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Most Arab monarchies are engaged – and have been engaged for decades – in a political 

enterprise in which they offer the promise of real political reforms in order to blunt opposition 

to their rule, but deliver little real reform. This strategy successfully insulated the monarchs 

from the worst consequences of the Arab Spring. Before the Arab Spring, most monarchs shared 

little power. Even better (for the monarchs) when protesters took to the streets in the spring of 

2011, the poor record of their monarchs in sharing power had not convinced protesters of the 

futility of demanding reform. Protesters called for constitutional changes and the dismissal of 

courtiers, but did not demand the fall of their kings.1 Thus in the years before 2011 the monarchs 

successfully gave the impression that reform was possible, without providing – by and large – 

much in the way of actual change.  

The strategy, however, is unlikely to be as effective in the future as it has been in the 

past. The Arab Spring has put pressure on monarchs to deliver on reforms, and it has made the 

tool of public demonstrations more readily available to citizens. This threatens – at least in some 

cases – to force monarchs to choose between granting really substantive reforms or giving up 

the pretense and imposing an unvarnished absolutism.  

This is a choice that two monarchies – both in the Gulf – have recently faced head on, 

with very different outcomes. In Kuwait the "liberalized autocracy" set up by its ruling family is 

perceptibly slipping out of the ruling family's control, with the parliament threatening to usurp 

the ruling family's control over the government.2 Bahrain's ruling family, by contrast, has given 

                                                      
1 Marwan Muashar, A Decade of Struggling Reform Efforts in Jordan: The Resilience of the Rentier 
System, The Carnegie Papers (Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, May 2011). 
2 Daniel Brumberg, “The Trap of Liberalized Autocracy,” Journal of Democracy 13, no. 4 (October 2002): 56–
68. Brumberg argues that "an exit from liberalized autocracy to competitive democracy is improbable" but 
also that the monarchies are more flexible than the republics – though this flexibility seems to result not in a 
real prospect of democracy but instead in a higher incidence of liberalized autocracy rather than non-
liberalized autocracy. Ibid., 64, 66. 
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up and turned its liberalized autocracy in to a plain autocracy.  

*** 

Protests, as the Arab Spring has shown, endanger incumbent rulers, and wise rulers do 

what they can to avoid protests. One way of dealing with protests is simply to repress them, and 

monarchs sometimes do this. Monarchs can offer various types of concessions, including 

opening up government coffers and spending money. But fiscal profligacy addresses only a part 

of the core demands typically made by protesters, who also seek institutional reforms. Thus, in 

order to defuse protests, monarchs typically offer some mix of political reforms. And the 

experience of the Arab Spring has shown that rulers who offer concessions often fare better than 

those whose political systems and histories in power essentially preclude the promise of credible 

concessions. It is this which made the monarchs different from the ilk of Qaddafi, Mubarak and 

al-Asad in 2011. 

The balance of power in a monarchy with a parliament – that is to say, a monarchy that 

is a liberalized autocracy – depends on five factors. 

The constitution determines the powers enjoyed by the parliament. In all Middle 

Eastern monarchies the monarchy has taken a great deal of care in crafting a constitution that, 

to the greatest degree possible, conserves the power of the monarchy at the expense of elected 

deputies. Despite this, monarchies constitutions differ widely in the actual amount of power that 

the parliament can wield, ranging from the relatively powerful (in theory) parliaments of Jordan  

and Morocco to the impotent Federal National Council of the UAE.  

The electoral system shapes the composition of the parliament. The monarchy's goal 

in this, of course, is to design an electoral system that returns the largest possible number of 

loyalists without the necessity for overt fraud in the elections.3 This can be achieved through 

rules that limit the role of political parties, through malapportionment (which is commonplace 

in the monarchies) and by other means. In some monarchies – notably Jordan and Kuwait – the 

electoral system lies at the center of the struggle between the monarchy and the opposition:  the 

monarchies have paid a cost for imposing electoral systems that are designed to produce a 

lopsided result.  

