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Abstract

This paper argues that different legitimating norms associated with author-
itarian monarchs and presidents shape public expectations about what consti-
tutes appropriate conduct by these rulers in office. Whereas popular sovereignty
generates expectations for presidents to be involved in both the policy process
and political contestation, hereditary succession for monarchs does not. As a
result, monarchs can distance themselves from poor performance and obscure
the authoritarianism of their regimes more easily, increasing their robustness to
popular mobilization rooted in these grievances. Evidence for these differences
is drawn from experimental and observational survey data in the Arab world,
as well as case studies of Egypt, Morocco, Jordan, and Tunisia. The paper
helps to explain the surprising durability of authoritarian monarchies in the
modern world, and it demonstrates how divergent expectations of appropriate
ruler conduct can shape patterns of authoritarian regime resilience.
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1 Introduction

As demonstrations erupted across Egypt in early 2011, chants of “irhal!” (leave!)
spread quickly among protesters demanding that President Hosni Mubarak resign
after three decades in office. Similar cries were raised in Tunisia, Libya, Yemen,
and Syria, where widespread unrest resulted in the collapse of several presidential
authoritarian regimes in the Middle East. By contrast, the region’s monarchs emerged
from this period largely unscathed, despite the fact that several of them confronted
protest movements that were sizable and persistent.

What accounts for this divergence in protest outcomes? Common explanations
for the ability of autocrats to control their people emphasize co-optation and coercion
(e.g. Blaydes 2010; Gandhi 2008; Magaloni 2006; Svolik 2012), but these factors seem
less relevant in this context. In particular, monarchies in Jordan and Morocco did
not possess notably more effective co-optive capacity than many of the presidential
regimes, and the monarchies were not characterized by substantially larger, more
loyal, more effective, or more violent coercive apparatuses. Instead, what seemed
to matter was the protesters’ ideas – about who was responsible for their country’s
problems, and about how those problems could be fixed. Protesters in the republics
held their presidents responsible for their grievances, while those in the monarchies
mostly did not; furthermore, protesters in the republics wanted new presidents elected
in competitive presidential elections, while those in the monarchies wanted stronger
representative institutions without giving up their kings.

Existing literature on authoritarianism provides relatively little guidance for
understanding why these regime types might be associated with these divergent pub-
lic demands related to their rulers. This paper develops a theory to answer that
question. I argue that the legitimating norm that defines who can rule also shapes
popular expectations about how rulers are meant to behave in office, which sub-
sequently structures the public’s attitudes toward the ruler’s conduct. Specifically,
monarchs rely on the norm of hereditary succession to justify their position on the
throne, while presidents rely on the norm of popular sovereignty to justify their pres-
idency. The latter norm means that presidents deserve to govern only so long as
they retain popular support, which implies that presidents should be active in shap-
ing the government’s policies and subject to electoral accountability by the public
when those policies prove unsatisfactory. By contrast, these implications are absent
from the norm of hereditary succession. As a result, I argue that monarchs are less
expected to participate in the governance process, which strengthens their ability to
shield themselves from blame for unpopular state policies; in addition, they are less
expected to open their positions to political contestation, which shapes the nature
of demands for democratization and helps to obscure the authoritarian nature of the
monarch’s regime.

The paper draws on several sources of evidence to support this theory. First,
I leverage survey experiments conducted in Egypt, Tunisia, Morocco, and Jordan to
illustrate how individuals hold different expectations for kings and presidents related
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to participation in the policy process and political contestation. I then draw on
nationally representative survey data from multiple waves of the Arab Barometer
to evaluate a set of observable implications consistent with the theory. Finally, I
rely on case studies of Egypt, Tunisia, Morocco, and Jordan to illustrate how these
expectations contributed to patterns of regime breakdown and survival in the years
leading up to the Arab Spring.

In making an argument about how legitimating norms associated with different
ruler types structure expectations of ruler conduct, the paper makes several contri-
butions to our understanding of authoritarian regimes. First, it seeks to combine
the study of political institutions and political behavior in authoritarian contexts by
demonstrating that different institutions affect durability because of how they shape
individuals’ ideas about the dictator and their regime. In addition, the study con-
tributes to literature arguing that individuals’ grievances and beliefs matter for protest
mobilization in high-risk settings (Jamal and Hoffman 2014; Thomson 2018), and it
builds on research demonstrating that authoritarian institutions generate expecta-
tions in ways that influence regime durability (Lucardi 2019). Finally, the theory and
results speak to the puzzling robustness of ruling monarchies in the modern world,
who – despite their frequently predicted demise – have on average been more stable
and longer lived than other types of autocracies (Menaldo 2012).

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 reviews literature on authoritarian
regimes and develops my theory in detail. Section 3 summarizes my data and research
design, while section 4 provides qualitative evidence of different legitimating norms
in monarchies and presidential regimes. In Section 5, I discuss experimental evidence
from YouGov, and in Section 6, I review observational survey data from the Arab
Barometer. Section 7 connects the argument to divergent patterns of opposition
within Egypt, Tunisia, Morocco, and Jordan prior to the Arab Spring, and Section 8
concludes with a discussion of the implications for the politics of authoritarian rule.

2 Legitimating Norms and Expectations of Ruler

Conduct

Authoritarian rulers face two core problems as they maneuver to maintain their posi-
tions. First, they must manage threats from elites within the regime by establishing
power sharing arrangements that incentivize the continued loyalty of these actors
(Svolik 2012). Just as importantly, they need to ensure that the public does not
mobilize effectively enough to force them from power (Magaloni 2006). Research that
addresses this latter problem of authoritarian control emphasizes the ability of auto-
crats to coerce and co-opt effectively (e.g. Blaydes 2010; Magaloni 2006; Ross 2001;
Wintrobe 1998). Both mechanisms are undoubtedly important for the durability of
authoritarian regimes, but they do not account fully for variation in this outcome.
Autocrats often outlast mobilizations without resorting to the use of force, and re-
pression may backfire as often as it succeeds at suppressing contentious collective
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action (Davenport 2007). Furthermore, because explanations rooted in co-optation
generally emphasize small-scale fiscal transfers from the regime to the citizens, they
paint a relatively narrow picture of individuals’ preferences. In doing so, these ex-
planations likely miss other crucial issues that drive participation in these political
systems.

