

These connections can be horizontal and cross-institutional, such as those between the 

GID and the JAF or the GID and the Jordanian Judiciary. On the other hand, there may 

be links between the GID and different stakeholders, such as East Bank communities, or 

between the GID and outside patrons, such as the US government or parts of it like the 

CIA. Institutions with a high degree of institutionalization are typically more difficult for 

autocrats to bend, control, or manipulate. Institutions can become more institutionalized 

by developing greater degrees of adaptability, coherence, hierarchy, and complexity.46  

The empirical chapters of this dissertation are set up by theme and will focus on 

the social, institutional, and economic factors that affect the GID's institutional 

autonomy. With each of these themes as a lens, I will look at changes in internal and 

mission autonomy shaped by linkages and institutionalization. For instance, in the social 

factors chapter, I will highlight the widespread assumption of omnipresence that 

surrounds the institution as a reflection of the breadth of its extensive horizontal and 

vertical links. I aim to provide illustrations of shifts in the institution’s linkages and 

institutionalization within these themes. But it's important to note that even though both 

are equally important, changes in linkages may be more apparent in some chapters, and 

changes in the degree of institutionalization may be clearer in others. The attention given 

to any linkages or institutionalization in any given chapter is not a reflection of the 

relative weight or importance of either. Instead, it is much more likely that it reflects the 

 
46 Brown et al., Chapter 2, 12-14. 
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availability of evidence to illustrate either. It is also important to note that linkages and 

institutionalization may often go hand in hand.  

2.5      Social Factors, Institutional Factors, Economic factors 

Why these factors, and why in this order? Using the growing body of research on 

institutional autonomy and focusing on its sources, connections, and institutionalization, I 

set up the empirical analysis around three themes to examine the institutional, social, and 

economic factors that affect institutional autonomy. By focusing on these three central 

factors, I aim to paint a holistic picture of the processes and mechanisms underlying the 

mukhabarat’s institutional autonomy and discuss how each factor allows intelligence 

institutions to develop strong linkages and become more institutionalized, therefore 

making it harder for the dictator to bend, manipulate, and control them. The empirical 

chapters are specifically sequenced to build on one another.  

2.5.1 Institutional Factors 

In the first empirical chapter, I draw out an institutional map, situating the GID 

within the constellation of institutions and bodies that comprise the Jordanian 

government. I focus on institutional factors, referring to these relationships between the 

GID and other institutions within the Jordanian state, to highlight potential sources of 

institutional development and autonomy. These relationships are what allow the GID to 

expand its reach and further entrench itself within the Jordanian state. To illustrate this 

entrenchment, I will situate the mukhabarat vis-a-vis other elements of the Jordanian state 

and monarchy by focusing on the executive, judiciary, legislature, within Jordanian law, 

and the rest of the armed forces. As an extension of this discussion, I will highlight the 
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“legal” parameters of the GID’s authority and illustrate how they actually exercise 

authority over other areas beyond their intended purview in practice. 

This chapter answers two broad questions: How is the GID supposed to relate to 

and interact with other institutions vs. how does it really? How do its relations with other 

institutions further underpin and deepen its autonomy? In other words, to what extent 

does the GID take on the responsibilities of other state institutions, or to what degree does 

it embed itself within them? In this chapter, I delve deeper into its linkages by 

illuminating the institution’s connections to every part of the state apparatus and its 

relationships to other elements of the coercive apparatus. Relatedly, I explore the GID’s 

institutionalization by explaining how it has become more deeply embedded in 

bureaucratic practices over time, especially those that theoretically fall beyond its 

purview.  

2.5.2 Social Factors 

In the second empirical chapter, I explore the underlying social factors that allow 

the mukhabarat to develop institutional autonomy in the first place. I consider the 

mukhabarat’s reputation a key factor in allowing it to exercise its institutional autonomy. 

In the first empirical chapter, I explain how these social factors and how they establish 

linkages and foster institutionalization are necessary preconditions for intelligence 

services to establish, accrue, and exercise autonomy. The social factors argument flows in 

three parts, and these three parts are mutually constitutive. The first is that given the 

nature of the organization and its work, much of its activities are covert and details of 

what it does and how it does it are unknown to the broader public. Rumors and 

mythmaking abound where information is incomplete. Thus, the second part of the 
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argument states that it is the lack of transparency under authoritarianism and the 

surrounding intelligence services that allow rumors to flourish and gain resonance 

amongst the public, particularly because verifying them is difficult, if not impossible. 

Finally, despite a fearsome reputation, the GID is often showered with bountiful praise 

for its prowess by the monarchy and its supporters within and beyond the country.  

The GID’s image reflects a duality in which it is both feared and revered, further 

shrouding it in mystery. These social factors are the foundation that underlies the 

institution’s ability to develop and strengthen its autonomy. If it is feared, this makes it 

difficult to exercise oversight, infringe on its internal decision-making activities, or 

curtail its ability to exercise influence in policymaking. If it is revered, it makes oversight 

appear non-essential. Interference is prevented by not necessitating it. An institution that 

can be trusted to govern itself and be involved in governance will continue to do just that.  

By connecting it to the larger literature on institutional autonomy under 

authoritarianism, it shows that institutional autonomy can be gained through linkages and 

institutionalization. The social factors outlined above enable the establishment of 

linkages through the assumption of omnipresence. Whether or not the mukhabarat has 

established connections to every element of the Jordanian state and other supportive 

constituencies does not necessarily matter. If these linkages are real, this only helps the 

institution become more autonomous, but the perception that these linkages exist and are 

unavoidable is also essential. Similarly, the assumption of omnipresence helps promote 

the mukhabarat’s institutionalization by allowing it to appear impenetrable and 

ungovernable, whether it is or is not.   
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2.5.3 Economic Factors  

 In this chapter, I explore the economic forces driving the institutional autonomy 

of the GID. I argue that the GID’s privileged relationship with the United States and the 

CIA allows the GID to lobby and racketeer for greater institutional autonomy. Greater 

financial independence from other elements of the Jordanian state allows the GID to 

further develop and exercise its institutional autonomy in a country characterized by 

scarcity and austerity. The mukhabarat can maintain and perpetuate its access to 

resources in three ways: by capitalizing on global trends toward hyper securitization, 

maintaining reserved domains that allow them to evade financial oversight, and through 

privileged financial relationships with external patrons.  

By focusing on the mukhabarat’s access to resources, I can explore its linkages 

and institutionalization. The GID can forge independent financial linkages through rent-

seeking as a means of building relationships with donors. In turn, their role in the security 

industrial complex helps them become even more important to the economy. Through its 

reserve domains, the GID can leverage its independent financial relationships to exercise 

more internal control over its finances. In a country with few resources and a government 

that relies heavily on foreign aid, being able to bring in and manage resources can help 

institutions become more independent. 

2.6 Alternative explanations 

If I find that the GID has experienced substantive changes in its internal or 

mission autonomy due to its linkages and institutionalization, this will support my 

argument. However, finding evidence that undeniably rules out any alternative 

explanations will be difficult. In general, the arguments that would directly contradict my 
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theory would be those based on the regime's interests and claim that the “dictator's 

dilemma” is the driving force behind any changes in the GID's mission and operations. In 

other words, any shifts in the organization’s mission or design, or lack thereof, when 

promised, are a function of the monarchy’s intent as well. By engaging in multivocal 

signaling, the monarchy can say one thing to appease one constituency while doing 

another to appease a different one.47 In this case, promises of reform are cheap talk and 

were never meant to be fulfilled.  

Another significant challenge to my theory is that the distinction between the 

intelligence services and the monarchy is difficult to delineate. Contrary to other 

institutions, such as the judiciary or legislatures, the line between regime and intelligence 

institutions is harder to draw. In the Jordanian context, the regime is generally thought of 

as the monarchy specifically, the King, his royal court, and trusted advisors. Some might 

argue that the mukhabarat is naturally a part of this constellation of authority. For that 

reason, I specifically discuss the relationship between intelligence institutions and the 

Royal Hashemite Court, which I will refer to as “the monarchy”. In doing so, I attempt to 

problematize the relationship between the crown and its presumed loyal guardians.  

My aim is to encourage scholars interested in intelligence services rethink their 

approach and shift away from the tendency to automatically assume that the way these 

institutions look, what they do, and how they do it is a function of dictators’ strategic 

goals or interests. My goal is not to suggest that dictators are entirely powerless to the 
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whims of their intelligence services and play no role in determining how these 

institutions are involved in governance and govern themselves. It may be true that 

authority does strictly operate in a top-down manner, but allowing ourselves to entertain 

the possibility that institutions can be more autonomous than we might think also opens 

the opportunity to draw distinctions across intelligence institutions and other coercive 

institutions as well. For example, are Jordan’s intelligence services more autonomous 

than Iraq’s? Is the GID more autonomous than the JAF? The question is not, does the 

monarchy have a say in how their intelligence services operate? But rather, how much 

does the intelligence services have a say in its operations? Where does this ability to 

weigh in come from? 

2.7      Evaluating These Claims 

Throughout my analysis of the General Intelligence Directorate, I focus on the 

institution's origins, evolution, and interactions with other political actors in its periphery 

across time and issue areas. Before I dig into the case, I outline why I focus on Jordan 

and the General Intelligence Directorate. Then, I address the methodological challenges I 

encountered in studying the intelligence services and how that shapes my assertions. I 

describe my fieldwork and how it led me to the questions I explore. I conclude this 

chapter with an acknowledgement of the limitations of my study.  

2.7.1 Case Selection: Why Jordan? 

I focus on Jordan largely for practical reasons as a case where I can begin to probe 

and unpack the questions I am interested in and build a study that serves as a point of 

departure for this research agenda. I am most familiar with the Jordanian case and the 

Jordanian dialect. On top of my knowledge and experience with the case, the strong ties 
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between the United States and Jordan also make the case more accessible. My ability to 

ask questions and be privy to people’s reflections on the mukhabarat reflects my 

positionality as an American living in Jordan. Relative to most other countries in the 

region, Jordan is more open to me as an American researcher. Additionally, due to further 

travel limitations brought on by the pandemic, the strong ties between Washington and 

Amman were an additional benefit that allowed me to explore the Jordanian case at 

home, in Washington, DC, when I could not return to Jordan.  

I came to ponder the role of intelligence services in politics because of my 

experience living in Jordan. The role of the mukhabarat in day-to-day life was 

emphasized in discussions I had as if it were an open secret. Analyses and commentary 

on the country reflect this understanding and often mention the intelligence services as 

bulwarks to reform, key stakeholders, elephants in the room, and so on. Despite this, 

there have not been, to my knowledge, many attempts to understand why and how they 

have come to occupy so much political space. The only piece that has taken related issues 

to task is Pete Moore’s (2019) article on the political and economic history of the GID.48 

If it is true that intelligence services play such an outsized and cumbersome role in 

politics, then this warrants further examination to unpack how this is even possible. 

Though not explicitly a study of the GID, Yom (2014) describes the Jordanian political 

system as “duopoly of power held by the palace and the General Intelligence 

Directorate”.49 This also means that, as a duopoly, the GID and the monarchy are thought 

to be two equally powerful and opposing poles sharing power and balancing against one 

another. My study is focused on Jordan because it was motivated by my desire to 
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understand how this arrangement came to be. How did Jordan arrive to a point where an 

incredibly powerful intelligence service, originally intended to safeguard the monarchy, 

could grow to become its own counter-vailing center of power? 

My deeper knowledge of the Jordanian case is what led me to pose questions 

related to intelligence services and their institutional autonomy in the first place, but a 

cursory overview of intelligence services in other countries suggest that questions of 

intelligence services’ institutional autonomy warrant deeper exploration. In examining 

the GID, I came to find that others likely echo the characteristics and political dynamics 

reflected in this case. In fact, I anticipate that other “duopolies” between leaders and their 

intelligence services are likely much more common than we might otherwise think. Still, 

you would not know that this is a possibility based on the existing literature that 

maintains this relationship is inherently hierarchical.  

One notable example of this phenomenon is that of the KGB in the Soviet Union.  

Like the Jordanian GID, the Soviet KGB was often referred to as “a state within a 

state”.50 In The KGB: Police and Politics in the Soviet Union, Amy Knight illustrates 

how the level of operational autonomy enjoyed by the security police in the Soviet Union 

surpassed that of other agencies, and its official functions exhibited variability contingent 

upon political circumstances.51 According to Knight, the KGB possessed a robust 

corporate identity and its own vested interests, with a highly cultivated esprit de corps 

and a keen awareness of its public image as a moral authority and benign institution, 
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rather than repressive police force purely carrying out the Communist Party's violent 

bidding.52   

In addition to the KGB during the Soviet Union, there have been other cases of 

intelligence agencies demonstrating features that indicate high degrees of institutional 

autonomy. As noted above, the Romanian Securitate, Pakistani intelligence service (ISA), 

and the Tunisian mukhabarat are notable cases of highly autonomous intelligence 

services, as they are examples of intelligence institutions that have proved resilient to 

change, even in the face of regime transitions. If we were to delineate a spectrum of 

institutional autonomy across intelligence agencies, where completely dependent 

intelligence agencies are on one end and completely autonomous ones are on the other, 

we might find that the GID is reflective of an “average” or most-likely case. Naturally, 

without a more detailed examination of other intelligence services, it is impossible to 

know whether Jordan is or is not an outlier. In sum, if we were to explore these cases 

further, we would likely find that there are also cases of autonomous intelligence 

institutions reflecting similar characteristics to those of the Jordanian GID within their 

own political systems.  

In future iterations of this project, I hope to expand my analysis to these cases, as 

they are perhaps instances of cases where we can peer inside the “black box” that is the 

intelligence services thanks to openings created by political transformations or systems 

with, comparatively, more transparency in their records like the U.S. Compared to these 

cases, Jordan is comparatively more difficult to study, as the intelligence institution still 

coexists with the monarchy. Without significant political openings or regime change, it is 
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difficult to get the same degree of insight into to the GID that we might get in some of 

these other cases, thanks to the increased availability of data from now-defunct regimes, 

transparency laws, or the benefit of hindsight.  

2.7.2      Methodological Challenges  

It is difficult to establish causality in any case, but even more so with sensitive 

topics. Engaging with sensitive topics is challenging in and of itself. The difficulty is 

compounded when information surrounding the phenomenon of interest is missing by 

design, as is the case with the inner workings of intelligence services and their activities.  

In studying the mukhabarat, it’s improbable that I will ever be able to gain insights into 

the organization’s innerworkings and the extent of its activities. Therefore, at this point, 

my aim is not necessarily to identify the “smoking gun.” Instead, I aim to explain that 

although the “smoking gun” is missing and we may never find it, we can still attempt to 

derive critical insights from the crime scene and the weapon’s absence. It is possible to 

attempt to gain as much leverage as you can by trying to understand the rest of the scene 

and unpacking things in its periphery.  

The evidence we have to prove the GID’s institutional autonomy is incomplete, 

and that is not by accident. Intelligence organizations, like the GID, are often given 

blanket permission to misrepresent. We expect not to know much about what they do, 

and we let them be clandestine by design. This dissertation also generates opportunities to 

understand the consequences of missingness in political science, from the data-generating 

process to the analysis of this data. How do we engage in qualitative process tracing 

when significant gaps exist in the processes we aim to understand? Qualitative process 

tracing presents unique challenges because, unlike observations in a dataset, you cannot 
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rely on imputation methods such as taking the average score of variables across several 

cases like quantitative researchers often do. Although missing data generates challenges 

to inference in quantitative research, the inability to construct causal inference carries 

more severe consequences for causal inference in qualitative research.53  

In the case of the GID, just because it is difficult to observe these processes does 

not mean we should act as if they do not exist. The difficulty in studying the institution 

and others like it is essentially why the role of intelligence services in politics is assumed 

away or understudied.54 “Scholars may choose to avoid researching these topics or cases 

altogether, in an attempt to prevent “disconfirmatory” bias”.55 The absence of these 

studies can present its own challenges to inference, as rendering the organizations like the 

GID invisible in our studies is akin to eliminating its role in politics.  

 By exploring the factors that drive the variation in the GID’s institutional 

autonomy, I hope to also cast as much light as possible on an institution that is allowed to 

and benefits greatly from existing in the shadows. As Pete Moore, the author of one of 

the few published pieces examining the GID, states, “breaking new ground sometimes 

requires looking where the light does not shine”.56 To overcome the missing data problem 

inherent to the study of the GID’s institutional autonomy, I will highlight the data-

generating process and contextualize my inferences. Where primary data is unavailable, I 

will rely on whatever secondhand sources are publicly available to support my argument. 

Although I am limited in my ability to provide direct links between the factors I explore 
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in my dissertation (social, institutional, and economic), I can thoroughly contextualize the 

data I do have to provide as much support as I can for my assertions. 

2.7.3 Fieldwork 

To investigate this phenomenon, I primarily employ ethnographic field research, 

qualitative interviews, media and newspaper sources, and secondary sources to construct 

a case study of the Jordanian General Intelligence Directorate. I spent approximately 12 

months in Jordan, predominantly in Amman and Irbid as a Boren Fellow from August 

2018- August 2019. It is worth noting that at the time that I was in the field, I believed I 

was studying the counter-terrorism policymaking processes and enforcement in Jordan. I 

spent much of the time that I was in Jordan developing a plan to explain the variation in 

enforcement patterns and how different actors interacted with one another in the 

counterterrorism space.  

As I did preliminary research for my dissertation, speaking to Jordanians and 

Western expatriates who lived and worked in Amman, my focus began to shift. I started 

to notice mentions of the mukhabarat more and more frequently in the conversations I 

had. Everyone I talked to working in the counterterrorism and preventing violent 

extremism spaces, from former government officials to foreign non-profit workers, all 

bemoaned the outsized role of the GID in this space. Their concerns about the ubiquity of 

the mukhabarat extended to areas beyond security and seemed to be all-encompassing. 

The mukhabarat was everywhere, they didn’t just present challenges for working in 

security-oriented spaces but also in all forms of politics and public life. This is when I 

shifted my attention to focusing on the institution itself and trying to understand how it 

became the elephant in every room, so to speak.  
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It was too late when I finally realized that the questions, I am posing now were 

the ones I meant to investigate. I left Jordan in August 2019 and intended to return as 

soon as possible. I had planned on returning in February 2020, but due to the COVID-19 

pandemic and other complicating factors, I did not have the time, resources, and ability to 

return and conduct interviews and further ethnographic fieldwork to advance this project. 

Even if my plans had not been interrupted, I am not convinced I would have been able to 

engage with this topic and pose my questions in a way that could keep me and any 

interlocutors I engaged with safe. Due to the sensitivity of the topic at hand, I have spent 

a long time concerned that I would need more empirical grounding to make the claims I 

aim to make and provide satisfying questions to the answers I pose. 

2.8 Conclusion:  

I am cognizant that this dissertation is not necessarily generalizable given my 

approach and recognize that my case study is but a humble contribution to much broader 

debates about intelligence services in authoritarian politics. Throughout the course of the 

dissertation, I will be transparent about what I do and do not know, I will frankly and 

clearly outline gaps in my knowledge and discuss potential avenues for filling those gaps. 

While most scholars envision their work as filling a gap in their field, I have set out to 

place caution tape around the gaps in mine. It was through attempting to fill a gap in this 

literature that I came to better understand why that gap exists in the first place. 

Intelligence services are often misunderstood because we often do not seek to understand 

them and when we do, we are severely limited in our ability to probe further given the 

subject matter.  
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Pitfalls and shortcomings considered; I envision this dissertation as a first step in 

unpacking the black box that is the mukhabarat in Arab politics. No matter how clumsy 

or small, it is a step in that direction. Ultimately, my goal is to produce a detailed account 

of the organization’s development to begin raising questions about the role of intelligence 

services in political life. To that end, this dissertation aims to identify critical junctures 

and moments of change, elaborating on the processes underlying these changes to the 

extent they are possible. Future iterations or extensions of this project will aim to provide 

more detail, probe questions further, incorporate comparable cases, and build and test 

hypotheses to continue theorizing on the institutional autonomy of intelligence services.  
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3 Chapter 3: Institutional Factors 

3.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I employ the theoretical framework outlined in the previous 

chapter to explore the institutional factors underlying the GID’s institutional autonomy. 

Institutional factors, in this case, refer to the various constellations of relationships 

between the GID and other institutions within the Jordanian state. These relationships are 

what allow the GID to expand its reach and further entrench itself within the Jordanian 

state. To illustrate this entrenchment, I will situate the mukhabarat vis-a-vis other 

elements of the Jordanian state and monarchy by focusing on the executive, judiciary, 

legislature, within Jordanian law, and the rest of the armed forces. As an extension of this 

discussion, I will highlight the legal parameters of the GID’s authority and illustrate how 

they actually exercise authority over other areas beyond their intended purview in 

practice. 

This chapter answers two broad questions: How is the GID supposed to relate to 

and interact with other institutions vs. how does it really? How do its relations with other 

institutions further underpin and deepen its autonomy? In this chapter, I delve deeper into 

its linkages by illuminating the institution’s connections to every part of the state 

apparatus and its relationships to other elements of the coercive apparatus. Relatedly, I 

explore the GID’s institutionalization by explaining how it has become more formally 

embedded in bureaucratic practices, especially those that theoretically fall beyond its 

originally stated purview.  
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3.2 Context: Intelligence Institutions before the GID 

3.2.1 Jordanian Intelligence under King Abdullah I 

 In exploring these relationships, I provide some historical background and the 

GID’s legal underpinnings to contextualize the GID’s origins and establishment. Because 

of how the GID came to be, I begin by outlining its relationships with the rest of the 

security services and the country’s legal infrastructure before moving on to its other 

relationships, such as its relationship with the legislature, state bureaucracy, and the 

executive. Although the GID was not formally established until 1964, Jordanian 

Intelligence dates to the reign of King Abdullah I, who ruled from 1921-1951. 

To protect Jordan’s first monarch and the Hashemite monarchy, the British helped 

create the Arab Legion in 1920. The Arab Legion was largely commanded, partially 

staffed, and funded by the British. King Abdullah I’s first intelligence services were 

created and developed to counter threats from monarchy opponents, especially largely 

Palestinian elements seeking to undermine the Hashemite monarchy in the 1930s.57 The 

first intelligence unit was formed by the Arab Legion shortly after the outbreak of WWII 

in 1939. The unit was small and comprised of British Officers who had served in the 

Arab Legion with a small number of Bedouin supporters.  

As a result of the British withdrawal from Palestine in 1948, there were concerted 

efforts to prepare Jordanian Intelligence to become independent from British Intelligence 

as it had been from its establishment until that point. The British military assisted in 

developing and organizing Jordanian intelligence according to the British model, 

 
57 Ronen Yitzhak, "Jordanian Intelligence Under the Rule of King Abdullah I (1921–1951)," International 

Journal of Intelligence and Counterintelligence 23, no. 4 (2010): 647-662.  
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facilitating future cooperation and maintaining strong Anglo-Jordanian ties.58 The war 

immediately following the departure of the British forced Jordanian intelligence to grow 

and professionalize rapidly to effectively carry out their counterintelligence operations 

against the Israelis during the war. These capabilities were developed further in the 1950s 

to respond to Palestinian and Arab opposition following Jordan’s annexation of the West 

Bank.59  

According to Jordanian military intelligence at the time, in spite of the king’s 

assassination, they were able to thwart the conspirator’s broader plan to overthrow the 

Hashemite kingdom altogether.60 It is important to note that the assassination of King 

Abdullah I was not an intelligence failure on behalf of Jordanian Intelligence but rather 

the late monarch’s refusal to heed multiple warnings urging him not to travel to 

Jerusalem.61 The formation and development of Jordanian Intelligence during Abdullah’s 

tenure set the stage for the eventual establishment of the GID under King Hussein Bin 

Talal because of the strong ties to western intelligence fostered during this period.  

The establishment of military intelligence is an important precursor for the 

eventual establishment of the GID for two reasons: First, military intelligence sets a 

strong precedent for Western involvement in building up Jordanian security institutions. 

Second, the GID, as an internal intelligence service, is established because of the military 

intelligence’s limitations in carrying out monarchy-maintenance functions during the 

tumultuous 50s and 60s. Initially, the GID was intended to counterbalance the military, 

but this also allowed military intelligence to refocus its mission toward external defense. 

 
58 Yitzhak 2010, 650. 
59 Yitzhak 2010, 654. 
60 Yitzhak 2010, 658. 
61 Yitzhak 2010, 659. 
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This is especially important during the first half of Hussein’s rule because he was in and 

out of wars within the broader context of the Arab-Israeli conflict, and the kingdom faced 

threats and pressure on all fronts. Military intelligence had to refocus to concentrate on 

external security matters brought on by the war efforts and the spillover of regional 

conflicts necessitated the establishment of an internal security service. 

Arab nationalism within his armed services is what prompted Hussein to create 

his small, intelligence network of informants to weed out potential coup plots and 

mutinies coming from within his armed forces. Given American interests in ensuring the 

monarchy’s survival, the CIA contributed and financed the growth and development of 

this internal intelligence service. The Anglo-Jordanian and American-Jordanian ties have 

already been long essential for all parties, but they become especially important for 

establishing one of the GID’s most essential linkages.  

3.2.2 Laying the Foundation for the GID: King Hussein ibn Talal in the 50s & 60s 

 King Hussein ibn Talal formally ascended to the throne in 1953 at the age of 17, 

two years after his grandfather’s death in 1951.62 Early in his reign, King Hussein served 

as his own intelligence chief and ran an informal network of internal intelligence 

operations comprised of hand-selected military officers from the JAF. He established this 

small network as a response to the multiple threats and alleged coup attempts that he 

faced as a function of the region’s tumultuous politics of the 1950s and 60s. Among these 

threats, the 1957 alleged Zarqa coup attempt stands out as the most notable. King Hussein 

and his allies were engaged in a political rivalry with pan-Arab nationalist forces in the 

 
62 Hussein’s Father Talal bin Abdullah ascends to the throne in the aftermath of Abdullah I’s death, yet he 

was only king for a year before parliament made him abdicate due to his health. A royal counsel 

temporarily served as custodians of the Hashemite throne until Hussein came of age.  
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government of Prime Minister Suleiman al-Nabulsi.63 This rivalry culminated in an 

alleged coup attempt by a pan-Arab faction at the military base in Zarqa. Many of the 

alleged conspirators, including al-Nabulsi, were given unusually light sentences and were 

able to reintegrate into Jordanian politics following the failure of the plot. This, combined 

with the lack of evidence of a plot, contributed to widespread skepticism regarding the 

event's veracity. Some have suggested that Hussein fabricated the coup attempt and any 

references to this event are described as “alleged” as a result.64 

The kingdom did not have a formal internal intelligence service during that time. 

