Jordan and the Palestinian Authority:
‘Did Better Fences Make Better Neighbors?

Hillel Frisch

The following article explores whether the establishment of the Palestinian
Authority in 1994 led to an improvement in relations between the Palestine
Liberation Organization/Palestinian Authority (PLO/PA) and Jordan since 1994.
The issue is important in determining the viability of the partition approach over
a more integrative confederal or federal alternative between the two entities. The
findings point to an improvement of relations. Nevertheless, some very core issues
between the two sides, such as the territorial limits of citizenship and the issue of
the Temple Mount, remain unresolved between the two sides.

Do better fences make better neighbors politically? Political scientists have recently
engaged in a tense debate whether partition or more integrative frameworks between
different peoples on relatively small geographic areas yield greater stability.! The
debate has not only been academic. In Israel, a major debate took place during the
Israeli-Palestinian negotiations among those advocating a partition approach regard-
ing the Palestinians and those who favored a more power-sharing integrated frame-
work. The late Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin, for example, presumably advocated the
partition approach. He wanted separation into two states.> His successor Shimon Peres,
by contrast, favored the power-sharing approach that included a place for Jordan in
the relationship.® Simlar debates emerged between the PLO/PA élite and their Jorda-
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2. On Rabin’s partition approach see Efraim Inbar, Rabin and Israel’s National Securzty (Balti-
more: Johns Hopkins, 1999), pp. 30-31.
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nian counterparts regarding the merits of partition, federation, or confederation be-
tween Jordan and Palestine.* Eventually, the peace process between Israel and the PA
was predicated to a great extent on the assumption that good fences make good neigh-
bors, that is to say, on the partition approach. As much as the Jordanian-Palestinian
relationship was discussed, most felt that the effect was going to be the same. Thus,
Lawrence Tal, in a dramatically titled article in Foreign Affairs “Is Jordan Doomed?”
came to the conclusion that not only was Jordan not doomed but that indeed good
fences would make for good neighbors.’

The following article analyzes whether the establishment of the PA in 1994, which
basically transformed the PLO into a quasi-state, made for better relations between Jordan
and the Palestinians (outside Jordan) now that both sides have become separate territorial
entities. Addressing this question should improve our understanding of ‘whether even
better fences, in the form of a sovereign Palestinian state, would yield even better results
or should one imagine a political reality beyond state sovereignty?

A TROUBLED RELATIONSHIP IN THE PAST

Though it might be going too far to describe the Jordanian-Isracli relationship re-
garding the Palestinians as collusion, as one prominent study is indeed entitled, one can
hardly deny that the Hashimites and the Israelis often perceived the Palestinian Arabs as
their prime adversaries more than they did each other.® Jordan and Israel’s shared interest
in obstructing Palestinian nationalism in the attainment of its objectives stemmed from a
very basic fact created in 1948. Both states partitioned mandate Palestine at the expense
and destruction of the Arab Palestinian community. Their triumph was the Palestinians’
disaster. The bitter legacy of the PLO presence in Jordan culminating in Black September
1970, the final ouster of the PLO from Jordan in July 1971 and the subsequent assassina-

tion of Prime Minister Wasfi al-Tal in November 1971 in Cairo by the PLO’s Black

September group colors Jordanian-PLO relations to this day.’
[
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Even after the loss of the West Bank after 1967, Jordan aspired, if not to restore
it to the Kingdom, at least to make sure that it had the upper hand in any integrative
scheme with the Palestinians. As late as the October 1991 Madrid talks, Jordan was
more than happy to attend the conference in a joint delegation with Palestinian repre-
sentatives from the territories instead of insisting, as the PLO wished, upon a joint
Jordanian-PLO delegation.® To recall, Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir’s government
refused to sit either with the Palestinians separately, or with the PLO. The Palestin-
ians, with the full support of the PLO, which they tacitly represented in the subse-

~ quent Washington rounds of talks, undermined the Jordanians by conducting talks

with Israel as a separate delegation. By doing so they were proving loyal to a cardinal
tenet of Fatah, the faction that dominated the PLO, that the Palestinians must act
independently of any Arab State guardianship (wisaya). A popular Fatah slogan ex-
pressed it well: “The Palestinian card is neither in the pocket of the big [state] or the
small [state].” The small state was obviously Jordan, the big state could refer to either
Egypt, Syria or Iraq depending on the specific time-period in which it was voiced.