My argument extends citizens’ preferences beyond personal financial interests
or safety by assuming that most individuals in authoritarian regimes care about the
quality of their rulers and the process by which they rule. Both assumptions have
strong support from existing research on political attitudes generally, but also in au-
tocratic political systems specifically. Regarding quality, citizens in democracies often
engage in retrospective voting, evaluating candidates on the basis of their past perfor-
mance in office (Healy and Malhotra 2013). The fact that authoritarian regimes are
particularly vulnerable to collapse following major performance failures, ranging from
military defeats to financial crises and severe recessions (Geddes 1999; Haggard and
Kaufman 1995; Magaloni 2006; Pepinsky 2009; Reuter and Gandhi 2011), suggests
that their citizens also want political leaders who are good at their jobs. Regarding
process, people all over the world value democracy strongly (Inglehart 2003), and
opinion polling demonstrates that this preference extends to most citizens of most
contemporary authoritarian regimes (Norris 1999; Wenzell Letsa and Wilfahrt 2018).
People aspire to be governed by the people – autocracy remains an unpopular concept
nearly everywhere. Consistent with these opinions, authoritarian regimes have often
collapsed after particularly visible violations of democratic principles, such as blatant
election rigging (Fearon 2011; Magaloni 2010).

If performance failures and violations of democratic principles can trigger mass
opposition to authoritarian rulers, then autocrats who are better at avoiding blame
for poor performance and obscuring their authoritarianism should be less vulnerable
to popular challenges. This paper argues that monarchs are better positioned than
other autocrats to do both. Their advantage emerges, in part, from the legitimating
norm that justifies their rule, and the manner in which that norm shapes relative
expectations about their conduct in office.

By legitimating norm, I mean the principal rule – whether formalized into law
or not – that defines who has the right to hold an important political office. Two
such norms stand out historically. The first is hereditary succession, by which a po-
litical leader claims the right to their office because they were born into a particular
bloodline. The second is popular sovereignty, by which the political leader claims
the right to their office because their leadership reflects the will of the people. These
contrasting principles of who should rule were acknowledged as far back as antiq-
uity (e.g. Aristotle), and they have shaped ruler selection in numerous polities since
then. Furthermore, these norms are so strongly intertwined with our understanding
of different ruler types and political institutions that they continue to shape our def-
initions of authoritarian regime types in contemporary political science. Specifically,
every major autocracy dataset that exists defines monarchies as regimes in which the
ruler is chosen by hereditary succession from within a specific royal family (Cheibub,
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Gandhi, and Vreeland 2010; Geddes, Wright, and Frantz 2014; Magaloni, Min, and
Chu 2013).

Hereditary succession dominated in the pre-modern world, but popular sovereignty
has become predominant in the past century. Most of today’s autocrats justify their
governance on the basis of this norm, which manifests in authoritarian constitutions
that emphasize the regime’s democratic procedures, or the manner in which the party
or revolution are said to reflect the popular will (Owen 2012). As Bendix observed
back in 1978, “In our time, not only democracies but military regimes, dictatorships,
and even constitutional monarchies are legitimized by claims of popular mandate.”
More recently, O’Donnell (2007) wrote that “there have never been so many rulers
who claim that their regimes are democratic...across most of the globe today, the ulti-
mate claim of a political regime to be legitimate...rests on the kind of popular consent
that purportedly finds expression in the act of free voting.” To that end, almost every
autocrat is now elected in some fashion, with popular consent manufactured through
unfair elections, or at least a carefully managed popular referendum (Svolik 2012).
Nevertheless, hereditary succession persists in defining legitimate rulers in more than
a dozen ruling monarchies – many of which exercise an outsized influence on world
affairs.

These two different norms – hereditary succession and popular sovereignty
– imply different expectations about how rulers are meant to behave in office. If
autocratic presidents, prime ministers, and generals claim the right to govern on the
basis of popular support, it follows that they are supposed to take action to maintain
this support, and that they are supposed to be replaced if they lose it. In other words,
to live up to the democratic principle that justifies their power, these political leaders
should be actively engaged in the process of setting and implementing policies, and
they should be subjected to competition with other political actors to ensure that
their governance continues to reflect the popular will.

A monarch who claims the right to the throne on the basis of their royal blood
should not face these expectations to the same degree, since hereditary succession im-
plies nothing about the need for popular support to serve as a legitimate king. That is
not to say that popular sovereignty is irrelevant to the modern world’s authoritarian
monarchies. On the contrary, most of these countries include institutions whose au-
thority is based on this norm, including ministerial cabinets and elected parliaments.
In monarchies, then, it is these institutions that are supposed to be responsible for
implementing policies that reflect the public interest, and it is these institutions whose
personnel should be changed when they outlast the public’s welcome. The following
hypotheses reflect these expected differences in expectations:

H1A: Monarchs will face lower expectations to be involved in the policy
process than other autocrats.

H1B: Monarchs will face lower expectations to engage in political contes-
tation than other autocrats.
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How citizens attribute blame and perceive democracy in their political system
should be influenced by these expectations, if we assume that people judge political
leaders against their expectations of how they should behave. Regarding blame,
the extent to which a political leader is considered responsible for a policy failure
depends in part on expectations about who is meant to be responsible for that policy
domain (Hood 2011). If presidents and other non-royal autocrats face relatively higher
expectations to participate actively in the governance process, they should also have
a relatively more difficult time of shifting the public’s attributions of responsibility to
other actors in the political system when the government performs poorly. The buck
stops with the president, because the presidency exists in large part to manage the
policy process in accordance with the people’s desires. On the other hand, if monarchs
are not expected to involve themselves in the policy process, monarchs should have an
easier time convincing their people that responsibility for policy failures lies with other
institutions – like a ministerial cabinet and parliament – whose existence actually is
justified by the norm of popular sovereignty. This leads to the following hypothesis:

H2A: Holding policy involvement constant, monarchs will be viewed as
less responsible for the policy process than other autocrats.