The only formally established intelligence institution within the country was military 

intelligence, which largely focused on external threats from neighboring countries and 

war-related intelligence gathering. After Abdullah's cousin and monarch of Iraq, King 

Faisal, was deposed in July 1958, similarly ambiguous coup plots were allegedly 

uncovered in 1958 and 1959.65 The uncovering of these plots resulted in the complete 

purge of alleged pan-Arab nationalists from the military.66 King Hussein’s informal 

network of trusted JAF officers were responsible for interrogating alleged conspirators 

and supporters and purging the military of oppositional forces. The events surrounding 
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65 Lawrence Tal, “Britain and the Jordan Crisis of 1958,” Middle Eastern Studies 31, no. 1 (1995): 39–57. 
66 Lawrence Tal, "Radicals versus Royalists," Politics, the Military and National Security in Jordan, 1955–

1967, 38-53. 
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these alleged coup attempts lay the foundation for what would eventually become the 

GID.  

As the well of British funding began to dry in the late 1950s, King Hussein looked 

to court the United States as a patron to secure a steady flow of aid. The shift toward 

American aid is significant for establishing what would eventually become the GID. The 

directorate is a function of King Hussein’s approach to his internal security threats at the 

time and his special relationship with the CIA. In the late 1950s, the CIA’s presence in 

the country was thin. It consisted of two field officers, one of whom was Jack 

O’Connell.67 O’Connell is especially notable, as he is known for having been one of the 

king’s closest friends and counselors. It is said that he “established a closer personal 

relationship with King Hussein than any other foreigner before or since”.68  

In 1958, on his first meeting with King Hussein, Jack O’Connell asked to meet 

with the King’s intelligence chief to which the King replied, “you’re looking at him”.69 

When O’Connell became the Amman field office director, the CIA and King Hussein 

continued to lay the foundation for what would eventually become the GID. A former 

CIA field officer and U.S. Embassy consul named Johnny Dayton, had been in regular 

contact with the king and “who began the practice of bringing 5,000 Jordanian dinars in a 

sealed manila envelope with him to regular monthly meetings with the king”.70 The 

money was meant to be distributed in cash payments to the officers that comprised 

Hussein’s personal intelligence network. These cash transfers came to be known as 

 
67 Nigel J. Ashton,  “For King and Country: Jack O’Connell, the CIA, and the Arab-Israeli Conflict, 1963-

71,” Diplomatic History 36, no. 5 (2012): 881–910.  
68 Ashton 2012, 881.  
69 Ashton 2012, 884.  
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“operation no beef” and as King Hussein received financing from the CIA, the internal 

intelligence services were able to both establish a crucial, long-lasting linkage to 

American intelligence and become more institutionalized.71 

Eventually, over the course of a few years, the king’s small and personally run 

intelligence network grew, was developed, and institutionalized into a formal intelligence 

institution in the 60s. An operating budget and direct contact with the CIA meant that the 

small network could expand and take steps toward becoming a formal entity. What is 

now known as the GID was established by legal decree in 1964 and Mohammad Rasoul 

Al-Kilani, a JAF lawyer known for his role in interrogating coup plotters in 1957, was 

appointed as the institution’s first director. Though the GID was not officially established 

until 1964, the preceding decade demonstrates the gradual process of institutionalization. 

The appointment of a separate director/ intelligence chief who was not the king himself 

and establishment of a formal institution inaugurated by law lays the foundation for 

future institutional autonomy.  

Growing from a small network directly managed by the king to an institution with 

a complex and hierarchical structure is illustrative of significant developments in the 

GID’s institutionalization. Though the GID is constitutionally mandated to protect the 

Hashemite monarchy above all else, the country’s internal intelligence service was no 

longer organized, directed, and paid in cash by the king himself. The GID formally 

became a separate institution with and internal governing structure featuring a director, 

deputy director, and so on. At its inception, the GID was largely established to serve as a 

 
71 Bob Woodward, “CIA Paid Millions to Jordan’s King Hussein.” The Washington Post, February 18, 

1977, https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1977/02/18/cia-paid-millions-to-jordans-king-
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counterweight to the JAF given the threats that King Hussein faced from elements within 

his own army.  With an expanded institutional infrastructure came opportunities to 

establish new linkages, pursue further institutionalization, and expand the scope of its 

mission. 

3.3 Growing Up and Apart: The GID, the JAF, and Black September 

At its inception, the GID was largely established to serve as a counterweight to 

the JAF given the threats that King Hussein faced from elements within his own army. 

When the GID is formally established in the early 1960s, it is still institutionally close to 

the JAF. The military backgrounds of the GID's first directors illustrate the close 

association between the JAF and the GID in the latter’s early years. Mahmoud Rasoul Al-

Kilani, Mudar Badran, and Nathir Rasheed were all former officers in the Jordanian 

Army. It is not until 1974, 10 years after its official founding, that the GID has its first 

career GID officer with no JAF background, serve as director Ahmed Obeidat.72 Black 

September, the civil war in 1970 between the Jordan and Palestinian fighters known as 

the fedayeen, was a crucial time of growth for the GID and this period is ultimately 

creates greater separation between the GID and JAF.  

When the GID was first established, it was intended to operate as a distinct but 

connected entity to the JAF, and up until the 1970s, these services remained connected 

under the broader umbrella of the country’s security institutions. It is during the civil war 

and after, however, that their missions begin to shift and diverge from one another. Due 

to the GID’s active involvement in post-civil war social engineering throughout the 

course of the 1970s, the distinction between it and the JAF becomes much starker. The 

 
72 Moore 2019, 251. 
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GID was actively involved in working to purge the fedayeen and their sympathizers from 

the Jordanian state and security sector.73 The army was not entrusted with this task 

because, at this point, they had expressed grievances of feeling overworked and 

underpaid, suggesting that had they been given the additional task of internal policing, 

they might have been stretched far too thin, leading to even more discontent amongst the 

armed forces.74  

Through the practice of purging Palestinians from the public sector, the GID was 

able to shift away from solely serving its initial coup-proofing purpose to becoming a 

critical arbiter in the restructuring and reconstruction of the Jordanian state after the civil 

war. Although some argue that the JAF and the GID are still one and the same, united by 

a shared mission of protecting the Hashemite monarchy, they ultimately came to carry 

out different functions. The GID and JAF still work together at times, especially 

regarding operations abroad and issues related to national security, like counter-terrorism 

campaigns. Ultimately, they are separate entities with different focuses, with the GID’s 

mission becoming far more focused on internal policing than that of the JAF.  

3.4 The GID within the Jordanian “Security Apparatus” 

 Though significant to Jordanian history and politics, the GID and JAF are not the 

country’s only relevant security institutions. The Jordanian security apparatus comprises 

the JAF, the Public Security Directorate (including the Gendarmerie or Darak as of 

2019), and the GID. The aforementioned institutions also have their respective 

subdivisions, including their special forces. The Ministry of Interior (MOI) oversees the 

PSD, and the Ministry of Defense (MOD) oversees the JAF and veterans’ affairs. The 
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GID, on the other hand, is not housed under any specific state ministry but could be 

considered part of the Royal Hashemite Court.  

It can be challenging to parse the distinctions between the various entities 

comprising the Jordanian security apparatus and the nuances of which institution does 

what. This is because these various services are often referred to as a collective, or “the 

security services,” in the political science literature, policy, and the media. Although the 

general inattention to the distinctions across these different institutions can be 

obfuscating, grouping them is also a function of the fact that they genuinely work 

together often and share the overarching mandate of maintaining security and protecting 

the regime.  

The relationship that the GID has with other elements of the security apparatus is 

partially what sets the GID apart. The GID plays a crucial role in exercising oversight 

over its counterparts within the security services and works to keep other institutions in 

check. This dynamic that is not repeated in the other direction meaning that institutions 

like the JAF or PSD are not tasked with overseeing or managing the GID. The GID has 

been instrumental in restructuring both the GID and JAF and has been responsible for 

conducting investigations of issues within these organizations and orchestrating 

organizational leadership changes.75  The GID’s involvement in the affairs of other 

security counterparts implies hierarchy among these institutions where the GID sits 

clearly above the rest.  

By focusing on the GID, the intention is not to say that other elements of the 

security apparatus, such as the JAF, are not political actors in their own right: they 

 
75 Intelligence Online, “SECURITY SHAKE-UP”.  
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certainly are or have the capacity to be. The JAF is an excellent case of this, given its 

history and its relationship to specific constituencies within the country, like powerful 

East Bank communities.76 The Hirak, an opposition movement that took off within the 
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context of the Arab Spring in 2011, can trace its roots back to a revolt by military 

veterans in the spring of 2010.77  

Despite their shared overarching mandates, the distinctions between these forces 

matter because not all these institutions function in the same way, nor do they possess 

identical positionalities. In other words, because these different institutions work 

differently and do different things, they also relate to the monarchy, the state, and the 

Jordanian public, in distinct ways. Not to mention, not all the constituent parts of the 

Jordanian security apparatus possess the same political influence and importance as the 

GID. The distinctions across security services could arguably be a function of differing 

degrees of institutional autonomy. Some of these institutions likely have fewer linkages 

or are less institutionalized than the GID; thus, these elements of the security apparatus 

are less autonomous and less able to exert influence. It is because of how the GID has 

become institutionalized and the linkages that it has established that it has been able to 

accrue and exercise autonomy greater degrees of autonomy than its peer institutions 

within the security apparatus.  

3.5 Relationship to the Judiciary and Jordanian Legal Infrastructure 

3.5.1 Legal Underpinnings: From Establishment to Enforcement 

The legal establishment of the GID is an important moment in the GID’s 

development. As discussed in the previous section, it is a hallmark moment in illustrating 

the GID’s nascent institutional autonomy as the intelligence service goes from being an 

informal network of a handful of army officers to a full institution with an internal 

governing structure and growing mission. In addition to signaling an important shift in 
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the GID’s operations, the legal underpinnings of the GID also give us an opportunity to 

observe how its institutional autonomy has grown since its formal establishment in 1964. 

The legal infrastructure that underpins the institution provides us with a snapshot of what 

the institution was purportedly meant to be, how it was meant to function. The GID law 

gives us some insight on what the institution’s intended mission was which, in turn, 

allows us to observe how this mission has drifted and shifted over time through its 

linkages and further institutionalization. 

3.5.1.1 Law No. 24 of 1964: The GID Law 

 The GID was formally established in accordance with Act 24 of 1964, which 

outlines its duties and responsibilities. According to its founding law, the GID directly 

addresses government ministries and their various departments (article 9b). By law, the 

GID is intended to have a direct connection to every governing organ of the Jordanian 

state, from the bureaucracy and its various ministries (such as the ministry of interior, 

education, foreign affairs, etc.) to the country’s legislature via the Prime minister (article 

2). However, the law does not imply a hierarchy in its relationships to various 

government ministries. When the law was originally established, the GID director was 

appointed by the King in consultation with the Prime Minister. However, the Constitution 

was amended in 2016 to allow the King to appoint various senior positions without the 
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approval of the Prime Minister; among these positions is that of the director of the GID, 

change was justified as part of an effort to “depoliticize” the institution.78 

All members of the GID are officers and non-commissioned officers (NCOs) of 

the Jordanian Armed Forces (JAF) though they operate as separate entities (article 5).79 

The law gives the GID the broad mandate to protect the kingdom from internal and 

external threats. Though the GID recruits from within the JAF and works closely with it 

and other elements of the security apparatus, it is considered its own entity (article 8). 

Presently, the GID openly recruits its members and does not require new recruits to have 

prior military experience.  In its early years, most of its leadership was derived from the 

JAF. For instance, the first GID director, Mohammad Rasoul Kilani, was a former JAF 

lawyer.80 As the institution has grown and matured, some directors have had connections 

to the JAF but generally come from within the ranks of the GID, with most being career 

GID officers. This process of formalization can be understood as institutionalization 

through the construction of hierarchy and coherence. As the GID develops, it becomes an 

institution with a hierarchical, internal governing structure. The institution’s membership 

also becomes more coherent as individuals move through this hierarchy and 

professionalized within it.  

 Most of the articles in the law outline the GID’s procedures and identifies its 

position vis-à-vis other elements of the state. For instance, article 4 outlines the process 

of leadership appointments and articles 3,6,7, and 9 outline matters related to internal 
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governance. Articles 2, 5, 10, 11, 12, and 14 generally describe its intended relationship 

to the Jordanian state bureaucracy, the armed forces, and government officials like the 

Prime Minister. The only part of the GID law that specific outlines the duties of the GID 

is article 8. This article states: 

“The General Intelligence Directorate carries out intelligence missions and 

operations for the security and safety of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan and 

the work and tasks assigned to it by the Prime Minister with written orders. These 

actions and tasks bear the nature of secrecy, and the security forces must assist 

this department in the performance of its tasks”. (Law No. 24 of 1964). 

 

Notably, the law states the GID’s intended mission as broadly and ambiguously as 

possible while also maintaining that its “actions and tasks” be carried out in secrecy. The 

way that the law has been written makes it especially difficult to specifically delimit and 

observe its mission from the outset. Under these circumstances, any drift in its mission 

seems impossible to trace because an institution with an unclear mission from the start 

cannot necessarily be described as having drifted without a concrete point of departure. 

However, looking at the roles and responsibilities that the GID has taken on, that the law 

did not explicitly give it provides an opportunity to examine how the GID has shifted its 

sense of mission over time with the help of crucial linkages.  

3.5.2 The GID and Rule of Law 

By law, the GID does not have the authority to conduct law enforcement 

activities, such as exercising the power to arrest or detain individuals. The GID law does 

not explicitly outline “law enforcement” as one of their duties, and no other law within 

the Jordanian legal code confers the GID with this authority. Article 9 of the Jordanian 

Code of Criminal Procedure delineates the entities with the legal authority to exercise law 

enforcement capabilities. For instance, the PSD is among the outlined entities and 
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therefore has the authority to arrest and detain individuals as part of its duties and 

responsibilities. The GID, however, is not listed under Article 9. All laws that should, in 

theory, grant the GID the legal authority to carry out arrests and detentions do not confer 

the GID with this authority. In fact, the GID only has the legal authority to exercise 

policing powers in the event of crimes committed by GID personnel.81 

The GID has long been known to exercise these authorities and even run its own 

detention center at its headquarters. Despite the absence of written legal authority, the 

GID exercises policing functions. Some courts have upheld this authority, yet this is 

contested.82 For example, when the GID established its Anti-Corruption Directorate, the 

Court of Appeals initially maintained that this department was unlawful because the GID 

is not a law-enforcement agency. However, the Court of Appeals reversed its decision in 

2004, stating that the GID officers are empowered to conduct criminal investigations. The 

judge who issued this ruling stated that the GID is among those listed in Article 9 of the 

Criminal Procedure Code with the authority to exercise law enforcement powers but, it is 

worth noting that the GID is still not actually listed under Article 9.83  

The GID law obligates other institutions to support the GID in their operations, 

but it does not specify that the GID must support other security institutions.84 This means 

that it cannot be said that the law enforcement responsibilities the GID has taken on are 
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an extension of a duty to other policing institutions because this duty, as written in the 

law, is not reciprocal.85  

Why does this matter? It is difficult to assess how far an institution has drifted 

from its intended mission when that mission is vague and broadly defined. By looking at 

law-enforcement activities that the GID takes on, we can observe when the GID actively 

encroaches on the assigned duties of other entities. Other security institutions, such as the 

PSD, are explicitly given the legal authority to engage in law enforcement while the GID 

is not. The linkages that the GID has with the aforementioned security services is part of 

what gives the institution cover in their policing efforts. Though not always the case, 

sometimes entities that have law enforcement capabilities, according to article 9, are 

present when the GID carries out searches and detains individuals.  It appears that in 

some cases, the GID will enlist the help of local law enforcement officials, such as 

village mukhtars or the local police (considered part of the Public Security Directorate), 

in requiring their presence at the time of an arrest.86  

Even when the GID law did not confer the institution with the mission to police, it 

has still adapted its mission to include law enforcement responsibilities. Its ability to 

police, in part, is because of the legal obligation that other police forces have to the GID 

in accordance with the GID law. This is an example of a horizontal linkage that allows 

the GID to shift its mission by transforming its mission. Not to mention, taking on a 

policing role also expands the GID’s internal autonomy through institutionalization. 

Adopting policing responsibilities has allowed the GID to establish its own detention 

centers and manage their policing personnel as they see fit with little oversight. The GID 
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states that interested parties can tour their detention facilities but requests to do so by 

government officials or human rights organizations are often denied.87  

3.5.3 The GID and SSC Relationship  

The GID’s relationship to the State Security Court (SSC) is also another important 

horizontal linkage that allows the GID to take on policing functions and expand the scope 

of its mission, giving it a greater sense of mission autonomy. Although decisions within 

the Court of Appeals have co-signed the GID’s policing powers, the SSC has also been 

especially instrumental in supporting the GID in its operations. This court’s special 

relationship with the GID has enabled the institution to continue serving this law 

enforcement function, especially as it relates to arrests, interrogations, and detention on 

their premises. Established in 1959, the SSC is a quasi-military court made up of both 

civilian and military judges. The SSC adjudicates matters pertaining to national security 

making establishing a linkage between it and the GID a natural step toward pursuing both 

of their purported missions.  

Relative to other courts in the Jordanian judicial system, the SSC is less 

independent of the monarchy and more responsive to the crown’s interests because the 

royally appointed Prime Minister appoints its judges. Additionally, the Prosecutor 

General, who oversees law enforcement and policing matters, is typically a military judge 

derived from the country’s security services.88 The SSC engenders controversy because it 

presides over cases involving civilian defendants and is staffed by former or current 

members of the security services as judges or prosecutors. Additionally, the SSC is a 

descendant of the country’s military court system from when the country was under 
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martial law.89 The strictly military court system was abolished in 1991, yet the military 

primarily administers the SSC.90 Therefore, despite the presence of civilian judges, the 

Court tends to skew toward the military. 

The GID and SSC are intimately linked. Many of the SSC’s key roles, such as the 

Prosecutor General, are often current or former members of the GID.91 The GID is vital 

in all cases brought to the SSC as investigators and interrogators.92 A 2006 Human Rights 

Watch report claims that not only is the SSC prosecutor’s office physically located in the 

GID complex in Amman, but that detainees they interviewed for a report recalled only 

meeting with GID staff until meeting with the prosecutor to be charged. Also, detainees 

claimed that “they were unable with certainty to distinguish between GID officers and 

officers from the prosecutor’s office, since all wear civilian clothes, conduct 

interrogations in a similar fashion, and are located in close proximity.”93 In large part, the 

SSC prosecutor has given the GID the ability to carry out law enforcement functions that 

the law does not give it.94  

 Once the GID is formally established by law, it is formally recognized as an 

official government entity intended to work among other institutions within the Jordanian 

state. Not only does the legal establishment serve as grounds for institutionalization and 

maturation, but the legally given mandate to “secure and protect the Hashemite 
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Kingdom” is what allows the GID to engage in policing. Originally, these practices were 

originally reserved for institutions like the PSD, but through the GID’s relationship with 

these other security service and the State Security Court, the GID can carve out a role for 

itself within the policing apparatus. 

3.6 Relationship to the State and Government Bureaucracy  

3.6.1 Origins of Bureaucratic Involvement 

The ability to police, eventually becomes a bridge by which the GID can cross 

lines beyond its purported roles. Bureaucratic involvement begins because of that 

policing and it becomes an avenue to establish further linkages and become more 

institutionalized in other areas of policy concern beyond policing and security. The GID’s 

involvement in state processes begins in the aftermath of the Jordanian civil war in the 

1970s.  The fedayeen presented an existential threat to the monarchy because it operated 

as a state within a state and therefore, the GID was tasked with aggressively pursuing the 

fedayeen as a matter of national and monarchy security. Because the GID was entrusted 

with the task of purging fedayeen sympathizers (and Palestinians in general) from the 

public sector, they were able to get their initial footing in the state’s bureaucratic 

processes and position themselves as gatekeepers to government services and 

employment.95   

Not only did purging the public sector create new vacancies that the GID could 

choose how the fill, in the decade following the civil war, there was also a rapid 

expansion of employment in the 70s and 80s.96 The concomitant expansion in public 

employment and fear of the return of the fedayeen allowed the GID to embrace a new 
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position as keeper of state goods and services to construct long-lasting patronage 

networks benefitting predominantly East Bank communities.97 The ability to serve as a 

broker creates new linkages to supportive constituencies which later become a deterrent 

from monarchy incursion into the GID’s affairs and make it difficult to reign in the 

institutions’ political involvement. The GID’s new role within the public sector also leads 

to institutionalization because the GID becomes far more complex as it takes on roles and 

responsibilities beyond simple policing and keeping the army in check. In some ways it 

becomes the glue holding the state together, filling in gaps that hollowed out institutions 

leave behind. 

3.6.2 Bureaucratic Reach in Practice 

In addition to benefiting from the spoils of the civil war, the GID maintained its 

position as broker to the state establishing a “kind of parallel authority to public 

administration”, which has lasted and expanding in the several decades since the end of 

the war.98 The aftermath of the civil war opened the door for the GID’s encroachment on 

the state bureaucracy, but its influence expands beyond just employing members of their 

own communities. The GID has been able to assert its dominance over the state 

bureaucracy by institutionalizing and expanding its administrative access.  The practice 

of vetting prospective public sector employees to dispel concerns over split loyalties is 

what likely gave way to the eventual adoption of certificates of good conduct. These 

certificates of good conduct are one of the most tangible ways to observe the extent of the 

GID’s involvement in the state’s bureaucratic processes.  

 
97 Moore 2019, 250. 
98 Moore 2019, 250. 
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Figure 1: This image depicts the online application portal for the certificates of good conduct at 

https://solouk.jordan.gov.jo/  

 

3.6.3 Certificates of Good Conduct 

Certificates of Good Conduct are significant because they are a lens by which we 

can evaluate the GID’s linkages and institutionalization. In order to observe linkages, we 

can examine what processes require these certificates to indicate the centrality of the 

GID’s incursion in the state’s operations. To observe institutionalization, we can examine 

when this practice went from an informal to a formal process with an established 

application process that requires the submission of passport photos and fees. Requiring 

certificates of good conduct for employment, travel, school enrollment, driver's licenses, 

https://solouk.jordan.gov.jo/
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and beyond situates the GID as an arbiter and broker in an individual’s regular 

interactions with the state.  

 

Figure 2: The graphic outlining the process of soliciting a certificate of good conduct on the e-government 

site. 

 

 Certificates of good conduct are issued by the GID to assess the suitability of 

applicants’ behavior. Although the government has posted graphics explaining the 

process of applying for and obtaining the certificate on its websites (figure 2), the metrics 

by which the GID determines “good conduct” is unclear and unknown. According to the 
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GID, they do not explicitly require anybody to get a certificate of good conduct. Still, the 

department issues them because foreign embassies, Arab, and international entities in 

Jordan require them to apply for visas, employment, and educational opportunities.  

 These certificates of good conduct have become so normalized that applying for 

them is considered a standard bureaucratic task. The Jordanian government has moved 

the application online and even disseminated animated videos describing the ease of the 

application process on social media platforms like Facebook.99 Obtaining one of these 

certificates at this point seems mundane and innocuous. However, these certificates and 

the expansion of processes that require them are one of the few mechanisms we have to 

observe the extent of the GID’s bureaucratic reach. As often noted, it is difficult to 

accurately describe the extent of the GID’s involvement in the country’s governance. Yet, 

their presence is often described as overwhelming and overbearing. If it is true that the 

GID has a hand in all that the Jordanian state does, then these certificates of good conduct 

are the closest thing there is if we are to find any fingerprints.  

 The trouble with certificates of good conduct is that it has, thus far, been difficult 

to ascertain when they were first formally instituted. In my search, the furthest I have 

been able to trace them back was the mid-1980s, and even then, it is unclear if the “GID’s 

approval” for employment and travel was indicative of an established bureaucratic 

practice in the form of an application or if the process dates further back and was 

previously more informal. The earliest documented mention of them I could find was in 

relation to the violent protests at Yarmouk University in 1986. During the protests, one of 
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the students’ grievances was the necessity of GID approval for employment.100 In future 

research, I hope to trace the adoption of these certificates further and explore the 

expansion of their use as a prerequisite for various bureaucratic processes.  

 It is worth noting that the list of processes requiring citizens to procure these 

certificates is often expanding. These certificates are most commonly requested in visa 

applications and some public sector job applications. This practice has also expanded to 

private sector employment and has recently expanded to sectors that previously didn’t 

require these certificates. For instance, the municipal government in the Balqaa 

governorate recently instituted a requirement stating that public transit workers must 

acquire and submit certificates of good conduct in October 2022. The local government 

gave current employees a week to obtain these certificates before implementing a 

comprehensive monitoring system to ensure compliance. Those who fail to produce a 

certificate would be subject to legal action.101 

 There are profound implications for individuals who fail to obtain certificates of 

good conduct or whose applications are otherwise denied. Those who have had their 

applications denied have reported difficulty finding and securing employment, both in the 

public and private sector, and the inability to obtain driver’s licenses which have resulted 

in fines and imprisonment for those who choose to take their chances and drive without 

them, the inability to obtain or renew travel documents resulting in difficulty traveling or 

incurring fines, and even homelessness from the lack of available job opportunities. Not 

to mention, these certificates are often used as a mechanism to punish dissent. Dissidents 
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are often, predictably, unable to obtain certificates of good behavior. However, the GID 

has been able to punish the monarchy’s opponents by targeting distant relatives and 

making it such that family members with no history of political involvement cannot 

obtain certificates of good conduct by association and, thus, lose access to educational 

and employment opportunities. 102 Ultimately, GID decisions based on unclear metrics of 

“good conduct” cast a long shadow covering large swaths of the population, regardless of 

what they have or have not done.  

3.6.4 Ministerial Oversight 

 The GID’s influence on bureaucratic processes extends beyond the individual and 

affects entire government ministries. In requiring certificates of good conduct in various 

bureaucratic processes, government ministries have enabled the GID to act as an arbiter 

or broker in bureaucratic processes beyond its legal purview and encroach on their 

ministries’ domains. Once embedded in the state’s bureaucratic processes, the GID has 

given itself the authority to also oversee them. The GID has involved itself in various 

bureaucratic processes such as the issuance of entry visas, publication permits, real estate 

acquisitions for foreigners, the establishment of some companies, weapon permits, and 

more. Although the legislation does not require government bodies involved in these 

transactions to seek GID permission, these agencies are used to doing so.103 The extent of 

GID involvement in bureaucratic practices is unclear because it can take form in the 
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incorporation of concrete bureaucratic processes, such as adding a certificate of good 

conduct to the list of required documents an individual needs to render a service from the 

state; or, it can be informal in that bureaucrats will be in contact with the GID and seek 

their approval before rendering a service.104  

 The GID also came to exercise oversight of government ministries through the 

Anti-Corruption Directorate. The GID’s Anti-Corruption Directorate (ACD) was 

established in 1996 with the purpose of “combatting administrative and financial 

corruption, bribery, bureaucracy, routine, favoritism, and clientelism.”105 As discussed 

earlier, establishing this directorate within the GID raised questions and concerns about 

the GID’s right to carry out law enforcement duties. To confer the ACD the legal 

capacity to prosecute crimes, a general prosecutor from the Ministry of Justice and 

officers from the PSD (considered a law enforcement agency by law, while the GID is 

not) were assigned to the ACD. The intent of establishing the ACD within the GID was 

to investigate and address instances of corruption in the public sector. However, the GID 

came to treat the ACD as a supervisory body overseeing the work of governmental 

agencies.  