The honesty of the elections also influences the composition of the parliament.4 On 

                                                      
3 Ellen Lust-Okar and Amaney Ahmad Jamal, “Rulers and Rules: Reassessing the Influence of Regime Type 
on Electoral Law Formation,” Comparative Political Studies 35, no. 3 (April 2002): 337–366. 
4 Michael Herb, “Princes and Parliaments in the Arab World,” Middle East Journal 58, no. 3 (Summer 2004): 
367–384. 
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occasion Middle Eastern monarchs have rigged elections to exclude opponents, though this 

happens less often than might be thought, given the effectiveness of the strategy in addressing 

immediate problems with a difficult parliamentary opposition. The Kuwaiti regime stole the 

1967 elections, but none since; the Moroccan regime was long in the habit of rigging elections, 

but has notably improved the quality of elections in recent years; the Jordanian regime rigged 

the elections of 2007. Overall, however, it appears that monarchs recognize that election fraud 

fatally undermines the logic of opening a parliament in the first place: rigged elections convince 

no one that the monarch is open to political participation in governance.  

Election results also determine the balance of power between monarchs and 

parliaments. Of their own accord and as a result of their own convictions, many voters in 

monarchies vote for deputies who support a politically powerful monarchy. All current Arab 

monarchs can count on a solid bloc in the parliament that supports the monarchy out of 

conviction – in some cases, this bloc is even a majority, in which case the monarch risks nothing 

in the short run from reforms to the constitution or electoral system. That said, the number of 

voters who support the monarchy can vary over time and monarchs need to pay close attention 

to the degree of genuine support they enjoy in the electorate. 

Finally, other actors, most notably those who participate in street demonstrations (as 

well as foreign powers) can pressure monarchs to reform political institutions as well as 

influence the results of elections. The Arab Spring has shown the power of demonstrations to 

affect the balance of power between monarchs and parliaments. 

*** 

Middle Eastern monarchs do not face an easy task in attempting to balance all of these 

factors: they must ensure that political institutions do not give the parliament too much power 

while at the same time maintaining support among the electorate and keeping protesters off the 

streets. Before the Arab Spring this was often thought to be easier than it actually was, because it 

was perceived to be a game without any particular risk on the part of the monarchy that it would 

have to surrender power: if a real loss of power were at stake, it was thought, the monarchy 

would put an end to the pretense. The Arab Spring raised the stakes, and so too does the – 

usually underappreciated – experience of the al-Sabah ruling family of Kuwait, which is on the 

verge of surrendering a very substantial degree of authority to Kuwait's parliament. 

In the sections below I examine the balance of power, as affected by the Arab Spring, in 

several Arab monarchies. 
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Morocco 

In the spring of 2011 thousands of Moroccans took to the streets, probably more than in 

any Arab country apart from Tunisia, Egypt, Bahrain, Libya, Syria and Yemen.5 In contrast to 

most of these countries, however, protests in Morocco did not seriously threaten the survival of 

the regime. The ability of the regime to ride out the Arab Spring cannot be attributed to resource 

wealth, in contrast to some other monarchies in the region. Nor was it a result of the sheer 

weight of repression brought to bear against citizens, as was the case in Bahrain. Instead, the 

regime used essentially political tactics to deflect protests. 

The regime's initial response to protests was notably speedy and conciliatory. Protests 

broke out on February 20th (and the protest movement came to be known by this date). The 

regime, especially in Rabat and Casablanca, deliberately avoided violence in dealing with 

protesters.6 On March 7th the king announced his intention to reform the constitution. The 

king's speech, and its general tone of compromise, stole the momentum away from the February 

20th movement, as did a terrorist bombing in April that left 17 dead. The bombing was blamed 

on Islamist radicals, and it compounded fears that the February 20th movement had become a 

vehicle for radicals.7 The government also increased public sector salaries, hired more 

government workers, increased subsidies, and otherwise sought to placate sectors that might 

join the protests.8 

The initial demands of protesters were not focused on removing the monarch, as was the 

case in several of the Arab republics. Instead, protesters sought reforms and focused their 

criticisms on men around the king.9 There are several possible explanations for the failure to 

focus on the king. One is that monarchs simply have more legitimacy than presidents (even 

when the nature of the presidential republic tends toward hereditary rule). Yet Arab kings have 

not always been popular, and one observer suggests that several decades ago the notion that the 

