
Barr Foundation Learning Journey 2023: 
Why Jordan? 

The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, a land steeped in history, is located at the crossroads of the Middle 
East. This small country, with a population of 9.7 million, has been home to some of the earliest human 
settlements and has served as a strategic nexus connecting Asia, Africa, and Europe since the dawn of 
civilization. Amman, its capital, is a hub of technological and cultural innovation in the Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA) region. 

Jordan is often referred to as an “oasis of stability” in a turbulent region of the world. It has been mostly 
unscathed by the violence that swept the region following the Arab Spring in 2010 and has long been a 
refuge to those fleeing persecution.While Jordan continues to accept refugees, the recent and large 
influx from Syria has placed considerable strain on the country’s environment and infrastructure. This 
is coupled with the fact that Jordan is an arid country almost completely devoid of natural resources, 
including water. While addressing the ongoing water and refugee crises, Jordan must re-think as well as 
increase the capacity of its education and healthcare systems, employment, and job training programs, 
all while continuing to navigate its existence in a politically complex location. Jordan is home to a wide 
array of NGOs, non-profits, and community-led tourism initiatives.  

Jordan has seen immense success in the face of adversity; and its willingness to grow, evolve, and adapt 
all while holding onto traditional roots, makes it the ideal location for the Barr Fellowship’s 2020 
Learning Journey. Our hope is that Jordan’s unique story can be a looking glass through which we can 
evaluate some of our shared challenges and find inspiration for new solutions at home.  

Religion 
While Jordan is a Sunni Muslim-majority country, it also contains some of the longest living 
communities of Christians. Several villages have mixed Christian and Muslim populations. The 
harmony among these religions is widely celebrated and it’s common to hear the sounds of church bells 
and the Muslim call to prayer in close vicinity. However, the smallest minorities, consisting of Shia 
muslims and Bahá’ís, do experience some religious discrimination in Jordan. While Judaism is also not 
openly practiced in Jordan, Israeli tourists, as well as other Jewish citizens, freely visit Jordan.  

Women 
Throughout history, Jordanian women’s political and social status has varied based on the legal, 
cultural, and religious values of the time. The current legal framework, based on European civil code, is 
coupled with Islamic cultural tradition. Traditional views of gender often determine women's role in the 
workforce and general public sphere. This dynamic has contributed to a low ranking by the World 
Economic Forum in the 2018 Global Gender Gap report. While female participation in Jordanian 
parliament has increased over the past decade, it still remains low. The Queen of Jordan, Queen Rania, 
has long fought for women's rights and access to education. In terms of dress, Jordanian women 
typically wear hijabs and modest clothing. However, travelers will notice a wide variety of dress among 
local women — everything from fully covered with muted burkas, to skinny jeans and brightly colored, 
beaded hijabs or no hijab at all. 



Government 
A young nation, Jordan became an independent state known as the Hashemite Kingdom of Transjordan 
in 1946, and was renamed in 1949 to the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan after the Arab-Israeli War. 
Jordan is a constitutional monarchy with a King who holds wide executive and legislative powers. His 
Majesty King Abdullah II is head of state, chief executive, and commander-in-chief of the army. The 
King exercises executive authority through the Prime Minister and Council of Ministers (Cabinet). The 
Cabinet is responsible before the House of Representatives which, along with the House of Notables 
(Senate), constitutes the legislative branch of Government. The Senate has 65 members, all of whom 
are appointed by the King, while the House of Representatives has 130 elected members. The judicial 
branch is an independent branch of Government. In 2011, following civil protests, the King launched a 
political reform process to place greater emphasis on citizen participation in decision-making. Despite  
progress, many challenges remain. Citizens’ needs exceed the capacities of governing bodies, citizen 
participation is very limited, and local organizations exercise low political and social influence. 

Refugee Population 
According to the Feb. 2018 UNHRC report, Jordan has the second highest share of refugees compared 
to its population in the world: 89 refugees per 1,000 inhabitants. Over 650,000 of these refugees are 
Syrian and over 65,000 are Iraqi. In addition, Jordan has also seen an influx of Yemeni, Sudanese, and 
Palestinian refugees in recent years. When people think of the refugee population in Jordan, they tend 
to think only of refugees of geo-political conflicts from the past decade. Jordan, however, has long been 
a refugee haven. Before the state was officially established, the area became host to Armenians fleeing 
genocide. The latest influx of refugees has resulted in increased pressure on basic public services and 
infrastructure, leading to widespread discussion on the country’s capacity to serve as a safe haven. 

Youth & Education 
Jordan currently has a population of over 10 million. It is a relatively young population with roughly 
35% being less than 14 years old. Young Jordanians enjoy good access to education and 95% of the total 
legal citizens are literate. Jordan has made significant progress in achieving gender parity in schools, as 
illustrated by a youth literacy rate of roughly 98% for both genders. Social inequality in terms of access 
to higher education continues to be persistent for youth from poor households. Economic factors are 
central to students who drop out of school in Jordan with young men predominantly affected because of 
the cultural expectation on men to join the workforce. 

Economic & Workforce Development 
Despite increased access to education, Jordan has one of the highest rates of unemployment in the 
MENA region and young people and women are disproportionately affected. Roughly one-third of all 
youth and two-thirds of young women are unemployed while informal and unpaid family work is 
pervasive. Multiple structural problems contribute to unemployment in Jordan including a mismatch 
between educational outputs and the skills required by the labor market, the ballooning population due 
to an influx of refugees, and a lack of access to programs that facilitate a smooth school-to-work 
transition — including vocational training and career guidance. As a result, Jordan sees its refugee and 
vulnerable populations struggling to join the workforce while many of its educational elite emigrate, 
resulting in a “brain drain.”
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