 Eventually, King Abdullah II called for establishing a civilian Anti-Corruption 

Commission (ACC) independent of the ACD and GID. According to the American 

Embassy in Amman, it took some time to get the independent commission up and 

running, given its parallel duties to the ACD in the GID.106 Ironically, GID corruption 
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within the ACD may have been what spurred the establishment of the ACC. American 

embassy communications state that the King “... deliberately took this step in order to 

replace the Anti-Corruption unit at the General Intelligence  Directorate (GID).  After 

Saad Kheir's removal from the GID,  the King learned, to his dismay, that that unit was, 

in fact, a major source of corrupt practices within the government."107Although available 

embassy communications do not detail the direct source or the nature of corruption, it 

was likely the function of the ACD’s informal supervisory role, which granted it 

privileged access to resources that could then be exploited by the GID. Embassy 

communications suggest that media reports at the time claiming that the ACD had been 

abolished were untrue, given that, despite its pitfalls, it had to remain operational because 

of the nascent ACC’s lack of capacity.108  

The ACC was established as an independent civilian commission in 2006 in 

accordance with the Anti-Corruption Law No. 62 of 2006 and still exists today. However, 

it is now named the Integrity & Anti-Corruption Commission.109 It is unclear if the GID’s 

ACD still exists and operates in parallel with the ACC. The Anti-Corruption Law No.62 

of 2006 and its subsequent amendments in 2012 and 2014 did not explicitly abolish or 
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disband the ACD, nor did the Integrity and Anti-Corruption Law No. 13 of 2016, 

amended in 2019.110  

An investment climate statement published by the State Department in 2021 states 

that King Abdullah ordered the GID to “transfer the responsibility for confronting 

corruption to the Audit Bureau, judiciary, and other civilian institutions.” 111 However, it 

is unclear if the GID shuttered the ACD then and completely halted its corruption 

investigation activities. Unlike other institutions within Jordan, whether civilian or 

security-oriented, the GID does not make organizational maps outlining its internal 

structure, offices, directorates, and sub-directorates available to the public. Regardless of 

the current status of the ACD, its existence, and use by the GID point to the institution 

taking on a supervisory role: first in bureaucratic processes and then in the form of a 

commission exercising oversight of entire government ministries’ operations.  

 The GID has incrementally taken steps to expand the scope of its mission, it 

started by gathering intelligence on internal threats from the Jordanian armed forces, then 

it moved onto carrying out policing duties, from policing to stepping in for the state 

bureaucracy, and once in the state bureaucracy it turned its attention toward exercising 

influence and oversight over all government ministries. Once the GID was able to 

position itself within the bureaucracy, it has continuously expanded the scope of its 

mission by establishing hierarchical linkages to other institutions by performing formal 
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and informal oversight duties.  Through these shifts, it has established new linkages to 

various elements of the state bureaucracy, and it has also become mor adaptable and 

complex. As the process of establishing a civilian anti-corruption commission shows, 

there have been, and continue to be, efforts to reign in the GID’s involvement in the 

affairs of the other institutions.  Efforts to reorient the GID’s mission have proven 

difficult to carry out fully and appear to be a long, ongoing process.   

3.6.5 King Abdullah’s Letters to the GID: Saying the Quiet Part Out Loud 

In official statements directed at the GID or about them, King Abdullah has 

repeatedly taken the position of describing the GID as a strong and capable institution 

entrusted with protecting the Jordanian people. Though most would concede that the 

GID’s role is extensive and outsized, it’s not often explicitly recognized and is instead 

treated like an open secret. However, in a recent, public letter to GID Director Ahmed 

Husni in 2021, King Abdullah openly acknowledges the GID’s involvement in the state’s 

development and bureaucratic functions.  

In a rare departure from skirting the issue of GID involvement in governance, the 

King credits the GID for stepping up and helping fill crucial administrative gaps when 

other state institutions faltered. In this letter, King Abdullah states, “it is now time for 

these institutions to immediately step up to their constitutional and legal responsibilities 

in order to release the General Intelligence Department from the great burden it had to 

carry — by filling these gaps beyond its area of specialty, with much appreciation…”112 

Though the King has addressed the GID and expressed a desire for the institution to 

reform on several other occasions before but these calls to reform usually referred to 
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modernizing or streamlining the institution's internal functions, not shifting the scope of 

its mission. In this letter, the King more explicitly recognized the GID’s active role in 

supplementing or altogether substituting other state institutions in their affairs. Though 

this letter addresses the issue in more veiled and coded language, it further illustrates the 

point that the GID has thoroughly embedded itself in the state bureaucracy.   

3.7 Relationship to the Legislature 

3.7.1 Jordanian Parliament: In Theory & Practice 

 Established in 1952 by the Constitution, the Jordanian legislature is a bicameral 

parliament comprised of a House of Representatives and a Senate. The Senate is 

appointed by the King, and the House of Representatives is an elected body. Since its 

inception, the Jordanian legislature has been weak. Despite introducing a representative 

body, the 1952 constitution also guaranteed the pre-eminence of the king and gave him 

the power to veto legislation and impose martial law. Though limited from the start, some 

refer to the 50s as the “golden years” of parliamentary politics, characterized by free, 

competitive elections and strong opposition parties.113 This period was short-lived, as 

King Hussein imposed martial law in 1957 after an alleged military coup attempt, 

dissolving the government of Suleiman Nabulsi. To this day, Nabulsi’s government is 

regarded as the only elected government in Jordan’s history.114 

 The martial law period in 1957 was lifted in 1958 but reimposed following the 

1967 War and Israel’s seizure of the West Bank.115 This second period of martial law 
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lasted until 1989, following the outbreak of widespread protests in 1989.116 The economic 

crisis in the late 80s and early 90s effectively forced the monarchy to renegotiate its 

social contract and pursue some degree of political liberalization in exchange for 

continuing economic austerity.117Since its revival, the parliament has become a site for 

distributing patronage, contesting political reform, and allowing some degree of political 

participation.118   

According to the Jordanian parliament’s official website, the parliament has the 

constitutional right to oversee the executive. It describes the Jordanian political system as 

one characterized by institutional checks and balances, stating that “the Jordanian 

Constitution has specified the mandate of the three authorities [executive, judiciary, 

legislature] where every authority exercises its mandate without interference in other 

authorities’ businesses”119. In reality, the parliament is limited in its ability to exercise 

any oversight over the executive or judiciary. It has largely become a political scapegoat 

and a target for discontent with Jordanian politics.120 Dissolving the parliament and 

announcing the intent to rid it of corruption and reform it has become a popular 

monarchy response to widespread unrest.121 
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3.7.2 The GID in Parliamentary Affairs 

Despite its toothlessness, the Jordanian legislature has also become another 

avenue for the GID to exercise and expand its influence. There are several ways that the 

GID actively interferes in the legislatures’ “business”: through individual members of 

parliament, by interfering in elections, participating in the legislative process, and 

shaping legislation, and through the premiership.  

The GID has been able to exercise influence in the Jordanian parliament through 

members of parliament (MPs) in the lower house. Throughout the various sessions of 

parliament, there have been MPs known to have GID backgrounds or are suspected of 

being former intelligence officers. One known example of this is that of Mahmoud 

Kharabsheh, a lawyer and former colonel in the GID, who served as an MP for 5 

parliamentary sessions from the 12th parliamentary session to the 17th.122 Kharabsheh is 

one of the likely many MPs who have served in the GID as intelligence officers earlier in 

their careers and have later gone on to become involved in parliamentary life as both a 

member of parliament and a cabinet member. Beyond this, one leaked embassy cable 

claims, “a number of members of Parliament are GID pensioners, and, whether rightly or 

wrongly, political observers in Jordan assume a majority of the remaining MPs are also 

on the GID payroll.”123 Members of parliament are an avenue for the GID to become 

more actively involved in parliament, directly through electing former agents and 
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indirectly through financing MPs while in parliament, regardless of their professional 

backgrounds.  

3.7.3 Election Interference  

 Beyond packing the parliament with former GID agents and “pensioners”, the 

GID also meddles in parliamentary affairs by interfering in elections.124 At the candidacy 

stage, the GID can influence elections by greenlighting campaigns from potential 

candidates or bribing others to ensure that they did not launch campaigns.125 The GID has 

also allegedly funded campaigns to strengthen monarchy supporters’ campaigns or 

launched multiple opposition candidates to split the opposition’s support. One leaked 

embassy cable states, “in the past the GID has managed would-be candidates to ensure 

that pro-government constituencies are not split, has backed friendly candidates with 

money and patronage, and has encouraged others to run in order to split oppositionists' 

support. We expect this to occur again…”126Multiple U.S. embassy cables and reports by 

INGOs back these claims, reiterating the GID’s long-standing and recurrent role in 

intervening in elections with impunity.127 In addition to influencing campaigns, the GID 

plays an active role in gerrymandering, manipulating election results, and influencing 

voters.128 There have been efforts to curb the GID’s influence by introducing external 
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election monitoring, however, the GID’s continues to shapes voters’ behavior by either 

discourages citizens from voting altogether, or encouraging voters to support monarchy-

friendly candidates, whether they want to or not. It is important to note that this influence 

extends beyond parliamentary elections to municipal elections as well.129  

3.7.4 Legislative Processes 

 The GID compounds its effect on the country’s legislature by seeking to reshape 

legislation just as they do parliamentary membership. In a detailed study of the policy 

process in Jordan, Ezra Karmel found that the GID exerted its influence in policy through 

its interactions with the Legislation and Opinion Bureau. This bureau is housed in the 

office of the Prime Minister and is mandated with drafting laws and ensuring that they fit 

with extant legislation. These drafts are made publicly available for comment, which in 

turn, creates an opportunity for the GID to encroach further into the legislature’s territory. 

“The Bureau’s work on the drafts also opened up an opportunity for the other executive 

institutions, particularly the mukhabarat, to review the legislation…the mukhabarat can 

exert incognito influence by making comments on the publicly available draft and then 

letting the Bureau know which suggestions to address.”130This is another concrete 

example of the GID inserting itself into policy-making processes and politics. The GID 

also exerts its influence when it is time for MPs to vote on legislation or cabinet 

appointments.  Another embassy cable claims, “[the] GID likely also played behind the 

scenes its traditionally important role of coordinating the government's undisciplined 
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majority in the lower house”.131Naturally, this is an extension of its efforts to pack the 

parliament with monarchy-supporters and by bankrolling MPs, to ensure that they play 

their part in the political theater that is the Jordanian parliament.132  

Although most would assume that parliamentary puppeteering solely serves the 

crown’s interests, there have been instances in which it contradicts with the king’s stated 

aims. GID director Saad Kheir (2000-2005) was often noted as personally blocking King 

Abdullah’s reform agenda in the early 2000s.133 Kheir often went head to head with 

cabinet members the king selected, such as Bassem Awadallah who, at the time, was one 

of the king’s closest allies.134 In this case, we see a GID director going out of his way to 

pursue his own interests, even above the king’s purported aims of achieving political 

reform through installing a reformist cabinet. Surely, Sa’ad Kheir was able to do this 

because of the strength of his institution.  

3.7.5 The Premiership  

Of all the prime ministers that Jordan has had, two have also served as directors of 

the GID, these are Mudar Badran and Ahmad Obeidat. Mudar Badran served as prime 

minister on three separate occasions, from 1976-1979, 1980-1984, and 1989-1991. Mudar 

Badran was also director of the GID from 1968-1970. Obeidat served as prime minister 
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from 1984-1985. This is not to say that other PMs, cabinet members, or highly placed 

government officials within the state or the royal court are not affiliated with the GID. 

Badran and Obeidat are notable because they explicitly served as directors of the 

intelligence agency and occupied arguably one of the most public-facing roles within the 

Jordanian government. In the several instances in which both men served as PMs, the 

citizenry was aware of their GID backgrounds.  

Another former PM, Nader Dhahabi, did not serve as director of the GID but his 

brother Mohamad did.  Not to mention, the Dhahabi brothers occupied these roles at the 

same time with some arguing that they owed their appointments to each other and that 

having two brothers serve in two of the most powerful roles in Jordanian politics was 

fundamentally of a conflict of interest.135 Notably, Mohammad Dhahabi was deposed and 

arrested on corruption charges. He was one of two former GID directors that was 

formally implicated in the public (if even half-hearted or insincere) fight against 

corruption.  

Since the parliament was reprised in 1989, politics has been shaped by conflicts 

between appointed prime ministers, their cabinets, and GID directors on several 

occasions. American Embassy documents note instances in which GID directors sought 

to influence politics and the policy making process by pitting themselves against other 

senior government officials. For instance, through his high-ranking position as the 

director of the powerful GID, Samih Al-Battikhi was able to exercise a strong degree of 

influence on elite-level politics. Appointed in 1996, Battikhi has been described as a 

“mukhabarat kingpin” and an important custodian of the succession process, credited 

 
135 Embassy Amman. “Who’s Your Dahabi?" Wikileaks Cable: 07AMMAN4971_a, dated December 18, 
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with personally ensuring King Abdullah’s ascent to the throne in 1999 after the death of 

his father.136Battikhi was also described as “a second prime minister” as he often 

sidelined Prime Minister Ali Abu Ragheb through his overwhelming influence.137 As 

GID director and close advisor to the king, Battikhi “became powerful enough to publicly 

oppose ministers and even the prime minister, leading some commentators to nickname 

the country ‘Battikhistan’”.138 Being at the helm of the GID afforded the director with the 

ability to exercise undue influence on Jordanian politics through conflicts with other 

political elites and cabinet ministers.  

Similarly, Battikhi’s successor, Sa’ad Kheir exercised significant political 

influence during his tenure as GID director from 2000-2005. Kheir is thought to have 

pushed out Marwan Muasher as Foreign Minister after spending a long time lobbying 

against him, claiming he was “more Palestinian than the Palestinians”.139 Kheir’s 

influence was only magnified through his strong linkages to other high-ranking senior 

officials. Together, Royal Court Minister, Samir Al-Rifai and Kheir were thought to be 

the driving force during the multiple cabinet reshuffles during this time.140 “The cabinet 

again reflects the competition between the main powerbrokers of Jordanian politics as 

GID Director Sa'ad Kheir and Royal Court Minister Samir Rifai call for a hardline 

approach to opposition, while PM Fayez takes a more conciliatory approach to avoid 
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alienating sectors of Jordanian society”.141 Kheir and Rifai were also thought to stall 

progress King Abdullah had wanted to see on education policy with respect to concerns 

with Islamist influence within the Ministry of Education and Schools.142 The eventual 

downfall of PM Al-Fayez was largely driven by Rifai and Kheir who privately conveyed 

to senior regime officials that, “frankly that Al-Fayez has all too sadly met their low 

expectations”, making the case for his dismissal.143  

The consistent tensions between GID directors, Prime Ministers, and cabinet 

ministers created an environment of conflict and dysfunction, largely fostered during 

Kheir’s tenure as director of the GID. For this reason, Mohammad Dhahabi (2005-2009) 

was appointed to serve as GID director at the same time as his brother, Nader Dhahabi 

(2007- 2009). Though having the brothers hold powerful positions simultaneously raised 

eyebrows amongst the citizenry and observers, it was also seen as a solution to the 

problem of disruptive infighting between the GID and the cabinet with hopes that they 

might “finally be on the same page”.144 Like Kheir, Dhahabi was ultimately fired because 

of internal political tensions, some of which are related to tensions with cabinet members, 

namely Bassem Awadallah who at the time was a close ally and confidant of the King.145  

Over time, the GID has become an agenda setter and a veto player. This has not 

happened without a cost, however. Instances of prolonged conflict between GID directors 
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and other government elites has often resulted in their removal. So far, I have focused on 

the GID’s relationships to various institutions within the Jordanian state and how they 

have produced important linkages or lead to its institutionalization. In the following 

section, I turn my focus to the GID’s relationship to the executive.    

3.8 Relationship to the Executive  

The GID’s relationship with the executive is the relationship most often taken for 

granted. It is easy to assume away any complexity or nuance in this relationship as we 

generally expect that the GID, as the secret police, pledges absolute fealty to the king, 

and guarding the monarchy is its ultimate mission. Though often difficult to place 

precisely, when we consider the “regime”, we likely expect that the GID is part of it, 

making it part of the country’s executive by extension. Even if we are to take the GID as 

part of the country’s executive, there have been changes as to how the GID relates to 

elements within the executive or what one might consider part of the country’s regime. 

There have been important formal and informal shifts in how the institution, its various 

directors, and the sitting monarch relate to one another since the GID’s inception.  

3.8.1 The Jordanian Executive Infrastructure 

 The constitution of 1952 establishes Jordan as a constitutional monarchy with a 

parliamentary form of government. The king retains ultimate authority over the country 

and has control over the executive, legislative, and judicial branches. The prime minister 

of Jordan's central government is appointed by the king, who also selects the cabinet. The 

appointments of the prime minister and cabinet are subject to parliamentary approval, per 

the constitution. The cabinet coordinates the work of the various departments and 

establishes the overall direction of the government. The constitution grants the king 



 86 

extensive powers over all elements of the government and his power is only greater in 

practice. There are, and have been, various institutional checks on his power laid out by 

the constitution, such as the role of the legislature in cabinet appointments. Still, these are 

far weaker, if at all existent, in practice.  

 The Royal Hashemite Court (RHC), historically known as "Al Maqqar" (the 

headquarters), serves as the link between the King, the state's institutions, and the 

citizenry. It is the official entity that oversees the planning and execution of the King's 

domestic and international activities. It is also responsible for the execution of the royal 

family’s development initiatives. The RHC is central to what can be considered the 

Jordanian regime. It can be difficult to pinpoint who exactly comprises the regime in 

Jordan other than plainly stating that it is the King and his closest advisors. Among these 

advisors, is often the director of the GID, although this is not formally articulated in the 

GID law nor in any descriptions of the RHC’s constituent parts.  

Though the GID has maintained some type of relationship with the executive 

since its inception, the mechanics of this relationship have been subject to change. From 

when it was formally established by law in 1964 to 2014, the GID director was appointed 

by the king, approved by the PM, and reported to the PM. It is worth noting, however, 

that the country didn’t have a parliament for much of that time because it was under 

martial law from 1958 to 1991. Though there were various prime ministers appointed 

during that time, GID directors were essentially unilaterally appointed by the king, a 

custom which continued even when the parliament made its return to Jordanian politics in 

1991.  
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The king is thought to have always picked the GID director, and the GID director 

has always reported to the king, irrespective of what the GID law stipulates about the role 

of the prime minister in this selection process. However, the Jordanian constitution was 

later amended so that the law would officially reflect what was already being done. The 

amendment formally changed the PM appointment aspect in 2016, making that line 

between the GID and King more explicitly direct.146 The change is puzzling, and some 

interpreted it as the king attempting to centralize his power.147 Why else would the king 

take such steps to publicly reshape and restate the rules that were already being followed? 

Regime officials argued that this change would depoliticize the institution by making the 

director of the GID a neutral and “apolitical” position, not subjected to parliamentary 

politics.148  

Most recently, King Abdullah has gone beyond formally changing the rules 

surrounding the appointment of the GID director. In 2022, he established a National 

Security and Foreign Policy Council (NSFPC) via constitutional amendment. Before the 

creation of the NSFPC, the GID did not exist under a broader institutional umbrella, as 

did other elements of the security apparatus. The establishment of the council has been 

controversial, some have opposed it as a further consolidation of power in the executive 

while others view it as necessary to foster coordination to respond to emerging security 

issues. 149  
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Critics of the council worry that it would further shrink the scope of the civilian 

government’s mission.  “We have no problem with the king exercising wide powers 

because the constitution says he is the head of state. But you’re leaving nothing for the 

elected prime minister, the elected government,” said Raed Omari, a political analyst and 

veteran journalist.150 In an interview, Oraib Rantawi, a political analyst and former 

member of the Political Modernization Committee argued, “This marginalizes the role of 

the government and the cabinet and puts more powers in the hands of the king or 

unelected, unaccountable bodies in our system…The council is supposed to handle 

foreign policy, security, defense and major economic trends. What’s left for the 

government? To collect the garbage?”.151 In general, critics worry that the council will 

create a parallel body that further strengthens the executive at the expense of the other 

branches of government.152  

Supporters of the of the council within the legislature defended it, arguing that 

“sovereign security, military and diplomatic affairs must be above partisan tensions”.153 

Echoing the justification given for earlier amendments concerning the appointment of 

GID leadership, supporters of the council suggested the council would help avoid 

partisanship on national security issues.154 Minister of Political Affairs Musa Maaytah 

responded to critics, stating that the council would "assist in coordination between the 
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country's military and civilian institutions."  He explained that the council was 

necessitated by national security concerns. "Recent challenges such as armed conflicts, 

wars, terrorist acts, and drugs all affect the country's national security, and this is what 

prompted the push to come up with this concept and to constitutionalize it," he 

explained.155  

Though the amendment to establish the NSFPC was passed by the Jordanian 

parliament in January 2022, the NSFPC has struggled to emerge. Sources suggest that the 

council has not materialized because critics of the council have been working to stall its 

establishment as did former Prime Minister Samir Al-Rifai (2009-2011) did in earlier 

attempts to establish a similar council. Additionally, renewed Israeli-Palestinian tensions 

threaten to spill over, which explains why the regime might instead favor maintaining the 

status quo in the face of uncertainty.156 These sources claim that the fledgling council is 

an attempt from King Abdullah to revive efforts to establish an overarching national 

security body first attempted in 2005. Additionally, these sources suggest that the 2016 

constitutional reform that granted the King the power to appoint the heads of the 

country's intelligence services was meant to pave the way for this latest move to tighten 

his grip on the security services.157  

The idea of establishing a National Security Council is not unique to Abdullah, 

King Hussein also established a similar structure after shaking up the intelligence 
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services in 1996 when he appointed Samih Al-Battikhi as director, relieving Mustapha 

Kaissi of the position and reappointing to serve as head of this council and national 

security advisor to the king. 158 Other members of the council included former leaders of 

the intelligence and security services, Mohamed Rasoul al-Kilani, Yenal Hikmat and 

Tarek Alaeddin.159 At the time, the GID reported to both the palace and the Consultative 

Council, headed by then crown prince Hassan, who orchestrated the “radical shakeup”.160 

It is unclear if this structure survived or served as a basis for establishing the current 

council.  

All sources referenced suggest that the current council is King Abdullah’s 

initiative and makes no mention of any ties to pre-existing structures, current or defunct. 

The efforts to establish overarching structures to coordinate among security institutions, 

be they successful or not, are indicative of the intelligence service’s shifting positionality 

vis-à-vis the monarchy. Although the King’s call to establish the council led observers to 

raise questions and concerns, the efforts appear to have stalled or experienced significant 

delays. “More than a year after the Jordanian parliament approved this body designed to 

steer and coordinate the country's intelligence services - including the powerful General 

Intelligence Directorate, GID, the entity has still not seen the light of day”, a report from 

March 2023 claimed.161 

In considering the various legal and institutional shifts, one pattern that emerges is 

that most of the changes to the institution’s place among Jordanian institutions have been 
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made under king Abdullah II. King Hussein established the institution, first informally, 

then by royal decree and law. During King Hussein’s reign, changes in the GID largely 

revolve around its establishment, institutionalization, and expansion. Though King 

Hussein instituted significant changes that depersonalized the institution by creating a 

separate structure and shifted toward a more delegatory approach, he remained actively 

involved in the GID’s operations. King Abdullah II, on the other hand, inherited the 

institution and has claimed to struggle with it. Many of the changes Abdullah has made 

reshape the way that the GID interacts with the regime and other state and security 

bodies.  

Table 1: Directors of the General Intelligence Directorate, 1964- Present 

Mohammad Rasoul Al-Kilani  April 1964 - April 1968 

Mudar Mohammed Badran  April 1968- August 1970 

Nathir Ahmed Rasheed  August 1970- March 1973 

Mohammad Rasoul Al-Kilani  March 1973- September 1974 

Ahmed Abd-Al Majeed Obeidat  September 1974- April 1982 

Tariq A’la al-Din Hassan  April 1982- November 1989  

Mustapha Abd Al-Kareem Al-Queissy  November 1989- February 1996 

Samih Al-Battikhi  February 1996- November 2000 

Sa’ad Kheir  November 2000- May 2005 

Samih Asfoura  May 2005- November 2005 

Mohammad Dhahabi  November 2005- January 2009 

Mohammad Al-Raqqad  January 2009- October 2011 

Faisal Al-Shobaki  October 2011- March 2017 

Adnan Issam Al-Jundi  March 2017- May 2019 

Ahmad Husni  May 2019- Present 

 

Compared to his father, King Abdullah’s trajectory to the throne was much less 

clear. During much of his reign King Hussein’s brother Hassan was crown prince for 34 

years. The king dismissed his brother has crown prince two weeks before his death, 

briefly generating some speculation would be named his successor. 162  Battikhi as a 

 
162 Douglas Jehl, “King Hussein Stuns Jordan with Plan to Switch Heirs.” The New York Times, January 21, 
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trusted advisor to Hussein was considered by many in the royal family’s inner circle to be 

a “kingmaker”, suggesting that if it had not been for his adamant campaigning, the 

succession order would not have changed and Abdullah would not have been named 

crown prince.  The relationship between Abdullah and the GID director would be 

fundamentally different than the director’s relationship to Hussein. Some have argued 

that Abdullah likely felt that he owed his throne to Battikhi which, coupled with the 

tensions that surrounded the then-director, led to his dismissal.163  

Beyond Samih Battikhi, Abdullah’s relationship to the institution is 

fundamentally different to his father because he inherited an institution that, at the point 

of his succession, had a sense of corporate identity and mission. Thus, the changes the 

King has instituted are typically attempts to reform the institution and redefine a 

relationship that operated to his disadvantage, at least in the beginning. Not to mention, 

there is also a shift in the frequency of leadership changes between the two monarch’s 

regimes. GID directors tend to last twice as long under King Hussein than they do under 

King Abdullah II. This perhaps could be understood as attempts to curtail the institution’s 

autonomy by through its internal autonomy, by forcing changes in its leadership through 

the dismissal and appointment of different directors. With a few exceptions, many 

directors often go on to become close advisors, even when they are relieved from their 

positions as directors.  Notable exceptions are Samih Al-Battikhi and Mohammad 
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Dhahabi, who were both arrested and charged with corruption. These sentences, however, 

are the exception and not the rule.  