Moroccan king enjoyed enough popularity to head off major protests would have been "ridiculed 

a generation ago."10 Alternately, and more plausibly, it may be that protesters thought that the 

policies that they disliked could be more easily changed by changing the men around the king 

                                                      
5 By some estimates, as many as 100,000 protesters were on the streets at times. Irene Fernández Molina, 
“The  Monarchy  Vs.  the  20  February  Movement:  Who  Holds  the  Reins  of  Political  Change  in  Morocco?,”  
Mediterranean Politics 16, no. 3 (November 2011): 437. 
6 Ibid., 438. 
7 Anouar  Boukhars  and  Shadi  Hamid,  “Prospects  for  Reform  in  Morocco,”  The Brookings Institution, 
June 28, 2011, http://www.brookings.edu/research/opinions/2011/06/28-morocco-hamid-boukhars. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Bruce Maddy-Weitzman,  “Is  Morocco  Immune  to  Upheaval?,”  Middle East Quarterly 19, no. 1 (Winter 
2012): 87–93. 
10 Ibid. 
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rather than by attempting to remove the king. Given the substantial support for the king in 

many quarters in Morocco, this had better odds than demands for the king's ouster. In the 

republics, by contrast, the presidents appeared to lack this support, and there appears to have 

been much less conviction that a change in the president's cronies would result in an 

improvement in government. In short, in Morocco and elsewhere, citizens appear to have taken 

to heart the possibility of constitutional monarchy as a preferred political solution. 

The referendum passed with more than 98% voting in favor, or so the government 

reported, and turnout was high. Some suggested that protesters did not dispute the figure as 

much as they bemoaned a "poor, under-educated" electorate. Others, of course, found the result 

implausible on its face. The opposition called on its supporters to boycott, not to vote no. 11 

Scholars who study Morocco differ on the degree to which the constitutional reforms 

signaled genuine change or simply promised more of the same. One scholar says that they were 

"in great measure cosmetic."12 Silverstein observes that the "king's executive powers remain 

unchecked."13 But Dalmasso argues that "changes to the political system as a result of the Arab 

uprisings may have far greater long-term significance than it appears at first glance."14 She 

emphasizes not so much the constitutional changes but instead the rise of the Islamist PJD 

following the elections of November 2011: these elections, and their result, were also a product 

of the Arab Spring.  

The debate over whether or not the reforms would actually result in any real change in 

the balance of power between the monarch and the people is characteristic of the political game 

played by monarchs: the goal is to give away as little as possible, but not so little that serious 

repression in necessary to clear the streets of protesters. Those who desire change, but who also 

desire stability, must be kept off the streets, and their sense that the survival of the monarchy is 

in their interests must be preserved. 

In retrospect, the most significant change to the constitution appears to have been the 

introduction of a clause that calls on the king to ask the leader of the party with a plurality of 

seats in the parliament to form a government. This had been a point of contention in Morocco 

                                                      
11 Paul Silverstein,  “Weighing  Morocco’s  New  Constitution,”  Middle East Report Online, July 5, 2011, 
http://www.merip.org/mero/mero070511. 
12 Molina,  “The  Monarchy  Vs.  the  20  February  Movement,”  441. 
13 Silverstein,  “Weighing  Morocco’s  New  Constitution.” 
14 Emanuela  Dalmasso,  “Surfing  the  Democratic  Tsunami  in  Morocco:  Apolitical  Society  and  the  
Reconfiguration of a Sustainable  Authoritarian  Regime,”  Mediterranean Politics 17, no. 2 (July 2012): 
217. 
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since the king appointed a technocrat as prime minister after the 2002 elections.15 The change 

led to a PJD government following the November 2011 elections. The king, however, retains very 

substantial powers under the constitution. While under the old constitution the king chaired 

meetings of the cabinet, the new constitution gives that role to the prime minister, but also 

introduces a separate Ministerial Council which is chaired by the king, and has veto power over 

decisions made by the Governmental Council, which is headed by the prime minister.16  

In a more standard parliamentary system the king rules through the prime minister. This 

allows the parliament to hold the king's ministers responsible for policy, without directly 

criticizing the king. Thus the constitutional provision that the king is "inviolable" is found in 

other parliamentary constitutions – and it is not incompatible with parliamentary rule, so long 

as the king rules through ministers accountable to the parliament. This is only very partly the 

case in Morocco. The Moroccan king commands the military, appoints members of the judiciary, 

can rule by decree, chairs the high council of ulema, and so forth.17 The ministry of justice, 

