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Jordan’s King Abdullah II at the Nuclear Security Summit, on April 1st, in Washington.

Jordan, Turkey: From strategic alliance to cold ties

L
eaks to the Guardian 
newspaper and Middle 
East Eye online service 
have revealed a muted 
and different side in 
Jordanian-Turkish rela-

tions with reports of strong 
criticism from Amman about the 
Turkish leadership.

The leaks were based on what 
was described as “minutes of a 
meeting” in January between 
Jordan’s King Abdullah II with 
a number of members of the US 
Congress in which the monarch 
strongly criticised Turkish policy 
under President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan.

The leak came hours before 
Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet 
Davutoglu arrived in Amman 
and also coincided with 
Jordan’s centennial celebrations 
commemorating the Arab revolt 
against Ottoman rule.

The celebrations added to 
the “implicit confusion” in the 
relationship that Jordan, being 
an heir to the revolution, has 
had with successive Turkish 
governments. Traditionally, the 
Turks looked at the Arabs siding 
with Britain and France in the 
World War I as a “betrayal of the 
historic bond and later the Islamic 
one” between the states and 
people of the region.

The countries maintained 

relations “of strategic nature” by 
being close allies of the United 
States and the West. The ties 
prospered in the 1990s, after 
Jordan’s peace treaty with Israel 
saw both countries in joint 
manoeuvres with Israel.

However, after the Islamist-
leaning Justice and Development 
Party took over in Ankara, 
lukewarm relations turned cold 
with estrangement in the past five 
years, especially during the “Arab 
spring”.

Jordan blames Erdogan for 
his alliance with the Muslim 
Brotherhood, which the king 
accused of being affiliated with 
the Free Masons and described 
its members as “wolves in lambs’ 
clothing” in an interview with the 

Atlantic magazine in March 2013.
According to the leaks, the 

king said Erdogan “believes that 
Islamic extremism is a solution 
to the problems of the region”, 
including Syria, while he backs 
a “third-way solution” for the 
country away from despotism and 
radical Islam.

Criticism of Turkey is also 
heard in Europe and the United 
States, including Turkey allegedly 
providing substantial facilities to 
the Islamic State (ISIS), such as 
allowing its fighters to cross into 
and out of Syria and Iraq.

The king confirmed reports 
disclosing oil smuggling trade 
between ISIS and Turkey.

Accusations against Turkey 
are not confined to supporting 

extremism in Syria. The king 
clearly accused Erdogan, in the 
leaked report, of supporting 
Islamic militias in Libya and 
Somalia.

In his perspective, “extremism is 
manufactured in Turkey”.

The statements attributed to the 
Jordanian monarch are in line with 
those made by US President Barack 
Obama to the Atlantic, in which 
he described Erdogan as a “tyrant 
loser” and blamed his personal 
ambitions for his country’s 
domestic and foreign crises.

Observers say the statements 
coincide with UN reports 
suggesting that democracy was 
receding in Turkey and that its 
rights charter, particularly on the 
freedom of the press, opinion and 
expression, was eroding.

Turkey was regarded as an 
advanced model of “civilian Islam 
in harmony with democracy and 
secularism”. But such a view 
changed after its political speech 
became dominated by religion — 
mostly reflecting the Sunni sect — 
and Erdogan’s personal ambitions 
transformed the country’s 
system from a parliamentary to 
a presidential one in addition to 
pushing Kurdish issue back to 
square one.

The “Alawite issue” has 
surfaced for the first time since 
the establishment of the republic 
while the country is witnessing 
“an identity struggle” among its 
various components.

We can now understand what 
the king told the Atlantic three 
years ago: Democracy for Erdogan 
is a “bus ride he disembarks when 
he arrives at his destination”.

Oraib al-Rantawi is a Jordanian 
analyst and an expert in security 
and strategic affairs.
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ordan’s counterterrorism 
strategy since 2014 has 
included joining the US-
backed military campaign 
against the Islamic State 

(ISIS) inside Syria, while making 
overtures to an anti-ISIS Salafist 
movement at home.

Recent developments, however, 
raised questions about how much 
longer this strategy can maintain 
the Hashemite kingdom’s relative 
stability.

The rise of ISIS on Jordan’s north-
ern border and the influx of Syrian 
refugees reaffirmed the military’s 
counterterrorism mindset, a trend 
reflected in the defence budget’s 
projected growth to $1.8 billion in 
fiscal year 2016, up from $1.5 bil-
lion in 2015.