Regarding perceptions of democracy, the expectation for presidents and other
non-royal autocrats to face political competition means that behaviors intended to
wall the dictator off from that competition are more likely to be viewed as inherent
contradictions of democratic principles. Consider a political leader who claims the
right to their office because of the popular will – i.e. because they are democratic. If
that political leader then refuses to subject themselves to elections, attempts to hold
power for life, and tries to pass power onto their children, it should send a clear signal
that the people actually have little say and the regime is not, in fact, a democracy.

On the other hand, if monarchs engage in these same non-competitive prac-
tices, they are reflecting the legitimating norm of hereditary succession on which they
claim the throne. Furthermore, because the monarch exists separately from other gov-
erning institutions that do justify their authority on the basis of popular sovereignty,
it is entirely possible for the monarch to engage in these behaviors while the political
system is fully democratic – as in the United Kingdom or Belgium. As a result, judg-
ing the extent to which a monarchy is democratic involves an evaluation of the balance
of power between the palace, the government, and the parliament more than it in-
volves an evaluation of the monarch’s willingness to face political competition freely.
The former arguably requires more complex analysis of opaque political dynamics,
which suggests that it should be relatively more difficult to know when a monarch’s
behaviors violate democratic principles. This leads to the following hypothesis:

H2B: Holding authoritarianism constant, monarchs will be viewed as less
authoritarian than other autocrats.

Finally, these perceptions should have implications for the relative robustness
of these regime types to popular grievances rooted in the quality of rulers and the
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process by which they rule. If monarchs are less likely to be blamed for policy failures
because expectations about their involvement in the policy process allow them to
pass the buck more effectively, they should be less vulnerable to popular mobilization
driven by anger at the government’s poor performance. In addition, if monarchs are
less likely to be viewed as autocrats because of lower expectations to participate in
political competition, they should also be less vulnerable to contentious collective
action motivated by a desire for more democratic governance. Instead, citizens may
push for reforms to the balance of power between the monarch and “democratic”
institutions without overthrowing the monarch (Lawrence 2014).

H3A: Monarchs are less likely to be overthrown because of public dissat-
isfaction with the regime’s performance.

H3B: Monarchs are less likely to be overthrown because of public dissat-
isfaction with the regime’s authoritarianism.

To summarize the theory, royal and non-royal autocrats rely on different le-
gitimating norms to justify their power; these legitimating norms create expectations
about how the autocrats are meant to act in office; and these expectations shape the
public’s perceptions of the autocrats in ways that structure grievances rooted in poor
performance and authoritarianism. This theory is probabilistic rather than absolute:
kings can still be blamed for policy failures and viewed as tyrants, and vice-versa for
other autocrats. However, if the argument is correct, these outcomes should be rela-
tively less likely for monarchs. The remainder of the paper uses various data sources
to provide evidence for the theory’s hypotheses.

3 Data and Research Design

I combine experimental and observational survey data with case studies to test the
theory in the Middle East. Focusing on a single region allows me to control for poten-
tial historical, cultural, and economic confounders more effectively, and studying the
Middle East specifically makes sense because most of the world’s surviving monar-
chies are concentrated in this area. In particular, I focus on the monarchies of Jordan
and Morocco and the presidential regimes of Egypt and Tunisia. These countries have
experienced similar levels of economic development since independence, so resource
wealth does not represent a confounding variable. Tunisia and Jordan have similarly
sized populations, while Morocco and Egypt are both much larger. In addition, all
four countries were defined by similar levels of civil rights and political participation
since the liberalization of the 1990s. Despite this focus, however, I believe the argu-
ment can also account for dynamics within authoritarian regimes beyond the region’s
borders and beyond the past few years.

As a first step for the analysis, I draw on qualitative evidence from Egypt,
Tunisia, Morocco, and Jordan to illustrate how the legitimating norms on which au-
tocrats have justified their positions differed across these countries. Hypotheses 1A
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and 1B are then assessed using survey experimental data from Egypt, Tunisia, Mo-
rocco, and Jordan. The surveys were designed by the author and administered online
by YouGov, using their biweekly omnibus panels from the MENA region. Two surveys
were conducted: the first in February 2018 on expectations of policy involvement by
political leader types, and the second in August 2018 on expectations of contestation
by political leader types. While the samples are not nationally representative, they
are broadly representative of the urban population in these countries. The survey was
completed by 1,000 Egyptians, 1,000 Moroccans, 500 Tunisians, and 500 Jordanians.

Hypotheses 2A and 2B are evaluated with nationally representative survey
data from the first four waves of the Arab Barometer. These surveys were adminis-
tered in a range of countries across the region between 2006 and 2017. The analysis
for H2A relies on a series of questions about the policy involvement of parliament,
which were asked on waves 1 and 2 of the Barometer in Bahrain, Jordan, Morocco,
Algeria, Sudan, and Yemen. The analysis for H2B uses a question about the country’s
level of democracy that was asked on all four waves, with data from Kuwait, Jordan,
Bahrain, Morocco, Saudi Arabia, Algeria, Egypt, Sudan, and Yemen.1

Finally, I rely on small-N comparisons of Morocco, Jordan, Egypt, and Tunisia
to probe hypotheses 3A and 3B. The case studies evaluate patterns of opposition
within these regimes in the years leading up to the Arab Spring, for the purpose
of illustrating how different expectations about monarchs and presidents made the
latter relatively more vulnerable to popular anger about low-quality, authoritarian
governance.

4 Divergent Legitimating Norms in Egypt, Tunisia,

Jordan, and Morocco

Do legitimating norms actually differ in meaningful ways across royal and non-royal
authoritarian regimes? Here, I briefly review constitutions of Jordan and Morocco,
and the pre-Arab Spring constitutions of Egypt (from 1971) and Tunisia (from 1959).
These constitutions illustrate how popular sovereignty and hereditary succession de-
fine who has the right to rule in monarchies and republics, and the manner in which
these different norms imply expectations about appropriate ruler conduct. Whereas
the kings of Jordan and Morocco have justified their positions through the norm of
hereditary succession, the presidents of Egypt and Tunisia have depended on the
norm of popular sovereignty to justify their power.