What does this the nature of these institutional and relational changes across 

monarchs say about the GID’s positionality vis-à-vis the regime? Just as the GID’s 

relationships change, so do the institutions that surround the GID and their relationships 

to one another. Hussein was perhaps subject to concerns that Abdullah was not and vice 

versa. Pressures to reform have risen in the last decade, but also receded with the Arab 

thermidor.164 As the GID becomes larger, more institutionalized, and more enmeshed, it 

has perhaps overgrown beyond the point of obvious discomfort making it difficult to 

reform the institution or carry out any substantive institutional reforms beyond it.  

3.9 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I focused on political and security institutions to better understand 

the GID’s institutional autonomy. In the next chapter, I bring attention to Jordanian 

society’s relationship to the institution and the role of social factors. By mapping out the 

constituent parts of the Jordan’s political ecosystem and situating the GID within it, this 

chapter serves the dual purpose of further illustrating premise of the phenomenon I seek 

to study while laying the foundation for further examination of the GID’s changing 

linkages and processes of institutionalization. In other words, I highlight the extent to 

which the GID has come to permeate into every single aspect of the Jordanian state 

apparatus and describe, in as much detail as I am able to bring to bear, the incremental 

institutional shifts that contributed that outcome. These institutional changes allow the  

GID to establish new linkages and pursue greater institutionalization, which in turn 

 
164  Marc Lynch, “The Arab Thermidor,” Washington Post, July 22, 2015, 
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expand the GID’s autonomy. By expanding its autonomy, the GID can then exercise 

greater influence on other state institutions and their bureaucratic processes, while also 

strengthening its ability to govern over its own affairs. In the following chapter, I 

illuminate the social factors underlying and driving many of these institutional shifts.  
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4   Chapter 4: Social Factors  

4.1 Introduction 

Through the previous chapter, we could see that through incremental institutional 

shifts, the GID has forged powerful linkages with institutions throughout the Jordanian 

state allowing it to become increasingly autonomous. In establishing these linkages, the 

GID has managed to achieve a level of centrality, positioning itself as an indispensable 

cog that allows the machine that is the Jordanian government to run, or not, at its 

discretion. As a result, or maybe because of it, the GID is often described as omnipresent 

and omniscient, with many claiming that “nothing happens in the kingdom without its 

consent, approval, or both”.165How did this come to be? I argue that social factors, such 

as the popular perception that the GID is all-present and all-knowing, are an additional 

important underlying condition for expanding the GID’s institutional autonomy and 

allowing it to become self-sustaining. An institution that is expected to know everything, 

do everything, and be everywhere will be able to do just that: where do these expectations 

come from?  

What the GID does or does not do, can or cannot do, is as much a social 

construction as it is a concrete reality. Expectations about the GID’s purported role in 

Jordanian society are largely a function of the way that the GID is perceived through its 

interactions with the world around it. These perceptions and interactions are also 

mutually constitutive. If negative interactions with the mukhabarat engender negative 

perceptions of the institution, it is not difficult to imagine that these negative perceptions 

might inform the trajectory of future interactions. In order to explore the interplay 

 
165 Ryan, Jordan and the Arab Uprisings, 158. 
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between perceptions and interactions, I situate the GID as an institution and its members 

within Jordanian society. In mapping the GID out within Jordanian society beyond the 

state, I examine the social factors that continue to shape the institution’s ability to 

develop its autonomy.  

What I call, “social factors” are popular perceptions of the institution as shaped by 

interactions with it and the sociocultural positionality of its members. These social factors 

are part of the foundation that underlies the mukhabarat’s ability to develop and 

strengthen its autonomy. I argue that these social factors shape the GID’s ability to accrue 

institutional autonomy via linkages and institutionalization because they establish broad 

and unclear expectations for how the GID can deter oversight to govern itself and be 

involved in political decision-making.  

4.2 Argument: The significance of social factors   

“Social factors” are perceptions surrounding the institution and the institution’s 

sociocultural positionality. Combined, these social factors condition how the institution 

can maneuver within the social and political world that surrounds it. As it relates to 

individuals, social factors refer to factors that affect thought or behavior in social contexts 

or affect self-concept vis-à-vis other individuals or groups.166 In applying the concept of 

“social factors” to an institution, I take it to mean the social and sociological elements 

that shape how the institution is perceived and how it can interact with the world around 

it. The motivation for including a chapter on social factors to an in-depth study of the 

GID’s institutional autonomy is because the perceptions of the institution, the various 

 
166 There are, of course, many different ways to define social factors but all the definitions explored, they 

all generally can be summarized as matching this definition as established by the American Psychological 

Association.  
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reputations that precede it, the rumors and jokes that typify the discourse the surrounds it, 

were what I most often encountered when trying to understand how the institution 

functions and is involved in Jordanian politics and society. In encountering various 

perceptions of the institution, it became clear to me that what the GID can and cannot do 

is as much a function of what others believe it can and cannot do. These beliefs are as 

instrumental toward the GID’s ability to forge linkages or further institutionalize as is any 

institutional shift or access to economic resources.   

As outlined in chapter 2, institutional autonomy is shaped by linkages and 

institutionalization. Linkages are relationships that institutions establish and maintain 

beyond the regime. These linkages run horizontally, such as to other institutions within 

the state, or vertically, as in relationships beyond the state, such as to supportive 

constituencies domestically or external patrons and partners. In addition to these linkages, 

institutionalization also allows institutions to accrue greater institutional autonomy. 

Institutionalization refers to the processes that institutions take on to develop their 

strength and become more complex, hierarchical, coherent, and adaptable. Combined, 

linkages and institutionalization shape institutions’ ability to shape their internal and 

mission autonomy. In other words, the institution’s ability to govern itself and influence 

political decision-making, especially beyond its originally given mission.  

In general, perceptions toward the GID matter in shaping the GID’s ability to decide 

its own internal and mission autonomy. For instance, one of the most common 

perceptions of the GID is that it is overbearing and possesses an overwhelming tendency 

to overpower.167 Thus, if the GID is feared, we can assume that it any attempts to 
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exercise oversight and infringe on its internal decision-making activities or curtail its 

ability to exercise influence in policy making would be far too risky. On the other hand, 

the GID is also often praised and considered highly capable and professional.168 

Therefore, if the institution is revered, it makes incursion in its affairs appear non-

essential. In both cases, infringing on the GID’s autonomy by interfering in its affairs, is 

prevented by either being perceived as impossible or unnecessary. An institution that can 

be trusted or expected to govern itself and be involved in governance will continue to do 

just that.  

An additional dimension that manifests throughout the chapter is the sense of 

ambiguity that surrounds the institution. Those that interact with it, often have mixed 

experiences with the institution. When interacting with activists, the media, or even 

average citizens, the GID is cooperative in some cases, but combative in others. These 

mixed experiences make it difficult to perceive the institution as solely friend or foe.  

These mixed perceptions toward the institution are just as instrumental in the 

development of institutional autonomy. Ambiguity is also a result of the lack of 

transparency about the institution and the lack of information on how it is structured, how 

it governs itself, and all the ways in which it is actually involved in Jordanian politics, 

society, and the economy. Without a clear understanding of what the institution does or is 

meant to do, it is difficult to identify in what ways it has overstepped. Without a clear 

understanding of how the institution is organized, then it is difficult to demand changes in 

its internal governance structure and processes. In this sense, ambiguity and its role in 

underlying institutional autonomy not only makes it difficult to exercise oversight over 
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the institution and interfere in its affairs, but it also makes it difficult to strictly delimit 

the realm of what constitutes permissible activity on behalf of the institution.169 These 

social factors also allow the GID to institutionalize under the cover of the ambiguity that 

surrounds its development and operations. Given the general opacity of the institutions 

inner and outer workings, it can develop more coherence and complexity with limited 

incursion.  

Social factors, be they the perceptions of the institutions or the positionality of its 

members, allow the GID to establish as many linkages as possible, to other institutions 

both at home and abroad, but also to individuals. For example, a reputation of 

omnipresence essentially outlines an expectation that these linkages exist, for better or for 

worse. All members of Jordanian society can expect to have some sort of linkage to the 

institution. The demographic makeup of its membership also establishes important 

linkages for the institution. A membership that is predominantly East Bank/ 

Transjordanian, further allows the institution activate linkages through its relationship to 

powerful domestic constituencies defined by ethnicity and class. I build on these 

examples and more throughout the chapter to further illustrate the role of social factors in 

driving autonomy.  

To show social factors at work, I begin by mapping out the GID’s interactions with 

elements of Jordanian society: activists, the media, and average Jordanians. From there, I 

highlight various perceptions that exist about the institution, by virtue of the interactions 

within the society that it inhabits. I illustrate a variety of interactions and perceptions: the 

good, the bad, the ugly, and the ambivalent. I show that perceptions toward the 
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institution, be they positive, negative, or a mixture of both are an important underlying 

precondition for establishing linkages and developing institutional autonomy. I also 

address the GID’s sense of self, as a reflection of its perceived sense of mission and in 

reaction to the perceptions of others. Finally, I touch on the sociocultural positionality of 

its members by exploring what implications the demographic makeup of the institution 

has on its ability to develop and exert institutional autonomy.  

4.3 Interactions 

Outlining the GID’s interactions with the Jordanian public, broadly construed, 

helps inform the GID’s ability to accrue and exercise institutional autonomy in so far as 

they inform perceptions about the institution. These perceptions can be rooted in 

projections or be reflective of opinions formed through interactions with the institution. 

Perceptions of the GID can delimit what is understood to be within the realm of 

permissible activity for the institution. For that reason, In the previous chapter on 

institutional factors, I position the GID vis-a-vis other elements of the Jordanian state and 

highlight the GID’s various linkages and instances of development and 

institutionalization that has allowed the GID to become more autonomous over time. This 

chapter employs a similar approach but shifts its focus away from other formal 

institutions to situate the GID within Jordanian society.  

It is worth noting that this notion of going from interactions to perceptions does not 

solely apply to average people or even those participating in the public sphere. 

Institutions are also comprised of people. Thus, the linkages outlined in the previous 

chapter centering on institutions are, to some extent, also forged by individuals socialized 

with certain ideas for generations. The individuals that comprise these government 
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institutions also have perceptions about the institution that are rooted in shared 

experiences and common histories. The bureaucrats within the Jordanian bureaucracy, 

also likely approach their roles within their institutions in a way that reflects that 

socialization. This chapter, however, focuses on the GID’s interactions various elements 

of Jordanian society such as activists, the media, and the average citizen. The aim of this 

chapter is to zero in on interactions with elements of Jordanian society beyond state 

institutions to tease out the role of social factors and explore an additional dimension of 

the institution’s autonomy beyond bureaucratic or elite-level politics.  

4.3.1 Activists and Advocates 

The relationship between the Jordanian Intelligence Directorate (GID) and 

Jordanian activists has, unsurprisingly, been a contentious one. The GID has been 

accused of monitoring, harassing, and arresting activists who are critical of the 

government or its policies. The institution has been accused of using its surveillance 

capabilities to wiretap phone calls, monitor social media and online activity, track the 

movements of activists, and collect information on their activities.170 There have been 

numerous reports of the GID using torture, arbitrary detention, and other forms of 

intimidation against activists and dissidents.171 The GID certainly has a reputation for 

violence that precedes it. Throughout the years, there have been reports of suspected 
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activists that have been tortured to death, though these have become increasingly 

uncommon. It is likely for this reason that, relative to other similar intelligence agencies 

in the region, the GID is thought to be considerably less repressive.172  

The most common form of GID repression is in the form of overbearing 

monitoring and surveillance of citizens, particularly those that are activists. It is not 

uncommon for the mukhabarat to summon activists to their offices for interrogation. 

During these investigations, GID agents frequently attempt to negotiate with activists and 

encourage self-censorship, especially with those they perceive to be breaching red lines. 

A Jordanian NGO founder recalled working on a report describing Jordan's 

noncompliance with the United Nations' convention against torture and when they were 

questioned by the GID, the inquiring officer tried to appeal to them saying, “why you 

make this? This is not good for Jordan!”173 The officer tried to appeal to the NGO 

founder by expressing his concern on the consequences on such a report on Jordan’s 

reputation within the international community.  

In other instances, the mukhabarat will bypass negotiations and directly threaten 

activists. What may begin as a dialogue or even a negotiation can ultimately devolve into 

threats. In the case of one teacher's advocacy organization, threats of transferring teachers 

to different schools or expelling them increased as the conversation between an activist 

and the inquiring GID officer progressed.174 The GID also frequently exploits cultural 

and social taboos in threatening activists; one leader of an advocacy group claimed that 

 
172 Nadine Sika,  "Mobilization, Repression and Policy Concessions in Authoritarian Regimes: The Cases 

of Egypt and Jordan." Political Studies (2023); Sean Yom, "Jordan and Morocco: The palace 

gambit." Journal of Democracy 28 (2017): 132. Dana Moss. "Repression, response, and contained 

escalation under" Liberalized" authoritarianism in Jordan." Mobilization: An International Quarterly 19, 

no. 3 (2014): 261-286. 
173 Moss 2014, 269. 
174 Moss 2014, 270. 



 103 

the GID contacted her and threatened to “make pornos photos of [her] and publish on the 

Facebook”.175 Another activist and labor organizer was threatened with incarceration 

because he demanded an association that the GID officer deemed a red line, saying to the 

organizer, "you are overreaching."176 These threats can also affect the family members of 

activists. The mukhabarat has been known to penalize activists by revoking university 

scholarships for their relatives or by getting their relatives fired from their public and 

private sector jobs.177  

In general, whether it be by coercion or persuasion, the GID attempts to maintain 

a strong level of proximity to activists in whatever way they can. The GID has also 

attempted to infiltrate activist groups by dispatching their own agents to join their 

movements covertly or by paying activists' colleagues to write reports about them.178 

Alternatively, the GID has even turned to establishing amicable relations to activists as a 

means of acquiring the information they seek about organizers’ funding sources, 

demands, and tactics. “They try to make friendship with you”, an NGO activist recalled 

when the GID asked him, “why are we not friends together, why you want to make some 

election monitoring”?179 In this case, the GID officer attempted to build rapport with the 

activist to get him to reconsider his commitment to his cause.  

Though the GID’s efforts to build rapport and positive connections with activists 

can be met with skepticism, they have led some activists to reconsider their perceptions 

of the institution and their approach to their interactions with it. “Despite the fact that 
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[activists] unequivocally named the GID as a repressive and corrupt institution, numerous 

accounts reported amicable interactions with individual agents.180 In her study of 

Jordanian activists’ responses to repression, Dana Moss illustrates how activists have 

turned GID interrogations into opportunities to build rapport with inquiring officers and 

communicate their demands and needs. “An activist in the 2011 pro-reform movement 

reported that being summoned to the GID HQ in Amman made her “so happy” and she 

didn’t wish to leave. She was glad for the opportunity to report her grievances directly to 

the inquiring officer.”181 Sometimes, these interrogations are thought to be one of the 

only opportunities that activists will ever have to express their grievances and know that 

they have been heard. 182Activists that have not had those close interactions with GID 

officers or forged those connections have resorted to self-reporting demands in person or 

over the phone to other activists, attempting to take advantage of the constant 

surveillance. 

Relatedly, activists sometimes lament not having more direct ties to the GID 

because they rather have the GID form their opinions on them directly instead of based 

on second or third hand information that can come from unknown or unreliable sources. 

Activists who do have more direct connections GID officers have used these relationships 

to pawn the GID off other government institutions. “For example, one development NGO 

for youth and women reported receiving weekly or even daily inquiring calls from the 

same GID officer… this officer was able to grant him permission to enact a program 

arbitrarily denied by a ministry. Additionally, some SMO labor activists credited their 
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contacts in the GID with convincing governmental representatives to take their demands 

seriously and begin negotiations.”183 Thus, activists are aware of the power that the GID 

has and will try to use their contacts within the GID like a trump card to overcome 

challenges posed by other government institutions.   

This is not to say that the GID has completely reframed their approach to activists and 

that their interactions are now overwhelmingly positive. However, there has been a 

noticeable temporal shift, activists attributed the GID’s violent reputation to the pre-

liberalization period. Their perceptions of the GID have changed somewhat, so it is not 

necessarily that the frequency of interactions between the institution and activists that has 

changed, but rather the nature of those interactions. In general, the GID seems to be far 

more restrained than most activists Moss interviewed had imagined. This has had an 

emboldening effect for activists, and they are more openly contesting red lines. They 

perceive the relationship as being potentially less contentious than before, so they take 

more risks. Other scholars and analysts have corroborated this, suggesting that activists 

have become increasingly unphased by the GID’s presence in their spaces, in person and 

online.184 

Activists’ experiences with the GID have been mixed and have likely led activists to 

develop similarly mixed perceptions of the institution. Interestingly, mixed perceptions 

toward the institution are just as impactful as are those that overwhelmingly positive or 

negative. Mixed interactions can deepen the autonomy of the institution because they 

generate a complicated, ambivalence toward the institution. On the one hand, activists 

have demanded a diminished role of the mukhabarat in their public and private lives, but 
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like most Jordanians, find it difficult to imagine a world without their presence. Because 

it appears as if most activists have reached the conclusion that they are effectively stuck 

with the institution to some capacity, they have taken whatever positive interactions they 

have had with members of the institution and have adjusted their tactics accordingly to 

take advantage of these relationships.  

4.3.2 The Media 

The Media’s interactions with the GID is similar to those of activists. The GID’s 

relationship to the media is similarly generally thought of being contentious, given the 

tight grip the institution has on the media. The GID has been accused of surveilling media 

figures, censoring critical news outlets, manipulating the media, and closely controlling 

the flow of information, and harassing journalists who are critical of the government. 

Most recently, it was revealed that the Jordanian government engaged in negotiations 

with the Israeli cyber intelligence firm NSO on a deal to purchase new spying 

technology.185 It was later revealed that Jordanian intelligence used NSO’s Pegasus 

spyware to monitor personal communications of journalists and activists alike.186 Though 

it is not surprising to find that the GID sought to monitor journalists’ communications, 

this just shows that the institution is consistently seeking new ways to do so. 

However, how the GID interacts with the media and journalists is not necessarily 

always an extension of the King’s directives. According to a 2019 report on media 

regulation in Jordan, both the Royal Court and the GID are actively involved in decision-
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making in media regulation and possess influential allies and clients in regulatory 

agencies and legislative bodies. However, “the two organizations do not often share a 

common approach to managing Jordan’s media landscape. In fact, the two entities 

regularly compete for influence over various regulatory bodies and media outlets”.187The 

report claims that the Royal court prefers to exercise “subtler forms of influence and 

control” while the GID prefers “harsher policies of censorship and repression”.188The. 

GID seeks to exercise influence of legislation on media regulation and often favors 

stricter legal restrictions on journalists, such as the cybercrimes law of 2015. The GID 

allegedly also wields considerable sway over media regulatory bodies such as the 

Jordanian Media Commission (JMC) and state media entities such as Jordan Radio and 

Television Corporation (JRTV).189 

In addition to moderating the flow of information through policy and regulations, the 

GID has also tried to influence the media by interacting with journalists and media early 

in the publication process.  Typically, the GID at all or mentioning it by name can be 

considered a red line for journalists.190 However, the GID has also sought carefully shape 

the narrative that surrounds it by maintaining close relationships with certain media 

outlets and journalists, particularly those who are seen as friendly to the government. The 

GID has been known to provide exclusive access to journalists who are sympathetic to 

the government's policies, and to reward friendly coverage with increased access and 
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information or payments.191 Other sources suggest that journalists also have a history of 

submitting their articles to the GID’s media affairs office to ensure that they are suitable 

for publication.192 The GID has also been actively involved in print and media 

newsrooms with some journalists claiming that there is always at least one GID agent in 

the room with them at any given time.193  

The GID’s influence on the media extends beyond policy making and even media 

production spaces like newsrooms. It is not uncommon for the GID to reach out to 

journalists after the publication of a story to communicate their disapproval. In some 

cases, the GID aims to maintain a specter of friendliness while communicating lightly 

veiled threats to journalists who are seen as stepping out of line. Veteran Jordanian 

Journalist, Daoud Kuttab, recounted a recent experience with the GID in which he was 

asked to remove a story on the Pandora Papers from his news site, AmmanNet. He 

recalled receiving a series of WhatsApp messages from the GID’s liaison press affairs 

officer: 

“‘Good evening,” he wrote, using an endearing Arabic word that means “my dear.” 

He then sent a link to AmmanNet’s story—titled ‘Pandora Papers Show the Real 

Estate the King Owns Abroad.’—and texted: ‘Please erase it because of the 

importance.’ I punted for time. ‘I will deal with this issue immediately,’ I replied. The 

officer repeated himself, using the soft but insistent, “Please, my dear.” …Eight 

minutes after the General Intelligence Directorate’s messages, I finally asked 

AmmanNet’s managing editor, Mohammad Ersan, to delete the story. My immediate 

concern was the welfare of our staff. Though it is unclear what the immediate 

consequences would have been had I not complied with the General Intelligence 

Directorate, it would have almost certainly started a cycle of bureaucratic harassment 

that could have led to the denial of grants and caused other serious limitations to our 

work”.194 
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The relationship with the media is contentious because there is a primacy placed on 

moderating discussion on taboo topics by establishing and protecting red lines. The GID 

sometimes tries to skirt accusations of heavy-handed obstruction by “suggesting” 

journalists to avoid covering certain topics. Journalists know, however, that these are not 

so much suggestions as they are warnings. Publications deemed as crossing a red line can 

lead to journalists being called in in for questioning, which can mean lengthy 

interrogations, torture, or any other manifestation of physical or psychological abuse. The 

GID also has the capacity to shut journalists out, by using its central position within the 

bureaucratic processes of other government institutions to make their jobs exceedingly 

difficult by withholding permits or denying applications to the Jordanian Press 

Association, which all journalists need to work in the kingdom.195  

The relationship and interactions that the GID has with the media matters because 

they also very directly shape perceptions surrounding the GID. The GID is actively 

involved in shaping its image because it sees itself as needing to protect its reputation. 

For this reason, the GID has a dedicated press affairs office that takes the responsibility 

of monitoring the media seriously. Interactions between the GID and the media have 

become so routinized that they have been institutionalized in the form of a dedicated 

office and manage bureaucratic processes that allow journalists to practice their craft.  
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4.3.3 Jordanian Public:  

The institution is so deeply entrenched in bureaucratic processes and so expansive 

that it is likely that Jordanians, or anyone residing within the country’s borders for the 

most part, would have likely come across or interacted with a GID agent to some 

capacity. Most accounts of the GID generally tend to focus on high politics and political 

intrigue focusing on directors’ interactions with other political elites. Yet, I often heard 

jokes about how “half the country is mukhabarat and the other half wants to be”, 

implying that the average people you interact with on an average day could be part of the 

mukhabarat. On some occasions, I had friends boast to me about having family members 

or friends in the GID, as this was to be considered an asset. One friend even remarked 

asking a family member to investigate a potential marriage prospect, suggesting that their 

family member was expected to have privileged access to information and willing to 

share it to help my friend in their personal life. Beyond a handful of sporadic anecdotes 

from my experiences in Jordan, I have less of a sense of the positive interactions that the 

public has had with the institution and its members. This is likely because of the taboo 

that surrounds talking about the institution, but also the fact that there is significantly less 

attention paid to quotidian interactions with lower-level employees of the GID.  

I am sure that individuals have had positive, or even mundane and otherwise 

unremarkable, interactions with the GID and its agents. Yet accounts that detail average 

citizen’s experiences with the GID tend to be overwhelmingly negative. These negative 

experiences range from dealing to cumbersome bureaucratic blockages to outright 

harassment, intimidation, and violence.196  One of the ways that the mukhabarat has 
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expanded its role in Jordanian’s daily lives is through the issuance of certificates of good 

conduct. The certificate of good conduct is an especially invasive and draconian practice 

carried out by the institution. It’s how it embeds itself in the most mundane bureaucratic 

processes that Jordanians must engage in. Jordanians cannot obtain employment without 

a passport; you cannot get a passport without a certificate of good behavior from the GID. 

This effectively guarantees a point of contact and record of nearly every citizen and 

resident in the country. At times, these certificates of good conduct are denied to people 

that are deemed as troublesome to the institution, or even as a way of punishing 

dissidents by denying permits to their family members or distant relatives.197 The GID 

also has way of punishing opposition, either directly or by association in targeting family 

and friends, and has managed to get people fired from their jobs or their university 

scholarships rescinded.198 The GID has also shifted community dynamics by stoking 

tensions between groups as part of a divide and rule strategy.  For example, during the 

height of the Hirak, the mukhabarat sowed friction within many tribal communities, 

playing on anti-Palestinian sentiment by spreading rumors that Hirak youth were 

Palestinian provocateurs. The mukhabarat also pressured shaykhs to threaten discipline 

against local youths to prevent and deter their mobilization.199  

Just as Jordanians joke about the omnipresence of GID agents, they also remark that 

“the walls have ears”; they have also come to internalize the expectation of constant 
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mukhabarat surveillance.200 Intelligence services reportedly monitor academic events and 

campus life, and administrators work with state officials to scrutinize scholarly material 

for politically sensitive content.201 The monitoring of average people has expanded 

beyond physical spaces, like workplaces and classrooms, to virtual spaces as well. There 

have been entire offices within the institution established to monitor and moderate 

interactions online.202 It is worth noting that these interactions are not unique to 

Jordanians, per se. It is worth noting that not all citizens are created equal, nor are all 

residents of the country spared from interacting with the mukhabarat. The country is host 

to various refugee populations who have encountered the GID to some capacity through 

their status as refugees. Some of the first places that the GID started building their 

bureaucratic reach and their sphere of influence was in refugee camps.203 Anyone in 

Jordan can be subject to Mukhabarat harassment, but it is worth noting that this is 

especially acute for some communities. For instance, given the institution’s history, its 

demographic composition, Palestinian-Jordanians or Palestinian refugees are more likely 

to be exposed to GID harassment. Some Jordanians of Palestinian descent have even 

applied for asylum in other countries, citing persistent hostilities from the institution in 

their appeals.204  
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These interactions are part of what originate and perpetuate common perceptions of 

the GID. Perceptions and interactions are mutually enforcing. Naturally, we can expect 

those who have had generally positive interactions with the GID to have positive 

perceptions toward the institution and the converse is also true. Sometimes the GID are 

seen as regular bureaucrats who, in some cases, might be helpful to know. In other cases, 

they’re seen as boogeymen. The ambiguity that surrounds the institution is only 

compounded by the mixed attitudes toward it.  

4.4 Perceptions 

An exploration of the interactions the GID has had with different elements of 

Jordanian society illustrates that the GID’s track record has been rather mixed. The actors 

I focused on in the previous section – activists, the media, and average citizens – have 

had both positive and negative interactions with the institution. The perceptions these 

different segments of Jordanian society hold are likely, and unsurprisingly, also mixed. 

