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Why Does the “Arab Spring” in Egypt and Jordan
Have Different Political Consequences?
——Based on the Interpretation of the Regime Legitimacy
Xiao Yao"

Abstract: Since the end of 2010, the continuing instability of West Asia and North Africa has
not yet to end. But the countries in which the opposition successes are all non-monarchy countries,
and the traditional Islamic monarchy during this “Arab spring” is relatively stable, the regime is
still running smoothly. The United States is a very important reason, but the regime’s legitimacy is
the fundamental factor leading the different countries to different results.

Keywords: Monarchy country; Non-monarchy country; Legitimacy; “Arab Spring”

Introduction

Since the end of 2010, continuing instability in West Asia and North Africa has not yet to end.
This “Arab Revolution” has spread to more than 20 countries, and those governments suffered
serious legitimacy crises, but the countries where the opposition succeeded are all non-monarchy
countries, and the traditional Islamic monarchies in this “Arab spring” are relatively stable: the
regime is still running smoothly; the public is generally supportive of the royal family, only to
seek reform within the system, rather than to deny the legitimacy of the regime and overthrow the
existing regime. So, why do these two kinds of countries that seem to face the same social unrest
and regional upheaval have different results? It drew my great interest and attention. After the
“Arab spring”, there is also an important trend that it becomes more and more important for these
Arab countries to build the regime legitimacy in the region.

Debates and Consensus

So far, there are already some papers on this topic. Why the monarchy countries are more
stable than the republic ones in the Arab spring? Victor Menaldo used a panel dataset of the
MENA countries (1950-2006) and showed that monarchs are less likely than non-monarchs to
experience political instability. Then he deemed that monarchy's political culture solves a ruler’s

credible commitment problem and makes the monarchy countries more stable. v Ludger

* Xiao Yao, Master of International Relations from Shanghai Institute of International Studies. Current main
interest is legitimacy of government and interstate conflict.

(D Menaldo, Victor, “The Middle East and North Africa’s Resilient Monarchs,” The Journal of Politics, Vol. 74,
No. 3, 2012, pp. 707-722.
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Kihnhardt thought that traditional hereditary rule seems to be able to maintain power with more
respect, possibly even with acquired Iegitimacy.® Lorenzo Vidino put forward that there are many
answers to this question, such as the legitimacy based on religion, that monarchies find it easier to
carry out reforms — they can regard the ineffective administrations as a scapegoat. They also
have the capacity that the ruling families to dispense massive economic handouts to the population,
the GCC and the US’ policies.”

In these papers, the writers have different viewpoints on this question, some scholars deem
that the reason depends on the economic level: the monarchy countries can dispense massive
economic handouts to the population, but the non-monarchy countries did not have the capacity to
improve their people's living standard, so the people overthrow their governments; other scholars
think that the political culture have caused the different results, in monarchy countries, and the
kings are also the leader of the religion, and in Muslim countries, it is an effective way to make
the countries stable. But all the reasons can be concluded in the frame of political legitimacy.
Legitimacy is the core concept of political science. In this theory, all the reasons can be divided
into three courses—election, performance and ideology. In my paper, | will discuss the three
courses based on the “Arab spring” and find out which course of the legitimacy is the reason that
monarchy and non-monarchy countries have the different results in the “Arab spring”. And to
analyze the Arab spring in this frame can make the paper more comprehensive and systematic.

The Sources of the Legitimacy

“Legitimacy is the recognition of the right to rule”.”” From this perspective, it tries to solve a
fundamental political problem, and to improve that political rights and obedience simultaneously.
There are three sources of regime legitimacy: ideological legitimacy, performance legitimacy and
legal-electoral legitimacy. A state is based on legal-electoral legitimacy when it takes laws as
binding principles for all social groups, including state elites themselves, and when top leaders are
popularly elected on a regular basis. Ideological legitimacy means that a state’s right to rule is
justified by a certain value system in the forms of tradition, religion, and political philosophy.
Performance legitimacy means that a state’s right to rule is justified by its economic or moral
performance and by the state’s capacity of territorial defense.” So in my paper | will use three
sources of regime legitimacy: ideological legitimacy, performance legitimacy and institution

legitimacy. | will try to investigate how the three sources of legitimacy affect the difference

@ Ludger Kihnhardt: The Arab Spring revisited: How the Arab Monarchies can survive, http://www.worldsecurit
ynetwork.com/Broader-Middle-East-Africa-Democracy-Human-Rights-Peace-and-Conflict/Kuehnhardt-Prof.-Dr.-
Ludger/The-Arab-Spring-revisited-How-the-Arab-Monarchies-can-survive.