First, in both Egypt and Tunisia, authoritarian constitutions immediately
affirmed the importance of popular sovereignty, stating in Article 3 of Egypt’s that
“Sovereignty is for the people alone; they are the source of authority”, and stating in
Article 3 of Tunisia’s that “Sovereignty belongs to the Tunisian people, who exercise

1Note that for both hypotheses, not all countries mentioned were asked these questions in all of the
relevant survey waves.
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it in accordance with the Constitution.” Further emphasizing the importance of this
norm, the preamble of the Egyptian constitution began with the phrase, “We, the
people of Egypt...”, while the preamble of the Tunisian constitution began with “We,
the representatives of the Tunisian people...”

The monarchical constitutions are more ambiguous on this front, stressing a
combination of royal and popular rule. The Jordanian constitution does not mention
sovereignty at all, and its first article states that “The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan
is an independent sovereign Arab State...and its ruling regime is parliamentary with a
hereditary monarchy.” The preamble does not mention the Jordanian people, begin-
ning instead with, “We, Talal the First, King of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan...”
In Morocco, the constitution does assert in Article 3 that “Sovereignty belongs to the
Nation, which exercises it directly by way of referendum, and indirectly by the in-
termediary of its representatives.” But Article 1 first emphasizes the combination of
royal and popular governance, stating that “Morocco is a constitutional, democratic,
parliamentary, and social Monarchy.”

This difference is even more apparent in how the constitutions talk about who
can be king or president. In both Egypt and Tunisia, presidents were meant to be
selected by the popular will, with their legitimacy dependent on a mandate from
the people. The Egyptian constitution required the president to receive a two-thirds
endorsement by the (unfairly) elected People’s Assembly (parliament), which was
later changed to a direct election with universal suffrage. Meanwhile, in Tunisia, the
president was meant to be elected directly by the people with “an absolute majority
of the votes passed,” though Bourguiba later made himself president for life. By
contrast, the constitutions in Morocco and Jordan make it clear that the kings hold
their position on the basis of hereditary succession. Jordan’s constitution states that
“The Throne of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan is hereditary to the dynasty of King
Abdullah Bin Al-Hussein in a direct line through the male heirs...,” and Morocco’s
constitution notes that “The Crown of Morocco and its constitutional rights are
hereditary and are transmitted from father to son through male descendants in direct
line and by order of primogeniture...” The constitutions also include additional details
about how hereditary succession is to be managed in abnormal cases. Meanwhile,
elected parliaments – not the kings – are identified as the institution through which
the public’s interests are represented.

The constitutions also illustrate how these different norms imply expectations
about the conduct by which rulers are meant to abide while in office, to the extent
that these expectations are even formalized in law. In both Egypt and Tunisia,
presidents were meant to face repeated elections to ensure a measure of popular
accountability, with 6 year terms in Egypt and 5 year terms in Tunisia. If presidents
did not win their majorities, they would need to be replaced. This expectation of
popular accountability went hand in hand with the expectation that presidents would
govern, with responsibility for setting policies that would reflect the public’s interests.
In Egypt, the constitution notes that “The President of the Republic in coordination
with the Government shall lay down the general policy of the State and supervise its
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implementation...,” while in Tunisia the constitution stipulated that “The President
of the Republic directs the general policy of the State, defines it basic options, and
informs the Chamber of Deputies accordingly.”

By contrast, there is no expectation in the Moroccan and Jordanian consti-
tutions that monarchs should compete for popular support and be replaced if they
lose; rather, succession occurs within the royal family when a monarch has died or
retired.2 There is also no expectation that monarchs set state policies whose effects
are then felt and judged by the people. While the constitutions give the kings direct
control over their countries’ militaries, they are not given explicit control over policy
generally. Instead, they are intended to serve a symbolic and politically neutral role.
In Morocco, for instance, “The King is Head of State...Symbol of the unity of the
Nation...Supreme Arbiter between the institutions...,” etc. In Jordan, the king is also
identified as the head of state, and his de jure powers deal primarily with the appoint-
ment of various government officials. In fact, the Jordanian cabinet is explicitly given
“the responsibility for administering all affairs of the State...,” while the parliament is
charged with responsibility for passing laws and conducting oversight of the cabinet.
The arrangement is similar in Morocco.

I argue that these legitimating norms and the expectations they create are not
just empty words in constitutions, but actually shape how people expect their rulers
to behave, with implications for how those rulers are then perceived and judged.
The next section explores whether expectations and perceptions actually diverge in
a manner that is consistent with this argument.

5 Expectations of Conduct by Monarchs and Pres-

idents

This section discusses results from the survey experiments designed to test whether
people hold different expectations for monarchs and presidents. The first experiment
considers perceptions of how these ruler types are meant to relate to the policy process.
The second experiment examines perceptions of whether these ruler types can engage
in behaviors that close off political contestation over their positions without also
violating principles of democracy. In both experiments, respondents were randomly
assigned to a kings or presidents treatment group with equal probability. They read
a short prompt that informed them of the researcher’s interest in their views of kings
or presidents, with the wording designed to encourage general, abstract thinking
about the assigned ruler type, rather than assessment of the ruler type within a
specific country or context. The respondents then rated their agreement with several
statements on a 10 point scale. The order of these statements was randomized in the
survey to mitigate order effects.

2There are provisions to remove unfit kings, as when King Talal of Jordan was replaced by his son
Hussein because of problems with mental illness.
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For both experiments, I use t-tests to analyze the pooled results across the
four countries, and I then analyze the results within the monarchy sample (Morocco
and Jordan) and the presidential regime sample (Egypt and Tunisia). If expectations
are rooted in the legitimating norms associated with these ruler types, then respon-
dents’ answers should demonstrate similar patterns regardless of whether they live
in a monarchy or presidential regime. The treatment groups were balanced in both
experiments, and balance tables are reported in the Appendix.

5.1 Experiment 1: Expectations of Involvement in the Policy
Process

For the first experiment, the prompt read as follows:

Please tell us the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following
statements about the role of presidents/kings in their political systems.
We are interested in your understanding about the typical roles of pres-
idents / kings around the world, not in your views of specific political
leaders or countries.