Though it is natural to assume that the perceptions of the GID are generally negative, 

there are also plenty of positive attitudes toward the institution as well. This mixed 

response makes it difficult to fully think through whether allowing the GID to become 

more autonomous is a necessary or unnecessary evil. Uncertainty or ambivalence can 

also drive autonomy because it allows institutions to exercise autonomy in areas that the 

regime has no interest or ability in managing. 

This section builds on the previous by giving more examples of the disparate 

perceptions toward the GID that Jordanians seem to hold.  I draw from a diverse array of 

sources, such as public opinion data, Jordanian and regional media, humor and satire, and 
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secondary sources, specifically interviews conducted by scholars, Jordanian and regional 

media outlets, and advocacy organizations.  

4.4.1 Perceptions through Public Opinion Data 

The 2022 State of the State survey was conducted on behalf of the International 

Republican Institute (IRI) by NAMA Strategic Intelligence Solutions, a private Jordanian 

firm. Data was collected between September 22 and October 2, 2022, through face-to-

face interviews in respondents’ homes. The sample consisted of 1,500 adult Jordanians, 

aged 18 and older.205 There are valid and common and criticisms of the utility of public 

opinion data, particularly in authoritarian regimes, and these concerns are more acute 

when it comes to collecting data on sensitive issues.  

 
Figure 3: Degrees of confidence in Security Institutions, 2022 IRI Survey Jordan  

 
205 For more details on the survey’s methodology, consult the report here: 

https://www.iri.org/resources/state-of-the-state-nationwide-survey-of-jordan/ 
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Standard caveats aside, respondents overwhelmingly seem to support and trust the 

institution. According to this survey, 88% of respondents reported to have 

“large/moderate” degrees of confidence in the GID. Figure 3 illustrates that degrees of 

confidence in security institutions are very high, with respondents reporting the highest 

degrees of trust in the armed forces and lowest degrees of trust in the GID. Degrees of 

confidence in the GID decreased from the previous survey wave in May 2021 by 

approximately 4%. Despite the drop in the degree of confidence, results indicating 

moderate to high degrees of confidence in the GID are still in the upper quartile.  

 

Figure 4: Degrees of confidence in Security Institutions, 2022 IRI Survey Jordan  

 

Relative to other government institutions, trust in the GID is substantially higher. It is 

the third most trusted institution overall, behind the armed forces and police. The fourth 

most trusted institution, the judiciary, lags substantially behind. With 29% of respondents 
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reporting high degrees of confidence in the judiciary while 75% reported high degrees of 

confidence in the GID.  

There may be various underlying factors that drive these results, such as social 

desirability bias or a fear of responding truthfully.206 It could, however, be reflective of 

Jordanians’ genuine trust in the institution. Although these high degrees of trust in the 

GID are interesting on their face, they are unable to paint a complete picture. There is a 

single question on the GID and it asks respondents to rate their degrees of confidence in 

it. Though it is important to know that Jordanians generally trust the institution, this 

raises several related questions: trust to do what, exactly? Do high degrees of confidence 

in the institution reflect trust or support of its current involvement in politics and their 

day to day lives? Does trust vary by policy area?  When they think about the trusting the 

GID, are they thinking about the institution as a whole or agents with which they have 

engaged? Do individuals trust the GID in some cases and not in others? It is possible to 

trust or support the GID and still have concerns about its role. Surveys do not often ask 

these questions as they can be difficult to field, nor are they necessarily meant to capture 

such specific details. There are not many ways to get data on this issue on such a large 

scale, so some data is better than none. Though this survey generates useful insights on 

Jordanian’s attitudes toward the GID, it is worth noting the nuances missed if this data is 

taken at face value.  

Beyond this survey, public opinion data on the GID is rare. Thus, it is difficult to 

observe variation over time on this dimension or explore variation with other factors, like 

trust as variated by ethnicity, ideology, relative to other institutions, or with respect to 
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addressing social, political, or economic problems. The IRI survey does not make their 

data publicly available for analysis. Other surveys that do make their data available to 

researchers, like the Arab Barometer, do not field questions about the mukhabarat or 

intelligence services. The Arab Barometer collects data across waves and issue areas and 

does try to capture public attitudes about various government institutions and on a range 

of security issues; However, it does not explicitly collect data on the GID. When asking 

about trust in the armed forces, which is also high, the questionnaire specifies the army. 

This is likely the case because the survey is meant to be regionally oriented and thus, 

aims to achieve comparability. The security infrastructure of every country in the region 

looks different so when it comes to capturing attitudes toward security institutions, the 

army is likely the least common denominator.  

More importantly, the sensitivity of the subject matter limits the ability to field 

questions about intelligence services or secret police. In the case of Jordan, the Arab 

Barometer partners with the Center for Strategic Studies at the University of Jordan to 

field its portion of the survey. In conducting preliminary fieldwork, I met with the 

director of the center and expressed interest in fielding a survey measuring attitudes 

toward counterterrorism law, policymaking, and enforcement. The specific aim of the 

survey I envisioned was to evaluate attitudes toward the various government and security 

institutions involved in the processes of crafting and enforcing counterterrorism policy. 

National security issues, such as counterterrorism, are considered highly sensitive and 

under the direct purview of the mukhabarat. For that reason, I was told by leadership at 

the center that it would not be possible to field this survey in partnership with the center. 

Not only that, but they stressed that the mukhabarat would never approve such a survey 
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and it would be ill-advised to attempt to field a survey through other channels, such as a 

private firm.207  

4.4.2 Perceptions through Discourse Analysis  

Shifting from collecting data via large, national surveys to interviews likely 

provides more opportunities to capture deeper understandings of attitudes toward the 

GID. Naturally, the standardization of inquiry and scale in surveys is what we sacrifice in 

exchange for nuance and detail. However, the challenges with sensitivity are just as 

prevalent, if not more in interviews. For the most part, I encountered a general 

unwillingness to talk about issues related to the mukhabarat beyond off-handed jokes or 

warnings. I encountered the joke, “half the country is mukhabarat and the other half 

wants to be”, on several occasions. This quip was usually followed by, “how do I know 

you’re not also a spy”? In future iterations of this project, I would hope to conduct 

interviews assessing individual perceptions of the institution and experiences with it. To 

the extent that it is possible to ask these questions in a way that is ethical and prioritizes 

the safety of my interlocutors. It can be difficult to engage in extensive conversations 

about the GID, as I found that during my time in the country from 2018-2019, people 

would rather not explicitly talk about the GID if they could help it. Interestingly, the GID 

was never meant to be the subject of the conversation, but it often came up organically 

when discussing other social or political issues; the frequency with which I encountered 

mentions of the GID in seemingly unrelated conversations is what caused me to shift my 

focus toward the institution in the first place.  In one discussion with a friend where the 

GID came up in passing, a family member in the room expressed, “are you sure you 
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should be talking about that? Measure your curiosity”. These interactions are in large part 

what shape inform my analysis in this chapter.208  

To deepen my discussion on Jordanians’ perceptions of the GID, I turn toward 

discourse surrounding the institution as an extension of those attitudes. I have drawn from 

secondary sources and alternative mediums that can give indirect insight into broadly 

held beliefs about the institution. The secondary sources I draw from are from studies 

conducted by other scholars, media outlets, and reports by advocacy organizations. The 

alternative mediums I center are common rumors and jokes that communicate certain 

perceptions about the GID: their origins may be difficult to trace, but they nonetheless 

have spread widely because they resonate to some degree with those who proliferate 

them. These rumors and jokes repackage genuine, though difficult to express perceptions 

toward the institution and communicate them in a more indirect way. 

As I have discussed throughout, it is hard for Jordanians within the kingdom fully 

express their attitudes toward the institution and share their perceptions on it. That is not 

to say that they do not, but we are less likely to find those discussions in Jordanian news 

sites, government owned or otherwise. I turn to independent media sites in an effort to 

cast a wider net, some sites are based in Jordan but most are based outside of the 

kingdom in neighboring countries or abroad. In addition to more traditional forms of 

media, I also consider popular content produced by Jordanians in exile through blogs, 

social media platforms, and YouTube.  

One key source within the Jordanian media landscape that directly comments on the 

mukhabarat is 7iber, a media organization and online magazine launched in 2007 
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publishing on a variety of political, economic, social, cultural, and intellectual issues in 

Jordan and the region. 7iber has published multiple pieces commenting on the GID 

specifically or highlighting the role of the GID in broader political and economic issues 

within the kingdom. For example, in one piece titled, “Jordan: A mukhabarat state or the 

mukhabarat’s state?”, an author discusses the GID’s entrenchment in all areas of life in 

Jordan, from politics, to culture, and the economy. 209  In another piece analyzing political 

developments within the country during the first year of former Prime Minister Omar 

Razzaz’s tenure, the author notes that Jordanians “witnessed the return of the General 

Intelligence Directorate to its pre-2011 dominance over the political sphere”. 210   

In addition to being one of the few sources to tackle analysis about the GID directly, 

7iber provides one of the few opportunities to gain insight into the mixed views 

Jordanians can hold toward the mukhabarat and their reasons. In the brief discursive 

opening created by the Arab uprisings in 2011, the #debates discussion series hosted by 

7iber in the illustrates these tensions. The #debates were a series of discussions that 

brought together a diverse group of people to engage in informal discussions around 

hotly debated political issues affecting the country at the time. There was one session 

held dedicated to discussing the role of the mukhabarat in Jordanian politics. Although 

the role of the intelligence services in political life is a topic that most would avoid 

discussing publicly, it was one of the most widely attended events in the #Debates. The 

organizers opened the discussion with an overview of the development of the mukhabarat 
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during different points in history and turned toward fostering critical discussion on issues 

such as the legal basis (or lack thereof) of the mukhabarat’s work with regard to 

monitoring citizens, its presence in universities, its interference in political decision-

making, its involvement in appointments in the public and private sectors, and issues 

regarding the institution’s transparency and accountability.211  

The views expressed by those of the discussion may not necessarily serve as a 

representative sample of the perceptions held by all Jordanians in every demographic. 

The discussion likely overrepresents the perspectives of youth, activists, and those 

generally sympathetic to 7iber’s perspectives on Jordanian political issues. Jordanians 

who participated in these debates self-selected into sharing their perceptions of the 

mukhabarat and their views on the various topics discussed related to the institution. 

Those involved in the debates were Jordanians who were highly invested in said 

discussions to the point that they were willing to meet in a public space to discuss them, 

regardless of their sensitivity. If they were not physically present at the discussion, they 

participated actively, posed questions, and provided commentary via social media 

platforms like Twitter and Facebook. Nevertheless, even among a small, non-

representative sample of Jordanians, there were competing perceptions of the institution 

articulated. Some of the participants of the discussion voiced discontent with the 

overwhelming presence of the mukhabarat in politics and day to day life, some demanded 

greater transparency on the mukhabarat’s inner working and its activities, some argued 
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that fears of the mukhabarat are overblown, while others suggested that demanding 

transparency from an intelligence service, is unnecessary and counterproductive.212  

 7iber is one of a few Jordan-based independent news media sites, other sites based 

in the kingdom, include Ammannet.net, Amounnews.com, and allofjo.net. Regional and 

international independent media outlets provide some insight on these perceptions as 

well. Some notable examples of popular publications for news, political analysis, and 

discourse are The New Arab, Middle East Eye, Al Monitor, Al Quds Al Arabi, and 

albawab.net. Because these outlets are based outside of the kingdom, they are more likely 

to publish commentary on the GID as they are less likely to be subject to the same 

constraints that Jordanian media outlets are. However, many of these independent news 

sites have been shut down or blocked in Jordan on several occasions.213 Other media 

outlets in the country, even if they are privately owned, are much more dependent on the 

government and if they comment on the GID at all, they typically publish the 

perspectives that are directly fed to editors by the government.214  

It is worth noting that some of these independent media sites, can be seen as 

lacking credibility and have been accused of reporting on rumors, making their reports 

difficult to verify or corroborate. In spite of this, the existence of these narratives is 

informative because they represent views that authors expect their readers to share or at 

least are willing to engage with. In one article, the author opines that it is time to 

restructure the GID because it has “unfortunately deviated” from its original duties and 

 
212 7iber, “Reforms in Light of Security Concerns”. 
 ,August 19, 2016 ”,موقع عمان نت | AmmanNet Site Back after a One Week Block“,موقع عمان نت 213

http://ammannet.net/english/ammannet-site-back-after-one-week-block.  
214 214 Demillio, Choke Hold. 
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intended mission to the point that “the department is considered ‘a shadow 

government’”.215 Many of these sites, such as amman.net have a broad readership, 

suggesting high degrees of engagement and resonance with Jordanian readers, at home 

and abroad. To be sure, by highlighting their independence and broad readership, my 

intent is not to lend credence to claims that they make. I do not have the authority or 

ability to do that, especially given the difficulty in corroborating many of these stories 

and rumors. But therein lies the point, it does not necessarily matter if the stories 

published in independent media sources are factually correct or credible. What really 

matters is that Jordanian audiences consume the perspectives shared in these pieces and 

engage with them.  

It is difficult to trace rumors about the GID down to a single source, that is part of 

what makes common narratives about the institution rumors; these narratives develop and 

spread organically. There are significant restrictions on Jordanian social media, where 

crossing discursive red lines through Facebook posts or tweets have landed individuals in 

jail.216 Yet, it is possible to see bits and pieces of these rumors make the rounds on social 

media and communications platforms such as Facebook, WhatsApp, Clubhouse, 

YouTube and Twitter.217 YouTuber Alaa Alfazza serves as a prominent example of how 

the rumors and speculation surrounding the GID can appear on social media. Comments 

 
215 Khaled Al-Majali, “اعادة هيكلة دائرة المخابرات العامة- Restructuring the General Intelligence Department.”  كل

 .January 30, 2013. http://www.allofjo.net/index.php?page=article&id=42644 ,الاردن
216 Mohammed Ersan, “Jordan: Press Freedom at Stake as Parliament Seeks Jail Terms for Violating Gag 

Orders,” Middle East Eye, April 30, 2022. http://www.middleeasteye.net/news/jordan-press-freedom-stake-

amendments-jail-time.  
217 DataReportal – Global Digital Insights. “Digital 2023: Jordan,” February 13, 2023. 

https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2023-jordan; Tahat, D. N., Elareshi, M., Tahat, K., Al Jwaniat, M. 

A., Habes, M., & Ziani, A. (2022, November). News Media and Political Participation in the Middle East: 

Jordan as an example. In 2022 International Arab Conference on Information Technology (ACIT) (pp. 1-8). 

IEEE. 

http://www.allofjo.net/index.php?page=article&id=42644
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in response to his content also lend insight to some perceptions and reactions to these 

rumors. Alfazza is a Jordanian living in exile in Sweden where he claims to have sought 

asylum for political reasons.218 A self-described political-activist and writer, Alfazza 

shares his takes on Jordanian social and political issues through his popular Facebook 

page and YouTube accounts. As of July 2023, Alfazza has 89.4 K subscribers, with his 

videos having several thousands of views and dozens of comments.  

In one video titled, “Secrets of appointing Jordanian intelligence directors and 

amazing details”, Alfazza discusses details surrounding leadership changes within the 

mukhabarat starting from Samih al-Battikhi to Ahmed Hosni and all other former 

directors in between. The video obtained substantial engagement, with upwards of 70 K 

views and more than 50 comments.219 The comments in response to the video illustrate a 

variety of perceptions toward Alfazza’s discussion and the GID: some comments accuse 

the institution of corruption and describe it as a “deep state”, while others cast doubt on 

Alfazza’s claims and wish the institution blessings and thank it for its service.  

It is worth noting that Alfazza is somewhat of a controversial figure, and reactions 

to his content are mixed with one Jordanian analyst describing him as a “nativist”, 

sowing divisions within the country through his social media presence.220 Nonetheless, 

Alfazza has a significant social media presence, which gives him a large platform that he 

has used to disseminate narratives about the institution and rumors that are difficult to 

substantiate, but solicit responses from his audience. Beyond a handful of media sites, it 

 
218 Ammon News, “Jordanian Journalist Seeks Asylum, Claims Security Pressures,” October 18, 2013, 

https://en.ammonnews.net/article/23317.  
219 Alaa Alfazza, “أسرار تعيين مدراء المخابرات الأردنية وتفاصيل عجيبة- Secrets of Appointing Jordanian Intelligence 

Directors and Amazing Details.” YouTube, February 11, 2023. https://youtu.be/onDkvvi_Mvk.  
220 https://tcf.org/content/commentary/jordans-nativists-thrive-online-and-might-exacerbate-the-countrys-

divisions/. 

https://en.ammonnews.net/article/23317
https://youtu.be/onDkvvi_Mvk
https://tcf.org/content/commentary/jordans-nativists-thrive-online-and-might-exacerbate-the-countrys-divisions/
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can be difficult to source independent media commenting on the institution. Thus, 

Alfazza’s social media channels, and those of other popular “political commentators” 

online, can serve as a source to understand what narratives exist about the GID and how 

those impact the popular perceptions of the institution.  

4.4.2.1 Rumor, Humor, and Satire 

Rumors tell us a lot about the perceived importance of particular issues in low-

information environments. Rumors abound in contexts like authoritarian regimes due to 

the centralized control of information. Authoritarian countries are fertile grounds for 

rumors and this propensity for urban legend and mythmaking is compounded when it 

comes to subjects that are even more necessarily opaque, like the intelligence services. 

There is little that is known about the intelligence services that exist outside of the realm 

of rumors, the state, and the institutions’ self-communicated images of who they are, 

what they do, and how well they do it. The folklore that surrounds the institution are a 

function of the difficulty of verifying information about the GID. The clandestine nature 

of its activities as well as the low-information environment that surrounds the institution 

by virtue of being both an intelligence agency and a key element within an authoritarian 

monarchy allow more myths and rumors surrounding the institution to surface, 

contributing to this greater sense of autonomy at least by way of making oversight or 

incursion appear unnecessary, undesirable, or altogether impossible.  

The ambiguity that surrounds the institution is only compounded by the mixed 

attitudes toward it. Though it is natural to assume that the perceptions of the GID are 

generally negative, there are also plenty of positive attitudes toward the institution as 

well. These conflicting views makes it difficult to fully think through whether allowing 
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the GID to become more autonomous is a necessary or unnecessary evil. The 

mukhabarat’s relationships to the world around it is also conditioned by the air of 

ambiguity that envelops it. This ambiguity is both a function of the lack of transparency 

on its internal governance structure, its actual roles and responsibilities, the mixed 

experiences of all who have had to encounter it directly, and the attitudes of all who bear 

witness to it.  

Similar to rumors, much of the perceptions about the GID are communicated through 

humor. The bulk of the insights people were willing to share with me on their perceptions 

of the institution were said in jest. Jokes about the institution can be communicated in a 

variety of ways: on social media, through political cartoons, WhatsApp messages, or off-

handed comments. I encountered these most often but did so outside of the context of 

formal interviews with interlocutors. Out of concerns over ethics in directly citing 

conversations that occurred outside of an interview environment, I turn to published 

satire as a sample of the humor that illustrates popular perceptions of the institution.  

Al hudood is a satirical news publication based in Jordan. Founded in 2013, Al 

hudood originally focused on Jordan, but it has grown to include commentary on a 

variety of regional and global issues. According to the publication’s site the goal is to 

cover regional and international news for Arab readers through the lens of satire though 

they claim it is not a real news site, they do so while posing the question: “what is news 

anyway, but organized gossip?”.221 Al hudood describes itself as using its creative 

journalistic platform to highlight untruths, propaganda, and disinformation as well as to 

inform people on political, social, and economic issues with a satirical twist”.222 Satire is 

 
221 Al-Hudood, “من نحن- About Us.”  شبكة الحدود,https://alhudood.net/about.  
222 Al-Hudood. “من نحن- About Us.”  شبكة الحدود, https://alhudood.net/about.  

https://alhudood.net/about
https://alhudood.net/about
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a means for conveying a criticism in a way that protects the commentator and reaches 

audiences in a way that resonates with them. 

Commenting on the mukhabarat is a discursive red line, much like criticizing the 

King or the royal family. Some media that comments on the mukhabarat does exist, but it 

is not particularly common. To the extent that publications about the Mukhabarat exist, 

they are usually produced by monarchy friendly local sources that praise the institution or 

mention it in passing for its role in successful security operations. Publications from 

external parties such as international NGOs or foreign media outlets commenting on the 

GID are rare, but relatively more common. Though risky, the stakes are much lower for 

non-Jordanians to publish pieces focusing on the mukhabarat than it is for Jordanians. 

Despite this, or perhaps because of it, Al hudood has published several pieces focusing on 

the mukhabarat, satirizing it and its role in Jordanian society and politics. 

Al hudood’s pieces on the mukhabarat tend to fall into two general categories: 

fictional stories involving the institution and its agents and commentary on events that 

did take place from a comedic perspective. Multiple well-known rumors, jokes, and 

folklore surrounding the institution are reproduced in these pieces. This is significant 

because these illustrate common discourse surrounding the institution and reflects 

attitudes that the Jordanian public holds about the mukhabarat. Some recurring themes 

within these pieces are jabs at the mukhabarat’s perceived omnipresence, omniscience, its 

brutality, and the institution’s persistent claims to repress in service of Jordanians. Pieces 

also convey criticisms of individuals co-opted by the mukhabarat and rewarded for their 

cooperation. In addition to commenting on the mukhabarat directly, there are also 

simultaneous critiques of other state institutions and the monarchy. In the following 
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sections, I provide some examples of these pieces and provide an analysis to illustrate 

these themes. I begin by highlighting and contextualizing the significance of the fictional 

pieces before I move onto those engaging with actual events.  

Al hudood has published several pieces commenting on the mukhabarat, some are 

more clearly about the Jordanian mukhabarat than others. Given the site’s more recent 

regional turn, it is likely that some of these fictional articles could also apply to 

intelligence services in other countries, especially because the terms “mukhabarat” or 

“general intelligence” are used to refer to intelligence services across the region, 

regardless of their official names. Though these pieces might not strictly be about Jordan, 

or any specific country in the region, it does not preclude them for resonating with 

Jordanian audiences or reflecting Jordanian attitudes toward the mukhabarat. Themes 

commenting on surveillance, violence, cooptation, and intelligence bureaucratic 

labyrinths constructed in part by the intelligence services are common in these fictional 

news stories.  

Figure 5: This is in reference to the blue eye-shaped talismans --sometimes they’re in other colors-- called عين or  

 These amulets are sometimes also referred to as the evil eye or the eye of God and are thought to .(naẓar) نظر 

protect against the evil eye or a curse brought on by envy or a malicious glare. 
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One 2015 piece titled, “The General Intelligence launches the program ‘the watchful 

eye touches/reaches you’” describes the launch of a new program that employs the 

ubiquitous ‘eyn as a surveillance tool and proactive measure to “delay the citizens’ 

plotting of cosmic conspiracies”.223 The article then goes onto describe this new “service” 

as an effort to further develop the mukhabarat’s other programs such as the “eyes on your 

screen”, “ears on your headphones”, the “famous toothless laugh service”, and the “no 

more nails service”. These “programs” and “services” make explicit references to the 

mukhabarat’s panoptic surveillance practices as well as often-cited rumors of torture; for 

example, the GID is thought to closely monitor citizens’ communications through 

wiretapping and its headquarters are colloquially referred to as “the fingernail factory” 

alluding to torture in the form of pulling out of suspects’ fingernails during 

interrogations.224  

The piece then goes onto discuss the mukhabarat’s intent to expand its capacity and 

establish an “electronic torture” service alongside the country’s “e-governance” 

infrastructure which has also long been subject to jokes and critiques. The article ends 

with the GID pre-empting the correspondent’s inquiries and essentially disappearing him 

before he is able to conclude his investigation. All the while, the Al hudood team 

distances itself from him, adamantly reiterating their understanding that any investigation 

into the mukhabarat’s performance and effectiveness is strictly off limits. In disavowing 

the correspondent’s investigation, the outlet stresses, “…the mere thought of asking about 

 
 The General Intelligence Launches the Program -’شبكة الحدود. “المخابرات العامة تطلق برنامج ‘العين الساهرة تطرقك 223

‘The Watchful Eye Touches You,’” September 20, 2015. https://alhudood.net/3566.  
224 Mohammad Aslam, “Jordan’s Mukhabarat: Inside the Snakepit.” Foreign Policy Journal, August 3, 

2011, https://www.foreignpolicyjournal.com/2011/08/03/jordans-mukhabarat-inside-the-snakepit/.  
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these topics is an abject violation of all taboos, red and yellow lines and traffic lights…” 

The jokes in this piece make references to the GID’s reputation for repression through the 

journalist’s disappearance, the article hyperbolically comments on the GID’s perceived 

omniscience.  

In this case, the mukhabarat not only knows all that goes on in the kingdom, but it can 

look into the future. Additionally, the piece concludes with a comment on the country’s 

ever-present discursive red lines and illustrates the pressure that the media is under. The 

media is understood to exist under the thumb of the mukhabarat such that stepping 

outside of the lines of what is permissible to discuss could feasibly engender such a 

response from an editorial team seeking to protect itself from the mukhabarat’s 

retaliation. In general, this satirical article is telling because it illustrates common 

perceptions of the mukhabarat and their role in repression, shielding it with a thin layer of 

humor and hyperbole.  

Another piece features an interview with a fictional character named Abu al-Laith, a 

senior officer of the intelligence services. The “interview” describes the officer writing 

reports on his colleagues at university, his professors, lectures, etc. Abu al-Laith notes 

that he began writing the reports without being asked, though his dedication to informing 

on others was ultimately rewarded when his university professor was dismissed and 

disappeared, and he was invited to join the mukhabarat after graduating from university 

with honors. Abu al-Laith concludes the interview by inquiring about the interviewer’s 

father and family, suggesting a deep knowledge about the interviewer’s personal life.225 

 
 A -شبكة الحدود. “قصة نجاح: أبو الليث كتب اثنين وسبعين تقريراً بزملائه في الجامعة قبل أن ينضم رسمياً لجهاز المخابرات 225

Success Story: Abu al-Laith Wrote Seventy-Two Reports on His Colleagues at the University before He 

Officially Joined the Intelligence Service,” April 27, 2018. https://alhudood.net/14533; 

Note: Inquiry on his father is about him going crazy from being sick of eating mulukhiya, which might also 

https://alhudood.net/14533
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Another article features a report written by Abu al-Laith on an individual who claimed he 

feared “nobody but Allah” on his Facebook page. This prompted an invitation to GID HQ 

to “correct” this belief, for his own good.226 

These pieces centered on Abu al-Laith and his reports illustrate how the GID 

incentivizes people to inform on members of their communities. Localizing surveillance 

by paying off informants is a well-known tactic of the mukhabarat. The article focusing 

on the man brought in to the GID’s offices for a Facebook post references the close 

monitoring of citizens’ social media activity. Speech online has been increasingly 

restricted in recent years through the advent and expansion of cybercrimes laws.227 Not to 

mention, the premise of the individuals’ summoning was his purported lack of fear in the 

mukhabarat which reinforces the belief that the intelligence services want to be feared. 