@ Lorenzo Vidino, The Arab Spring and the Middle East’s Monarchies, http://www.stratfor.com/other-voices/ara
b-spring-and-middle-east%E2%80%99s-monarchies.
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@ Dingxin Zhao, “The Mandate of Heaven and Performance Legitimation in Historical and Contemporary
China,” American Behavioral Scientist, Vol. 53. No. 3, 2009, p. 418.
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between the two kinds of country, and then to find out which kind of legitimacy has the most
important effect on the different consequence. More accurate to say, | will put forward the reason
why these two kinds of countries that face the same social unrest and regional upheaval have the
different results.

Legitimacy of the Jordan and Egypt in “Arab Spring”

Egypt is a performance legitimacy and legal-electoral legitimacy regime. Egypt is an Islamic
state, but a secular state, the alternation of the power based on the legal-election. Its national polity
is prescribed by the 1971 Constitution, the Constitution “has laid the foundation of the democratic
parliamentary system of government, emphasizing the primacy of law, the principle of judicial
independence as a governance foundation”.” In addition, the Egyptian Constitution also provides
that the transfer of power in Egypt should be based on election. Although Egypt also regularly
hold presidential and parliamentary elections, but the Egyptian presidential election regulations
allow only one candidate for election (In 2005 Egypt amended the constitution to allow multiple
candidates), and then in order to keep the ruling status, they set up many obstacles to eliminate
political rivals. And during the Mubarak regime, his family became the core of the autocratic rule,
rigged elections and even wanted to follow the example of Syria to realize the ruling family. All
these made the regime lose the legal-electoral legitimacy.

Egypt’s performance in recent years has lost legitimacy. Since 1990s economic liberalization
policy mistakes, coupled with the impact of the global financial crisis in 2008, Egypt’s social and
economic situation is deteriorating: high unemployment rate, which reached 8.5%" during the
revolution; serious inflation, the inflation rate was more than 10%.° In 2010; the gap between
rich and poor is widening. Meanwhile, Egyptian social corruption is serious, the government
official amasses money for themselves, and efficiency is closely related to the bribery. The
Mubarak family, not only owns billions in foreign bank account, also by fostering personal
political power established a regime of “crony capitalism”. Ordinary people’s hard life and
corruption of bureaucracy rife in stark contrast, making the public feel the regime is not for them,
and could not represent their interests.

On the other hand, Mubarak excluded domestic Islamic political forces. In Egypt, most
people believe in Islam, so Mubarak’s regime had to respect Islamic faith. But in national political
life, the Mubarak government’s manipulation of parliamentary elections is in sole charge, as well
as the implementation of emergency law excluded the Muslim brotherhood and other Islamism

political power. Thus, religion is also unable to act as the solid foundation of the secular state. In

O TR CHRBREENE L SBUGREAR B, ALK E 83, 2008 £, 2569 T, #51H
W R BRI LU 54 RS ESD), (FEEARM) 2011 55 6 1, 55 51 71,
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addition, he implemented the pro-American and pro-Israel policy that hurt the Egyptians’ emotion
of the Arabs and Muslims.

These practices were actually against the majority of the population. It means that the regime
lost the ideological legitimacy based on the traditional, religion, value and emotion. So the
majority of Muslims in the current regime cannot find a sense of belonging and identity. When the
government cannot contribute much in terms of performance, the legitimacy of the regime will be
gradually fading away; overthrowing the existing regime and then seeking a new legitimacy
become the common goals of the Egyptians.

Jordan is a country of ideological legitimacy regime. The whole name is Hashemite Kingdom
of Jordan. As the descendants of the Prophet of Islam, the King belongs to Hashemite family.
Today, Abdullah Il is the thirty-ninth generation descendant of the Hashemite and the forty-second
generation descendant of the Prophet Muhammad. The royal family as well as the country has
been “integrated”, which has a natural political legitimacy.

Jordan protests were not for the purpose of overthrowing the ruling royal family. Although
Jordan was also facing opposition’s demonstrations and protests, but protests were directed against
the secular government. The demonstrators did not call for King Abdullah’s removal; they called
for better governance, economic reform, and the removal of Prime Minister Samir Rifai, who was
blamed for the rising commodity prices and political stagnation. They wanted political change, but
not the regime change. Protesting against the government, demonstrators also held up to show
allegiance to the king’s portrait. “Jordan and Tunisia are different; we have the monarchy and love
our king, just dissatisfied with the government, calling for reform.””

Jordan has a monarch inheritance system, so its state legitimacy comes from the ideological
legitimacy and performance legitimacy, if the performance legitimacy lost, taking into account the
special status of the Jordanian royal family in the Islamic religion, still a solid foundation for the
public recognition can be found in ideological legitimacy. The certain value system in the forms of
tradition, religion, and political philosophy can also play an important role in keeping the
countries stable.