The three statements for which respondents rated their agreement are shown
below. The first statement is not directly linked to the theory; instead, it addresses an
alternative explanation in which monarchs have been more stable because they possess
a special, almost mythical status that separates them from “normal,” self-interested
political leaders (e.g. Hammoudi 1997). As such, it provides a check for the remaining
two statements that deal directly with expectations about involvement by kings and
presidents in the policy process. The second statement evaluates expectations about
whether these ruler types compete to influence policy as partisan actors, while the
third statement assesses expectations about whether they are separated from the
policy process and therefore not at fault for poor performance by the government.
For the second and third statement, higher average agreement with the king treatment
would be consistent with H1A.

• Presidents / Kings represent the nation, unlike normal politicians
who only work to protect their interests.

• Presidents / Kings are neutral figures who monitor the political sys-
tem for problems, not partisan figures who compete to influence the
policy making process.

• Presidents / Kings are separate from the government and the policy
making process, so they should not be blamed for failed policies.

Main effects are reported in Figure 1. Respondents were somewhat more likely
to agree with the statement that monarchs represent the nation, with a treatment
effect of 0.29 on the 10 point scale (p = 0.009). This difference equates to a 5.2 percent
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increase in agreement for the king treatment. Consistent with expectations, the
substantive effects were much larger for the second and third statements. Respondents
were more likely to agree that monarchs are neutral monitors of the political system
as opposed to partisan actors attempting to shape policies, with a treatment effect of
0.95 (p = 0.000). They were also more likely to agree that monarchs are separate from
the government and therefore undeserving of blame for poor policy outcomes, with
a treatment effect of 0.77 (p = 0.000). These effects were fairly large, representing
increases of 20 and 21 percent respectively.

Figure 1: Experimental Results: Acceptability of Delegation

Figure 2 displays the results for the sub-samples from the monarchies and the
presidential regimes. Responses to the first statement indicate that agreement was
higher for the king treatment among respondents living in monarchies, while agree-
ment was higher for the president treatment among respondents living in presidential
regimes. For the other two statements, however, agreement was higher for the king
treatment regardless of the regime type in which the respondent lived. The treat-
ment effects are substantively smaller in the presidential regimes, reflecting increases
of approximately 10 percent for both statements. In the monarchies, the treatment ef-
fects were larger, with agreement increasing by approximately 30 percent. The larger
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effects for the monarchies makes sense, because these respondents are repeatedly ex-
posed in their daily lives to the legitimating norm of hereditary succession and what
it entails about ruler conduct. Importantly, however, the fact that these effects also
exist among Egyptian and Tunisian respondents suggests that the results are picking
up on general differences in how people expect kings and presidents to relate to the
policy process.

Figure 2: Experimental Results by Regime Type: Acceptability of Delegation

5.2 Experiment 2: Expectations of Political Contestation

For the second experiment, the prompt read as follows:

Please tell us the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following
statements about the relationship between presidents/kings and democ-
racy. We are interested in your understanding about presidents/kings
around the world, not in your views of specific political leaders or coun-
tries.

The statements were designed to assess expectations about whether presidents
or kings are meant to engage in political contestation. Because presidents justify their
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rule on the basis of popular sovereignty, people should expect them to face elections
and the prospect of losing power when the country is a democracy. On the other
hand, because monarchs hold their positions through hereditary rule and typically
share power with other institutions mean to represent the public, people should be
less likely to expect that the monarch should participate in political contestation for
the country to qualify as democratic. To test these expectations, I used the following
statements, for which higher average agreement would be consistent with H1B:

• A country can be democratic if a president / king holds his position
for life.

• A country can be democratic if a president / king holds his position
without being elected.

• A country can be democratic if a president / king is succeeded by
his son where he dies or retires.

Figure 3 displays the main effects with the pooled data. As expected, respon-
dents were more likely to agree that countries could remain democratic if kings held
their office for life (p = 0.000), were unelected (p = 0.000), or were succeeded by
their son when they died or retired (p = 0.000). The magnitude of the differences
are large, with the average response increasing by 65 percent for the first outcome,
65 percent for the second outcome, and 58 percent for the third outcome.

In addition, Figure 4 shows that the results persist regardless of the regime
type in which respondents lived. For all three statements, respondents were more
likely to agree in the king treatment whether they were from a monarchy or a pres-
idential regime (p = 0.000). The substantive effects were again much larger among
respondents living in monarchies, with increases of approximately 80 percent com-
pared to increases of approximately 40 percent for respondents living in the presiden-
tial regimes. However, this difference should also be expected given daily exposure
to these legitimating norms and their implications. Importantly, the fact that these
divergent expectations for political contestation exist even outside of the monarchies
provides strong evidence for H1B.

6 Perceptions of Policy Responsibility and Democ-

racy by Ruler Type

I now turn to nationally representative survey data from the Arab Barometer to
evaluate H2A and H2B. First, I analyze whether respondents living in monarchies are
more likely than respondents living in presidential regimes to view their parliaments
as active contributors to the policy process. I then look at respondents’ assessments
of the quality of democracy in their country.

14



Figure 3: Experimental Results: Democratic Violations

6.1 Perceptions of Parliamentary Responsibility for Policy

H2A claims that monarchs are less likely than presidents to be perceived as responsible
for policy outcomes in their countries, holding policy involvement constant. The ideal
survey questions to address this hypothesis would ask respondents to rate the policy
involvement of kings and presidents, but due to political sensitivities in the Arab
countries, such questions are not asked by the Arab Barometer or any other survey.
However, the first and second waves of the Barometer did ask respondents to rate
the parliament’s involvement in setting economic, social, and foreign policies. The
more respondents perceive the parliament to play an active role in the policy process,
the less they should view it as a rubber stamp that exists simply to implement the
executive’s policies, which suggests that the question provides a reasonable proxy
for views of policy responsibility for kings and presidents. As a result, I compare
responses to these questions from survey takers in the monarchies of Bahrain, Jordan,
and Morocco to responses from survey takers in the presidential regimes of Algeria,
Sudan, and Yemen.