Nearly $400 million of defence 
spending is for procurement of 
weaponry and technology, in par-
ticular armoured vehicles, aircraft, 
missiles and artillery to counter 
ISIS. Widespread public support 
for the military helps tolerate the 
high level of defence expenditures.

To alleviate the fiscal pressure, 
Jordan signed with the United 
States a non-binding Memoran-
dum of Understanding to receive 
$1 billion of foreign assistance. The 
United States recently delivered 
UH-60 Blackhawk helicopters to 
strengthen rapid response in bor-
der security. Amman has request-
ed US drones to detect ISIS targets 
across the border.

There were signs recently of a 
more aggressive US-Jordanian ap-

proach that could lead to a con-
frontation with ISIS inside the 
kingdom. Even though Jordan has 
not been prominent on ISIS’s radar, 
pressure on the extremist group in 
Syria and Iraq is forcing Jordanian 
jihadists fighting in Syria to return 
home.

US forces in Jordan on March 4th 
launched rocket artillery from the 
country to support Syrian rebels’ 
assault on a military base con-
trolled by ISIS in the border city of 
al-Tanf, which links the extremist 
group’s territories in Iraq and Syria.

A few days earlier, Jordan’s Gen-
eral Intelligence Directorate ar-
rested 13 suspected ISIS militants 
in Irbid for allegedly planning to 
strike civilian and military targets. 
Seven other militants, wearing sui-
cide belts and carrying automatic 
weapons, attacked Jordanian secu-
rity forces. All seven were killed as 
was a member of Jordan’s security 
forces.

The first direct confrontation be-
tween both sides means Jordanian 
nationals are no longer only trav-
elling to Syria to join the war but 
are prone to become active inside 
the kingdom. Authorities estimate 
that more than 2,000 Jordanians 
have joined ISIS. One of the most 
vocal supporters of ISIS, Abu Mo-
hammed al-Tahawi, has been in 
administrative detention since De-
cember 27th.

The “divide-and-rule” strategy 
against a weak Salafist movement 
helped Jordanian authorities win 
public opinion against extremist 
groups and allowed the necessary 
environment for security forces to 

remain vigilant. The Jordanian au-
thorities’ September 2014 release 
of Abu Qutada, a prominent Salafi 
cleric supportive of al-Qaeda, sig-
nalled not only an attempt to offer 
an anti-ISIS platform but also to 
make a distinction between ISIS’s 
regional ambitions and the Syrian-
restricted agenda of Jabhat al-Nus-
ra, an al-Qaeda affiliate.

When Royal Jordanian Air Force 
pilot Muath al-Kasasbeh was 
burned to death by ISIS in January 
2015, after his F-16 aircraft crashed 
over Syria, Jordanian authorities 
followed the same approach and 
released one month later Salafist 
cleric Abu-Mohammed al-Maqdisi 
with the understanding that he 

speak out publicly against ISIS. 
Even though Maqdisi was the spir-
itual guide of Abu Musab al-Zarqa-
wi, who was allegedly behind the 
2005 bombing of hotels in Amman, 
Jordanian authorities saw ISIS as 
the greater threat.

As Maqdisi was released, Jor-
dan’s King Abdullah II went to 
Washington to request additional 
munitions to fight ISIS. Jordan’s 
balancing act of maintaining a 
close alliance with the United 
States while appeasing Islamists 
at home has been successful so 
far and helped shield the kingdom 
from ISIS attacks similar to ones in 
Turkey and Lebanon.

Kasasbeh’s death unified the 

country against ISIS and was the 
first sign of the coming confron-
tation. However, the battlefield 
remained in Syria, not inside Jor-
dan. The new generation of ISIS 
loyalists is far more effective as a 
recruiting tool than the old guard 
of weakened al-Qaeda-inspired 
clerics in the Levant.

Jordan may sooner or later go 
into an open confrontation with 
ISIS at home, testing its nascent 
rapprochement with the Salafists 
and further altering its security 
outlook.

Joe Macaron is a Middle East 
analyst at the Arab Center of 
Washington.
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US Vice-President Joe Biden (C) attends a military demonstration at a Joint Training Centre outside 
the city of Zarqa, north-east of the capital Amman, last March.
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