Through these fictional stories, Al hudood can convey critiques of the mukhabarat by 

invoking familiar shared myths, stories, and jokes. The outlet is better positioned to get 

away with making certain claims or expressing certain ideas because the events described 

may not have occurred, though the humor resonates because these stories are not too far 

beyond the realm of possibility. 

The outlet further pushes the envelope on “acceptable” discourse by employing the 

same comedic mechanisms to comment on actual events. These stories give further 

insight on the perceptions that surround the mukhabarat because it takes the same 

common jokes and folklore that surrounds the institution and contextualizes them by 

 
suggest that the family in question is Palestinian. This potentially adds another layer to the joke. Given the 

GID’s history of surveilling Palestinians more heavily. 
 Intelligence Succeeds in Changing the -شبكة الحدود. “المخابرات تنجح بتغيير رأي شاب كان يعتقد أنه لا يخاف إلا من الله 226

Mind of a Young Man Who Thought He Only Feared God,” August 3, 2017, https://alhudood.net/10925. 
227 MENA Rights Group ,“Latest Cybercrime Law Amendments Once Again Risk Curbing Free Speech in 

Jordan,” https://www.menarights.org/en/articles/latest-cybercrime-law-amendments-once-again-risk-

curbing-free-speech-jordan.    

https://www.menarights.org/en/articles/latest-cybercrime-law-amendments-once-again-risk-curbing-free-speech-jordan
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rooting them in current events. Though it is incredibly risky to criticize the GID, Al 

hudood has used its approach to provide commentary on scandals surrounding the 

institution and its role in other political scandals.  

In June 2016, investigations by the New York Times and Al Jazeera revealed that 

GID personnel had "systematically" sold CIA-supplied weapons destined for Syrian 

militias on the black market.228 According to reports and rumors, GID officers involved 

in the scheme used their profits to purchase iPhones, expensive cars, and other luxury 

items. The discovery of these sales generated a massive scandal because it revealed 

weaknesses in the presumably strong CIA-GID relationship, highlighted yet another 

instance of GID corruption, and it was believed that the weapons were connected to an 

attack on a police training facility that claimed the lives of two Americans.229  

Al hudood published a piece on the weapons scandal, poking fun at the institution’s 

anti-corruption efforts given its own track record. In the article, the outlet reported that 

the mukhabarat had planned to put a pause on its anticorruption activities until the 

scandal blew over or the world turned its attention to something else. The article joked 

that the weapons ending up on the black market was part of an elaborate plan for the GID 

to ambush the buyers and that getting caught was all part of their plan. The article states 

that the money the offending officers made would be distributed fairly in a charitable 

trust that would allow the intelligence officers to buy sports cars and cell phones which 

would in turn help them better carry out their duties. Through their satirical reporting on 

 
228 Mark Mazzetti, Ali Younes, “Weapons for Syrian Rebels Sold on Jordan’s Black Market.” Al Jazeera, 

June 26, 201626, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/6/26/weapons-for-syrian-rebels-sold-on-jordans-

black-market.  
229 El-Bar, Karim. “Jordanian Spies Sold Syrian Rebel Weaponry on Black Market: Report.” Middle East 

Eye, June 27, 2016, https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/jordanian-spies-sold-syrian-rebel-weaponry-

black-market-report.  
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the events, Al hudood shed light on the culture of impunity that surrounds the 

mukhabarat, particularly as it relates to matters of corruption, because of its own role in 

investigating corruption and its ability to evade accountability by reiterating the 

importance of their work in ensuring national security.  

During the COVID-19 pandemic, seven patients died at a hospital in Salt when it ran 

out of oxygen in March 2021. The tragedy prompted a visit by King Abdullah II and the 

resignations of the health minister and hospital director. Government officials said all of 

the victims were being treated for the coronavirus and had died following an hour-long 

oxygen interruption. The deaths led to protests outside of the hospital and outrage 

throughout the kingdom.230 The GID features prominently in the Al hudood article 

covering the events. According to the outlet, the Jordanian authorities dealt with the 

disaster “with the utmost firmness” and stated that they and were determined to hold 

those responsible accountable, as they opened an investigation and calling on an activist 

as the likely culprit. The article suggests that this activist was randomly selected and sent 

to the GID headquarters and tortured to the point of confessing to the crime of somehow 

causing the oxygen shortage and “uncover the threads of the conspiracy that thwarted the 

state’s efforts and measures” to deal with the virus.231 This piece satirizes the frequent 

imprisonment of activists under trumped up chargers. In this article, Jordanian authorities 

scapegoat an activist and went out of their way to find reasons to pin the tragedy on him 

though he had nothing to do with any of it. Not to mention, we see another reference to 

 
230 Suleiman Al-Khalidi, “Jordan Court Jails Health Officials over COVID-19 Oxygen Deaths.” Reuters, 

December 5, 2021. https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/jordan-court-jails-health-officials-over-

covid-19-oxygen-deaths-2021-12-05/.  
 How did the Salt Hospital- شبكة الحدود. “كيف حدثت كارثة مستشفى السلط؟ السلطات الأردنية توقف ناشطاً وتعذبه كي يعترف 231

disaster happen? Jordanian authorities arrest an activist and torture him into confessing,” March 14, 2021, 

https://alhudood.net/43150.  
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 134 

the notion that the GID is not afraid to torture innocents so that they can forcibly extract 

confessions. 

A September 2022 article describes the state response to a Human Rights Watch 

(HRW) report condemning the shrinking of Jordan’s civic space. In the article, the State 

Security Prosecutor accused HRW of defaming the kingdom of His Majesty the King and 

Her Majesty the Queen, defaming their security services and their sovereign institutions, 

and provoking human rights strife by making citizens aware of the country’s human 

rights abuses. Security officers acted swiftly and donned their “civilian uniforms”, going 

undercover in plain clothes to blindfold and capture the employees of the organization 

and take them to the mukhabarat’s interrogation centers. The case is expected to end with 

a variety of rulings drawing from the cybercrime and anti-terrorism laws. Once charged, 

the article states that local experts confirmed that King Abdullah II would pardon HRW’s 

employees and issue a royal pardon for them as soon as a decision is issued by the State 

Security Court to dissolve the organization.  

The article satirizes the kingdom’s approach to dissenting voices and the taboo 

against speaking on human rights issues and the security services’ role in perpetuating 

abuses. Though it is difficult to imagine that the monarchy and security apparatus would 

retaliate against a foreign international organization, the approach outlined is reflective of 

the fate often met by local civil society organizations and advocacy groups that raise the 

same issues. Though the article does not focus specifically on the mukhabarat, it is 

discussed extensively in the “offending” HRW watch report. The article reflects the 

common knowledge that criticizing the mukhabarat has dire consequences.  
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By virtue of being a satirical site, the content created by Al hudood is intended to be 

more critical of the institution, therefore presenting a more negative view toward it. 

Individuals turn to humor to express their criticisms and anxieties about the institution in 

a way that protects those expressing critical views and those engaging with them. 

Although the satirical site references rumors, jokes, and stereotypes about the mukhabarat 

that resonate with Jordanians, it does not necessarily represent the perceptions of all 

Jordanians. Al hudood exists because opportunities to discuss the mukhabarat and 

question its role in Jordanian politics are few and far in between.  

There are not many opportunities to explore Jordanian’s perceptions toward the 

institution because of the powerful taboo that surrounds discussing the institution, 

limiting the sheer volume of perceptions that can be publicly shared.  Yet somehow, 

certain perceptions of the institution manage to spread widely, even to non-Jordanian 

audiences. For instance, western scholars and observers have openly referred to the 

institution as “the fingernail factory” or an “unaccountable fiefdom” in their work.  

Anyone with an understanding of Jordanian politics, be they Jordanian or not, would not 

be surprised to hear any of the above descriptions of the mukhabarat. These commonly 

held beliefs about the GID come to shape how other actors within Jordanian society, the 

state, or even abroad perceive and interact with the institution. 

By examining a selection of sources where the GID has been the subject of 

discourse, it becomes increasingly clear that there is no single overarching perception of 

the institution that is overwhelmingly positive or negative. The views toward the 

institution are much more complex and this complexity further drives the institution’s 

ability to continuously exert and develop its autonomy as this ambiguity helps the 
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institution deter incursions into its affairs. I now turn toward the GID’s sense of self, as 

expressed through its website. The way in which the institution articulates its sense of 

mission and its duties reflects an awareness of the perceptions that others have of it and 

the reputation that it holds. Through its site, the GID seeks to speak to those perceptions 

and convey its own perception of what it is that the institution is meant to do and how it is 

meant to do it.  

4.5 The GID’s Sense of Self  

To paint a holistic picture of the role that perceptions play in shaping institutional 

autonomy, it is important to also capture the institution’s projected sense of self. The 

interactions that the GID has with others and the perceptions others form about it are 

informed by the institution’s sense of self and vice-versa. How does the institution see 

itself and what image of itself is it trying to put forth into the world? Is this image 

consistent with the image that its intended audience has of the institution? What are the 

areas of overlap and discord between the GID’s sense of self and the perceptions of its 

multiple audiences within and beyond the kingdom. To illustrate the institution’s sense of 

self, I draw from a content analysis of the institution’s website.  

In 1996, the GID became the first Arab intelligence agency to establish a website, 

doing so in an effort to “change its image to fit the era of democratization and human 

rights”.232 An analysis of the institution’s website gives us some general insight into the 

image that the GID would like to portray itself to the public. It could very well be the 

case that the language and images portrayed on the website are carefully curated by an 

image-conscious monarchy, but the site and its contents still lend some insights into what 

 
232 Magnarella, Paul J., ed. Middle East and North Africa: governance, democratization, human rights. 

Taylor & Francis, 2017. 
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the GID’s perceived sense of self, particularly as it relates to its relationship to the 

monarchy, the state, and the broader Jordanian public.  

The landing page of the website welcomes visitors to the site with a video clip of 

King Abdullah II honoring the General Intelligence Department for their steadfast 

commitment to ensuring the safety and stability of the country and their involvement in 

coordinating the country’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Just below the video 

with the king is a welcome note from the current GID Director, Major General Ahmad 

Husni. In this letter, Husni describes the GID website as “a key window for 

communicating with the Jordanian people” and a forum intended to establish channels of 

“constructive and fruitful communication” and foster “transparency, openness and mutual 

trust for the welfare and stability of [the] country”.233 Notably, the letter points to a 

shared responsibility in maintaining the country’s national security, describing it as a 

collaborative effort between the institution and the Jordanian public.  

In addition to linking to different pages of the website, the landing page also links 

to the application for a certificate of good conduct, the official website for the “Amman 

Message”, and the country’s Comprehensive National Plan for Human Rights from 2016-

2025.  The first linked site leads to the official e-government site, where Jordanians can 

begin the process of soliciting a certificate of good conduct online. Linking these pages 

on the front page of its site indicates a prioritization of these issues above others and 

identifies them as key functions that the institution serves.  

One of the most important bureaucratic functions that the GID serves is the 

issuance of certificates of good conduct, therefore it makes sense that this would be 
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among the first things linked on the front page of the institutions’ site. The logic behind 

spotlighting the “The Amman Message”, is less clear. The message was the monarchy’s 

official attempt to establish an official interpretation of Islam. “It sought to declare what 

Islam is and what it is not, and what actions represent it and what actions do not. Its goal 

was to clarify to the modern world the true nature of Islam and the nature of true 

Islam”.234 “The Amman Message” is a key cornerstone of the country’s approach to 

countering terrorism and deradicalization, it has also allowed to the Kingdom to portray 

itself as an oasis of moderation in the region. The inclusion of this message could be 

thought to signal the GID’s key role in carrying out the crown’s agenda and directives, 

while also signaling a proximity to the King. The final linked page leads to the 

monarchy’s official plan to improve human rights in the kingdom. The inclusion of this 

report is noteworthy given that the GID has a recorded history of human rights abuses 

and much of the negative perceptions of the institution are a function of this. Linking the 

report comes across as a tacit acknowledgement of concerns surrounding the GID’s track 

record on human rights and a pre-emptive attempt to address them by illustrating that the 

institution wants to present itself as taking human rights seriously.  

The institution most explicitly articulates its sense of mission, and by extension its 

sense of self, on the “G.I.D.’s Principles” page. On this page, the GID states that it 

“builds on a deep and comprehensive understanding of the meaning of national security, 

thus awarding its various political, economic, administrative, social as well as cultural 

dimensions their due attention”.235 In so doing, it claims to collaborate and share 
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responsibilities with the state and civil society in a “complementary relationship”.236 The 

institution appears to possess an expansive sense of mission and portrays itself as needing 

to protect a broad and ambiguous understanding of “national security”. On this page, the 

institution also articulates a belief that security and stability “act as the only guarantees 

for freedom and decent life to Jordanian citizens under the rule of law” and that they are 

necessary “preconditions [that] serve as safeguards against infiltration or fragmentation 

of the society while bolstering the notion of citizenship, feelings of belonging and 

patriotism”.237 This reflects the mukhabarat and monarchy’s propensity to prioritize 

security above all else, claiming that it is impossible to provide Jordanians with the 

dignified lives they seek without them. This is worth noting as the monarchy, with the 

help of the mukhabarat, has on several occasions skirted around demands for political 

reforms by stressing the need to maintain stability and effectively maintain the status quo. 

The “G.I.D.’s Duties” page lists some of the tasks the GID performs to “protect” 

its understanding of national security. These duties include collecting and analyzing 

information to inform political decision-making, “countering ideological sabotage which 

could lead to material destruction” and “countering attempts at infiltrating the Jordanian 

society”, and countering “material sabotage”, terrorism, and espionage. It also considers 

one of its duties to protect Jordanian democracy which it describes as being targeted by 

non-descript “external and internal powers”.238 In general, the GID articulates duties 

derived from countering ambiguous threats from ambiguous sources. In doing so, the 
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GID is communicating that it has a broad and ambitious mandate to carry out in whatever 

way it sees fit to do so.  

The rest of the site provides some additional information on the organization and 

its history, although this information is limited. The institution remains unclear about its 

institutional and internal governance structures, and this is evident in their online 

presence, through their own website or any other government website that makes a 

reference to them. The only detail given on the GID’s official website is that they have 

“numerous offices spread all over governorates”.239 They give no background on their 

administrative structure, or any organizational details that might give some insight on 

how the institution operates and governs itself. The GID does, however, go through great 

care to explain its logo and all its symbols. On a dedicated page of their website, the GID 

carefully breaks down the various components of their logo that includes symbols to 

Hashemite Royal Crown, national security, national unity, control, invulnerability, power 

over internal and external enemies, and religious references to truth. The choice of what 

information is shared and what is not illustrates the image of itself that the GID seeks to 

project. The GID wants to be perceived as valiant, patriotic, human rights respecting 

institution, working tirelessly to protect national security and the Jordanian people; it 

makes vague references to how it goes about carrying out its ambiguously defined 

mission of protecting its broad understanding of “national security”.  

At various points throughout the site, from the director’s letter on the first page, to 

one a page titled, “how you can help us”, the GID appears to convey itself as a friend, 
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ally, and collaborator to the average Jordanian while simultaneously embedding and 

normalizing its role in society and elevating the average citizen to the keeper of the 

nation’s security. For instance, the page soliciting help from Jordanian citizens states that, 

“the task of preserving national security is a shared responsibility” and encourages 

individuals to get in contact with the GID to share any information that might help “ward 

off” threats to national security and provides a series of phone numbers that individuals 

can use to get in touch with the GID’s offices. The GID then goes onto explain that it 

would follow up on tips stating, “naturally, we would like to know how you obtained this 

information, some personal details and, at the same time, we guarantee the secrecy of all 

information you share with us”.240 In a similar fashion to the American, “see something, 

say something” campaign, this messaging is meant to encourage individuals to serve as 

informants by directly reporting suspicious behavior to them. The GID goes a step further 

by explaining that these reports will likely be followed up by some sort of interrogation 

where all the information derived is guaranteed to be kept secret.  

Relatedly, the presence of an FAQ page signals the institution’s effort to project 

an image of itself as being open to dialogue and being willing to answer common 

questions about the institution. The FAQ page answers questions about joining the GID, 

requirements for obtaining a certificate of good conduct, what the GID wears, and if other 

intelligence services have sites on the internet. In answering a question about uniforms, 

the GID explicitly acknowledges that it is standard practice for GID officers to carry out 

their duties in plain clothing, reinforcing the idea that GID agents are hard to identify and 

hidden in plain sight by design. In answering the question, “do other intelligence agencies 
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have websites?” The GID comes across as praising itself for making a website in the first 

place and suggests that it is one of the few intelligence services in the world to be 

transparent. How can an institution be criticized for its lack of transparency when it has a 

website? The GID goes onto say that its website is not only evidence of its transparency, 

but also its aims to be “in compliance with its democratic process” and “contribute to 

changing the common stereotypical impression many people have about intelligence 

organizations, which is in most cases very far from the truth”.241 The GID is not clear 

about what “stereotypical impressions” it is referring to, but much of the content scattered 

throughout the website reads as efforts to directly address concerns over human rights 

violations. In addition to linking the country’s human rights plan on its landing page, 

there is a page specifically dedicated to addressing human rights, and several efforts to 

speak to the concerns surrounding human rights throughout the site. For instance, in a 

page titled “countering terrorism”, the GID essentially outlines its commitment to this 

cause and outlines some of its successes, but also issues the caveat that “it has been 

careful to strike a balance between personal freedom and human rights” in their efforts to 

counter terrorism. 

A fine-grained analysis of the GID’s website reveals the institutions’ sense of self 

as defined by its own sense of mission and a reflexive understanding of how it is 

perceived by others.242 The conversational tone that echoes throughout the site allows it 

to appear as if the GID is directly communicating with individual visitors to the site. 

 
241 Frequently Asked Questions:General Intelligence Department. “Frequently Asked Questions:General 

Intelligence Department.” Accessed July 5, 2023. https://gid.gov.jo/topics-views/frequently-asked-

questions/. 
242 A temporal analysis of using Wayback Machine shows little variation in the website’s content over time 

from. Wayback Machine is an internet archive that stores copies of web pages over time. The GID’s 

website, gid.gov.jo was saved 1,666 times between December 2, 1998 and June 12, 2023. 



 143 

Through the website, the GID projects an image of an institution that sees itself as the 

protector of the Jordanian people, working alongside them to ensure the security of the 

nation. The breadth of their mission is expansive, encompassing the expected 

responsibilities of countering espionage and terrorism, but also including responsibilities 

not typical of intelligence services, such as coordinating the country’s response to a 

global pandemic. The GID’s website seems to convey that the institution believes it has a 

responsibility to protect the country’s culture, society, politics, and economy from 

unnamed enemies, internal and external.   

4.6 Positionality 

In addition to the interactions that the individuals or groups across Jordanian 

society have had with the GID and the perceptions they have formed, the demographic 

makeup of the institution also plays a significant part in allowing the GID to exercise 

institutional autonomy. The GID is largely comprised of Transjordanian/ East Bank 

citizens. The GID is largely composed of East Bank Jordanians because employment 

within it is the result of the palace’s long-standing, ongoing efforts to issue patronage to 

an already powerful East Bank minority population. Given the ethnic dynamics of the 

Jordanian political landscape, the membership composition of the GID reflects existing 

power hierarchies in Jordan. Transjordanian/ East Bank communities hold considerable 

influence within the state, and having powerful tribes and families represented in the GID 

strengthens its position.  

Without overstating the underlying ethnic dimension to Jordanian politics, it is 

important to note the divide between what are referred to as “East” and “West” Bank 

Jordanians. Tensions between the groups have long been a flash point in the country’s 
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politics. East Bankers are the historical inhabitants of Jordan’s present territory; they are 

often also referred to as Transjordanian. West Bankers, or Palestinian-Jordanians, are the 

descendants of the hundreds of thousands of Palestinians who were displaced from their 

homes by the creation of the state of Israel and its subsequent expansions.243 Identifying 

exact figures is a difficult and sensitive task, but most speculate that Palestinian-

Jordanians currently comprise more than half of the kingdom’s population.  

Given the nature of the Hashemite Crown’s social contract, East Bank Jordanians 

have long held disproportionate power and access to state resources. East Bankers tend to 

be employed in the public sector. Most importantly, as it relates to the GID, the military 

and security sectors have historically been reserved for East Bank Jordanians.244 The 

private sector, on the other hand, tends to be dominated by Palestinian-Jordanians. This 

divide has not always existed, however. There was a point in which Palestinians did have 

access to the public sector and constituted approximately one-third of the GID’s overall 

membership.245  

The demographic makeup of the GID has important implications for its autonomy 

and functioning. By being dominated by East Bankers, the GID relies on deep linkages to 

a powerful domestic constituency. The GID played a significant role in orchestrating the 

demographic transformation within its own ranks and the Jordanian public sector and 

security services. After Black September, the GID was entrusted with the task of weeding 
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out fedayeen sympathizers in the aftermath of the civil war.246 Not all Palestinians were 

fedayeen sympathizers. As a matter of fact, not all fedayeen sympathizers were 

Palestinian. However, extricating fedayeen sympathizers became somewhat synonymous 

with doubting Palestinians’ loyalty to the country, leading to the de-Palestinianization of 

the Jordanian state and security services. This period resulted in significant demographic 

shifts within government institutions, especially the security services. Before Black 

September, the GID did have some Palestinians within its ranks but after the purge, the 

number of Palestinians in the GID became virtually zero.247  

While the GID is predominantly composed of Transjordanians or East Bank 

Jordanians, it would be oversimplifying to assume that the institution solely maintains 

social linkages within its own ethnic community. However, there is a greater likelihood 

of such linkages existing. Additionally, although the GID is primarily Transjordanian, 

there are other ethnic minorities, such as Circassians and Chechens, within its ranks. For 

example, the current GID director, Ahmed Husni, is the son of one of the GID’s founders 

and is an ethnic Circassian.248 Tariq A’la al-Din Hassan, the director from 1982-1989 was 

also Circassian. The historic loyalty of these ethnic minorities to the monarchy has 

secured their participation in the security apparatus alongside the monarchy’s largely 

Transjordanian base.249 
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The GID enjoys a level of prestige that surpasses many other institutions in 

Jordan. This is partly by design, as the ideal GID agent is an educated individual capable 

of handling complex tasks. To attract such individuals, GID jobs are well-paying and 

well-respected, offering higher salaries compared to other public sector positions because 

the GID is also considered a part of the militarized welfare state.250 The Jordanian 

population is highly educated, with an increasing number of individuals holding 

university degrees and the GID actively recruits Jordanians with advanced degrees.251 In 

addition to the positive aspects of the institution’s reputation, GID employment 

opportunities are highly coveted. Compared to other elements of the public sector, the 

security services have not been subject to the same contraction in funding brought on by 

austerity measures. To some degree, the institution can also be seen as reliably source of 

employment that aims to address the issue of unemployment and underemployment for 

Jordanians, particularly those from East Bank communities. According to Benjamin 

Schuetze, “the Jordanian security services are then best understood as fulfilling a hybrid 

role as provider of employment opportunities for economically marginalized East 

Bankers, as guardian of Jordanian nationalism and as a protector of state and regime 

against internal and external threats”.252As a key element of the security services, the 

GID fulfills all of these social functions, which contributes to the ways in which it 

interacts with Jordanian society.   
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In general, the GID holds a prominent position within the country's power 

structure and society. Its membership composition reflects existing power dynamics, with 

influential clans playing a significant role. The GID enjoys a level of prestige that 

surpasses many other institutions due to its higher complexity jobs and attractive benefits. 

This demographic aspect affects the GID's relationship with the broader society, 

particularly during periods of economic downturn. Given the economic privileges they 

enjoy, the impact on GID employees may differ from that on other segments of Jordanian 

society. Although recent discussions suggest that even GID employees are experiencing 

challenges due to the rising cost of living, it highlights the role of class tensions in 

exacerbating political and social tensions. The institution’s demographic composition has 

influenced the institution's autonomy and its relationship with society.  

Despite the demographic composition of the institution, it is important not take the 

institution’s relationship with East Bank Jordanians for granted. East Bank communities 

are not homogeneous; underdeveloped rural communities have mounted growing 

opposition to the monarchy since the 1980s. Periods of popular mobilization largely 

driven by East Bank communities, from Habbit Nisan, the Arab Spring, Hirak, and so on 

have illustrated the growing gulf between the crown and its historic bedrock bases of 

support.253 Since its establishment, the mukhabarat has been used to quell dissent within 

the kingdom, including popular mobilizations from of East Bank Jordanians. Regardless 

of the institutions’ overwhelmingly East Bank membership. For instance, in the more 

recent hirak protests, the GID mobilized East Bank sheikhs to deter their community’s 
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youth from mobilizing.254 In general, the idea in zeroing in on the institution’s 

demographic composition is to highlight the positionality of its members and highlight 

how it has enabled the institution to activate strong social bonds with a historically 

powerful constituency that is largely Transjordanian. This is true, even if elements within 

the East Bank street, state, and security services have been at odds with one another at 

various points throughout the institution’s history.  

4.7 Conclusion 

Since its inception in 1964, the institution has earned several competing reputations. 

While some applaud the GID for its ability to keep national security threats at bay, others 

criticize it for its violence and intrusiveness, many do both. Mixed perceptions toward the 

GID are likely the result of mixed experiences that those who interact with it, directly or 

indirectly, can make it difficult to determine whether an institution is a friend or foe, 

which only serves to further shroud the institution in ambiguity.  

In this chapter, I centered social factors: the GID’s interactions with non-state 

elements of Jordanian society, perceptions toward the institution as expressed by surveys, 

humor, and rumors, as well as the sociocultural positionality of the institution and its 

members. In highlighting these social aspects, my goal was to illustrate that the 

institution’s sense of mission and its ability to pursue it are socially constructed. Feelings 

toward the institution, ranging from antipathy to admiration, or even sheer ambivalence, 

all serve as an underlying precondition for the establishment of linkages, and they can 

also deter violations of autonomy by discouraging other institutions, or even the 

monarchy, from meddling in its affairs by eliciting fawning admiration or fears of force.  
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However, the lack of transparency and sheer magnitude of the unknowable when it 

comes to the GID is at the heart of understanding the social and reputational forces 

underlying the GID’s institutional autonomy .The popular imagination, as comprised of 

rumors, urban legend, reputation, symbols, and discourse surrounding the GID is a 

function of the mystery that surrounds the institution and shapes the institution’s ability 

to govern itself and exert influence on other parts of the Jordanian state. In other words, 

the GID’s reputation and the stories that surround it, the good, the bad, and the ugly, are 

an important underlying condition for developing and exercising institutional autonomy. 