Maghraoui writes, is considered a "sovereign, royal domain."18 When the United States secretary 

of state visited Morocco in 2012 she met first with the king's advisor on foreign affairs, then with 

the minister of foreign affairs.19 Abdelilah Benkirane, the prime minister from the PJD, told a 

journalist that he appointed five hundred senior posts in the government, while the king only 

directly appointed thirty-seven, but the thirty-seven appointed by the king hold a great deal of 

power.20 

Silverstein points out that while the changes only marginally decreased the power of the 

monarchy, the constitution did become much longer and added sections on fundamental rights 

and acknowledged to a greater degree the Berber minority: he notes that the "constitution's 

rhetoric appears lifted directly from the slogans and communiques of the protesters."21 This is, 

however, a relatively inexpensive way of making concessions to protesters, since these 

provisions do not change the institutional balance of power between the monarchy and the 

                                                      
15 Lise  Storm,  “The  Parliamentary  Election  in  Morocco,  September  2007,”  Electoral Studies 27, no. 2 
(June 2008): 361. 
16 Hisham  Almiraat,  “Morocco’s  Constitutional  Face  Lift,”  The Middle East Channel, June 30, 2011, 
http://mideast.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2011/06/30/morocco_s_constitutional_face_lift. Marina 
Ottaway,  “The  New  Moroccan  Constitution:  Real  Change  or  More  of  the  Same?,”  Carnegie Endowment 
for International Peace, June 20, 2011, http://carnegieendowment.org/2011/06/20/new-moroccan-
constitution-real-change-or-more-of-same/5l. 
17 Almiraat,  “Morocco’s  Constitutional  Face  Lift.” 
18 Abdeslam Maghraoui, Ducking the Arab Spring in Morocco, 2011. 
19 Nicolas  Pelham,  “How  Morocco  Dodged  the  Arab  Spring,”  NYRBlog, July 5, 2012, 
http://www.nybooks.com/blogs/nyrblog/2012/jul/05/how-morocco-dodged-arab-spring/. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Silverstein,  “Weighing  Morocco’s  New  Constitution.” 
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parliament.  

Morocco's monarchy has long allowed a variety of political parties to compete in 

parliamentary elections, and has allowed these parties to share in power, at least nominally. In 

the view of almost all observers of Moroccan politics, however, parties that participate in the 

Moroccan political system generally pay a steep price in the perception of cooptation and 

enervation. Parties that were once in a real sense in the opposition have become compromised 

by their participation in a regime that gives them little real power. The main exception to this, at 

least up to 2011, was the Islamist PJD: it had not participated in governments, and it retained 

some amount of credibility.22 Nonetheless many observers were surprised when the PJD not 

only won the 2012 elections but was subsequently called on to form a government.23 The ascent 

of the PJD came at the expense of the PAM, a political party founded by a close associate of the 

monarch that clearly sought to dominate the political system by being the party of the regime. It 

fared poorly in the elections, finishing in fourth place. The monarchy retreated from its strategy 

of relying on a palace party and instead opted for the previously "inconceivable" option of asking 

the PDJ to form a government.24 

One of the risks of participation in the government, for both the PJD and the monarchy, 

is that the PJD will suffer the same fate as the other "opposition" parties in Morocco and will be 

coopted. The risk of this to the PJD is clear. The risk for the monarchy is that it will be left with 

no political party in the political system to which it can turn at moments when it is necessary to 

make concessions to demands for greater political participation. There is of course a second 

Islamist political party outside the political process, al-Adl wa al-Ihsan, that does not recognize 

the legitimacy of the monarchy.25 Should the PJD go the way of the USFP and Morocco's other 

'opposition' parties, the monarchy will be left dealing with al-Adl. 