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE PA — A TURBULENT BEGINNING

In light of the tense relations that often prevailed between the PLO and J ordan,
it was not surprising that the PLO, which was formally committed to unifying Arab
positions in the peace process with Israel, took the bilateral secret track at Oslo that
surprised and undercut the Jordanians. The Jordanians, by contrast, had come to an
agreement over most issues with Israel as early as October 1992, but had refused to
proceed to a formal treaty as long as progress on the Palestinian and Syrian tracks was
not made. ° Jordan could take some comfort that the slap in the face also struck the
official Palestinian delegation in the Washington talks which was completely unaware
of the secret Oslo track between Israel and PLO officials.!

For the first time in the long and tortuous history between the triangle of forces,
the Palestinians struck a diplomatic deal with Israel and did so without any Jordanian
involvement or input. That the Declaration of Principles (DoP), in which Israel rec-
ognized the PLO and committed itself to the creation of a Palestinian territorial au-
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peace track. Rubinstein politely handed them an English version of the text that had appeared in another
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tonomy, was signed with a young and vigorous United States President, Bill Clinton,
early in his first administration as co-signer, was even more troubling for the Jordani-
ans. - :

The fears might have been even existential. According to Ali Jarbawi, a politi-
cal scientist from Bir Zeit University:

The fear was the main source of anxiety in Jordan regarding the Israeli-Pales-
tinian Declaration of Principles. The newly born Palestinian entity... could
gradually grow, blessed by Israel and most Arab nations, to transcend the
limitations of self-rule... Were this to happen, and were this new Palestinian
entity to find itself unable to grow westward because of Israel, would not its

expansion then be eastward!"

, Even if these fears of a Palestinian entity expanding at the expense of the Jorda-
nian state did not materialize, the implications of a Palestinian state were onerous
enough. Jordanian officials were concerned that the empowerment of the Palestinians
would come at the expense of Jordan’s traditionally strong involvement in the peace
process. Such marginalization was likely to have a deleterious impact on foreign aid
to Jordan upon which the state in the past had much relied in favor of aid flows to the
Palestinians. " _

Although both the US and Israel tried assuaging Jordanian fears, the Jordanians
used almost every opportunity to show their displeasure at the turn of events. The
Jordanian media became highly critical of PA leader Yasir ‘Arafat, criticized the PA
for the concessions it made to Israel, and reemphasized its linkages to Jerusalem."
The Jordanian élite expressed doubts whether the PLO possessed the administrative
know-how to run a state. Jordanian Prime Minister ‘Abd al-Salam al-Majali remarked
that the PLO lacked “the administrative ability needed to run a state.”’* Evidently,
even if the signing of the DoP and eight months later, the establishment in June-July
1994 of the Palestinian Authority was perhaps creating a better fence between the
PLO and the Jordanians, it was not necessarily making for better neighbors.

PA-JORDANIAN RELATIONS AND THE ISRAELI-JORDANIAN PEACE TREATY

In October 1994, with the signing of the Israeli-Jordanian peace treaty, it was
the turn of the Palestinian leadership to express its umbrage towards Jordan. The
Kingdom was eager to formalize an Isracli-Jordanian peace treaty as quickly as pos-
sible in order to cope with the new Palestinian entity that, in the words of one Jorda-
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nian observer, might “swallow up Jordan.”’ Jordan was even more concerned to
conclude the peace treaty with Israel in order to lay to rest the “Jordan is Palestine”
option, which in the opinion of much of the Jordanian leadership, still carried much
weight in the Likud since that party’s rise to power in Israel in 1977.