As I have reiterated throughout the course of this study, answers to questions 

regarding the GID, especially as they relate to its role in social and political life will 

always be necessarily incomplete. Consequently, the pursuit of answers that shed light on 

questions about how the institution operates or ought to will also always be rife with 

challenges given the sensitivity of the topic. However, the ambiguity that surrounds the 

institution is an important part of the story when it comes to identifying why it feels like 

the GID can and should be omnipresent and omniscient. Part of what contributes to that 

sense of ambiguity is individuals’ mixed attitudes toward the institution. I tried to 

illustrate that by providing a variety of sources and perspectives. However, this 

discussion would benefit from further data collection on perceptions toward the GID. 

There are several reasons as to why collecting this data would prove difficult for 

ethical and practical purposes. But should it ever be possible to pursue this avenue safely, 

interviews, focus groups, and surveys that aim to capture a more multifaceted view 

toward the institution coupled with more detail on respondents’ positionality relative to 

the institution would produce interesting insights. For example, are there generational 



 150 

differences in fear of the GID? Do different groups have varying attitudes toward the 

institutions’ involvement in day-to-day life? Might expatriates and refugees feel 

differently? Are there temporal shifts in attitudes over time? Additionally, further data on 

the GID’s sense of self would also enrich this discussion. Interviews with former GID 

personnel could provide interesting insights on whether there is variation in terms of 

understandings of a sense of mission with personnel at different levels in the 

organization. Most of the publicly available accounts of GID agents reflecting on their 

sense of mission or expressing of it tend to be at the elite level. Interviewing GID 

personnel is likely similarly challenging, but also a fruitful avenue worth exploring 

should it ever be possible to do so. 
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5 Chapter 5: Economic Factors 

5.1 Introduction 

In “A Political-Economic History of Jordan’s General Intelligence Directorate: 

Authoritarian State-Building and Fiscal Crisis, Pete Moore explores the GID’s origins 

and its historical evolution. I have relied extensively on Moore’s 2019 study throughout 

the course of this dissertation, as it is one of a very small few that explores the institution 

in depth to tell the often-ignored story of the strain the institution’s growth has placed on 

the country’s flailing economy. The GID first emerged to protect the monarchy from elite 

threats stemming from JAF leadership. While it still plays an important monarchy 

maintenance role, its primary role later shifted to the repression of popular opposition. In 

shifting its mission, the GID grew into a powerful institutional and political actor. 

However, developing its capacity to protect the monarchy has necessitated high costs to 

other parts of Jordanian society.255   

The monarchy’s impetus to spend money the country does not have on the 

security services is the hope that doing so will shore up its ability to withstand the 

simultaneous pressures that it faces from a restive public that has long suffered under a 

crumbling economy, while also maintaining an incredibly expensive social contract with 

the Transjordanians who dominate the public sector and most importantly, the security 

services. Yet, the monarchy has gone from trying to strike an increasingly impossible 

balance to playing an even riskier hand. Whether this was the crown’s intent or not, it is 

gambling and placing its bets on the security services in the hopes that decades of 
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overinvestment in a bloated security sector will begin to pay dividends. What will the 

GID’s growing involvement in the Jordanian economy look like and what consequences 

will that have on the GID? 

Pete Moore did the important work of bringing our attention to the political and 

economic consequences of the GID’s dominance. My aim in this chapter, and throughout 

the dissertation, is to build on his insights by essentially flipping the question: what 

impact is the economy having on the GID? Now that we know that the establishment and 

development of the GID has had serious consequences on the Jordanian economy, 

understanding how various economic aspects contributed to its ascent and eventual 

dominance merits further exploration. We know now that the GID has been on a gradual 

uphill trajectory, gaining prominence and influence as time wears on. In this chapter, I 

explore the economic factors contributing to its growing institutional autonomy.  

5.2 Argument 

I argue that the GID can maintain and perpetuate its access to resources by utilizing 

its role as guarantor of security and keeper of stability to capitalize on moments of crisis. 

These moments of crisis provide opportunities for the institution to lobby for more 

resources and support, from the Jordanian state and its external patrons. In establishing 

these privileged linkages and aid from domestic and international partners, the GID is 

granted resources to institutionalize and seek out more independent linkages, gradually 

becoming more autonomous in a political landscape characterized by scarcity and 

austerity. Through this wealth of support, the GID has also grown increasingly 

institutionalized, becoming a highly professionalized and capable intelligence service. Its 

improved capabilities, in turn, allow it to seek out more security partnerships and 
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continued support from existing patrons because its success can be understood as a return 

on investment. However, the lack of transparency that surrounds the institution’s finances 

creates a hotbed for corruption and financial mismanagement, with the institution 

steadily, but surely draining the resources from the state.   

This, chapter focuses on the economic factors that that allow the GID to develop 

and establish its institutional autonomy via linkages and institutionalization. By focusing 

on “economic factors”, I aim to delve deeper into the mechanisms by which the 

mukhabarat can gain access to resources, ensuring its continued development and 

strengthening autonomy. I highlight three related mechanisms: The first is the GID’s 

ability to capitalize on moments of crisis to attract resources. The second mechanism is 

through establishing reserved domains where the GID can justify the secrecy surrounding 

its finances, which also leaves room for corruption and other surreptitious behaviors. The 

third mechanism is how the GID cashes in on its privileged domestic and international 

linkages to ensure guaranteed access to resources. These mechanisms build on one 

another to assist the GID in further developing and exercising its institutional autonomy 

through financial independence.  

5.3 Capitalizing on Crisis  

As a key part of the country’s security apparatus, it is no surprise that the GID is 

actively involved in all security matters, internally and externally. Thus, the GID is quite 

literally on the front lines in responding to crises which, I argue positions the institution 

to capitalize on moments of crises and heightened insecurity by guaranteeing increased 

support for the GID’s efforts. For instance, after the Amman hotel bombings or after the 

rise of ISIS in the region, any influx of support that went to the institution was likely 
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justified as capacity building to respond to heightened insecurity. These moments of 

crisis also validate the GID’s its consistent efforts to center itself as the solution to al 

security- related concerns. In accordance with Act 24 of 1964, the GID’s mission is 

“safeguard the security of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan domestically and abroad by 

means of carrying out necessary intelligence operations”. As discussed in the analysis of 

the institution’s website in the previous chapter, the GID defines its mission and duties as 

broadly as possible. In doing so, the institution can position as the key fighter against an 

indeterminate and therefore indefinite threat. However, if threats are always on the 

horizon, this provides the institution ample opportunity to racketeer for more resources 

and financial support. 

A key feature of Jordanian politics is that it is deeply shaped by its geopolitical 

position to the extent that it seems as if any crisis that occurs in the region is expected to 

reverberate in some shape or form within the kingdom. The commonly heard and 

frequently stated flippant adage that the country exists “between Iraq and a hard place” 

feeling obligatory in any discussion of its national security concerns, reiterating this fact. 

Inasmuch, there is no shortage of regional crises that have shaped Jordan, and by 

extension the GID, but one of Jordan’s perennial national security concerns, the 

Palestinian question has been critical to the development of the GID. 

The multiplicity of ways that that Israel-Palestine has impacted Jordan economically 

could very well be its own area of research and I could not possibly engage with in a 

complete and comprehensive manner within the scope of this chapter. Among the many 

ways that it has shaped the institution, it has presented seemingly infinite opportunities to 

capitalize on crises through rent-seeking and attracting direct aid. Direct financial support 
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for the GID has been a mainstay for the institution since its inception but strengthened 

over time because of issues related to Palestine. For instance, throughout the 1980s, the 

GID received substantial aid from the CIA while engaging in joint operations to 

dismantle the Abu Nidal organization.256 The GID has also continually received aid from 

the United States, as well as other regional and international allies, because of its 

cooperation with Israeli intelligence and its overall positive relations with Israel. The 

mukhabarat and Mossad have generally enjoyed positive relations even when there have 

been tensions between Israeli and Jordanian leadership. Additionally, as discussed in a 

previous chapter, the GID became increasingly autonomous during the PLO insurgency 

in the 70s and its aftermath.257 In this period, the substantial demographic shifts in the 

Jordanian state and coercive apparatuses orchestrated by the GID had significant long-

term implications on the institution’s ability to attract patronage as well.  

The GID has also played a crucial role in overseeing the waves of Palestinian 

refugees throughout the course of the conflict and the territorial expansions of Israel. The 

GID’s mission came to incorporate more bureaucratic processes because of their role in 

overseeing refugee camps. In some respects, the institution came to cut its teeth while in 

these refugee camps and built on its capabilities to get involved in bureaucratic 

processes.258 In addition to giving the GID more opportunities to establish linkages and 

become more institutionalized, the institutions penetration into the state’s bureaucratic 

processes has also allowed the GID to gain greater access to resources and is, by 

extension, a function of its ability to capitalize on this crisis; I elaborate on the domestic 
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dimensions of this dynamic in subsequent sections of this chapter. Overall, of all the 

crises that the GID has been able to capitalize on, issues related to Israel-Palestine and the 

Palestinian question are chief among them. The ongoing crises brought on by escalations 

of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict have been instrumental to the institutional development 

of the GID.  

In varying degrees, Jordan has benefited from the chaos on its northern borders. 

As part of Saddam's war effort against Iran, Jordan and Iraq developed robust trade 

relations in the 1970s Saddam relied on the port of Aqaba for the passage of consumer 

imports and battle munitions.259 Although Jordan lost access to ones of its most valuable 

training partners in 2003 when the United States invaded Iraq, the rise of Al-Qaeda and 

the "War on Terror" provided Jordan with new opportunities to benefit from its 

involvement in Iraq. The "War on Terror" was especially transformative for the GID, as it 

aided the CIA in its special rendition program in Afghanistan and offered its extensive 

Iraqi connections as a valuable asset to American military leaders, resulting in substantial 

support for Jordan and a fresh source of resources to draw from for the GID.260  

Due to its support for the United States, Jordan was the target of a series of deadly 

terrorist attacks in November 2005. The hotel bombings resulted in an escalation of anti-

terrorism measures within the country, leading to an expansion of the GID's authority and 

reach through emergency policing powers bolstered by continued American support.261 In 

2014, the war on terror entered a new phase with the emergence of the Islamic State of 

Iraq and Syria (ISIS). Renewed counterterrorism operations meant that the GID would 
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continue to gain access to resources, allowing it to once again flourish in the midst of a 

new crisis. During the fight against ISIS, investigations conducted by the New York 

Times and Al Jazeera revealed that GID officials "systematically" sold CIA-supplied 

weapons intended for Syrian militias on the black market. Despite the revelation, the 

United States has not wavered in its support of the GID illustrating that the GID can 

sustain its access to the spoils of war, legally or illegally.  

 In this section, I have largely highlighted how the institution has been able to 

derive more material support by positioning itself as the key player in responding to 

internal and external threats and the answer to security concerns, particularly in times of 

crisis. However, the GID is also able to capitalize on crises by deterring efforts to reform 

the institution or redefine its role in Jordanian public and political life. the GID has 

largely benefitted from the Jordanian monarchy’s prioritization of security concerns at 

the expense of substantive political and economic reforms. As it has often been the case 

in Jordan, the solution to heightened political tensions at home has been to promote and 

promise political and economic reforms that are more often than not, minor cosmetic 

changes to political processes that Jordanians largely do not believe in, like elections or 

legislative politics. Protestors have consistently called for the removal of the GID from 

public and political life but those calls have continually gone unanswered preciously due 

to its ability to capitalize on moments of crisis.  

The GID has been able to maintain its firm grip on politics for multiple reasons, 

but chief among them is the ability to activate security logics and use ever-present 

security concerns to their advantage. For instance, at the height of the Arab Spring, one of 

the key concerns that knocked the wind out of reformists’ sails was the fear that Jordan 
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would go the way of Syria. Thus, in moderating their demands, Jordanians eventually 

came to tolerate the status quo more than they might have if their neighbor to the north 

had not descended into a bloody civil war. This tolerance extended to the GID, with some 

Jordanians pointing to the Syrian mukhabarat in comparison and saying, “they’ll kick 

you, but they won’t kill you”.262 The GID is able to materially benefit from crises due to 

their centrality in the country’s response to them, but they are also to maintain that central 

position by pointing to those same crises. It becomes difficult to push for redefining the 

GID’s role in public and political life if they are perceived as being one of the few things 

that could stop the country from descending into chaos. Crises allow the GID to maintain 

a status quo that it can materially benefit from. Relatedly, the GID can also use its 

approach to crises to deter oversight and incursion from other state institutions. I turn 

toward the issues related to the lack of transparency in the following section on reserved 

domains.  

5.4 Reserved Domains  

The primary source of funding for the GID is the allocation from the Jordanian 

state budget. As an official government agency, the GID presumably receives a 

predetermined budgetary allocation and this funding enables the agency to maintain its 

operational capabilities, recruit, train personnel, and invest in technology and 

infrastructure. While this reliance on government funding may suggest some degree of 

civilian control or governmental oversight of the GID’s finances, the institution’s 

emphasis on confidentially allows the GID to justify keeping its financial matters secret. 

Undisclosed sources of income, budget, and expenditures makes it difficult to exercise 
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oversight and influence over the institution’s financial decisions. The institutions 

finances, like much of its operations, are clandestine and protected by national security 

clauses. The ability to conceal much of its activities gives intelligence institutions like the 

GID leverage and latitude in exercising their internal autonomy, especially with respect 

to controlling their own finances.  

Based on the literature on civil military relations, this lack of financial transparency 

and state oversight is a type of reserved domain. Reserved domains are most often 

referenced in the literature on regime transitions, particularly as it relates to countries 

transitioning to democracy. The term originates in a study of transitioning democracies in 

Latin America, where many of the countries had previously been military regimes. In 

these transitions, “reserved domains” refer to areas of policy that ascendant civilian 

leadership agreed to leave to the military so that they are able to maintain some degree of 

political power, typically in defense and security, in order to keep the threat of 

destabilization from the military at bay.263In other cases, reserved domains refer to 

keeping certain key nodes of state power beyond the reach of voters, civilian 

policymakers, or elected officials.264 I employ the term in accordance with the latter 

definition, because it partially helps explain why certain areas of policy and governance 

are left to the institution they are associated to instead of another institution or node of 

state power. Though not a transitioning democracy by any means, in the case of Jordan, 

the appointment of the GID director and its budget are a reserved domains because they 
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remain out of the control of other institutions within the state, though the degree to which 

the institution controls itself or is controlled by the monarchy is difficult to parse out. 

In referring to reserve domains, my aim is to highlight why intelligence institutions 

are especially able to deter oversight. Their operations – as in their internal functioning 

but also their clandestine activities – are kept secret by design. The opacity is deemed 

necessary for its functioning and justified as being inherent to the nature of the institution 

as an intelligence service. For the sake of its successful operations, intelligence services 

are more easily exempt from ever meeting any expectations of transparency because they 

are expected to act in secrecy. This has been a common, underlying theme throughout the 

course of this dissertation. Where much of what the GID does and can do is unknown 

because it is meant to be unknown. Financial transparency is not something scholars and 

observers have come to expect in authoritarian political systems, but the issue is 

especially exacerbated as it applies to intelligence services.  

The GID budget is allegedly only privately reported to the Prime Minister and is 

not made public.265 This reporting requirement, however, does not clearly indicate who 

determines or manages the GID’s budget; perhaps it is the Prime Minister, the King, the 

top echelons of the GID, or some combination therein. Though it is important to know 

who exactly makes these financial decisions, it is difficult if not impossible to find out. 

Unlike other elements of the Jordanian budget, the GID’s budget is unknown and that is 

necessitated by the nature of the intelligence enterprise. 
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5.4.1 Corruption and the GID 

Reserved domains matter because they establish the crucial expectation that the 

GID is meant to operate with limited oversight, if any. If the expectation is to not ask 

questions about how the GID handles its financial affairs, this allows it more room to 

establish its own financial linkages with limited incursion and acquire resources in ways 

that other institutions cannot. A crucial consequence of the reserved domains with respect 

to the GID also generate the perfect conditions for corruption. It is harder to track and 

catch under-the-table financial interactions in an environment that largely operates 

underground. To highlight this, I delve into three cases of corruption involving former 

directors of the GID: Samih Al-Battikhi, Mohammed Al-Dhahabi, and Sa’ad Kheir. The 

first two, Battikhi and Dhahabi, were formally charged and sentenced in cases involving 

corruption. The last, Sa’ad Kheir, was never charged but is speculated to have been 

involved in corruption given the recent revelation of secret Swiss bank accounts 

associated to him.  

Samih al-Battikhi was GID director from 1995 to 2000. Al-Battikhi was the first GID 

director to go to trial for engaging in corruption. He was tried in a closed GID court in 

2002 and was ordered to pay back the stolen funds and over $15,000 in fines. The verdict 

was not eligible to be appealed, but Battikhi's successor Saad Kheir reduced his sentence 

to four years.266 During al-Battikhi's trial, the prosecution relied on the confessions of the 

leading suspect in one of Jordan's largest banking scandals, Majd Shamayleh. The 

prosecution claimed that Battikhi helped Shamayleh obtain $1 billion in financing to 

modernize the GID's computer systems, with much of the money going missing and 
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Battikhi allegedly pocketing $24 million. Battikhi also denied knowing Shamayleh 

personally, and argued he had once imprisoned the businessman briefly after he was 

caught defrauding a bank.267 

Battikhi ultimately maintained his innocence and asserts that the allegations were 

fabricated to end his career. As the GID director in the transition from King Hussein to 

King Abdullah II,  Battikhi allegedly used his position as director to pave the way for 

Abdullah’s ascent to the throne. Battikhi was dubbed “the kingmaker” because he 

allegedly lobbied the late King Hussein to change the succession order just before his 

death, removing his brother Hassan replacing him with his son Abdullah 

instead.268According to rumors, Battikhi aspired to become prime minister or head of the 

royal court and believed he should be rewarded for his efforts on Abdullah’s behalf. 

Instead, King Abdullah II appointed him to the senate which sources claimed angered the 

former intelligence director.269 In his final interview before his arrest, Battikhi alleged 

that senior politicians were on the payroll of the Iraqi regime and that Jordan passed 

sensitive military technology and intelligence to Saddam Hussein. Battikhi maintains that 

he was arrested on bogus charges and his conviction was politically motivated, given the 

tensions between him and other political insiders after his relationship with Abdullah 

soured.270  
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 One Arab news site claims that Battikhi went on to serve his sentence at a luxury 

villa in the port city of Aqaba, suggesting that although he was charged, he got off 

relatively easy given his privileged positions as a former high-ranking government 

official.271 Another similar site claims that he was first placed in an ordinary prison and 

then transferred to a “five-star prison” in a town north of Amman. Battikhi, was attacked 

in prison by inmates several times and because of this, the government apparently 

decided to establish a separate facility for public figures to protect them from similar 

attacks.272 Though his position as GID director apparently did not make him immune to 

facing legal consequences for engaging in corruption, it did afford him certain privileges 

in his sentence that an ordinary Jordanian would likely not have been afforded. Not to 

mention, his colleague and successor was able to reduce his sentence, since Battikhi was 

tried in a closed GID court, giving the acting director at the time of the trial the ability to 

reduce his sentence.  

Battikhi’s case raises several relevant points worth evaluating with respect to how 

they speak to institutional autonomy: the first is that through reserved domains, a culture 

of limited oversight surrounds GID activities, making it easy for directors and other GID 

officials to engage in corruption. If we take the charges brought against Battikhi to be 

true, we can see that the former director was able to amass significant amounts of 

personal wealth through his position within the GID. The GID has privileged domestic 

and international linkages that enable its employees, particularly those at the top, to 

 
271 Al Bawaba. “The X Files of Corrupt Jordan: Characters, Charges and Cases | Al Bawaba,” February 25, 

2012. https://www.albawaba.com/slideshow/x-files-corrupt-jordan-characters-charges-and-cases-414273.  
272 Al Arabiya English. “Jordan Establishes 5-Star Jail for VIPs,” December 5, 2010. 

https://www.alarabiya.net/articles/2010%2F12%2F05%2F128548.html.  

 

https://www.albawaba.com/slideshow/x-files-corrupt-jordan-characters-charges-and-cases-414273
https://www.alarabiya.net/articles/2010%2F12%2F05%2F128548.html


 164 

extract rents with relative ease. GID and government corruption within the kingdom was 

not particularly surprising and has long been of great concern to Jordanians. At that time, 

the Jordanian government claimed that Battikhi was swept up in a sincere effort to curb 

corruption, where King Abdullah promised to take anyone engaged in corruption to trial, 

regardless of their position within the government.273 Battikhi was able to engage in 

corruption specifically because of the access afforded to him by his position, yet his 

position ultimately was not enough to save him from facing the consequences of his 

actions.  

However, if Battikhi’s claims that the charges brought against him truly were about 

settling political scores, it also provides an interesting case study about the lengths that 

the new King Abdullah would have had to gone through to rid himself of “the 

kingmaker’s” overbearing presence and authority. Whether or not Battikhi genuinely 

engaged in corruption is important, but the fact that the trial even took place in the first 

place is interesting on its own. Theoretically, the King ought to have been able to remove 

the director from a position of power with relative ease, but this does not seem to have 

been the case. What is it about the position of leadership within the powerful intelligence 

service that allowed Battikhi to become such a thorn in the king’s side?  

The facts of the case are important because they suggest different dynamics at play as 

it relates to the institutional autonomy of the GID. If Battikhi really did engage in 

corruption and use the institution’s name and logo to secure loans to presumably update 

the technology at the GID’s headquarters, then this suggests a significant degree of 
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internal autonomy. The GID was able to acquire these loans relatively easily, suggesting 

that the institution had the authority to seek out large loans and manage its internal 

expenditures with little oversight.274 Based on the details surrounding the case, Battikhi 

was apparently only caught and sentenced because he engaged in Icarus levels of 

corruption, flying so close to the sun that he and his alleged associate Shamayleh 

managed to defraud multiple banks out of hundreds of millions of dollars, making their 

scheme impossible to ignore.275 Alternatively, his schemes only garnered attention that 

was not previously being paid to the institution’s finances for political reasons.276 

In 2012, Mohammad al-Dhahabi was the second former GID director to go to trial for 

corruption. However, unlike Battikhi, Dhahabi was not tried in a closed GID court and 

was tried in a criminal court instead where he received the maximum sentence of 13 

years in prison.277 His sentencing was unexpected, the prosecution accused him of 

embezzling public funds, money laundering, and abuse of public office. Dhahabi pleaded 

“not guilty” to the charges, but he was fined for $30 million and ordered to return the $34 

million he allegedly embezzled while in office. The court also ordered that millions of 

dollars deposited in several western investment funds associated to him be confiscated. 

As was the case with Battikhi, Dhahabi’s case was also unique in that he was one of the 
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few to be tried and jailed in a country “where accusations of corruption are widespread, 

and the security service wields huge power”.278 

The money Dhahabi embezzled was ostensibly taken from Iraqi businessmen to 

engage in money laundering activities after the American invasion of Iraq. According to 

evidence from the prosecutor’s investigation, Dhahabi’s wealth quadrupled from 2005-

2008 whole he held the office of GID director. Dhahabi’s position afforded him 

significant oversight over bureaucratic processes, and the investigation claims that the 

former director accepted money from wealthy Iraqi businessmen, especially during the 

Iraq war.279 Dhahabi’s wealth was estimated to have approximately reached $40 million 

by the end of 2011 and it is rumored that he used the embezzled funds to design a 

“palatial” house.   

Given the lack of oversight over the GID and the opportunities to exploit that, the 

claims that Dhahabi abused his office to embezzle funds is not beyond the realm of 

possibility. Given Jordanian’s long-standing attitudes toward government corruption, the 

Jordanian public generally welcomed the verdict and were happy to see a highly placed 

government official face consequences for engaging in corruption. There had been other 

instances in which Dhahabi was engaged in corruption that were well-known and widely 

discussed, such as when he paid journalists to write positive stories about him and the 

GID while also disparaging Bassem Awadallah. Therefore, charging Dhahabi for 

corruption was a notable exception to the rule, with respect to Dhahabi’s history of 
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corruption, but also within a political system with an extensive history of corruption and 

nepotism.  

Some consider that the GID was at the height of its power under Dhahabi. For that 

reason, many were not surprised about the corruption, but they were surprised that 

charges were levied against him at all given the culture of corruption and impunity within 

the Jordanian state. The Dhahabi case was also considered the “first high-profile case 

from an anti-corruption crackdown driven by popular protests”.280 Some observers have 

suggested that the monarchy meant to signal their seriousness about combatting 

corruption and calm the Jordanian street by bringing charges against Dhahabi. Others 

suggest that Dhahabi became an easy target for the monarchy, given his antipathy toward 

Bassem Awadallah, who was close to the king at the time. The details of Dhahabi's case 

can also be evaluated concerning their consequences for the GID's autonomy. Just like 

his successor, Dhahabi's case could be considered a case of genuine corruption, political 

intrigue, or a mixture of both. If Dhahabi truly engaged in corruption, this highlights the 

extensive domestic and international linkages that the GID had access to at that time. 

Dhahabi purportedly had connections to wealthy Iraqi businessmen and used his 

institution's role in exercising significant oversize over government processes to his 

advantage to sell them Jordanian citizenship amid the fog of war.    

Saad Kheir, another former GID director, never faced charges but is suspected to 

have also engaged in corruption while serving as GID director. The former director is 

often lionized and idolized in Western media. For instance, Washington Post Columnist 

David Ignatius, has penned many columns praising the GID and the Hashemite Kingdom. 
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Kheir, whom Ignatius has taken to calling Saad Pasha, apparently served as the 

inspiration for the character of Hani Salaam in his spy novel Body of Lies. The novel was 

later adapted to a film starring Leonardo Di Caprio, where his character works with 

Salaam to catch a powerful terrorist leader in Jordan.  

Saad Kheir was found to have multiple accounts associated to him with the Swiss 

bank, Credit Suisse. The accounts were uncovered through a massive leak of Credit 

Suisse documents in 2022. According to the Organized Crime and Corruption Project 

(OCCRP), Kheir opened a personal account under his name with the private Swiss bank 

in 2003. The account to his name eventually stored upwards of 28 million Swiss francs 

and closed in 2010, after Kheir’s death in 2009. There were two other accounts associated 

with Kheir that were discovered through the leak, one listed his brother Saeed as a 

beneficiary and the other, listed his wife Janiche Frayeh as a beneficiary. When 

interviewed by OCCRP, both Saeed and Janiche denied having any knowledge or 

involvement with any of the accounts created in their name.281 Combined, all 3 accounts 

had upwards of 57 million francs stashed away. Rumors suggest that Kheir illegally 

obtained the funds through corrupt business dealings in Iraq, much like his successor 

did.282  

In Kheir’s case, he was rumored to have been involved in corruption via oil trades 

though no charges were ever filed against him and the evidence supporting claims of 

corruption appear to be inconclusive. According to OCCRP, a handful of off-the-record 

sources close to the situation repeated the story that Kheir and the GID oversaw a front 
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company that traded in oil sourced in Iraq, but none showed firm evidence There is some 

evidence that Saad Kheir was close friends with Abdulrahman Abu Hassan, owner of an 

oil company named Harranah which some believe gives credence to the rumors.  