How did the February 20th movement fare in all of this? As has been the case elsewhere 

in the Arab world, the movement prompted change (much less change, of course, than occurred 

in Egypt or elsewhere) but the movement itself was not the direct beneficiary, in the sense that 

leaders of the movement did not gain political office. Indeed, there are direct parallels with 

Egypt and Tunisia: in both of those countries, protest movements helped Islamist parties in 

their quest to gain political offices. So too in Morocco the February 20th movement propelled the 

leader of the Islamist PJD into the prime minister's seat. 
                                                      
22 Dalmasso,  “Surfing  the  Democratic  Tsunami  in  Morocco,”  227. 
23 Pelham,  “How  Morocco  Dodged  the  Arab  Spring.” 
24 Dalmasso,  “Surfing  the  Democratic  Tsunami  in  Morocco,”  230. 
25 Emanuela  Dalmasso  and  Francesco  Cavatorta,  “Political  Islam  in  Morocco:  Negotiating  the  Kingdom’s  
Liberal  Space,”  Contemporary Arab Affairs 4, no. 4 (2011): 490. 
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That the February 20th movement did not reap more of the political gains of its protests 

is not, to be sure, surprising. One observer described it as a "leaderless and structureless 

amalgam of young people."26 Its demands were reasonably coherent (keep the king, remove his 

corrupt cronies, more democracy, more jobs) but it lacked much in the way of an organizing 

structure, and it did not form a competitive political party. Its success came in the way of 

prompting the regime to hurriedly embark on a round of reforms and opening, not by actually 

wielding political power within political institutions. In one sense its influence was profound – it 

gained the regime's full attention, and prompted reforms that would not otherwise have 

occurred, at least not in 2011. The reforms announced by the king clearly reflected the concerns 

of the protesters. In another sense it has had much more limited impact, in that the February 

20th movement did not form a political organization that could advance its policy goals by 

working through the political system.  

Kuwait 

In recent years Kuwait has been moving – much more than any other Arab monarchy – 

toward democracy. This has little to do with the Arab Spring: the trend was very clear before 

January of 2011. That said, the Arab Spring probably contributed to an acceleration of the trend, 

in part by making public protest a somewhat more potent tool in Kuwaiti political life, most 

notably in the fall of 2011. 

Kuwait differs from Oman in that its 1962 constitution gives the Kuwaiti National 

Assembly real powers: most notably the National Assembly can vote ministers out of office. It 

differs from Morocco in that power resides in the government rather than the palace: there is no 

Kuwaiti equivalent of the makhzen. Perhaps most significantly, however, Kuwait differs from 

both Morocco and Oman in that elections to the National Assembly have returned a clear 

opposition majority in the past two elections, held in 2009 and then again in February of 2012. 

Parties are not allowed in Kuwait, but 34 deputies (out of 50 elected deputies) formed a bloc in 

the 2012 National Assembly dubbed, not very creatively, "the Majority." Following a ruling of 

the Constitutional Court that declared the 2012 elections to have been invalid for essentially 

technical reasons, the opposition set for a list of demands for the new session of parliament that 

includes a prime minister who is not a member of the ruling family, a change that would mark a 

major step in Kuwait toward parliamentary democracy. Every prime minister since 

independence (and before) has been a shaykh of the al-Sabah, and it is through control of this 

post – along with the ministries of defense and interior – that the ruling family maintains its 

                                                      
26 Ottaway,  “The  New  Moroccan  Constitution:  Real  Change  or  More  of  the  Same?”. 
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control over Kuwaiti politics.  

Kuwait's 1962 constitution, on first reading, divides power between the National 

Assembly and the monarchy, with the monarchy in the stronger position. But the constitution 

also gives an elected majority in the National Assembly the power to vote no confidence in the 

prime minister. This is a crucial power, one not enjoyed by any other parliament in the Gulf. The 

National Assembly has used this power to force a change in prime minister once, and the 

current course of Kuwaiti politics suggest that there is a better than even likelihood that the 

National Assembly will use this constitutional lever to achieve a democratic transition.  

Extra-parliamentary protests occasionally have an important role in Kuwaiti politics. 