As shown in Figure 5, respondents in the monarchies were substantially more
likely to view their parliaments as meaningful contributors to the policy process across
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Figure 4: Experimental Results by Regime Type: Democratic Violations

all three issue domains. On economic policy, 56 percent of respondents in the monar-
chies reported that parliament played a large or medium role. For social policy, it
was 55 percent, and for foreign policy it was 49 percent. By contrast, only 42 per-
cent of respondents in the republics said that parliament played a large or medium
role on economic policy, 39 percent said the same for social policy, and 37 percent
answered in this way for foreign policy. These responses reflect substantial gaps of 14
percentage points on economic policy, 16 percentage points on social policy, and 12
percentage points on foreign policy. Results by country are generally consistent with
this pattern, and they are shown in the Appendix.

To demonstrate the robustness of this pattern, I implement a multilevel model
with individual-level observations and country-wave observations. I use country-waves
because these questions were asked in two waves in Jordan and Yemen, and because
this approach expands the number of higher-level observations from 6 to 8. I create a
new dependent variable that aggregates respondents’ answers to the three policy do-
mains. I then control for several individual-level covariates that might correlate with
political views, including age, gender, education level, trust in others, political inter-
est, and internet usage. In addition, I control for institutional executive constraints as
coded by Polity. This variable allows me to roughly control for the executive’s actual
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Figure 5: Parliamentary Responsibility in Monarchies and Presidential Regimes

control over the policy process, reflecting the hypothesis that monarchs should be per-
ceived as less responsible for performance than presidents when holding involvement
constant.

The results are displayed in Table 1. Even with the small number of country-
wave observations, they show a statistically significant relationship for the aggregate
measure of parliamentary responsibility, and for responsibility on economic and social
policies. The monarchy coefficient for foreign policy just misses significance (p =
0.164). However, this smaller effect for foreign policy is consistent with the fact that
these monarchs are given formal control over their countries’ armed forces and do
assert themselves more openly in conducting foreign policy.
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Table 1: Perceptions of Parliamentary Responsibility

All Issues Econ Issues Social Issues Foreign Issues

Monarchy 0.422* 0.146* 0.177*** 0.103
(0.176) (0.063) (0.052) (0.074)

Executive Constraints -0.075 -0.033 -0.025 -0.015
(0.091) (0.033) (0.027) (0.038)

Age 0.087** 0.030** 0.031** 0.023*
(0.030) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012)

Male -0.121*** -0.053*** -0.036*** -0.031**
(0.029) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011)

Education -0.018† -0.002 -0.005 -0.011***
(0.009) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004)

Trust 0.327*** 0.121*** 0.118*** 0.090***
(0.033) (0.012) (0.013) (0.013)

Political Interest -0.089*** -0.029*** -0.027*** -0.034***
(0.015) (0.006) (0.006)

Internet Usage 0.014 0.002 0.018 -0.004
(0.035) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013)

Constant 1.641*** 0.582*** 0.522*** 0.531***
(0.287) (0.103) (0.087) (0.120)

Observations 7,793 7,826 7,819 7,812
Units 8 8 8 8
χ2 162.66 146.67 136.40 99.48

*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, † < 0.10
Multi-level models with random intercept.

6.2 Perceptions of Democracy

H2B claims that monarchs will be viewed as less autocratic than other dictators,
because monarchs can refrain from subjecting themselves to political contestation
while still existing in a political system that is fully democratic. While the ideal
question to test this hypothesis would ask respondents to rate the extent to which
their king or president is a dictator, these questions are again not asked because of
political sensitivities in the Arab world. However, every wave of the Arab Barometer
has asked respondents to rate the level of democracy in their country as a whole,
which provides a strong proxy for this hypothesis. I therefore compare responses
to this question from respondents in the monarchies of Kuwait, Jordan, Bahrain,
Morocco, and Saudi Arabia to the presidential regimes of Algeria, Egypt, Sudan, and
Yemen.

Respondents were asked to rate the level of democracy in their country on a
scale from 1 to 10. As shown in the left-most bars of Figure 8, the average rating in the
monarchies (5.53) is substantially higher than the average rating in the presidential
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Figure 6: Perceptions of Democracy by Country

regimes (4.65). This difference of nearly a point represents approximately 10 percent
of the scale and nearly a 20 percent increase over the average rating for the presidential
regimes. Among the individual countries, Kuwait and Jordan receive the highest
ratings, with averages above 6. Algeria has the next highest score at 5.11, and it
is followed by Bahrain at 4.83 and Morocco and Egypt tied at 4.75. Saudi Arabia
comes in at 4.30, with Yemen and Sudan acquiring the lowest scores at 4.22 and 4.08
respectively.

Table 2 implements a multilevel model to show that this pattern is robust to
controlling for both individual and country-level characteristics that might correlate
with political views. As before, I rely on country-wave observations, since some
countries were surveyed in multiple years. This approach yields 19 higher-level units.
Likewise, the individual level controls again include age, education, trust, political
interest, and internet usage. In addition, I control for the country’s polity score in the
year the survey was fielded. This variable allows me to demonstrate that results are
not just capturing a dynamic in which monarchies are objectively more democratic,
but rather that monarchies are perceived as more democratic even when external
assessments of their authoritarianism are similar.

The first two columns of Table 2 use a scalar measure of the democracy rating,
while the second two columns use a binary variable for respondents who rated their
country as a 6 or higher on the 10 point scale. The second and fourth columns add
the polity control. Consistent with the findings in Figure 6, the results in all four
columns show that monarchies are viewed as more democratic on average. When the
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polity control is included, the democracy advantage for the monarchies doubles in
magnitude, suggesting that this advantage is not just because they have implemented
more democratic practices, but that they have also been better than the presidential
regimes at hiding their authoritarianism.