Abu Hassan denied the rumors claiming that he became rich due to Kheir and the 

GID; he also said Kheir was not involved in the business and did not profit from it. Abu 

Hassan said his oil shipments by truck were protected by the GID when they crossed 

borders, but that was as far as the relationship between the company and the intelligence 

service went. “Everybody accused Jordanian intelligence because they were facilitating 

[trading] for us,” Abu Hassan said. “[But] I asked them to". In explaining the Iraqi 

dimension of his business dealings, Abu Hassan admitted to getting fuel oil from Iraq 

"almost for free" and selling it abroad at international market prices. He said Iraq's former 

prime minister, Ayad Allawi, sold him the oil cheaply because Jordan provided him 

refuge after an assassination attempt by Saddam Hussein. Reporters working on 

OCCRP's Suisse Secrets initiative never found evidence that definitively indicate that 

Kheir was involved or discussed involvement in the oil business with anyone before his 

death.  

Even though the oil business allegations could not be confirmed, alternative sources 

for Khair's hidden wealth are still unknown. It is difficult to completely disregard the 

suspicion of corruption. A Jordanian politician told OCCRP that Khair, along with then-

prime minister Abul Ragheb, "institutionalized the high-level corruption that continues to 

haunt Jordan today". According to Douglas London, a former C.I.A. senior operations 

officer, it is conceivable that the money held by the intelligence chiefs in the Swiss 

bank was for clandestine government activities, but the fact that they kept it in their own 
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or their relatives' names suggests that it was for personal use. “These were the right hands 

and henchmen for the autocrats, so they were well taken care of for their loyalty and their 

service. That is just, for better or for worse, how things operate in these countries," 

London said in an interview with the New York Times.283 Evidence sourced by 

journalists cannot confirm corruption via embezzlement or money laundering, but it 

could be that Khair’s Swiss bank accounts were likely filled through run of the mill 

patronage.  

In general, the institution and the expectation that it operates in secret creates the 

ideal circumstances for engaging in corruption. It’s also partially because of the 

ambiguity that surrounds the institution and its finances that observers of the 

abovementioned corruption scandals have casted some degree of doubt over the veracity 

of the charges levied against the directors and suggest that they may have been a way to 

settle political scores amongst elites. Either of those theories with respect to the cases are 

not beyond the realm of possibility. However, observers have also noted that it’s 

surprising, given the expansiveness of the institution and its involvement in the country’s 

politics and economics that there have not been more reported cases of corruption.  

Corruption most often happens in the dark, but it is only the cases that are big enough 

come to the light. Who is to say that GID agents at lower levels of the institution are not 

using their position to engage in corrupt activities? For example, the New York Times 

and Al-Jazeera investigation that found that members of the GID had taken U.S-supplied 

weapons meant for the SDF and sold them on the black market to buy luxury cars and 

 
283 "The Role of Arab Rulers in Credit Suisse Investments." The New York Times, February 21, 2022, 
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cell phones.284 As far as the reports concerned, it was not the top leadership of the GID 

that appears to have been involved in this scheme. Rather, those involved remained 

unnamed and it could be because they were not political elites whose names we expect to 

know or because it did not befit the GID to allow that information to come out. In future 

iterations of this project, it would be ideal to gather further data on quotidian interactions 

with lower-level GID agents. Doing could highlight if the GID’s street-level bureaucracy 

engenders street-level corruption.285 Jordanians have had to pay bribes in exchange for 

access to public services. Given the extent of the GID’s bureaucratic entrenchment, it 

would not be difficult to imagine bribes exchanged to access or expedite services 

provided by the institution, such as certificates of good conduct. In sum, the extent of the 

mukhabarat’s reach and the power it is afforded engenders opportunities for its 

employees, at every level, to potentially engage in corruption. This is not unique to the 

Jordanian mukhabarat; however, the Egyptian intelligence chief Omar Suleiman was also 

found to have a Credit Suisse account.286 Kheir and Suleiman were two among many 

intelligence officers across the globe to have stashed away massive amounts of funds in 

private Swiss accounts. Additionally, when the security situation deteriorated in Syria, 

Syrian mukhabarat agents accepted bribes in exchange for sparing citizens’ lives when 

they were ordered to kill or disappear them.287 

Despite its checkered track record with corruption, the GID is one of the country’s 

primary institutions tasked with combatting corruption. Its involvement in corruption has 
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not led to increased transparency in its finances or greater institutional oversight. What is 

more, endemic corruption within the Jordanian state undermines other state institutions, 

which in turn leads to an overreliance on the GID to continue carrying out important 

bureaucratic functions. The mukhabarat’s linkages to other state institutions are thus 

preserved and reinforced by the strengthening of the GID at the expense of other 

institutions ultimately creating a vicious cycle.  

5.5 Cashing in on Privileged Linkages 

Given the issues in the section above with reserved domains and the fact that the 

GID’s finances are private), the following section is naturally, also speculative. I 

highlight some of the domestic and international linkages that give the GID greater 

access to resources. I build on the discussion in the previous section by also highlighting 

the domestic and international linkages that likely allowed the directors embroiled in 

corruption scandals to enrich themselves through their privileged position in a privileged 

institution. The discussion, however, extends beyond the cases of these individual 

directors to elaborate more on the system of privileged access to resources that is 

sustained by the institution’s relationship to crucial bases of domestic and international 

financial support.  

5.5.1 Domestic Linkages 

Scholars of Jordanian politics are no stranger to the concept of “wasta”.288 The 

concept of wasta is not unique to Jordan, though it is commonly invoked in discussions of 

issues related to corruption and neopatrimonialism in the kingdom. To invoke wasta is to 

 
288 Jackson, D.; Tobin, S.; Eggert, J.; (2019) Capacity building for politicians in contexts of systemic 

corruption: Countering ‘wasta’ in Jordan. Bergen: U4 Anti-Corruption Resource Centre, Chr. Michelsen 

Institute (U4 Issue 2019:9) 
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activate personal connections as a means of gaining privileged or expedited access to 

goods and services, “wasta in basic terms, is about pulling strings. Using, invoking, or 

calling in wasta means asking someone to intervene or mediate for you to obtain some 

kind of advantage from a third party.”289 The concept can at times be overused to explain 

away the expectation that favoritism, nepotism, and corruption are expected and 

persistent within the Jordanian state but remains analytically useful in understanding the 

capacity to which social dynamics can have material consequences.  

Situating the GID within the broader Jordanian system of wasta is akin to 

exploring the origins and consequences of the institution’s domestic linkages with respect 

to patronage. As discussed in the preceding chapter, the sociocultural positionality of the 

institution and its members affords the GID privileged access to resources and services. 

In a system driven by Wasta, the GID is both a benefactor and a beneficiary. Given its 

centrality in bureaucratic processes, it can determine who can and cannot gain ready 

access to bureaucratic processes where they have input, like in the provision of 

specialized permits or the certificates of good conduct. In this capacity, the GID is the 

keeper of the keys that chooses to allow those with wasta to access bureaucratic services 

through a backdoor. Labor and employment issues would subsequently come under the 

jurisdiction and authority of a special department at the GID. The mukhabarat’s 

embeddedness in the Jordanian state bureaucracy affords the institution considerable 
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oversight over the country’s financial matters, particularly in matters related to public 

sector employment given the advent and necessity of certificate of good conduct.  

Wasta is not unique to the mukhabarat, much less to the private sector, but the 

security services have had the greatest and most reliable access to patronage because of 

it. If the overall wasta system were to collapse, “those who would stand to lose from a 

decrease in reliance on the system occupy the centers of power in the Jordanian state: the 

tribes, the security services, the civil service, and legislators”. 290 The rentier system of 

patronage that serves as the cornerstone of the social contract between the Hashemite 

rulers and the Jordanian population, particularly the tribes and Transjordanian groups, is 

collapsing as the country's economic circumstances worsen. Jordan has had recurrent 

protests in recent years due to its socioeconomic challenges, which include high living 

costs, poor wages, a lack of employment, social and political rights, and corruption.291 

Throughout his reign, King Abdullah has embraced economic liberalization and 

privatization to salvage an economy that has long been in freefall. Yet, his proposed 

solution is part of the problem. Privatization came at the high price of reigning in the 

privileges long held by tribal and Transjordanian communities and in particular, the 

security services.292 In order to navigate the pressures of privatization, the regime 

retained large holdings in state-owned enterprises and made them available to members 

of the GID as a form of patronage. “In June 2005, Abdullah rewarded his regime's 

watchmen by ordering that some of those shares of privatized firms be sold at a discount 
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to current and former members of the military, police, and mukhabarat”.293 Though this 

does indicate that the GID has possessed some degree of involvement in the private 

sector, there is markedly less evidence about the extent of the mukhabarat’s business 

holdings and the exact nature of its involvement.  

What is known is that the monarchy has enabled the GID to pursue economic 

ventures by giving it shares of privatized firms, but the specifics on what firms it was 

given shares is unclear. Some rumors suggest that some of its ventures include 

investments in sectors such as telecommunications, real estate, and energy. To 

corroborate claims on the existence of mukhabarat-specific business ventures, I was only 

able to find evidence to support their involvement in the agricultural sector. For example, 

one former army officer interviewed for a study on “only the mukhabarat is allowed to 

undertake farming as an economic enterprise”.294 Not to mention, this evidence only 

applies to holdings of previously state-owned enterprises that were privatized early in 

King Abdullah’s reign. There is less known about whether the GID as an institution has 

started its own businesses or invested in other private sector enterprises.  

With the evidence at hand, I cannot definitively state that the GID has fully 

diversified its streams of income by engaging in independent commercial ventures. If the 

GID were to have substantial business holdings, this could allow it to reduce its 

dependence on government funding and gain a certain degree of economic independence. 

There have been studies that have illustrated the role of militaries across the region, and 
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the world, involved in interdependent commercial ventures.295 If it is possible to explore 

similar themes as it applies to the GID, it would be a contribution on the growing 

literature on “businessmen in arms”.296 

In addition to being directly involved in the private sector through its own 

economic ventures, the GID also exercises considerable private sector oversight.  

Certificates of good conduct are historically most used in the public sector, but have also 

been adopted by the private sector, affording the GID oversight over private sector 

employment as well. The GID is also able to exercise oversight over the private sector in 

areas beyond employment. Jordanians and foreign nationals hoping to set up businesses 

or buy property, can expect to encounter the GID as they compile the necessary 

paperwork and background checks to carry out these transactions. Given their role in 

border security and combatting financial crimes, the GID is also actively involved in 

overseeing cross-border business activity like trade.297  

5.5.2 International Linkages:  

Jordan is a resource strapped country with little domestic resources with which to 

build its economy off. Despite this, it has managed to sustain a costly social contract that 

is deeply dependent on ensuring continued economic benefits to its historical bases of 

support. Given the lack of inherent sources of wealth and resources, monarchy and state 

have relied heavily on foreign aid to stay afloat. Because of that, Jordan’s foreign policy 
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agenda, and in particular its alliances and partnerships, are heavily influenced by logics 

of budget security. In other words, Jordan’s domestic financial considerations weigh 

heavily on its foreign policy decisions. To secure this much needed financial support 

Jordan positions itself as a dependable ally, playing up its geostrategic position and the 

strength and potential of its security services. Jordan attracts considerable from partner 

countries and international institutions because of its promises to ensure regional stability 

which ultimately makes supporting the country a sound investment. The Jordanian 

security services, particularly the mukhabarat, are a key piece in making that promise; 

thus, they are well positioned to benefit financially from keeping it.  

At the point of the Jordanian states’ inception, it had deep ties to the British Empire, 

with much of its security apparatus being financed and trained by the British. However, 

following the Arab Revolt and the withdrawal of British troops from the country, Jordan 

turned its sights toward the United States. The U.S- Jordanian relationship can best be 

described as a patron-client relationship, with the monarchy being largely reliant on 

American foreign aid, especially as it relates to security related expenditures. Some 

scholars have even gone so as far as describing Jordan as an American “protectorate” or 

“satellite”.298The United States is Jordan’s most important patron, having a long-standing 

history of supporting the Hashemite monarchy. The U.S has long considered Jordan a key 

partner in the Middle East due to its role in combatting terrorism, conducting military 

operations in the region, absorbing large populations of refugees from the region’s 

conflicts, and its role as a key interlocutor for the Palestinians with respect to the Israeli- 

Palestinian conflict. As such, Jordan has long been one of the largest recipients of U.S. 
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foreign aid globally. Since 2015, the Department of State (DoS) has provided Jordan with 

$2.155 billion in foreign military financing (FMF), which makes Jordan the third largest 

global recipient of FMF funds over that period. In addition, the Department of Defense 

(DoD) has provided $327 million since 2018, making Jordan one of the largest recipients 

of this funding.299 

Unfortunately, US government agencies such as DoD, DoS, and USAID do not 

disaggregate their figures by recipient institution, so it is difficult to determine if any 

institution within Jordan’s coercive apparatus is privileged over another. Public records 

of aid to security aid to Jordan does not specify what portion goes to the JAF, GID, PSD, 

etc. Because the GID is considered central in all matters related to security in the 

kingdom, it is unlikely that the institution would not see any of the security aid 

designated to the country. Much of the aid to the country is given from the perspective of 

American security imperatives. Not only does this potentially strengthen the GID, but any 

efforts to strengthen the state and the country’s civilian institutions may indirectly 

strengthen the GID as well given the breadth and depth of its reach toward every element 

of the state. 

 American support is crucial to the maintenance of the monarchy, state and 

security services, which undeniably extends to the GID. However, the CIA-GID 

relationship is especially crucial to the establishment and development of the institution. 

In chapter 3,  
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I outlined the history of the GID’s establishment and explained that the GID would not 

have become what it is today without direct involvement of the CIA. The roots of an 

independent intelligence agency were set when the officers in the CIA field office in 

Amman made direct, cash payments to King Hussein so that he could build up an internal 

security service. Eventually, this small band of trusted army officers eventually grew with 

CIA financing and training to become an independent intelligence agency, separate from 

the military’s intelligence branch. Mohammad Rasoul Al-Kilani was hand-selected by the 

CIA and sent to the United States to be trained at CIA headquarters so that he could serve 

as the GID’s first director upon its official establishment in 1964.  

The direct support of the GID began in the 1950s and has persisted ever since. In 

1977, the CIA was exposed for funneling money to Jordan while the White House was 

seemingly unaware of the cashflows.300 The CIA’s sponsorship of the GID is so extensive 

that the former head of the CIA, George Tenet, claimed, “We created the Jordanian 

Intelligence and now we own it”. 301 The CIA continues to foster its special relationship 

with the GID, as CIA personnel are “virtually embedded” and retain privileged access to 

the at the institution’s headquarters.302 While other groups or individuals need to schedule 

a visit in advance, the CIA liaison officer in Amman is free to access unescorted”.303 The 

GID’s privileged American linkage is so valuable that when King Abdullah goes to 

Washington to lobby for further aid, he has couched his requests in terms of the value it 
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would bring to the intelligence services specifically.304 with The linkages that exist 

between the GID and its American supporters in the CIA and U.S government have 

substantially contributed to its institutionalization and shifted the scope of the GID’s 

mission as well. Beyond becoming highly skilled in its ability to carry out its security 

operations, the GID has also become an institution capable of attracting investments from 

other foreign partners seeking to improve and professionalize their own intelligence 

services and, in some respects, replicate the GID’s success.  

The steady stream of American support through aid, equipment, and training has 

helped the GID become highly professionalized. This, in turn, has given the GID the 

capacity to offer its services, through intelligence gathering, diplomatic efforts, and 

training to its security partners across the globe. Jordan’s relationship with the United 

States and the CIA likely constitutes the largest source of its revenues but, the GID has 

also expanded its reach and benefits from maintaining security partnerships with other 

countries and their intelligence agencies. For instance, the GID maintains a privileged 

relationship with Israeli security services. Even when political elites in Israel and Jordan 

have been at odds with one another, the GID and Mossad have maintained a close and 

generally positive working relationship.305 
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Jordan has trained and supported the efforts of other intelligence services in the 

region through training and intelligence cooperation, particularly in the gulf.306Foreign 

assistance and intelligence collaboration with other regional and international allies are 

also important sources of income for the GID. Intelligence cooperation: The GID, like 

many intelligence agencies worldwide, engages in intelligence cooperation with other 

nations and organizations. This collaboration often involves sharing valuable intelligence 

and expertise in counterterrorism, regional security, and other key areas. In some 

instances, the GID may charge fees for its intelligence cooperation services, thus 

generating additional income. By being able to generate revenue through intelligence 

cooperation, the GID can strengthen its institutional autonomy by establishing its own 

financial linkages. For example, during the Arab uprisings, the Gulf Cooperation Council 

(GCC), brought Jordan into its fold, allowing it to attract substantial infusions of foreign 

aid in exchange for providing advice and expertise to the Kuwaiti monarchy on 

improving its policing methods.307 Most recently, the GID has expanded its reach into 

west Africa, training Guinean forces to take on the jihadist threat.308  

Offering training to other security services worldwide is part and parcel of the 

Jordanian security sectors’ increasing economic importance through the rise of a growing 

“defense industrial sector”.309 Some scholars have begun to explore the development and 
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growth of Jordan’s rising security industrial-complex through ventures such as the King 

Abdullah Design and Development Bureau (KADDB) and the King Abdullah Special 

Operations Training Center (KASOTC). These studies, however, focus largely on the 

JAF’s role in advancing these projects and their political and economic implications. It is 

worth noting that the business ventures surrounding the Jordanian security apparatus are 

most associated with the Jordanian Armed Forces between which parts of these economic 

ventures are more strictly beneficial to the military and which support the GID; if it is the 

case that a distinction can be made at all. Teasing apart the revenues brought in by 

Jordan’s growing defense and intelligence industrial complex is difficult because of the 

tendency to group the Jordanian security services together, on top of the GID’s secrecy 

surrounding its finances. For that reason, I cannot specify what makes the GID’s 

economic linkages different to those of the other elements of the Jordanian security 

apparatus.  

It is also worth noting that the substantial amount of foreign funding the 

institution receives also perpetuates issues related to transparency and the notion of 

reserved domains., the Jordanian GID budget is only reported to the prime minister in a 

closed manner however, “the fact that most security procurements are externally funded 

by foreign aid limits the role that the parliament is able to play”.310 Thus, foreign aid not 

only allows the GID to become more institutionalized, but it also allows it to deter 

oversight and strengthens its ability to maintain its internal autonomy. 
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Important questions remain with respect to the GID’s finances, especially with 

respect to its role in Jordan’s growing defense driven economy. Should there ever be 

opportunities to examine the GID’s finances more closely, it would be worth exploring 

how the GID’s investments, expenditures, and revenues might differ from other elements 

of the security apparatus and state. Relatedly, exploring to what degree the GID is 

financially independent from other elements of the state and monarchy would allow us to 

better understand the economic factors that shape its ability to accrue and exercise 

autonomy, in matters related to its internal governance and its involvement in politics and 

policy. 

5.6 Conclusion 

Jordan is described as perennially “on the brink” as it faces constant challenges to 

its stability from outside and within. The challenges Jordan faces are exacerbated by the 

fact that it is a resource-strapped country. As such, Jordan has depended heavily on 

security rents to survive domestic and international threats to its national security and the 

monarchy’s stability since its inception as a state. The establishment and development of 

the GID is a direct response to these threats, yet it has also grown to play a central role in 

attracting foreign security assistance from other patrons. The GID owes its establishment 

to the United States, and most importantly, the CIA. The seeds of the institution were 

sown with the direct cash transfers, passing hands from CIA field agents and into the late 

King Hussein’s hands. The objective of American aid to the GID was, and has always 

been, to ensure the stability of the crown. However, the substantial financial support 

ultimately ensured the GID’s rapid institutionalization, allowing the institution to grow to 

an entity capable of maintaining and establishing its own privileged linkages to external 
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patrons. These linkages, and the flows of aid that they provide, ensure the GID’ 

independent access to resources, making it less directly reliant on the monarchy to 

survive.  

Having a wellspring of aid and one-to-one relationships with security partners 

across the globe serve as an important source of institutional leverage. This leverage is 

protected and maintained through reserved domains, where the GID can operate with 

virtually no civilian oversight. Reserved domains, as they relate to intelligence 

organizations and their clandestine nature, allow the GID to exercise substantial internal 

autonomy in managing its financial matters. These circumstances are a hotbed for 

corruption, as the GID can take advantage of its centrality within the Jordanian state to 

extract resources from as many state institutions as possible while also guarding their 

own. The lack of transparency is only supported by the substantial international support 

that the institution obtains, as it is much more difficult for other elements of the state to 

exercise oversight on flows of foreign aid that have remained unaffected by corruption 

scandals and allegations surrounding the GID. 
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6 Chapter 6: Conclusion 

6.1      What did we learn? 

Jordanians and observers of Jordanian politics know the intelligence services to 

be powerful and imposing. Thus, finding that intelligence services can accrue and 

exercise autonomy by leveraging their connections and ensuring their development by 

any means necessary is not especially surprising. I set out knowing that GID is thought to 

be omnipresent, omnipotent, and omniscient for a reason, but my aim was to know why. 

The literature on civil-military relations and authoritarian institutions do not immediately 

dispel the possibility that security services could accrue institutional autonomy and they 

give some valuable initial insights as to why. However, I was motivated to expand on 

these fields of study by drawing connections between them and explicitly examine why 

the GID was able to become so powerful, instead of just assuming that it just was.  

For that reason, I set out to better understand the GID and its growing inroads into 

politics by attempting to examine it from its own perspective and centering it in my 

analysis, as opposed to merely treating it as an appendage of the monarchy it was 

designed to protect. I sought to paint a richer picture of how multiple, often overlapping 

institutional, social, and economic processes and mechanisms underly and drive the 

GID’s institutional autonomy. In each chapter, I aimed to elaborate how linkages can be 

formed and institutionalization take hold by allowing the GID to establish new linkages 

domestically and internationally to supportive constituencies and patrons, while also 

developing under the cover of ambiguity that is inherently afforded to it.  

In my first empirical chapter, I largely focused on the GID’s linkages to state 

institutions. I drew an institutional map of the Jordanian state and situated the GID vis-a-
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vis the rest of the coercive apparatus, the country’s legal infrastructure, the legislature, 

state bureaucracy, and the monarchy. By focusing on the GID’s relationships with these 

various entities and how they’ve changed and developed over time, I sought to illustrate 

how incremental institutional changes and the linkages it allowed the GID to form aided 

in shaping the GID’s institutional autonomy.  

In my second empirical chapter, I focused on the social factors underlying the GID’s 

ability to establish linkages and pursue institutionalization unencumbered. By 

highlighting the GID’s history of mixed interactions with Jordanian society and its 

sociocultural positionality, I sought to explain how perceptions toward the institution, 

positive, negative, and ambiguous, all aid in the establishment of linkages and deter 

incursions into the GID’s operations.  

In my final empirical chapter, I highlighted the economic factors perpetuating the 

GID’s institutional autonomy. The GID’s life-long special access to foreign aid has 

enabled the institution to continue attracting aid and establishing new linkages, thanks to 

its substantial development and professionalization. These financial privileges have 

allowed the institution to become more autonomous and influential in a country 

characterized by scarcity and austerity. 

Although I approached this thematically, it does not mean that these various factors, 

institutional, social, and economic, operate in isolation from one another. These different 

factors interact and build on one another in important ways. For instance, Pete Moore 

explains how western mythmaking on the institution’s heroics and its prowess for all 

things covert has obfuscated the institution’s role in deepening and perpetuating the 

country’s economic woes. These perceptions toward the institution have material 
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consequences and directly shape the GID’s ability to define and carry out its sense of 

mission: be it internal or external.  

6.2 Contributions and future avenues for research  

As I noted in the opening chapters of the dissertation, I was simultaneously motivated 

by the narratives of the institution’s overwhelming presence in Jordanian politics and 

society and its simultaneous absence in much of the literature on authoritarian institutions 

and civil-military relations. As I suspected, gaps in the literature on intelligence services 

exist, not because there have not been efforts to fill them, but because filling them feels 

impossible when the concrete evidence needed to do so is illusive. Though the devil is in 

the details, it is also in the depths of the unknown. For this reason, I aimed to emphasize 

what evidence I had and did not have, outlining the gaps in between in a way that could 

still be empirically and analytically useful to others with similar intellectual interests.  

Chief among my considerations for focusing on Jordan was my in-depth knowledge 

of the case. I spent much of my time in conducting this study endeavoring to collect 

whatever data I could trying to make sense out of the handfuls of evidence I could gather. 

I should not have been as surprised as I was to find that studying spooks is onerous for 

those who do not exist amongst their shadows. With that said, an extension of this case 

after considerably more data collection and a paired comparison of other cases is still 

something I hope to pursue as this project develops. I maintain, however, that had I been 

faced with similar challenges with respect to collecting and analyzing small bits of data, I 

might not have had the necessary context and in-depth understanding of those cases to 

know how to weave them together.  
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In stark opposition to the institution that I set out to study, I endeavored to be as 

transparent as possible in my approach. In so doing, my aim was to directly address the 

gaps in my empirics and their consequences for my arguments and analyses. Highlighting 

these gaps in my knowledge, and how I might seek to fill them in the future was not 

merely intended to be an exercise in humility. Rather, I hoped to take missingness 

seriously and think critically about the insights that could potentially also be derived in 

exploring the reasons behind the absences and their implications. Attempting to fill gaps 

without reading too much in between the lines in search of answers was a challenge. 

However, deliberately focusing on something I knew I would never know very much 

about served as an important exercise on thinking critically about knowledge production 

and the data generating process.  

Having embarked on this study encouraged me to think about whether the dynamics I 

observed or hoped to observe are unique to Jordan at all. In future iterations of this 

project, I hope to engage in a more comparative approach, evaluating my claims and 

expanding on my analysis by exploring other cases to examine if and to what degree 

various institutional, social, and economic factors drive institutional autonomy. There is 

excellent work that has recently been published on the Tunisian and Egyptian 

mukhabarat.311 Given the difficulty in collecting data on intelligence agencies, building 

off rich empirical studies might be a valuable point of departure. Saudi Arabia might also 

be a valuable case, given its relationship with the United States and its similarly valuable 

geostrategic location. 

 
311 Omar Safi, The Intelligence State in Tunisia: Security and Mukhabarat, 1881-1965. Bloomsbury 

Publishing, 2020; Owen L. Sirrs, The Egyptian Intelligence Service: A history of the mukhabarat, 1910-

2009. Routledge, 2010. 
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