This was the case in 2006 when demonstrations helped push the ruling family to allow a change 

in electoral law demanded by the opposition. In late 2011 street protests forced the emir to 

dissolve the National Assembly after a failed attempt to circumvent an interpellation of the 

prime minister. The first interpellation of a Kuwaiti prime minister was held in 2009, and by 

allowing the interpellation – and subsequent vote of confidence – the ruling family admitted to 

the principle that the government needs a majority in the National Assembly to survive. That the 

government has not been voted out of power by the opposition majority in the National 

Assembly is an indication of the complexity of the political game in Kuwait. A positive vote of 

confidence is not required when a new government takes office, and the opposition majority has 

avoided actually voting out a prime minister. That said, the ruling family named a new prime 

minister in November 2011 after realizing that the former prime minister had insufficient 

support in the National Assembly.  

The ruling family in Kuwait faces a substantial likelihood that it will lose control of the 

government within the next few years (with the exception, perhaps, of the ministries of defense 

and interior). There is some chance that senior members of the ruling family will shut down the 

National Assembly, as happened in 1976 and 1986. But, if the family felt that this were an 

available option it is very hard to understand why the family did not shut down the National 

Assembly in 2006 or 2009, when the prime minister was subjected to the first vote of 

confidence. 

Kuwait's experience offers a powerful rebuttal to unconstrained skepticism about 

reforms in Middle Eastern monarchies. The ruling family did not intend for reforms to result in 

its loss of control over the government, and it has waged a long battle to avoid this. But the end 

result will likely be a transition to democracy. 
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Bahrain 

The Arab Spring in Bahrain played out in ways very different from Morocco, Oman or 

any of the other Arab monarchies. The basic cause, of this, is of course the sectarian divide 

between the majority Shi'a and the Sunni regime. This makes it impossible for the monarchy to 

count on elections returning a pro-regime minority to the parliament, and makes it much more 

difficult for the monarchy to isolate its most radical opponents by offering reforms that appeal to 

a conservative, pro-stability majority. Bahrain's experience makes it clear just how important it 

is for monarchs to maintain the support of a conservative majority – or at least to leave intact 

the illusion that that beyond the noisy protesters in the streets there are solid, conservative, 

traditional masses loyal to the monarchy.  

Despite the eventual outcome in Bahrain, there was in the early days of the Arab Spring 

some prospect for reforms in response to the protests of the Arab Spring, as the ruling family 

split between those who wanted a political solution and those that favored repression. The latter 

group, of course, won in the end by appealing to Saudi Arabia to send National Guard forces 

across the causeway. Even had negotiations – which were supported by the United States – 

come to a better end, the sort of monarchical game seen in other monarchies could not have 

survived in Bahrain: the population is too polarized, and there is not enough ambiguity about 

whether or not the monarchy enjoys majority support in the population: it does not. A transition 

to full democracy would result, many fear, in utter Shi'i predominance, just as the Sunnis are 

today creating a sort of Gulf version of anti-Shi'i apartheid in Bahrain. What is needed is a 

negotiated sharing of power between the ruling family and the leading Shi'i parties, though 

prospects for that are, unfortunately, dim. 

Oman 

Oman also saw protests during the Arab Spring that prompted its monarch to revise the 

constitution. The protests were not as large as those in Morocco, but they were the most serious 

in the Gulf apart from those led by the Shi'a of Bahrain and Saudi Arabia. The protests were also 

unprecedented in the history of Oman, a country that has seen traditional revolts in the past but 

not protest movements of a modern type. 

Oman's wave of protests came relatively early in the Arab Spring, in late February of 

2011 when a group of 500 protesters occupied a roundabout in Sohar, a provincial city. 

Protesters called for jobs, along with legislative powers for the elected Majlis al-Shura, and the 



11 
 

dismissal of corrupt ministers.27 The demands of the protesters did not extend to the removal of 

the sultan himself. At the roundabout in Sohar signs put up by protesters demanded the removal 

of corrupt officials and more jobs, but also declared that "We love you, Qaboosi."28 The sultan 

responded to protests even more rapidly than did king Muhammad of Morocco, replacing six 

ministers and raising the stipends of university students in late February. Even earlier in 

February – and before protests had broken out – the sultan raised the minimum wage in the 

private sector by 43%.29 By March 8th the sultan had completed two more rounds of cabinet 

changes, and one protester was quoted saying that he considered the changes "as a major victory 

for us."30 Two cabinet ministers directly targeted by the protesters lost their positions, and the 

sultan appointed seven elected members of the Majlis al-Shura to the cabinet.31 Less than a week 

later the sultan fired Oman's chief of police, prompting another protester to say that "Our 

demands are being met one by one and we have to give the Sultan the credit for it. [The police 

chief] is the latest on our list of incompetent and corrupt officials that must go."32  