Predictably, Jordan acted in kind during its negotiations with Israel by keeping
the PLO and Palestinian interests out of the picture, especially when in the subsequent
interim agreement in May 1994 and in the PLO-Israeli economic agreement two
weeks previously the PLO continued to disregard Jordan.'® The only significant con-
sideration of Palestinian interests took place when Jordan refused to formalize bor-
ders and border crossings along the Jordan River in the West Bank. Instead, the two
border crossings were situated in the Beitshean area in the north and in the Wadi
‘Araba area in the south of the country. This consideration hardly stemmed from
friendly sentiments towards the PLO but out of consideration for basic Arab positions
that Jordan as a weak state in the system felt it could not transgress. On water, the
treaty disregarded Palestinian claims to flows stemming from the Yarmuk and Jordan
rivers, while on the refugee issue the treaty foresaw Jordan’s interests being met
within the framework of the multi-lateral talks. The PLO was particularly miffed by
the ceremony at Wadi ‘Araba to which at least 25 dignitaries were invited but did not
include Yasir ‘Arafat.!” The King and senior Jordanian officials continued to express
doubt at the ability of the PLO to govern based on that organization’s experience in
Lebanon.!®

Much more disconcerting to the PLO, however, was the recognition Israel ac-
corded to Jordan’s special relationship to Jerusalem and the Holy Mount in the Wash-
ington Memorandum of July 25, 1994 that preceded the official peace treaty."” It
acknowledged “the present special role of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan in Mus-
lim holy shrines in Jerusalem” and pledged to “give high priority to the Jordanian
historic role in these three shrines.””® Not only did Israeli assurances to Jordan under-
mine one of the PLO’s basic negotiating goals — complete sovereignty over Arab
Jerusalem — but emphasized, at least from the PLO’s perspective, that the historic
collusion between the two states to contain Palestinian nationalism remained unchanged.

To fend off Jordanian encroachment on Jerusalem, the PLO reacted by banning
the distribution of al-Nahar and the weeklies Akhbar al-Balad and al-Bayan in Gaza
three days later. A far more lasting impact was achieved when the PLO established
the Ministry of the Endowments and Religious Affairs in August to take control over
all religious institutions in the territories. Throughout Israeli rule, these institutions,
primarily the shari‘a courts, acted as informal Jerusalem consulates by issuing Jorda-
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nian birth certificates and passports. Another blow to Jordanian influence occurred in
October when the PA, after the death of the Mufti of Jerusalem, Shaykh Sulayman al-
Ja‘abari, appointed Shaykh Akrama Sabri, a well-known PLO supporter to the posi-
tion as a counter-measure to Jordan’s appointee.’! The placement of PA security men
around the Jordanian appointee was sufficient to discourage local Palestinians from
acknowledging his authority. Three years later, however, King Husayn was still re-
minding his people and the world of Jordan’s special relationship to Jerusalem in a
public letter addressing the issue, and the Jordanian authorities were still mediating
disputes between the local wagf (endowment) and local churches.”

Political forces in the territories, including Fatah, the faction over which ‘Arafat
still presides, reacted far more harshly to the peace treaty than the official leadership
of the PLO. Fatah’s call for a general strike alone with the Popular and Democratic .
Fronts for the Liberation of Palestine, as well as Hamas, to protest the Jerusalem
clause may be seen as one in a long list of moves to rid the territories of Jordanian
influence and enhance Palestinian control. It is important to note that it was broadcast
on the official PA radio station.?? The gap between official more conciliatory PLO
positions towards Jordan and harsher action by the local leadership of Fatah and rank
and file against it, reflected a model that in the future was to characterize Palestinian
behavior in the Al-Aqsa intifada towards Israel. PLO and Fatah efforts to delegitimize
the treaty because of its Jerusalem clause, seemed to bear fruit at east temporarily.
The Organization of the Islamic Conference composed of 51 states with an Islamic
majority, voted in its summit in December 1994 held in Casablanca to reject Jordan’s
claims over Jerusalem’s Muslim sites.”*

In Hamas, the differences seemed to reflect confusion rather than a model of
action. On the one hand, the rank and file joined forces with Fatah in calling for a
general stike. On the other hand, some Hamas figures noted that the Hamas did not
necessarily oppose Jordanian claims to Jerusalem.” What was important was that
Jerusalem be under Arab rule. The rank and file most probably felt the pressure by
Fatah counterparts, who often were former inmates together in Isracli prisons. By
contrast, many in the political leadership bowed to pressure by the outside leadership
of the Hamas that operated out of Jordan who did not want to upset its relations with
the authorities. An indication of such pressure may be found in the London-based
monthly Filastin al-Muslima that is traditionally close to the Hamas leadership “out-
side.” It carried no articles regarding the treaty in its November 1994 issue.” Else-
]
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