Table 2: Perceptions of Democracy

Scalar Scalar Binary Binary

Monarchy 0.835* 1.608*** 0.124* 0.239***
(0.364) (0.400) (0.061) (0.070)

Polity 0.183** 0.027*
(0.062) (0.011)

Age 0.023 0.022 -0.007 -0.007
(0.039) (0.039) (0.007) (0.007)

Male -0.323*** -0.323*** -0.049*** -0.049***
(0.037) (0.037) (0.007) (0.007)

Education -0.059*** -0.058*** -0.010*** -0.010***
(0.013) (0.013) (0.002) (0.002)

Trust 0.600*** 0.602*** 0.117*** 0.117***
(0.044) (0.044) (0.008) (0.008)

Political Interest -0.042* -0.043* -0.014*** -0.014***
(0.020) (0.020) (0.004) (0.004)

Internet Usage -0.370*** -0.369*** -0.037*** -0.037***
(0.044) (0.044) (0.008) (0.008)

Constant 5.144*** 5.266*** 0.450*** 0.468***
(0.278) (0.238) (0.047) (0.042)

Observations 18,833 18,833 18,833 18,833
Units 19 19 19 19
χ2 440.55 451.80 349.12 356.83

*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, † < 0.10
Multi-level models with random intercept.

Scalar is democracy rating on 10 point scale.
Binary is indicator transformation of outcome.

7 Tracing Opposition Prior to the Arab Spring

So far, the paper has attempted to provide evidence that monarchs and presidents
face different expectations about their involvement in the policy process and political
contestation, and that these different expectations shape how people living in these
political systems perceive the conduct of their rulers. In this section, I briefly re-
view patterns of opposition in the republics of Egypt and Tunisia and the monarchies
of Morocco and Jordan to illustrate how these differences can influence the relative
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durability of authoritarian kings and presidents. As mentioned previously, Egypt,
Tunisia, Morocco, and Jordan provide a useful set of countries because of their simi-
larity on important metrics indicative of potential political and economic grievances,
particularly in the years leading up to the Arab Spring.

Consider performance issues first. Indicators from 2010 suggest that grievances
related to poor economic outcomes would have been roughly comparable in the coun-
tries. Egypt’s GDP per capita at the time was $2,602, compared to $2,834 in Mo-
rocco. Jordan was slightly higher at $3,679, and Tunisia came in at $4,140. Growth
was actually higher in the republics than the monarchies: Egypt’s economy grew over
5 percent that year, and Tunisia’s grew more than 4 percent. On the other hand,
growth in Jordan dropped from almost 8 percent in 2009 to approximately 3 per-
cent in 2010, and growth in Morocco had fallen to zero.3 Likewise, what data exists
on inequality suggests similarities as well: the wealthiest ten percent of Jordanians
held just over 50 percent of the country’s wealth in 2010, compared to just under 50
percent in Egypt.4 Jordan and Tunisia were similar on Transparency International’s
Corruption Index with rankings of 50 and 59 respectively, while Morocco and Egypt
held worse but comparable rankings of 85 and 98.

While broad, these indicators relate directly to protesters’ professed motiva-
tions for participating in the protests of the Arab Spring. In Egypt, for instance,
38 percent of protesters cited economic problems as their most important reason for
participating, while another 18 percent pointed to corruption. In Tunisia, 58 per-
cent said economic problems, and 15 percent said corruption (Beissinger, Jamal, and
Mazur 2015). Yet, despite similarities in these problems in all four countries, protest
movements diverged dramatically in their demands during the Arab Spring. In large
part this divergence appears linked to how the public perceived responsibility for their
grievances, with Egyptians and Tunisians increasingly blaming their presidents, and
Moroccans and Jordanians refraining from blaming their kings.

Attributions of blame targeting Hosni Mubarak began to appear publicly in
2004 with the founding of the Kifaya Movement, which was the first non-Islamist
group to focus its anger directly at the president (Roberts 2013). Their grievances
were rooted partially in the regime’s extensive corruption, which they blamed on the
ruling family. Other protest movements gathered steam during this period as well. In
2008, in the industrial city of el-Mahallah el-Kubra, a strike motivated by rising prices
quickly transformed into a mass protest in which demonstrators targeted Mubarak
directly. Their efforts spurred the formation of the April 6 Youth Group, which ac-
quired tens of thousands of online followers who were opposed to the president and
in some cases willing to participate in protests and other forms of activism (Knick-
meyer 2008). In the summer 2010, the brutal murder of a young Egyptian, Khalid
Said, motivated the formation of another opposition-oriented Facebook page that at-
tracted tens of thousands of followers (Londono 2011). A central demand of this page
– whose primary focus was police brutality – was the imposition of term limits that

3Data taken from Tradingeconomics.ecom.
4Data taken from World Inequality Database.

21



would end Mubarak’s presidency (Alaimo 2015). In other words, Mubarak could not
escape blame for the regime’s performance failures, ranging from declining standards
of living to abusive security forces and corruption. To achieve their objectives, the
demonstrators agreed that Mubarak had to go.

Tunisia experienced similar dynamics in the years before the Arab Spring,
with perceived corruption and rising inequality generating increasing anger toward
Ben Ali. The president and his extremely wealthy family could not escape blame for
either issue: rumors circulated frequently about their illicit financial gains, and the
US ambassador to Tunisia in 2009 noted that they were “disliked and even hated
by some Tunisians” because of their excesses (Raghavan 2011). Perceptions of the
president’s responsibility helped the country’s fragmented opposition groups to over-
come their ideological differences and unite against Ben Ali, and in 2005 they formed
the October 18 Coalition to challenge the president directly. These grievances also
encouraged everyday Tunisians to participate in protests explicitly targeting the pres-
ident – the people knew the regime’s problems were his responsibility, and that others
felt similarly. As one Tunisian said, “Ben Ali stole from his people...He dominated
with an iron fist.”

On the other hand, Jordanians and Moroccans – despite similar frustrations
– did not appear to hold their kings responsible. Prior to and then during the Arab
Spring, protesters aired economic grievances, but their demands centered on the gov-
ernments and their policies rather than the kings. It is the case that King Moham-
mad and King Abdullah were less directly involved in issues of day to day governance
than their counterparts in Egypt and Tunisia, providing another important reason for
which they may have faced fewer attributions of blame. Nonetheless, the kings were
involved enough – and powerful enough – that it would not have been surprising for
their citizens to hold them responsible. Both kings hold extensive wealth, and their
family members or close advisers have been implicated in corruption. Both kings
have also set policy agendas publicly, in some cases promoting specific policies that
faced widespread opposition in the society. For instance, King Abdullah personally
associated himself with the country’s privatization reforms in the early 2000s, despite
resistance from traditional elites and their constituents. Some protesters on the rad-
ical fringe did target the kings publicly during the Arab Spring – the first movers for
a more revolutionary movement were there, if the public had agreed with them. Yet,
in both countries, these voices failed to mobilize any meaningful support, suggesting
that most people did not really see their kings as responsible for their grievances.