Early in the protests, in March of 2011, the sultan announced that he would grant 

expanded powers to Oman's elected Majlis al-Shura.33 Since its founding in 1991, a series of 

reforms by the sultan have transformed the Majlis from a wholly appointive body to one elected 

in balloting that is free and fair, though in a context in which candidates have been constrained 

in their ability to take policy positions. Even those constraints, however, have weakened in 

recent elections. By the elections of 2007 attention had shifted from the composition of the 

electorate to the powers of the Majlis itself, which were wholly consultative. The reforms of 2011, 

which were formally detailed in a royal decree following the October 2011 elections, did not 

make the Majlis al-Shura into a serious legislative body by any means. But there were 

improvements over the status quo: most notably, the actual powers of the majlis were specified 

                                                      
27 “Oman  Shuffles  Cabinet  Amid  Protests,”  AlJazeera, February 26, 2011, 
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/2011/02/201122620711831600.html. 
28 Laura  Collins,  “Oman’s  Protesters  Want  to  Change  Their  Lives,  Not  Their  Leader,”  The National (UAE), 
March 16, 2011, http://www.thenational.ae/news/world/middle-east/omans-protesters-want-to-change-
their-lives-not-their-leader. 
29 “Oman  Shuffles  Cabinet  Amid  Protests.” 
30 Saleh al Shaibany,  “Sultan  of  Oman  Removes  10  Ministers  and  Office  That  Runs  Economy,”  The 
National (UAE), March 8, 2011, http://www.thenational.ae/news/world/middle-east/sultan-of-oman-
removes-10-ministers-and-office-that-runs-economy. 
31 Sunil  K.  Vaidya,  “Seven  Elected  Shura  Members  Picked  in  Oman’s  New  Cabinet,”  Gulfnews.com, March 
7, 2011, http://gulfnews.com/news/gulf/oman/seven-elected-shura-members-picked-in-oman-s-new-
cabinet-1.772893. 
32 Saleh  al  Shaibany,  “Sultan  Qaboos  Fires  Oman’s  Police  Chief  - The  National,”  The National (UAE), 
March 15, 2011, http://www.thenational.ae/news/world/middle-east/sultan-qaboos-fires-omans-police-
chief. 
33 Simeon  Kerr,  “Oman  Council  to  Gain  Legislative  Powers,”  Financial Times, March 13, 2011, 
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/2df98512-4d71-11e0-85e4-00144feab49a.html#axzz2342XEDJf. 
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in the Basic Law, and included highly constrained rights to initiate and approve legislation, and 

the question (interpellate) ministers.34 In the summer of 2012 the Majlis al-Shura used its 

powers of interpellation to interpellate the minister of oil.35 The formal powers of the Majlis al-

Shura, however, remain far less than those of the parliaments of Morocco, Jordan or Kuwait. 

Protests in Oman continued throughout 2011, in provincial cities and the capital. The 

protests, however, have not seriously threatened the regime: while protests are a marked change 

in the political culture of Oman, the protests remain modest in size.  

The protesters succeeded, in a modest way, in gaining direct influence inside state 

institutions in the Majlis elections of October 2011. In previous elections no candidate identified 

with the opposition won any seats: parties were and are still banned in Oman, and the 

constraints on open campaigning meant that candidates were identified almost entirely by tribe, 

clan and area. In 2011, however, three "protesters" won election to the Majlis, marking another 

small but significant shift in Omani politics.  

The steady procession of small steps taken by the Omani monarchy has maintained the 

perception that the monarchy will continue to grant reforms at a steady pace.  The difficulty of 

this strategy is that there is an expectation of ever greater reforms, and inescapably these 

reforms eventually will start to seriously threaten the autocratic power of the sultan.  