The two governments are both bad in the performance, but the Jordanian royal family based
on the values and traditions still enjoy a high degree of legitimacy. Though state power belongs to
the people, Mubarak’s dictatorship had already made it less popular and the legitimacy of the
election had already gone. Because of the long-period crackdown on Islamic religious power, the
vast majority of Muslims were not in favor of Egypt’s secular regime. So Mubarak’s regime was
more vulnerable to a seemingly unified public outpouring against them: their security forces were

less willing to fire on their people, and the regime did not have elites in significant sections

(O Ruth Eglash, “Arab World: Here, We Love Our King,” The Jerusalem Post, Jan 21, 2011.
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automatically behind them.
Conclusion

This article is the result of a specific confusion that why “Arab Spring” in Egypt and Jordan
have different political consequences. This paper argues that the regime’s legitimacy is the
fundamental factor leading to different results. The monarchy regime demonstrated much greater
staying power than the non-monarchy regime. The monarchy often enjoys greater legitimacy than
non-monarchy; many can count on religious justification, long-standing historical associations
between the state and the ruling family, and a degree of popular affection---even pride—in the
ruling dynasty. Legitimacy of the non-monarchy country mainly comes from performance and
democratic election, and the legitimacy of the monarchy comes from the traditional religious
values and the rule of royal. In the Middle East, it is easy for governments to lose the performance
legitimacy and the democratic election is just cosmetic; but religious and national tradition is quite
stable. When the legitimacy based on the performance and democratic elections is lost, it is very
easy for people to overthrow the secular regime. But in Jordan, protesters complained about the
government, they were not against the royal who enjoys certain transcendental position. Therefore,
the monarchy countries can also maintain their existence despite their political division.

In the aspect of government performance, Egypt and Jordan are faced with the same dilemma.
Because of the poor living conditions, soaring inflation, high unemployment as well as the
widening income gap, performance legitimacy is losing seriously. The legitimacy of Egypt is
based on the election and the performance, after the long-term autocratic rule, the performance
and the election legitimacy has finally lost. Therefore, the regime is illegal in people’s mind.
Unlike Egypt, performance legitimacy in Jordan is important, but its legitimacy mainly comes
from the value and emotions. So Jordan can detach from the economic crisis and political turmoil,
the king retains ultimate control, “allowing for a buffering of rage and resentment, and greater
potential for real politics”®. People respect the king because of the emotional and religious factors,
which avoid the protest aiming directly at the royal rule, but only protest against the cabinet. Thus,
performance legitimacy and the legality of the election are missing, which explains the reason
why the monarchy and the non-monarchy were both affected in the upheaval in the Middle East.
But the emotion legitimacy can explain the reason that the “Arab Spring” in Egypt and Jordan
generated different political consequences.

After the “Arab Spring”, the Middle East countries face the task of rebuilding political
legitimacy, and this will be a difficult task. For example, after Hosni Mubarak stepped down, the

Egyptian transitional government took measures to quell the anger of the masses and rebuild the

(@ Robert Danin, “Why Jordan is not a Regional Domino,” in The Council on Foreign Relations, the New Arab
Revolt: What Happened, What it Means, and What Comes Next, New York: The Council on Foreign Relations,
p.161.
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emotional identification with the new regime. Including Trade Minister Rashid, three former
regime officials were sentenced to imprisonment.® They try to establish the legitimacy of the new
regime following the public opinion. Egypt has lost the performance legitimacy largely derived
from the implementation of economic liberalization policies mistakes and the global financial
crisis. If the economic liberalization reforms don’t receive adjustment, the global financial crisis
cannot be effectively alleviated, and the performance legitimacy will be difficult to rebuild and
recover.

Overall, after the “Arab spring”, the Middle Eastern countries have emphasized the value and
emotional legitimacy. When the performance and election legitimacy act as the basis of the
legitimacy, returning to the religious and traditional values is likely to become an important
channel for legitimacy. “Islam as a political language, culture, traditions and sacred symbol, in a
particular case is authority for political legitimacy; governments compete to use Islam to enhance

political legitimacy.”®

In the long-term, non-monarchy regime cannot improve people's
livelihood effectively, so people turned their attention to the Islamic religious forces as well as
transcend secular Islamic beliefs and political ideas, which is a clear trend recently. For example,
the Muslim Brotherhood, Egypt’s largest opposition have been legalized and formed a political
party and won the parliamentary election as an important political force in Egypt. And then, Morsi
who has the Muslim Brotherhood background won the election and became the president. Islamic
traditional regression also reflects the growing importance of emotion legitimacy in the Islamic
world.

Arab countries, with their different historical experiences and different cultural backgrounds,
have their own ways of constructing legitimate states. Despite the influence of secularism to a
greater or lesser degree, the religion of Islam is still the cornerstone of the legitimacy building of

Arab governments.
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