Political issues related to the ruler’s involvement in political contestation
played out similarly to these performance problems. In Egypt, there was widespread
anger at the idea that Mubarak would hand power to his son after he died or re-
tired. The Kifaya movement considered this proposition to be particularly upsetting
specifically because Egypt was supposed to be a republic, not a monarchy (Roberts
2013). This clear violation of democratic principles also resonated with the broader
public. According to the second wave of the Arab Barometer, 22 percent of survey
respondents who had protested during the Arab Spring cited opposition to Mubarak’s
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succession plans as their primary motivation for taking to the streets (Beissinger, Ja-
mal, and Mazur 2015). In Tunisia, meanwhile, Ben Ali had changed the constitution
in 2002 to remove term limits – his efforts to make himself president for life were
clear. There were also rumors that he was grooming his wife to succeed him. Both
possibilities angered the public and contributed to coordination against the president
(Henry 2007).

On the other hand, both King Hassan II of Morocco and King Hussein of
Jordan had died in 1999, and they were succeeded by their sons, King Mohammad
IV and King Abdullah II. There was some drama in Jordan about who would take
the throne, but there was no noticeable opposition in either country to the idea
that someone within the royal family should replace the deceased monarch. Even
those citizens most committed to democracy did not question these transitions on
the grounds that they violated fundamental democratic principles. During the Arab
Spring, protesters in both country’s did advocate for democratic reforms, arguing
that their countries should reflect constitutional monarchies like those in Europe.
This position involved demands for increasing the political strength of parliament
and the cabinet while cleaning up elections – not removing the monarch. In other
words, clear indicators of authoritarianism that drove opposition in Egypt and Tunisia
– presidents ruling for life and attempting to hand power to their family members –
failed to motivate opposition in the monarchies because of how people thought about
what it means to be king.

8 Discussion

This paper has argued that different norms define who has the right to rule in royal
and non-royal authoritarian regimes, and that these differences structure the public’s
expectations about how rulers are meant to behave in office. Whereas non-royal
autocrats are expected to oversee the policy process and involve themselves in political
contestation because of the manner in which popular sovereignty justifies their hold
on power, monarchs’ reliance on hereditary succession to claim the throne does not
imply that they should manage policies or confront public competition over their
position. In turn, these different expectations influence how people evaluate their
rulers: I argue that monarchs can more easily shift responsibility for poor performance
and obscure the authoritarian character of their regimes. Because most people want
competent leaders who govern democratically, this advantage in avoiding blame and
minimizing perceived authoritarianism strengthens monarchs’ durability relative to
non-royal autocrats.

To the extent that this argument is correct, it has several implications for
understanding of authoritarian political systems. First, scholars have demonstrated
how institutional features of authoritarian regime types shape important outcomes by
structuring relations between the dictator and elites (e.g. Geddes 1999; 2003; Weeks
2012; Wright 2008). However, few studies assess how institutional differences between
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regime types might shape public perceptions of their political rulers. By illustrating
how legitimating norms associated with these regime types generate expectations
and then perceptions of ruler conduct, the paper demonstrates one channel through
which public opposition might be expected to differ in various authoritarian political
systems.

Second, the paper assumes a broader set of preferences among the citizens of
authoritarian regimes, and their implications for autocratic ruler survival. Whereas
much existing literature abstracts to relatively narrow economic preferences, public
opinion data suggests that citizens in these political systems have similar demands
to their counterparts in democracies: they want leaders who govern competently and
respect important process norms about how power should be exercised. Insofar as
these preferences shape patterns of opposition to authoritarian rulers, more research
should consider the ability of autocrats to satisfy these preferences, or at least mini-
mize grievances related to them.

Third, in studying these preferences and how they relate to authoritarian in-
stitutions, the paper attempts to move past the dominant focus on autocrats’ use
of coercion and co-optation to control their people. While these strategies are un-
doubtedly important for regime survival, people are also motivated to participate in
opposition movements because of their ideas and perceptions about the regime (e.g.
Jamal and Hoffman 2014; Thomson 2018). In addition, there are limitations to co-
ercion and co-optation as survival strategies, since both are vulnerable to exogenous
shocks that weaken the state’s capacity to repress or buy off citizens. As a result,
it is important for additional research to understand how autocrats seek to justify
their power and the manner in which these justifications affect citizens’ attitudes and
behaviors toward their rulers.

Finally, empirical data on authoritarian regime survival consistently suggests
that monarchies have been the longest-lived type of autocracy in the modern pe-
riod, with an average duration that outlasts even single party regimes (e.g. Geddes,
Wright, and Frantz 2014, Magaloni, Min, and Chu 2013). Consistent with this pat-
tern, monarchies have faced fewer challenges from both the public and elites, even
when controlling for factors like oil wealth and population size (Menaldo 2012). While
relatively few monarchies have persisted until the present day, those that continue to
exist often play an important role in international politics. Monarchy has also been
the most common type of government across human history. Nevertheless, there are
few theoretical or empirical studies of this royal advantage – a gap that this paper
hopes to address.
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9 Appendix

9.1 Balance for YouGov Experiments

Table 3: Logit Models for Balance

Policy Responsibility Experiment Political Contestation Experiment

Gender 0.022 0.022
(0.077) (0.076)

Age -0.004 0.030
(0.028) (0.027)

Income -0.009 0.015
(0.021) (0.021)

Marital Status -0.002 -0.012
(0.054) (0.051)

Employment Status -0.020 0.052
(0.079) (0.078)

Constant 0.104 -0.244
(0.203) (0.200)

Observations 3,005 3,234
Prob. of χ2 0.996 0.817

*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, † < 0.10
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9.2 Perceptions of Responsibility by Country

Figure 7: Parliamentary Responsibility by Country
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