Jordan 

Over the past two decades the Jordanian monarchy has promised a great deal of political 

reform, and delivered very little. The last period of real optimism was in the early 1990s, 

following the riots of 1989 and the regime's loss of external support during the first Gulf war.36 

Yet is it clear that the opposition has not given up on the idea that the king might push aside the 

anti-reform coalition in Jordan and embrace – or at least tolerate – some measure of real 

political reform.37 

In Jordan the issue of reform has revolved around the electoral system since the regime 

changed the system following the 1989 elections. Those elections returned an opposition 

majority of sorts to the lower house of parliament, and the majority elected an Islamist as head 

of the parliament.38 The opposition fared poorly in the 1993 elections, then boycotted the 1997 

                                                      
34 Al-Nitham al-Asasi lil-Dawla, Article 59, sections 1, 35, 37, 43. 
35 Al-Watan (Oman), 11 June 2012, page 1. Khaleej Times, 12 June 2012. 
36 Sean L. Yom and Mohammad H. Al-Momani,  “The  International  Dimensions  of  Authoritarian  Regime  
Stability: Jordan in the Post-Cold  War  Era,”  Arab Studies Quarterly (2008): 44. 
37 Muashar, A Decade of Struggling Reform Efforts in Jordan. 
38 Curtis R. Ryan, “Political  Opposition  and  Reform  Coalitions  in  Jordan,”  British Journal of Middle 
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elections. The opposition returned in the 2003 elections, but as a relatively small minority, with 

the main Islamist party represented by only seventeen (of 120) deputies. In 2007 the regime 

rigged the elections, and in 2010 the Islamist opposition again boycotted.39 This sorry record, 

however, apparently has not convinced the Jordanian opposition of the futility of demanding 

reform within the context of the monarchical system.  

King Abdullah's first step in response to the Arab Spring was characteristic of other Arab 

monarchs: he fired his prime minister. He replaced him, however, with the man who rigged the 

2007 elections, which was not a deft move in the circumstances. The king remedied this by 

appointing a yet another prime minister later in 2011, and another in the spring of 2012. 

The king also responded to pressure for reform within the parliament by promising that 

the government in the future would be elected – which is to say, from the legislature – rather 

than appointed, as has been the practice in the past.40 While there is no specific timeline, the 

seriousness of the promise will be determined following the next elections. The monarchy has 

also proposed several changes to the much-despised electoral law, though the end result of this 

is not yet clear. The electoral law matters a great deal: the law is one of the crucial barriers that 

prevent the emergence of an opposition majority in the lower house of parliament. An electoral 

law friendlier to parties, and honest elections (in contrast to 2007) would change the 

composition of the lower house in a direction not favorable to the monarchy: an end to 

malapportionment – a demand that the opposition does not agree on so widely – would also be 

a crucial step toward an elected boy that fairly represented Jordanian citizens.  

Steady pressure from the streets, and the monarchy's continued negotiations over 

substantive political reforms, suggests that the Jordanian monarchy may be faced sooner rather 

than later with the need to make really substantive political reforms that would at least 

somewhat threaten the prerogatives of the palace. 

Conclusion 

It has long been thought elections and parliaments in Arab monarchies were largely a 

façade, a convenient way to soften the contours of monarchical autocracy without seriously 

threatening the ultimate control of the monarchs over their political systems. Two recent 

developments suggest that we should take these parliaments much more seriously. The Arab 

                                                                                                                                                                           
Eastern Studies 38, no. 3 (December 2011): 375. 
39 Muashar, A Decade of Struggling Reform Efforts in Jordan, 16. 
40 Ranya  Kadri  and  Isabel  Kershner,  “Elections  For  Jordan,  But  No  Date,”  New York Times (New York, 
N.Y., United States, June 13, 2011), 
http://search.proquest.com/docview/871356263/13882042C17449B50E3/1?accountid=11226. 
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Spring showed the power of movements from below to threaten rulers in the Arab world. While 

all of the region's monarchs survived the Arab Spring, their thrones no longer look nearly as 

stable as they did in 2010, to themselves or to their citizens. The second factor is the steady 

development of the Kuwaiti political system toward parliamentarism – that is to say, toward a 

political system in which the parliament controls the appointment of the cabinet of ministers. 

The efforts of the al-Sabah to create a finely balanced liberal autocracy have failed, but have 

failed in the direction of liberalism, not autocracy. This is not the only possible result, as Bahrain 

shows. But it is one that should be taken seriously in discussions of the political future of Arab 

monarchies.  

 

 


